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sas, Colorado, and South Dakota.?! Its columns offered
advice to newcomers on housing, land, and politics. De-
fending America and Danish Americans was a recurrent
theme in the Pioneer. Danish newspapers and visitors
still occasionally referred to emigrants as uncultivated
cast-offs and characterized America as the place for
them. Neble’s reply was that Danes should not send
their “spoiled sons expecting to get rich overnight to
America, but rather send the hard-working men who
could achieve what they never could in Denmark.” 22 In
America a farm worker could earn $25 a month, he said,
whether he spoke English or not. In a few years he
would be able to rent or buy his own farm.28 Danes
owned thousands of acres of well-cultivated land, he de-
clared, and nine out of ten of them had been poor farm
workers in Denmark, where a decade of work would still
have given them nothing to show for it.24

Neble found a “very freedom in the air one breathes”
in America and frequently commented on this condition
and on the ability and energy of Americans, including
immigrants. In the same editorials, he often indulged in
a sentimental rush of emotion for the old homeland.
Danes “did not forget their old land, come what may,”
he said, even though America had “given us the bread,
and freedom that our fatherland denied us.”25 Two
world wars gave Danish Americans the opportunity to
show how accurately Neble had characterized them.
Their support with funds and political influence on the
Slesvig question and during the German occupation of
Denmark is well known,

The integrity and personal appeal of an editor like
Sophus Neble attracted many readers to his paper and
made it great. When Henrik Cavling, correspondent and
later editor of Politiken in Copenhagen, toured America
in 1895, he praised the Pioneer especially and remarked
that the time was long past “when one can look down on
these Danish-American papers and their editors who ac-
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complish their civilizing work under difficult condi-
tions.”” 26

During the early years of the twentieth century, in the
third or hyphenated phase, Neble and other immigrant
leaders began to feel more confident about their own
ethnic identity and encouraged cultural exchange be-
tween Denmark and America. Established Danish-
American papers were doing well in this period, but it
was not a good time to begin a new publication. Of the
nine Danish-American newspapers founded during the
first two decades of the century, most died within a year.
Older papers were thriving.2? The Pioneer led with a
circulation of 26,323 in 1901; this rose to 39,913 in 1914.
Rasmussen’s combined papers, Ugebladet and its re-
gional editions, claimed a circulation of 22,500. The
others ranged from 3,000 to 5,000. Most of the papers
cost $1 or $1.50 a year for eight pages, but the Pioneer
charged $2.25 for a 12-page edition as of 1903.28

In 1903 the Pioneer moved into its own building. It
took sixteen employes to get out the paper and handle
job printing. Neble now had time for frequent hunting
trips and occasional visits to Denmark.2? He concen-
trated on building cultural links between Denmark and
America, and his editor took over writing the editorials.
Coverage of Danish-American community” affairs in-
creased and Danish news nudged out United States
news. American politics, on the other hand, still domi-
nated the editorial columns.3°

Readers occasionally suggested that the paper would
serve Danes better if it became impartial politically and
just worked to further Danish-American interests. Neble
vowed to keep the paper free and to fight for “right and
truth,” but he believed in partisan support, based on
picking the man and the issues. He would not let his
paper bow and scrape before politicians, would fight
against block voting by foreigners, and would lend his
support to the candidates, usually Democratic, who
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came closest to his views. This, he believed, served the
readers better than a bland, so-called nonpartisan paper.
The Pioneer “had conviction of truth and right” behind
its words.?t

Cultural exchange between Denmark and America
grew and was warmly endorsed by Neble. The Danish-
American Association was founded in 1905 and pro-
moted speakers, exhibitions, and travel excursions. A
group raised funds for a statue of King Christian IX;
another collected money to purchase heath land in Jut-
land, which became Rebild National Park in 1912, dedi-
cated to the honor of Danish-American immigrants.
Danes began to look back over their lives and record
their cultural group experiences in America and their
contributions to American life. Scandinavians founded
historical associations and archives. Despite all this
cross-cultural sentiment, the Danish Americans were
still on the defensive. One visitor from the homeland set
off quite a revealing explosion when he reported in
Denmark in 1915 that the Danes in America “had lost
their culture, were unable to adjust to American society,
and longed for Denmark all the time.”” 32

Neble devoted two issues of his paper to the Danish-
American response to a survey of some fifty representa-
tive immigrants. All but two of those responding dis-
agreed with the Danish critic. “We don’t love Denmark
less, but America more,” was a common refrain. “We
will not forget Denmark . . . but our longing is that of a
longing for childhood. . . . Even Danes in Denmark
must experience that.” As one put it, we could “hardly
miss a culture most of us never had in Denmark. . . .
America had given them their first understanding of
being free, of having independence and freedom.” If the
Danish critic was right, why, they asked, “weren’t they
all flooding back to Denmark?’’33

World War I heightened the immigrants’ attention to
Europe, and Danish Americans were concerned about
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relatives and friends and the future of the Slesvig-
Holstein borderlands. A strong anti-Prussian attitude
pervaded many of the editorials in Danish-American pa-
pers during the war. On the other hand, the editors de-
fended the value of all immigrant Americans in creating
a prosperous nation, and criticized new laws and talk of
prohibiting foreign-language use in public places and
literacy tests designed to “shut out fine immigrants who
had no chance to learn to read in their own countries.” 34
Although Neble was strongly opposed to any pro-
German propaganda and criticized any foreign-language
papers that engaged in it, he regarded suppression of the
languages and licensing of the foreign-language press a
serious threat to freedom and an allegation of disloyalty
by virtue of foreign birth.35

Although the first-generation Danish Americans con-
tinued to cherish both their motherland and America,
many agreed with Neble in 1918 when he said that “it is
impossible to keep the parents’ speech as the primary
language beyond the first generation. For our children,
English is their native speech.” 36 Many parents actively
encouraged their children to learn English and tried to
share some of their feelings of affection for Denmark and
its history at the same time. This theme was to become
increasingly strong in the postwar years as the Danish-
American press entered its fourth and last “Americaniza-
tion” stage.

The 1920s were years of crisis for many Danish-
American publications. Costs rose rapidly; circulation
declined, as did advertising. Membership in Danish or-
ganizations and increased use of English in the churches
and publications indicated that Danes were rapidly be-
coming assimilated. Anxiety over one’s allegiance to
America undoubtedly sped up the process as people
stopped speaking Danish, because any foreign language
was made to seem unpatriotic.3? After the 1921 and 1924
Quota Acts had passed, 5,970 Danes could be admitted
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per year. As the older generation died, the number of the
Danish-born in America shrank from 189,154 in the 1920
census count to 122,180 in 1940 and to 79,619 in 1960.38

“The foreign-language press will exist as long as there
are people in America who can read another language
more readily than English,” Neble observed. He be-
lieved that the second generation would learn English,
as would the adopted citizens, and in time most of them
would switch to the English-language press. Papers like
his would not go on indefinitely.3° To him this trend was a
sign of progress, a natural evolution. By 1932, four of the

leading Danish-American editors, including Sophus
Neble and Christian Rasmussen, had died and their pa-
pers were to meet various fates.

In the 1920s, rural isolation began to break down with
the introduction of the radio, the automobile, and ex-
panded daily RFD postal service that brought the nearby
town’s daily newspaper to the farms. Rural weeklies and
foreign-language newspapers both minimized general
and emphasized local news in an attempt to serve and
hold their readers.#® New editors took over the old
Danish-American papers, and they were often motivated
by a strong desire to preserve the remaining Danish cul-
ture in America. They attempted to attract younger
readers with columns in English. Except for the period
of World War II, when the papers were enthusiastically
received because they carried news of occupied Den-
mark that did not find its way into the American press,
the Danish-American newspapers after 1930 reflect a
certain sadness and longing for days that would never
return. The Grundtvigians in the audience continued to
champion the value of the Danish language and heritage
in the group life of Danish Americans. Danes in Chicago
and Minneapolis experienced a sense of loss as their
community dispersed to the suburbs and other ethnic
groups took over long-familiar businesses and housing.
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There were six Danish-American publications in the
1950s, and all too frequently their mail contained letters
that said: “Father (or mother) died and no one here can
read the paper.”4!

After World War II and the recovery years, travel ads
and tourist photos appeared in Den Danske Pioneer, but
the main focus of the paper was its many columns of
social news from the Danish-American settlements. The
Neble family decided to close the paper in 1958, but a
group of Chicago Danes decided to rescue it and raised
the money to buy and move it to Elmwood Park, Illinois.
The latest step in the Pioneer’s evolution was to make it
into a modern tabloid with increased advertising col-
umns and higher subscription rates to cover still-rising
printing costs. In 1972 the paper celebrated its hun-
dredth birthday with a lavish centennial edition, a tes-
timonial to the hardiness of ethnicity in America. The
paper still circulates to some 4,000 subscribers, who ap-
parently enjoy this 16-page bi-weekly containing news
about their activities in church, lodges, and general so-
cial life. It is essentially American with an ethnic flavor.

The publisher, Hjalmar Bertelsen, scorned talk in
1969 of the death of the Danish press in America, saying:
“Such predictions have been made frequently in the
past, but the Danish-American press endures. Bien in
San Francisco, with some 3,000 subscribers, and the
Pioneer will live, he said, as long as ‘Danes’ want to read
about their affairs. They will pay the increasing prices
we have to charge for subscriptions. If not, then we must
give up.”’42 But early in 1974, in an unusual editorial,
Bertelsen asked his readers what the fate of the Pioneer
would be. How should it work to attract more readers as
printing and postage costs rise? Should there be more
columns in English?43 A new debate apparently was be-
ginning in the Pioneer’s 102nd year.

The Danish-language press in America has developed
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along with its readers, shifting emphasis from the strong
political and religious interests of individual editors in

- the late nineteenth century to the friendly, harmonious
community spirit that serves an audience predominantly
American, with just a degree of Danish ethnic affiliation
and identity. So long as these papers exist, they an-
nounce to the country that Danes in America have not
quite yet disappeared without a trace.
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