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Foreword 
 
 

 

After my only brother Boyd died at age 42 in 1985, I wanted to give his children and 

mine a sense of the people, places and traditions that had shaped our generation. The world we 

knew as boys in rural Nebraska was one they could hardly imagine.   

My project remained on the back burner until I retired in 1994.  While both of my parents 

had died by then, their relatives responded generously when I began asking about Boyd’s and my 

childhood in the 1940’s.  However, they also told many stories about earlier generations.  I 

realized that if I did not capture this old family lore soon, it would be lost.    

The result was a two-volume history of the family lines joined by my parents' marriage, 

which I first had printed in 2008.   This volume deals with my mother’s family – the Cramers and 

Christensens.  It begins with the earliest information I have been able to uncover and continues 

through my grandparents' lives and the years in which my parents’ generation began setting out 

on its own. Stories from my childhood are saved for another day. 

My mother once expressed regret at having waited too long to ask about the past.  Her 

parents were gone by the time she became interested in family history, had the time to pursue it, 

or felt comfortable asking some difficult questions.  Many valuable stories and perspectives are 

lost as each generation waits too long.  I had also waited too long to explore these questions 

deeply with my own parents.   None of my ancestors had left journals or written reminiscences, 

nor had their descendants kept any letters they might have written.   

With so few personal accounts available I have had to rely mostly on general historical 

research to get a sense of the lives my Danish ancestors had in the Old Country, what prompted 

them to emigrate, and the challenges they faced in forging new lives in America. 

Still, I have learned more about our ancestors than I ever thought possible.  Notes from 

my conversations with Mom in her later years were a marvelous starting point, as were the family 

trees, photo albums, letters, clippings, and written reminiscences that she left.  They led to very 

productive correspondence and interviews with her sister, cousins and friends.  I am deeply 

grateful to all of them – for their continuing encouragement, their responsiveness, their candor in 

exploring old relationships, and especially their patience in waiting for me to put something in 

print. Some of them did not live to see my final product, but I shared drafts with them along the 

way. 

While I originally set out to collect stories rather than dates and places of births and 

deaths, I eventually caught the genealogical bug.  I have pestered relatives for information, 

walked through cemeteries, poured over old census records in the National Archives, and tapped 

the Mormon genealogical library's extensive microfilm collection of Danish census and church 

records.  More recently I have filled gaps when other researchers responded to questions I posted 

on Internet genealogical websites. In 2014  I am amazed at the vast genealogical information that 

is now available online. 

I am especially indebted to several people who had already done extensive genealogical 

research.  In 1998 my mother's Danish cousin, Ingeborg Christensen Gaub (1916-2009), gave me 

a copy of a memoir written in Danish by her father, Hans Tolstrup Christensen (1880-1963.)  

Hans provided names, dates, and places that I would never have found on my own.  His memoirs 

are also the only first-hand account I have found of the lives my ancestors led before emigrating.  

Ingeborg’s children also introduced us to distant Hoegh (Høgh) cousins in central Jutland where 

my mother’s maternal ancestors lived until late in the 19th century.  Henry Hoegh's extensive 
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genealogical research was also very helpful. 

I was delighted to receive an email message recently from Søren Tolstrup Christensen, a 

Danish second-cousin whom I had never met.    Over several years Søren has developed an 

impressive website with extensive, carefully-documented data on his ancestors.  Thanks to his 

research we have had contact with descendants of Mads Christensen, the brother who emigrated 

to Argentina.  It would appear that this is the first contact the Argentine Christensens have had 

with their Danish second-cousins since the mid-1930s.     

When Søren learned of my research, he invited me to add information on the large 

number of Christensens who emigrated.   He also asked me for permission to post this history on 

his website.  I am making a few corrections and minor revisions for that purpose.   For example, I 

have removed much of the identifying information on family members who are still alive.  

This book is a compromise.  My goal has been to write a readable family history rather 

than a scholarly work.  For those who might wish to pursue this history further I have included a 

list of reference materials in the appendices.  For genealogists I have described some of the 

problems I encountered in tracing family lines and how I dealt with them.  Some of them are 

problems a genealogist will still encounter despite the vast expansion of data online. 

I hope that others will continue the search for old documents, fill gaps, correct my 

mistakes, and write family history from their own perspectives.  May their search be as 

stimulating and rewarding as mine has been. 

Finally, I thank my wife Martha for her continuing encouragement of my research and 

writing, for joining enthusiastically in exploring old family haunts in Schleswig-Holstein and 

Denmark, and for providing invaluable editorial suggestions.  

 

 

      Washington, DC 

      August 2014 
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- Chapter I - 

 

Discovering Our Roots 

 
As my brother Boyd and I were growing up, our family moved frequently – from one 

farm to another in eastern Nebraska, then to ranches in western Montana, and finally to the town 

of Columbus, Nebraska.  In the first twelve years of my life we lived in ten different houses.  

As a boy I had little appreciation for how difficult and disruptive all of these moves must 

have been for my parents – especially for my mother.  However, Boyd and I seem to have taken it 

in stride.  I do not recall ever feeling rootless.  We had our parents, each other, and continuing ties 

with an extended family.  

In later years I learned that some of my parents’ moves were influenced by a desire to 

break away from some of the constraints of closely-knit families.  That was certainly true of our 

move to Montana in 1952.  Yet many of our Nebraska relatives came to visit us in Montana, and 

we drove back to eastern Nebraska for Christmas.  After we settled in Columbus, Nebraska in 

1953, we frequently drove 90 minutes to our grandparents’ homes in Omaha and Tekamah for 

family gatherings.  

Close family ties gave Boyd and me a sense of belonging and being valued.  I have fond 

memories of getting together with grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins for Sunday dinners, 

holidays, baptisms, confirmations, birthdays, weddings, and family picnics.  As we got older, we 

each spent a few days during the summer staying with grandparents, uncles and aunts.  .   

All of my grandparents seemed mindful of their European origins, but this was 

particularly true of Grandpa and Grandma Cramer, since they themselves were immigrants.  I 

doubt that they ever stopped thinking of themselves as hyphenated Danish-Americans, but it was 

always clear to me that they had committed themselves to life here in the United States.   

Each generation of my ancestors dedicated itself to making its garden grow in this new 

land – whether the garden of the field or that of the family.  Each sowed a diversity of seeds, put 

down roots, cultivated plants in its own way, and produced a varied harvest.  Each took deep 

personal satisfaction from its role in this continuing cycle.  Yet they also realized that they could 

not do it alone.  They needed the assistance of others, the cooperation of Mother Nature, and the 

strength from sources that surpass human understanding.  They all looked deep within and far 

beyond themselves for help in making their gardens grow.  Their hopes and their values are my 

inheritance. 

 

German or Danish? 

 

From an early age I was curious about the proportions of Danish and German blood in 

my veins.  My mother’s side seemed quite straightforward.  Both of her parents were born in 

Denmark and immigrated to the United States as young adults.  Mom was born in Omaha, but I 

was intrigued by her stories of moving back to Denmark when she was four and then being 

unable to speak English a year later when they returned and she started school in Nebraska.  

There were many reminders of my grandparents’ heritage:  their Danish accents, immigrant 

friends, Danish-language newspapers, Grandma’s cooking, and Grandpa’s swear words.  

Occasionally Grandpa coached me to say a few naughty phrases in Danish, knowing full well that 

Grandma would then scold him – or at least make a show of scolding him.  Alas, I have long 

since forgotten what he taught me. 
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National origins on my father’s side were less clear-cut.  Dad jokingly referred to himself 

as a “quarter breed” – one-quarter Danish and three-quarters German.  I know now that the 

fractions were somewhat more complex depending on whether one considered Schleswig-

Holstein ancestors with Danish surnames to be German or Danish.  Perhaps he knew that, too, but 

his fractions made a better story.  Nonetheless, I always thought of his family as German, and I 

think he did, too.  They had a German surname, they lived in a predominantly German 

community and told stories about German immigrants, and Grandpa Rosacker sang songs like 

“Mein Hut er hat drei Ecke.”  Interestingly, however, Dad’s younger sister Audrey said she 

always identified more with her Danish roots. 

 

Whatever their nationalities, most of my ancestors came from areas in present-day 

Denmark and Germany that are within 150 miles of each other.   That is little more than the 

distance from Omaha to Grand Island or from Washington to Philadelphia.   

 

Map of Denmark and Schleswig-Holstein 

 

Among the Danish speakers, the Cramers and Christensens were from Jutland (Jylland,) 

the peninsula just north of Schleswig; and William Jensen was born in Roskilde, near 

Copenhagen on the island of Sealand (Sjæland.)  Most of the German-speakers (Henry Eicke and 
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the Rosackers) emigrated from Schleswig-Holstein – the northernmost state of present-day 

Germany.  The only exception was my great-great grandmother, Elisabeth Sohl Eicke, who was 

born in Hessen, northeast of Frankfurt in west central Germany.   

Since there were no significant natural barriers to migration in this area of Europe, the 

linguistic and cultural boundaries were not sharply delineated.  Schleswig in particular was a 

melting pot where Germans and Danes lived side-by-side for centuries.  From all I have heard 

and read it is probably safe to assume that my father’s paternal grandmother, Dorothea Nielsen, 

considered herself German even though she had a Scandinavian surname.  If any cultural and 

linguistic differences endured among my father’s ancestors in Schleswig-Holstein, old church 

records make it clear that the differences were not serious obstacles to inter-marriage.   

I have found no records of marriage between Danes and Germans on my mother’s side.  

However, Mom always suspected that the Cramer family name (sometimes spelled Chramer or 

Kramer in Danish records) originated in Germany.  Having discovered that her great-grandfather, 

Kristian Kramer, was born in Augustenborg – near the present-day border with Germany – a 

German origin seems quite possible.  Augustenborg is on the island of Als, just northeast of 

Sønderborg.  In centuries past this area was part of Schleswig-Holstein, and the town was called 

by the German name of Augustburg.  The parish records I have examined were kept in German 

and included many German surnames. 

Long before my ancestors emigrated, these German-Danish distinctions on both sides of 

the shifting border were blurred and might well have been unimportant.  Yet, as my parents 

became acquainted in the 1930s, the dividing line between the largely German community in 

which my father grew up and my mother’s solidly Danish ancestry seemed more consequential. 

 

Imagining the Lives of Our Ancestors 
 

My mother seems to have been the only descendant of the Cramer and Christensen 

families in the United States who collected and recorded information for a family tree.  She left 

several versions in her box of mementos, and in her later years she shared memories with me in 

conversations.  After she was gone, however, it took only a little prompting to get several 

relatives from her generation to flesh out the names, places and dates on the family trees with old 

stories and a few hints about our ancestors’ life in Denmark.   

Mom’s clues helped me identify parishes where our ancestors might have lived, so I 

began ordering microfilms of Danish church records through the nearby branch of the Mormons’ 

Family History Library.  Such records are a gold mine of information on births, baptisms, 

confirmations, marriages, deaths and moves from one community to another.  Since many 

Mormons trace their ancestry to Denmark, the library’s collection of Danish records is very 

comprehensive.  In 2014 there are several indexed sources for such information online. 

The first challenge was learning a few key words in Danish and sufficient familiarity with 

19
th
 century script to scan the microfilms and find entries that appeared to deal with some of our 

ancestors.  My mother once taught me to count to ten in Danish, but that was it.   

Cramer is an uncommon name in Denmark, but entries on Christensens are as numerous 

as Smith or Jones would be in the United States.  A further complication in searching for 

ancestors is that most Danish families did not have permanent surnames before 1850. 

Christensen, for example, did not become a permanent family name among my maternal 

ancestors until the generation of my great-grandfather, Søren Christensen, born in 1839.  There 

was not a consistent scheme for spelling surnames, and the given names in old records may be 

different from the names they were later known by in the family. 

In some cases Danes’ surnames reflected their occupations, the locales they came from, 

or even nicknames.  Usually, however, they were determined by a patronymic system.  That is, 
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surnames were based on the father’s first name.  For the surnames of sons, “-sen” was added to 

the father’s name; and for daughters “-datter” was added.  Thus Peter, the son of Jens, would have 

been named Peter Jensen, while his sister Marie would have been named Marie Jensdatter.  In 

turn Peter’s sons would have had the surname Petersen and his daughters the surname 

Petersdatter.  Women kept these patronymic surnames even after they were married.  The 

ancestral tree for Deborah Christensen in the next chapter includes some examples of how the 

system worked. 

However, permanent surnames can be found earlier in areas that were once part of 

Schleswig-Holstein, reflecting German practices.  The Cramers who came from South Jutland 

(formerly North Schleswig) are an example.  The Cramer surname has been continuous at least 

since the early 1800’s, which is as far as I have been able to trace their line.  As noted earlier, the 

name was most likely German and probably originated with someone’s occupation: a tradesman 

or shopkeeper.    

 

We have very little information about the day-to-day life of our forebears in the Old 

Country.  So far as we know, those who emigrated did not write memoirs, keep journals, or leave 

bundles of letters.  If they did, their descendants saw no reason to preserve them.  Like most 

immigrants, they no doubt reminisced about their homelands, but little of that lore has survived.   

The only first-hand account I have on our ancestors’ life in Denmark comes from the 

memoirs of Hans Christensen, one of my maternal grandmother’s brothers who did not emigrate.  

His descriptions of the hardships of rural life in Denmark may be found in Chapter III.  While the 

Christensens farmed their own land in Denmark until late in the 19
th
 century, we do not know 

whether they – like my Rosacker ancestors in Schleswig-Holstein – might have been serfs at an 

earlier time.   

Writings on geographical history give us a broader sense of how these rural folk might 

have lived.  First, the land itself.  The landscape of Denmark and Schleswig-Holstein is 

dominated by low rolling hills and lakes left by receding Ice Age glaciers.  The highest elevation 

in Denmark is only 568 feet above sea level.     

In the 18
th
 century the farmers among our forebears most likely grew winter rye, spring 

oats, and barley.  They supplemented these grains with legumes, green vegetables and roots.  

Turnips were popular, and potatoes (imported from the New World) were planted and consumed 

even more widely.  Potatoes were cheap and could be stored through the winter.  Among 

industrial crops flax for making linen was important.  Except for hogs, animals were not raised 

primarily for meat or even for milk.  Sheep were valued for their wool, horses for riding, and 

cattle for their strength in drawing plows and wagons.  

With increased grain production late in the 18th century, more land was cultivated and 

fewer sheep were raised.  The demands from growing towns and cities led to an expansion of 

dairy and beef cattle production.  In the 19
th
 century grain-growers in northwestern Europe 

suffered as lower-priced grain from Russia and North America entered world markets.  Ironically, 

this included grain produced by German and Scandinavian immigrant farmers on the prairies of 

North America.  Farmers in Denmark and northern Germany gradually started feeding the 

cheaper imported grain to livestock and concentrating on meat production.  This transformation 

was most marked in Denmark, which became a specialized producer of dairy goods and bacon.   

 

In Search of a Better Life 
 

Improved nutrition and medical care in 19
th
 century Europe led to lower rates of infant 

mortality and a population explosion.   Large families were common – like those of Anton and 

Johanne Cramer and Søren and Mette Christensen.  The rural economy in northern Europe could 
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not accommodate such rapid population growth.  By 1870 wages in Denmark had dropped so far 

that a farm hand’s annual income met less than half the expenses of an average household.  Many 

young people could not afford to get married.  By the mid-1800s, the average age at marriage in 

Denmark was 32 years for men and 29 for women.  One genealogical research guide points out 

the delays in marriage explained many of the illegitimate births recorded in parish registers.  

Couples could live together as soon as their engagements had been registered with churches, but 

costly wedding celebrations might be postponed a few months. 

Improvements in education and transportation also made rural people aware that life 

might be better elsewhere.  In Denmark several hundred thousand landless peasants left their 

agrarian life, and the majority drifted into the cities.  The population of Copenhagen grew from 

200,000 in 1870 to nearly 500,000 in 1900.  However, moving to larger towns and cities did not 

necessarily improve one’s economic prospects.  While the Industrial Revolution created new jobs, 

the supply of laborers still greatly exceeded the demand.  For many the flight to the city was only 

the first leg of a journey to North America.   

 

Few of our ancestors’ brothers and sisters remained in the Old Country.  Most went to the 

United States.  However, Grandma Cramer’s eldest brother, Mads Christensen, and his family 

settled in Argentina.   

They were all part of a flood of emigrants responding to the push of economic hardships 

in their homelands and the pull of economic opportunity elsewhere.  For those who came to the 

U.S., America was the land of opportunity – the land of the second chance.  The other 

destinations no doubt had the same appeal.  While it must have been difficult to leave familiar 

surroundings and associations, emigration seemed the only hope for escaping bleak economic 

prospects.  Our ancestors were among the millions of risk-takers whose determination to get 

ahead continued to stoke the engines of American development. 

In the latter part of the 19
th
 century, the ebb and flow of emigration came to depend more 

on events in America than on conditions in Europe.  Emigration was stimulated by economic 

booms in the United States and slowed by war, economic panics, drought, grasshoppers, or anti-

immigrant sentiment. 

Scholars who have studied the letters sent home by German immigrants point out that 

most of them explained both the positives and negatives about coming to America.  The same 

might also have been true of Danish immigrants.  While they may have been eager to have 

relatives join them, they realized they would probably have to support newcomers until they 

found jobs and places to live.  Exaggerating one’s success could also raise expectations back 

home for money and presents from America.  A photograph on page 29 of Chris and Deborah 

Cramer and her brothers Andrew and Marinus Christensen sitting in a new automobile in about 

1915 was no doubt sent to relatives back in Denmark – at least to reassure them and perhaps to 

impress them. 

Immigrants tended to make the trans-Atlantic voyage alone or with their immediate 

families, but most joined friends or relatives after they arrived in the U.S.  Some traveled on 

prepaid tickets sent from America.   

  

The social difficulties faced by our ancestors were similar to those encountered by 

immigrants in our own day.  It is safe to assume that they found American society very foreign, 

perplexing, and perhaps even hostile.  Previous generations of immigrants who were well-

established often resented and looked down on the next.  The newcomers were poor, did not 

speak English well, and continued to cling to their old ways. They stuck to their own kind rather 

than “becoming Americans.”  Like today’s immigrants, they may have been seen as threats and 

potential burdens.   



 6 

 

 

Settling in Nebraska 
 

The earliest immigrants on my father’s side of the family were indeed pioneers.  Henry 

and Lizzie Eicke arrived in New Orleans from Germany in January 1855, and within a year they 

had settled west of Omaha in the newly-formed Nebraska Territory.  The immigrant generation of 

Rosackers began coming from Germany to the United States shortly after the Civil War, when 

eastern Nebraska was already well-settled.  My father’s Danish grandfather, William Jensen, 

settled in Nebraska in about 1880; and my great-grandfather, Fred Rosacker – the youngest of the 

Rosacker immigrant siblings – did not arrive in Nebraska until 1889.    

My mother’s aunt, Marie Christensen, came to Omaha from Denmark in the early 1890s 

and apparently joined relatives who had already settled in the Omaha area.  Mom’s parents, Chris 

Cramer and Deborah Christensen, were the last of my ancestors to immigrate, settling in the 

Omaha area more than half a century after the Eickes.  By then the frontier phase was long past.  

According to the 1910 census there were 1,192,214 Nebraskans, and Omaha’s population was 

124,096.   

By the mid-1920s Chris and Deborah Cramer were living in the same general West 

Dodge neighborhood west of Omaha as my German/Danish paternal grandparents.  I do not 

sense, however, that the Cramers’ lives were as closely integrated with their neighbors as those of 

my father’s family.  While English and Irish surnames were amply represented among 

neighborhood landowners during that era, shared ancestry kept the ties among the German farm 

families particularly strong.  After 1900 many of the German families went to the same Lutheran 

church at 90
th
 and Harney, though we do not know what their religious practices were before that 

time.  Obviously the Cramers were set apart by the fact that they were newcomers in a 

neighborhood with roots going back three generations.  They also had a different economic role.  

My father’s ancestors were general farmers, who often collaborated with their neighbors in major 

farming activities such as haying and threshing.  However, my mother’s family specialized in 

dairying – producing and delivering milk in the city.  Grandpa Cramer may have bought hay, for 

example, from his neighbors, but his day-to-day economic relationship was with his milk 

customers in West Omaha.   

The automobile brought significant changes to the neighborhood, making Underwood 

High School a center for the larger community.  I suspect that automobiles also made it easier for 

my mother’s parents to maintain relationships with Danish relatives and other immigrants in 

Omaha and the surrounding area and even in the Danish Belt of western Iowa.   
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Chapter II 

 

Cramers 

 
My maternal grandfather, Christian Martin (1890-1959) was born in the city of Randers, 

in northeastern Jutland.  (In some records his surname was spelled Kramer or Chramer and his 

first name as Kristian.)  Chris was the eldest of ten children of Anton Martin Christian Cramer 

(1866-1921) and Johanne Marie Hansen Kondrup (1870-1949.)  Of the Cramer children who 

grew to adulthood, seven emigrated to the U.S., and only one stayed in Denmark.   

Anton Cramer was born in Hornbaek, a town on the west side of the city of Randers in 

northern Jutland.  However, his parents both came from southern Jutland.  His mother, Marie 

Dorthea Sarsdatter, was born in Haderslev; and his father, Christian Cramer, was born in 

Augustenborg in the county (Amt) of Sønderborg on the island of Als.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grandpa’s mother, Johanne Kondrup, was born in 1870 in Oester-Velling – a village west 

of Randers in Viborg County.  According to church records her parents were Frands Kundrup and 

Inger Christine Christensdatter.  Anton and Johanne were married in 1889, but one can surmise 

that they eventually were separated.  Based on church records Frands left Oester-Velling and 

moved to Horup in 1876 with his son Hans (born in 1868), a woman named Trine Christiansen, 

and two stepchildren.  I found no record of Inger’s death during that period or of Frands’s 

Ancestors of Christian Martin Cramer

Christian M. Cramer
1890 - 1959

Anton M. Cramer
1866 - 1921

Johanne M. Kondrup
1870 - 1949

Christian A. Cramer
1833 - Aft  1920

Marie D. Sarsdatter
1833 - Aft  1913

Frands Kundrup
Abt 1839 -

Inger C. Christensdatter
Abt 1841 -

Matthias W. Cramer

Anna Catharine Paulsen

Jacob Cramer

Cornelius Paulsen
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remarriage.  However, since Johanne was confirmed in Oester-Velling in 1883, I assume that she 

and her mother continued to live there. 

Family members understand that six of Anton and Johanne’s children were born in 

Randers between 1890 and 1899: my grandfather Christian Martin (1890), Rosa Kirstine 

Dorothea (1891), Frances Marie (1894), Frank Georg (1896), Carla Elisa (1898), and Hertha 

Antoinette Johanna (1899).   All of them except Christian were confirmed in Havndal, and those 

records consistently say they were born in Randers.  However, we have found no church records 

documenting their births or their parents’ marriage.  We do not know whether the Randers in 

these records was the city of Randers itself or Randers Amt (county).  A few years ago I learned 

from a Kondrup relative in Denmark of a Cramer son named Georg Ludvig who was born in 

1892 in Øster Tørslev, east of the city of Randers but within the county.  Presumably he 

was one of the children who my mother said had died in infancy.   
In 1904 Anton, Johanne and his parents, Christian and Marie Dorthea Cramer, moved to 

the small town of Havndal, where Anton ran a rendering plant.  Havndal is in Udbyneder Parish, 

northeast of the city of Randers and just south of the Mariager Fjord.  

According to parish records, the Cramers’ youngest three children were born in Havndal: 

Ejnar August (1907), Alma Elizabeth (1909), and Ingrid Kathinka (1910), who died in infancy.  

We have no explanation for the eight-year gap between these two sets of children.  Perhaps Anton 

and Johanne were separated.  The first family event entered in the records of Udbyneder Parish 

was Rosa’s confirmation on October 1, 1905. 

 

 

Kramer Family Home in Havndal (c.1920) 

 

The picture below of the main street of Havndal from the 1920s indicates a thriving 

community.  Today, however, it looks like many small American towns – with some prosperous 

housing developments on the perimeter but declining commercial activity in the center.  Like 

almost all of Jutland, the land around Havndal is rolling.  
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Downtown Havndal – 1920s 

 

My mother remembered meeting her great-grandfather Christian Cramer (b. 1833) when 

she and her parents moved back to Denmark in 1920.  He was still alive in November 1921, based 

on a letter from Johanne to her son Chris.  Christian’s wife Dorthea (b. 1833) was listed in the 

1911 census.  However, Mom never spoke of meeting her great-grandmother during her family’s 

return to Denmark, so I assume she died before 1920.  

 

 

Christian Cramer (b. 1833) 

 

Mom told me that her father Chris spent most of his boyhood living in Randers with an 

uncle, who taught him butchering.  This uncle – pictured below – could have been either Mathias 

Vilhelm Cramer, born in 1864, or Jens Daniel Cramer, born in 1868.  Chris presumably went to 

primary school there, as school attendance became compulsory in Denmark in 1814 for children 

between the ages of seven and fourteen.  
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Chris Cramer and Uncle (about 1900) 

 

My mother also mentioned that Chris did not get along with his father, so perhaps he 

simply remained in Randers after the rest of the family moved to Havndal.  She described the 

Cramers generally as having strong personalities and being rather quarrelsome.   

 

Chris worked in Copenhagen for a few years before he and his sister Rosa emigrated in 

1910.  They sailed from Copenhagen on the Hellig Olav and arrived at Ellis Island on September 

6, 1910.
1
  Chris and Rosa first settled in Waukegan, Illinois, but he soon moved on to Omaha.  

While there were already sizable communities of Danish immigrants in both of these cities, I am 

not aware of any close Cramer relatives who might have immigrated there earlier. 

 

After Anton died unexpectedly in Havndal in 1921, his wife Johanne learned that 

business debts would wipe out his estate.  Without any means of support in Denmark she had no 

choice but to emigrate.  My mother recalled that Johanne and her two youngest children, Ejner 

and Alma, came to Omaha in 1922 or 1923 and lived with Chris and his family for about three 

years.  Alma’s daughter Charlene, however, understands that they all came to the US in 1921.
2
  

Mom had some pleasant memories of speaking Danish and learning to drink coffee with 

her grandmother.  However, she generally remembered her as a difficult troublemaker.  Johanne 

was always very critical of her daughter-in-law, Deborah.  She tried to turn Chris against her, and 

he often sided with his mother.  My mother said:  “Mom was always in the dog house, and it 

almost wrecked their marriage.”   

Finally my grandparents had had enough.  So Johanne, Alma, and Ejner moved to 

Waukegan, Illinois, to live with two daughters – Rosa and Frances. Mom said they could not get 

along with their mother either, so eventually the family bought her a small house where she spent 

the rest of her life living alone.  She died in Waukegan in 1949. 

                                                 
1
 While Rosa’s age on the manifest was listed as 14, all other records indicate that she was born in 1891 

and thus would have been 19. 
2
 I have not been able to find Johanne, Ejner or Alma in the Ellis Island records. 
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Johanne Kramer and Daughters Alma and Rosa 

 

Another controversial character was my grandfather’s brother Frank.  His widow, Viola, 

told my Aunt Ellen that he had emigrated rather quickly, since the police were after him in 

Denmark.  Ellen recalls that her father Chris, who was already in the States, paid Frank’s way 

over.  I later found the ship passenger list and discovered that Frank (listed as Frans Georg 

Chramer) came to the US with Chris and his family on January 19, 1921 when they returned from 

living in Denmark for a year.  His occupation was listed as butcher, and his most recent address 

was Svendrup – most likely Sventrup a few miles southwest of Havndal. 

Frank followed in his father’s footsteps by starting a rendering business in Omaha.  One 

of his specialties was packaging horsemeat to be sold in stores as dog food.  My father’s cousin 

Lucille said they often referred to Frank as “Dead Horse Cramer.”  He was the one you called 

when one of your horses died.   

According to Mom, her father Chris had a bad temper and a penchant for bearing 

grudges.  That said, some of the ire he periodically felt toward his brother Frank may have been 

understandable – at least based on Chris’s side of the story.  Among other things Frank reportedly 

borrowed money from him and did not repay it.  For long periods, the two brothers were not on 

speaking terms.  Frank’s name does not appear in the list of guests at my parents’ wedding in 

February 1940, nor is he mentioned in the newspaper article about my grandparents’ 25
th
 wedding 

anniversary celebration later that same year.  So I assume this was one of the periods when he and 

Chris were estranged.  I remember Frank and his family joining in Thanksgiving dinner at my 

grandparents’ home on West Maple Street in the late 1940s.  I also recall our family dropping in 

on Frank and Viola one Sunday afternoon a few years later.  When Grandpa died in 1957, Frank 

did not come to the funeral.  However, someone saw him standing behind a tree at some distance 

from the gravesite.   

Frank had a son Harold George by his first wife, Charlotte Mortensen.  According to 

one account, Charlotte died of tuberculosis; but my mother told me that Charlotte and a second 

child both died during childbirth.  She is buried at Springwell Cemetery – the resting-place for 

my grandparents and many other immigrant Danes.  Frank next married Winifred Lanning, a 

divorcee who had been their housekeeper.  They were divorced after a short time, but Winifred 

gave the Cramer family name to a child born later.  Finally, Frank married Viola Pearson, and 

they remained together for the rest of his life.  Their son Robert was born in 1935.   
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According to my mother, Harold also had difficulties getting along with his father; and 

when he was having problems, he often came to see his Uncle Chris.  As an indication of the 

dysfunctional relationship, Harold reportedly corresponded with his former stepmother Winifred 

during World War II, but not with his father.  Despite the difficulties between Chris Cramer and 

his brother Frank, my mother treasured her continuing association with Aunt Viola and with 

Harold’s widow, Midge.  Both of them came to her memorial service.   

 

Mom told me that Chris and his sister Rosa Kirstine Dorothea (1891-1973) were close 

during the years before and after their immigration. Other than Uncle Frank, she is the only one 

of Grandpa’s siblings that I recall meeting.  She came to Omaha from Waukegan a few times to 

visit my grandparents, and my mother exchanged letters and Christmas cards with her.  She was a 

rather striking looking woman.  Her mystique in my mind was undoubtedly enhanced because I 

understood she had been married three times.  So far, however, I have only been able to identify 

two husbands: Holger Christensen, who died in 1951, and her second husband, Robert Cooper, 

whom she divorced.  So perhaps there were only two marriages. Rosa and Holger were married in 

about 1910, and Holger ran a furniture store in Waukegan.  When their only son Arne died in 

1989, he left small bequests for Mom, Ellen and other first cousins.  

 

Grandpa’s sister Frances Marie (Franciska or Francisca) (1894-1981) arrived in New 

York on the Oscar II on June 12, 1912.  She married Jens (James) Rasmussen, a baker, in 

Waukegan.  They had one son named Borge (1917-2010), who lived with his mother until she 

died.  He kept his promise to his mother that her birth date not be placed on her tombstone.  

Borge sent me a good deal of genealogical information on the Illinois branch of the Cramer 

family and put me in touch with several of his nieces.  These nieces knew Frances as Aunt Cisca.   

 

According to Borge, Carla Elisa (b. 1898) married a man named Ellis and lived in 

Chicago.  However, her children’s last name was Hademark, so she must have been married at 

least twice.  The 1930 census indicated that her children, Ethel (born about 1922) and Earl 

Hademark (born about 1923), were living with their grandmother Johanne Cramer in Waukegan, 

Illinois.  Ethel married a man named Wojcik, and Earl was killed in military action in Germany 

on February 27, 1945.  When Borge was reminded of the information I found about Carla’s son, 

he recalled having heard that Carla had committed suicide at a fairly young age. 

 

Hertha Antoinette Johanna (1899-1985) was the only one of Chris’s siblings who stayed 

in Denmark.  She came to visit her brothers and sisters in America in the late 1930s, and my 

mother’s album included a number of pictures taken during her visit to Omaha.  Borge told me 

that Hertha married a man named Nilsson and had a son Villy.  He later told a niece that Villy 

Nilsson had married a woman named Gretta and that they had once lived at Asminderodgad 82 in 

Copenhagen.  However, it had been many years since they corresponded, and the niece and her 

husband were unable to locate him when they visited Denmark in 2003. 

 
The two youngest Cramer siblings, Ejnar August (1907-1977) and Alma Elisabeth 

(1909-1987), were teenagers when they and their mother came to live in Omaha in the 1920s.  

My mother recalled that at the ages of 15 and 13, they both attended District 19 School with her.  

Later Alma dropped out and found work until they moved to Waukegan.   

 

Ejnar (also known in the U.S. as Ernie) married a woman named Goldie in about 1928, 

and they adopted two children.  In the 1930s he was working for a railroad company as a 

machinist. 
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After moving to Waukegan Alma worked as a waitress, and in about 1929 she married 

Art Opal.  Early in their marriage Art was a truck driver, and later he became a policeman.  He 

died in 1944 at age 39 from complications of appendicitis, leaving Alma with nine children to 

raise. 
One of Alma’s daughters described her as a remarkable woman, observing that while 

the family did not have lots of material things, “there was lots of love.”  When Alma’s children 

were grown, she married Joseph Johnson.  Members of the Opal family remained close to each 

other and to their cousin Borge Rasmussen.    
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- Chapter III - 
 

Christensens 

 
My maternal grandmother Dusine Deborah Christensen (1891-1962) was born on a farm 

in central Jutland – near Gludsted in what is now the county of Silkeborg.  Her parents Søren 

Christensen (1839-1910) and Mette Madsen Christensen (1850-1920) had thirteen children.  

Grandma was the twelfth.  

Mom said her mother did not like her given name Dusine (sometimes spelled Dusina), 

which means “dozen” in Danish.  She preferred being called Deborah (spelled Debora in Danish 

– with the accent on the second syllable.  I do not know when she made the change, but I never 

heard her referred to as anything but Deborah.  Instead I was always told that Dusine was her 

middle name. 

Several of Deborah’s siblings settled in Nebraska, and their families remained in close 

contact throughout their lives.  For the most part they seem to have had more amicable 

relationships than the Cramers – at least the Christensen descendants have happier stories to tell.  

The immigrant Christensens also kept in touch with their two brothers in Denmark; and several 

returned to Denmark for visits.  Until about 1948 my mother corresponded with her cousin 

Ingeborg in Denmark.  However, by the time I began researching family history in the mid-1990s, 

the Nebraska Christensens had had no direct contact with their Danish relatives for more than a 

quarter century.  Once the emigrant generation stopped visiting Denmark and their older siblings 

there had died, our families lost touch. 

Initially I had great difficulty expanding the Christensen family tree.  For one thing, 

Mom’s spelling of birthplaces did not match those in a late 20
th
 century Danish atlas.  Eventually 

I found Gludsted and Ejstrup (now Ejstrupholm) on a map of central Jutland – about 25 

kilometers southwest of Silkeborg and about 35 kilometers north northwest of Vejle.  I was told 

later that its name had been changed to Ejstrupholm to avoid confusion with another Danish town 

named Ejstrup.   

Having the correct place names, I was able to begin searching parish records in the 

Mormon genealogical archives.  While I found information on my great-grandparents’ marriage 

(Søren and Mette) and the births of a few of their children, I was not able to fill other gaps until I 

met my relatives in Denmark and got a copy of Uncle Hans Christensen’s memoirs.  Then I 

learned that my great-grandparents had moved several times and that their other children’s births 

had been recorded in a variety of parishes. These memoirs are the only first-hand account I have 

found of any of my ancestors’ lives in either Denmark or Germany. 

Hans traced the Christensen family back to Anders Christensen (b. 1750) and his wife 

Kristine Sørensdatter (1747-1826), who farmed on the banks of a little creek (called “Frisbæk”) 

near Kejlstrup (also spelled Keilstrup.)  Kejlstrup is northeast of Ejstrup and west of Nørre Snede.   

More than half a century later his grandson Søren has used the now vast genealogical databases 

on the Internet to dig back further and reach different conclusions about the ancestral lines. 

Nørre Snede and Ejstrupholm are small towns, while Gludsted is a village.  Leaving 

Nørre Snede these days and driving west toward Ejstrupholm, one soon comes to a sign pointing 

north to Frisbæk.  Today places like Frisbæk and Kejlstrup (in fact a North, West and South 

Kejlstrup) are neighborhoods rather than villages, and they may have been just neighborhoods in 

the 19
th
 Century as well. 
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Map of Ejstrup and Gludsted Area 

 

The countryside is rolling.  The soil, as in much of Jutland, was not especially fertile in 

its natural state.  It is near the limit of the main advance of ice during the last glacial period, and 

the moraine left by the glaciers is rather sandy.  Hans’s memoirs indicated that it had considerable 

marl or lime.  The rich green fields that one now sees in mid-summer are a tribute to the 

enormous industry and ingenuity of Danish farmers.  However, according to my distant relative 

Olav Høgh, the soil is still somewhat precarious for agriculture.  Irrigation is required in years of 

less than average rainfall.  

While there is a long history of family farms in Denmark, the manor system became 

predominant in the Middle Ages.  By the 1500s peasants who lived on manor-owned farms 

worked off a portion of their taxes by service in the manor’s fields.  Ten percent of their harvest 

was paid as a tithe to the church, and another portion was paid either to the king or the owner of 

the estate on which the farm was located.  From 1523 onward the law stated that as long as a 

peasant lived up to his part of the lease agreement – such as paying the taxes, improving the land, 

and working on the estate – the land-owner could not take the lease away from him.  When a man 

got too old to work the farm, he would usually sign over the lease to his oldest son.  In return the 

farmer and his wife would receive board and room for the rest of their lives. 

In the 18
th
 century – and particularly during the reform period 1784-1807 – acts were 

passed freeing the serfs and giving them more secure rights to the lands they cultivated.  

Gradually they were able to become free-holders.  Our half-cousins, the Høghs, have verified that 

their family held their farm at Rønslunde as far back as 1688.  However, I do not know what the 

legal status of these holdings was in centuries past.   
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My great-grandfather Søren Christensen was born in 1839 on the Christensen family 

farm in Kejlstrup.  As a boy he walked seven kilometers to school in Nørre Snede.  According to 

Hans, Søren’s father was very demanding and made him work hard at home.  He also worked for 

an uncle whose farm was next to theirs.   

Ancestors of Deborah Dusina Christensen

Deborah Dusina Christensen
1891 - 1962

Søren Christensen
1839 - 1910

Mette Madsen
1850 - 1920

Christen Sørensen
1807 - 1868

Zidsel Marie Andersdat ter
1812 - 1865

Mads Madsen
1822 - 1860

Anne Kirst ine Madsdat ter
1827 - 1887

Søren Andersen
1771 - 1844

Anders Andersen

Mads Nielsen
1780 - 1852

Anne Madsdat ter
1783 - 1844

Mads Christensen
1798 - 1888

Mette Rasmusdat ter
1791 - 1834

Anders Christensen
1750 -

Krist ine Sørensdat ter
1747 - 1826

Niels Madsen
1755 - 1843

Anne Sørensdat ter
1755 - 1805

Mads Sørensen
1754 - 1832

Anne Nielsdat ter
1763 - 1819

Christen Madsen
1767 - 1834

Kirsten Nielsdat ter
1772 - 1841

Rasmus Christensen
1762 - 1852

Ane Kirst ine Jensdat ter
1758 - 1814
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In 1864 war broke out between Denmark and a combination of German forces led by 

Prussia.  Søren (then 25) was drafted into the Danish Army, and with little training he was sent 

off to the front lines.  In its first battle his unit was surrounded and captured by the Prussians. He 

was held in Germany for about six months, first in Rendsburg and then in Magdeburg.  The 

prisoners did manual labor and had a very simple diet – often just gruel or thin soup.  His health 

suffered under these hardships, and he was returned home when he developed what was called 

“inflammation of the chest.”  Hans recalled that his father continued to suffer from this in later 

life and was always somewhat stooped. 

Before Søren was called to military service he was engaged to Mette, daughter of Mads 

Bjørnskov.  (Bjørnskov is a neighboring community.)  However, when word of Søren’s capture 

reached home, Mette began getting visits from a widower named Pedersen who taught in the 

Ejstrup School.  The teacher’s continuing suggestions that Søren’s prospects were bleak had the 

desired effect.  As Hans put it (translated from the Danish), “Mette figured a bird in hand was 

better than two on the roof.”  So when Søren returned from captivity, he found Mette of Bjørnkov 

married to another man.   

At that time, Søren’s father was well on in years, and his mother had died a year before.  

As the oldest son he was expected to take over the family farm in Kejlstrup.  With that prospect in 

his immediate future, Søren thought it would be good to have a partner.  So he found another 

Mette – Mette Madsen, born in 1850.  She was the second of six children born to Anne Kirstine 

Madsdatter (1827-1887) and her first husband, Mads Madsen (1822-1860.)  Søren and Mette 

were married in Ejstrup on July 13, 1866. 

 

Mette’s mother Anne Kirstine was born in the community of Bjørnkov.  She married 

Mads Madsen on December 11, 1847, and they had a farm in Rønslunde, a few miles southeast of 

Ejstrup. The rolling land of Rønslunde overlooks lakes and a lovely valley.  According to Hans’s 

memoirs, Mads was a skillful farmer and horse trader, but he was unfortunately also given to 

heavy drinking.  He was killed in an accident on May 10, 1860, leaving his 33-year-old wife, 

Anne Kirstine, with their six children and a large farm.   

 

Anne Kirstine Madsen (Høgh) 

(1827-1887) 
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In short order, however, a suitor came along – Rasmus Christensen Høgh (or Hoegh).  

Anne and Rasmus were married on December 28, 1860.  They lived on her farm, and she had six 

more children.  Only three of them, however, survived to adulthood: Mads, Ane Marie, and Sidsel 

Christine.  Rasmus Høgh was a prominent local leader and served for some time on the parish 

council.  He was also chairman of the council for the entire Nørre Snede/Ejstrup community, 

which at that time had ten schools and three churches.  

 

During our visit to Denmark in 1998, we spent an afternoon with descendants of Rasmus 

and Anne Kirstine.  Their great-grandson Henry Høgh had recently retired and turned his farm 

over to his son Olav and wife Bente.  (Olav once worked in Canada, so he speaks some English.  

Bente died in 2000, and he has since remarried.)  The two generations also switched houses, with 

the younger Høghs moving to the farm and the older to Ejstrup (Ejstrupholm.)  Olav is at least the 

tenth generation to farm this land.  In 1998 their holdings were about 320 acres, and Olav was 

raising various crops to feed a herd of about 60 dairy cattle.  

Henry Høgh has done considerable genealogical research, and he gave me a good deal of 

information on Mette’s ancestry.  It is interesting to note, however, that information copied from 

the 1870, 1880 and 1890 census records for Nørre Snede and sent to me in 2001 by Lila 

McAlhany (of the Høgh line) indicates that Anne Kirstine’s second husband was simply Rasmus 

Christensen.  So when the family’s name became Høgh is unclear.  However, both Henry Høgh 

and Hans Tolstrup Christensen indicate that Rasmus’s surname was Høgh. 

Descendants of Anne Kirstine’s two marriages – the Christensens and the Høghs – have 

continued to stay in contact.  Henry and I found that we even had some of the same old family 

pictures.  He also showed me a Christmas letter that my mother’s Aunt Anna Brown (nee 

Christensen) had sent him in about 1970, in which she wrote about spending time with the Høghs 

while visiting Denmark a few years earlier.  The relationship between the two lines has recently 

been solidified by the marriage of my second cousin Karl Gaub (grandson of Hans and son of 

Ingeborg) to Susanne Bentkjer, the niece of Henry’s wife Astrid.  In fact it was Susanne and 

Astrid who orchestrated our visit to the Høghs’ farm. 

The land that the Høghs were farming when we visited Rønslunde is next to that which 

Anne Kirstine and her two husbands farmed in the mid-19
th
 century.  Henry told me that after 

Anne Kirstine’s death in 1887 there was a dispute between the Madsen and Høgh heirs, stemming 

from the fact that the latter ended up with her land.  To reassure me that my side of the family – 

the Madsens – was well-treated, Henry showed me a document indicating that they had received 

from the estate twice what Danish law required at the time. 

In any case, after Søren Christensen and Mette Madsen were married in 1866, they settled 

on the Christensen farm in Kejlstrup.  My mother’s cousin Morris Christensen learned from his 

father Marinus that Søren’s and Mette’s family had servants early in their marriage and was fairly 

well off.  However, Søren was good-hearted and eventually lost his wealth by lending money that 

was not repaid.  Hans’s memoirs added more details.  Evidently Søren guaranteed a brother-in-

law’s loan and had to sell his own farm in 1876 to pay off the debt. 

 

I was always intrigued by the fact that my grandmother was brought up as a Baptist in 

Lutheran Denmark.  Hans’s memoirs related that Søren’s and Mette’s conversion took place in 

about 1870, when the Baptists were promoting a religious revival in the area.  When Søren first 

heard a friend tell him about being redeemed, he wanted to throw him out of the house. 

Eventually, however, he and Mette became active members of the Baptist church, and the first 

Baptist meeting house in the area was built on their land.  According to Henry Høgh, the 

Lutheran priest in nearby Ejstrup was so concerned by the significant Baptist inroads that he had 

a Lutheran church built in the Gludsted community. 
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Some Danish religious history puts this in context.  Christian missionary efforts began in 

Denmark in the 9
th
 century, and the Protestant reformation penetrated Scandinavia in the early 

1500s.  King Christian III (1534-1559) established the state Lutheran Church in Denmark; and 

during the absolute monarchy, from 1660 to 1849, all Danish citizens were compelled to profess 

the Lutheran faith.  In 1730 a law was passed enforcing attendance at Sunday church services.  In 

towns absence was punished by fines, while in the countryside the penalty was the pillory.  The 

requirement that all births, marriages, and in each community be recorded by the Lutheran parish 

priest also dates from that period.  While complete religious freedom was granted in 1849, all 

Danes – except for Roman Catholics and Jews – continued to register major life events with the 

Lutheran parish priest.   

The first Danes were converted to the Baptist faith in 1839.  In the early years the 

government fined and imprisoned many of these converts, and some emigrated because of 

persecution.  Danes in general, however, were religiously tolerant, and there was never a mass 

exodus of Baptists.  It should be pointed out, however, that many early Baptists were 

subsequently converted to Mormonism.  Thus they emigrated to the U.S. as Mormons rather than 

as Baptists.  This, of course, explains why the Mormons’ genealogical libraries in the US have 

such an extensive microfilm collection of Danish church records.  

 

In any case Søren and Mette Christensen had thirteen children, and brought them up as 

Baptists: 

            Born          Died 

Mads Sørenson    Kejlstrup in 1867  Kejlstrup in 1870 

Sidsel Marie   Kejlstrup in 1869   Omaha in 1943 

Mads Sørenson   Kejlstrup in 1871   Buenos Aires in 1920’s 

Christen   Kejlstrup in 1873  Omaha in1916 

Kristen Simon Peter  Kejlstrup in 1875  Jelling in about 1969 

Rasmus Anker   Hover in 1877   Omaha in 1950 

Hans Christian Tolstrup  Kejlstrup in 1880  Koge in 1963 

Niels Andreas   Gludsted in 1882  Gludsted in about 1888 

Christian   Gludsted in 1885  Gludsted in 1887 

Marinus   Gludsted in 1886  Omaha in 1955 

Anne Kirstine   Gludsted in 1888  Logan, Iowa in 1981 

Deborah Dusina   Gludsted in 1891  Omaha in 1962 

Niels Andreas   Gludsted in 1894  Omaha in 1982 

      

In the twenty-two years after the Christensens were forced to sell the Kejlstrup farm in 

1876, they moved frequently.  They lived briefly in the city of Vejle on the east coast of Jutland 

and then bought a small farm just outside of Odense on the island of Fyn (Funen.)  After that 

venture also proved to be a disappointment, they bought a farm in Hover, northwest of Vejle, 

where they lived for three years.  The Christensens then moved back to Nørre Snede parish, 

where they bought another small farm, only to move a year later to a farm nearby in Gludsted.  

That is where their last six children were born.    

Three of their children died in childhood:  the first sons named Mads and Niels Andreas 

of diphtheria and a son Christian of drowning.   Since Andreas was not isolated during his illness, 

Hans expressed wonder that only one of his siblings had died.   

Hans had vivid memories of the death of his brother Christian in 1887.  The family was 

celebrating Christian’s second birthday, and he drowned after falling into a pond on their farm.   

 

I still remember clearly that Mother sat on a sheet and tried to bring him back to life.  

Mother cried, and all of us brothers and sisters stood around her, crying at the 
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incomprehensibility: a little brother who only ten minutes earlier had been running 

around healthily and now was dead and cold.  That became a spur for us (and for me) to 

turn our thoughts upward.  Mother told us that God’s angel had come to take little 

Christian home to God’s Paradise, where there was no care, no sin, and no sickness. 

 

Hans recalled that the farmhouse in Gludsted was built of bricks and had a thatched roof.  

The floors were earthen, except for the stone-paved entry hall and kitchen.  Hans also 

remembered that the family was very poor.  They tended to go barefoot; though in the winter they 

might have wooden shoes.  When they needed clothes, someone came to the house to sew them.  

The boys occasionally worked for neighbors and relatives, and Hans recalled first doing this at 

the age of nine. 

 

While Søren and his family worked hard at farming, the results were not commensurate 

with their investment of labor.  Hans recalled that half of the farm in Gludsted was uncultivated 

heath and the remainder had rather sandy soil.  Occasionally Søren drove nearly 40 kilometers to 

the city of Vejle with a load of peat to bring in a little cash.  

In November 1896 Søren and Mette sold the farm in Gludsted and bought another in Lille 

Bredlund in Vrads parish (a short distance east of Gludsted.)  Soon thereafter they exchanged this 

for a larger farm in Stilbjerg in Ringive parish, 42 kilometers to the south.  Finally, in the spring 

of 1898 the family gave up farming entirely, when their mortgage was foreclosed. 

The Christensens then became part of the massive exodus from the Danish countryside 

and settled in the city of Vejle on the east coast of Jutland.  The family rented an apartment, 

Søren did odd jobs, and Mette tried selling bread, cream and milk – with only moderate success at 

the beginning.  Eventually Søren (then nearly 50) found regular employment at Hess’s factory, 

where there was a foreman who had worked for him on the farm many years before.  My mother 

described it as a foundry.  Mette’s business gradually improved, and the older children found 

delivery jobs.   

Søren was hospitalized in the fall of 1909 for surgery on a hernia from which he had long 

suffered.  He died on February 20, 1910, at the age of 60.  Hans spent about a month in Vejle 

before his father died, and all of the Christensen children still in Denmark were present when 

services were held at the Baptist chapel on February 26. Mette lived in a small apartment on 

Enggade in Vejle for the remaining ten years of her life. 

 

 

       Mette Madsen Christensen and Grandchild 
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A Generation of Immigrants 
 

As with the Rosackers and Cramers, most of Søren and Mette Christensen’s children 

emigrated. The process continued over a long period of time, with the oldest siblings emigrating 

before the youngest were even born. 

Søren’s children, however, were not the first in his family to emigrate.  According to 

Hans, Søren’s older sister Inger Marie (b. 1835) married Peter Jensen and went to America; but 

we have no further information on what happened to them.  Søren’s younger brother Andreas (b. 

1852) also immigrated to the US at the age of 17 and married a Swedish woman.  He was living 

in Omaha in 1892.  My mother once mentioned cousins in Omaha whose family had a grocery 

store.  Since none of her first cousins’ families seem to meet that description, perhaps these were 

second cousins who descended from Inger Marie or Andreas.    

 

Judging from the number of tales about the Christensens’ eldest daughter Sidsel Marie 

(1869-1943), she must have been a memorable character.  The stories begin with Marie’s bearing 

a child, Johannes (John), out of wedlock in 1891.  According to my mother, this was quite an 

embarrassment, since Marie’s parents were staunch Baptists.  Even half a century later Marie’s 

brother Hans did not deal directly with this event in his memoirs.  In any case, with the help of 

Søren’s younger brother Andreas, who had immigrated to the US many years before, Marie and 

her younger brother Christen (1873-1916) settled in Omaha.  Her infant son Johannes, however, 

remained in Denmark to be raised by his grand-parents.  He grew up with his Aunt Deborah and 

his younger Uncle Andrew.    

After arriving in Omaha, Marie married Chris Christensen, an immigrant dairyman, in 

about 1893.  They had three daughters: twins Olive and Julia, who were born in 1894, and Goldie 

born in 1896.  According to the 1900 census, these Christensens were running a dairy at 4314 

Emmet Street in Omaha.  In later years they had a dairy on the south side of Dodge Street near 

68
th
 Street – just west of what is now the campus of the University of Nebraska at Omaha.  At the 

time of the 1920 census, Marie was living at 64
th
 and Dodge (now part of the UNO campus) with 

the occupation of truck farmer.  Her brother Chris died in 1916.   

Aunt Marie had a reputation for being very frugal – one relative called her “a real 

skinflint.”  At the same time, she paid the passage for her younger brothers and sisters who 

immigrated and gave them jobs after they arrived.  Perhaps the terms of this employment 

contributed to her reputation. 

While visiting her family in Denmark in 1919, the widowed Marie got reacquainted with 

Søren Danneværn, a friend from her youth.  About six months later he sold his bicycle business in 

Copenhagen, sailed on the Oscar II, and arrived in New York City on February 15, 1920.  He 

continued on to Omaha, where he and Marie were married.  Omaha relatives remember him as a 

rather beleaguered man and joke that Marie married him not for love but simply to have a hired 

hand around.  In our family he was always referred to by his surname – Uncle Danneværn.  Aunt 

Ellen remembers him as whiny and disgruntled, but she said her father liked him.  After Marie 

died in 1943, Chris Cramer and Marinus Christensen somehow made sure that Uncle Danneværn 

had a little house in Benson to live in.  As I recall it was on the east side of 72
nd

 Street, in the 

valley between Maple and Blondo Streets. 

Marie’s daughter Olive went to Peru State Teachers College and married a disabled 

World War I veteran named Edward Hemmer.  They were living with her mother in 1920.  Julia 

was married briefly but had no children.  She is the only one I remember meeting when I was a 

boy.  Goldie died in early adulthood.   
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The 1920 census indicated that Marie’s first child, Johannes, came to Omaha in 1905.  

He might have come with his Aunt Anna, though I have found no record of that.  Hans’s memoirs 

indicate that Johannes later returned to Denmark for a visit and returned to the US with Andreas – 

his uncle even though he was younger than Johannes.  According to Ellis Island records Johannes 

and Andreas arrived in New York on April 5, 1911 on the United States.  In the US he was 

known as Johnny or John.  My grandmother kept postcards he sent to her in Denmark, and they 

remained close after she herself came to the US.  As of 1920, John, his wife May and daughter 

Jean (b. 1918) and his family were living in Longmont, Colorado, where he owned a jewelry 

store.  Later for many years he had a jewelry business in North Bend, Nebraska, about fifty miles 

west of Omaha.  Eventually he sold out, took his family to California, and invested in apartment 

buildings.  Morris understands that he died while playing golf. 

 

Søren and Mette’s eldest surviving son, Mads (b. 1871), became a tailor.  According to 

Hans, Mads showed a penchant for needlework from boyhood on.  As a young man he was 

apprenticed to an able master, Jens Rasmussen, in Brande (southwest of Ejstrup.)  He then 

worked in several other towns before taking off on a foreign trip.  His sojourn ended up lasting 

five years and took him to Germany, Switzerland, and France.  When he came home, he 

borrowed money from relatives to set up his own business in Esbjerg.   

At about the same time Mads became engaged to Margrethe Kjerstner, the daughter of a 

baker from Varde, and they were married in 1901.  Mads and Margrethe moved to Århus, the 

largest city in Jutland, where he worked as a tailor for a number of years.  Hans writes of stopping 

off in Århus for the final fitting of the frock coat Mads was making for his wedding.   

Ultimately, however, business in Århus was not satisfying for Mads.  In about 1912 or 

1913 he, his wife, two daughters Elsa and Grethe, and son Paul suddenly pulled up stakes and 

emigrated.  Unlike his siblings, however, he and his family went to Argentina.  From all that 

Hans could tell, Mads had a successful tailoring business there.  During the war years, many 

Danish ships visited Buenos Aires, and Mads prospered by making naval officers’ uniforms. 

 

 
 

Mads and Margrethe Christensen 

and daughters Else and Grethe 
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The picture above was inscribed “Til Mor” (to Mother,) so I assume it was given to 

Mette Christensen sometime after her husband Søren died in 1910.  It could have been taken just 

before or just after they emigrated.  Family gossip has it that Mads and his family left Denmark in 

order to get away from his mother-in-law.  Given his earlier adventures, however, I can well 

imagine that he simply had itchy feet after seeing most of his younger siblings emigrate.   

While Margrethe and two of their children visited relatives in Denmark in 1920, Mads 

apparently never returned.  At some point Hans learned from a priest, who served for many years 

in Buenos Aires, that Mads had died rather suddenly during those years.  However, Hans never 

heard again from Mads’s widow or from her sisters who remained in Denmark. 

My second cousin Søren, however, has recently corresponded with one of Mads’s great-

grandsons who lives in Uruguay and with a granddaughter who lives in the United States.   They 

have told him that Mads died of appendicitis in 1934, that their son had died of diphtheria at age 

17 in 1935, and that Margarethe was extremely distraught and died in Montevideo, Uruguay in 

1940.   These circumstances explain the lack of communication with relatives in Denmark.   After 

nearly eighty years, the links have been restored.  We are all delighted.   

 

Chris (1873-1894), who immigrated to the US with Marie in 1892, died of typhoid fever 

two years later in Omaha. 

 

Kristen Simon Peter (1875-1969) was one of two Christensen brothers who remained in 

Denmark.  As a young boy Peter worked for various farmers, and as an adult he had a small farm 

as well as a transportation and delivery business.   

 

 
 

Peter Christensen 

 

He and his wife Marie regularly sent photographs to my grandparents at Christmas time.  

Based on his correspondence with my grandmother, they lived for some time in the village of 

Vonge, near the town of Tørring, northwest of Vejle.  According to my Danish relatives, Peter 

was married twice -- to Mette Marie Sørenson and to Marie Magdalene Sigvardsen.  Ellen recalls 

that he died at the age of 94 in an old people’s home in nearby Jelling.  He had no children.   

 

Another of Søren and Mette’s sons, Anker (1877-1950), also emigrated and lived in 

Omaha.  Like his brothers, he had worked for farmers in the Ejstrup area as a young boy.  Uncle 

Anker is described by some as the black sheep of the family.  According to Nebraska relatives, 

Hans had originally intended to immigrate to America, but their parents decided to have Anker go 

instead.  (This particular tale was news to Hans’s descendants in Denmark.)  Evidently Anker was 
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very unreliable.  He moved in with his brothers and sisters in Omaha when he could not find 

work, and he did not repay money borrowed from them for various ventures.  Eventually he 

married a widow named Lena, who already had children.  Still he did not settle down.  Even 

though he might be gone for several months at a time, Lena always took him back.  Like the rest 

of the family, Anker was brought up as a Baptist; but he converted to Catholicism when he 

married Lena.  Still later he had a dispute with a priest and for the remainder of his life was a 

Seventh Day Adventist.   

Aunt Marie’s reputation for frugality plays a role in a family tale involving Anker.  As it 

is told, she once had a fried egg left over after breakfast, so she put it in the refrigerator.  She 

served it at several subsequent meals but still found no takers.  So finally Uncle Anker, true to his 

own fashion, slipped it in his pocket and took it home. 

 

As noted above, Hans Tolstrup (1880-1963) remained in Denmark.  While he 

occasionally worked for other farmers as a youth, he remained at home for the most part – 

helping his parents until they finally stopped farming in 1898.  After that, according to his 

descendants in Denmark, Hans continued to work very hard as a hired hand and saved his money.  

At some point in his youth he converted to the Lutheran faith, in response to being incessantly 

teased by other boys about not having been baptized.  He took the name Thomas when he was 

baptized, thus making him Thomas Hans Christian Tolstrup Christensen.  According to his 

daughter Ingeborg, he was generally known to people outside the family as Tolstrup. 

Hans met his future wife, Else Elisabeth Jensen, in 1902, while both were working on a 

large farm at Fuirendal (Fyrendal) in the southwestern part of the island of Sjaelland.  Elisabeth 

worked in the kitchen.  When we visited Denmark in 1998, their grandson Karl Gaub enjoyed 

giving me a quick oral translation of the passage in Hans’s memoirs describing their secret 

courtship and their secret engagement on February 4, 1904.  Subsequently work separated them 

for a few years, but they were finally married on May 20, 1907, in Dronninglund – in northern 

Jutland, where Elisabeth’s family lived.   

 

 
 

Hans Tolstrup Christensen 

 

In March of 1913 Hans and Elisabeth bought Østermarksgaard, a large farm near 

Havdrup – midway between the cities of Roskilde and Køge on the island of Sjaelland.  Over the 

years they improved the farm significantly, built an impressive farmhouse, and prospered.  My 

mother kept several pictures of the farm that had been sent to the Cramers, and her notes on the 

family described him as a wealthy farmer.  Hans was understandably proud of his rise from 

poverty, and his memoirs conclude with a table showing his annual income and the increase in his 
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net worth over a fifty-year period.  Upon retiring Hans sold Østermarksgaard to his oldest son.  

Unfortunately, the son was not able to duplicate his parents’ financial success and lost the farm. 

 

 

 

Østermarksgaard – Hans and Elisabeth Christensen’s 

Farm on Sjaelland 

 

Hans and Elisabeth had seven children:  Johannes (b. 1908); Margarethe (b. 1909); Carl 

Emil (b. 1911); Immanuel (b. 1912); Else Christine Tolstrup (b. 1914); Ingeborg Eleanora 

Tolstrup (b. 1916); and Ejner (b. 1919). 

 

For many years my mother exchanged letters with her first cousin, Ingeborg.  They were 

the same age, and Ingeborg recalled that they had met at Østermarksgaard in 1920, during the 

year my mother’s family lived in Denmark.  However, the last correspondence with Ingeborg that 

I found in my mother’s papers was dated 1948.  As I began researching family history in the mid-

1990s one of my early goals was to reestablish contact with Ingeborg.  In 1997 I learned through 

distant relatives that she was still alive.  However, since I began with an address from nearly 50 

years earlier, it took some time to reach her.  She wrote that her husband Paul Gaub had died in 

1989 and that she had recently sold her house in Aalborg (in northern Jutland) and moved to a 

retirement community in Hillerød, northwest of Copenhagen, where her son Mads lives.   

After a bit more correspondence, Martha and I decided that we should go to Denmark to 

visit Ingeborg.  A few weeks before our departure in the summer of 1998, I received a telephone 

call from a woman who identified herself as Susanne and said that she was calling from 

Denmark.  She explained that she was Ingeborg’s daughter-in-law – the wife of Karl Gaub – and 

invited us to stay with them in Gentofte, a suburb of Copenhagen.  When I hesitated and said that 

we were planning to stay in a hotel, she insisted:  “If you visit Denmark, you must stay in a 

Danish house.”  So we accepted the invitation without knowing where it would lead.  Karl told 

me later that Ingeborg had also been rather uncertain about this reunion.  Once we arrived in 

Gentofte, however, we were welcomed warmly and quickly felt as if we had known each other 

for many years.  My only regret was that it had taken so many years to take this step. 

 

 From Ingeborg I learned that the older children in Hans’s family were educated at home 

and that she was the first to go away to school.  In 1942, during her second year of medical 
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school, she decided to give up her studies and marry Paul A. Gaub, who was studying to become 

a Lutheran minister.  Paul’s father was a German bricklayer, who had emigrated from the 

Frankfurt area in Germany.  Paul and Ingeborg lived first in Esbjerg, then in Sønderup pr. 

Støvring in northern Jutland, and finally for many years in Aalborg.  They had five children.   
We found Ingeborg in her mid-80s to be a remarkable woman – alert, articulate, active, 

and good-humored.  To my relief, she understood and spoke English quite well.  Her adult life 

had not been easy, but she talked openly about the tragedies and disappointments that had 

befallen her family.  Karl attributes his mother’s serenity to her strong faith.  In April 2002 

Martha and I returned to Denmark to join in festivities surrounding the confirmation of two of 

Ingeborg’s grandsons: Frederik and Søren.  In his invitation my second-cousin Mads said this 

would be a good opportunity to meet the entire family and to see how Vikings eat and drink.  He 

was accurate on both scores.  Later in the same year Karl, his wife Susanne and their son Philip 

celebrated Christmas with us in Washington. 

 

 
 

Harlan Rosacker and Ingeborg Gaub 

Gentofte, Denmark – July 1998 

 

Ingeborg’s younger brother Ejner (born in 1919) visited my family when we lived near 

Tekamah – probably in about 1949.  As I recall, he and a friend came with a small tent and 

camped in our yard.  Ejner later returned to the US to study at Iowa State University in Ames.  He 

subsequently farmed in Denmark but also worked abroad – in England and then for five years in 

Kenya, where he did training in hog production.  While in Africa he contracted a disease that 

affected his brain and left him unable to talk.  Aunt Ellen continued to correspond with him until 

his death in 1970. 

 

As noted above, Søren and Mette’s next two children – Niels Andreas (1883-1889) and 

Christian (1885-1887) – died of diphtheria and drowning in childhood.  From this point on, the 

Christensen offspring are discussed in the order of their emigration rather than their birth. 

 

Anne Kirstine (1888-1981) emigrated in 1905 and settled in Omaha.  An Anna 

Christensen of the appropriate age and coming from Jutland is listed on the manifest of the Hellig 

Olav, which arrived in New York on June 12, 1905.  Anna married Earl Brown in Denver, and 

early in their marriage they lived in Alliance, in the Nebraska panhandle.  In 1915 they moved to 
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Omaha.  When the 1920 census was taken, Earl was employed as a car inspector with the 

Burlington Railroad.  The Browns had four children: Pearl Metta Levina (Fredericksen) (1911- 

1991) of Omaha; Roy (1912-2003); John E. (1916-1996); and Virginia (Lyle) (1918-2005).  

After Earl died, Anna worked for many years as a housemother at the Grace Bible Institute in 

Omaha.  She spent the last years of her life in a nursing home in Logan, Iowa. 

Morris remembered a family gathering at the Cramers’ farm when he was a boy.  Chris 

Cramer, Sr., caught some of the Brown kids running up and down the roof of a farm building and 

gave them a tongue-lashing.  After that, they evidently did not visit the Cramer farm for some 

time.  However, the two families kept in close contact in subsequent decades.   

 

The Christensen’s thirteenth child was Niels Andreas (1894-1982).   Andreas emigrated 

in 1911, arriving in New York on the United States when he was only sixteen.  Postcards he sent 

from Omaha to his sister Deborah in Denmark in 1910 and 1911 had pictures of Central High 

School and the Brandeis department store – “the largest store in the West.”  On the second 

postcard, he demonstrated his new proficiency in English:  “Everything is allright nowadays in 

Omaha, and Farm pretty well, too.  How is it in Vejle by now?  With kind love from Andrew.”  

Then in the margin, he asked in Danish whether she could read his English.   

 

 
 

Andreas Christensen 

 

In 1915 Andreas married Olga Munson, who emigrated from Helsingborg, Sweden in 

1913.  Early in their marriage they operated Green Valley Dairy on the east side of 96
th
 Street, 

just north of Dodge.  (See map in Chapter IV.)  Chris and Deborah Cramer bought this land in 

1921.)  During this period Olga and Andrew were neighbors of Charles and Clara Rosacker and 

their young son Frederick (my father.)  The 1920 township book indicated that they owned 40 

acres of land and were breeders of Holstein cattle and Buff Orpington chickens.  They were still 

living in the same area (McArdle Precinct) at the time of the 1930 census.  Later they moved 

Green Valley Dairy to a farm north of Irvington, on the Florence-Bennington Highway (Nebraska 

Highway 36.)  Andrew and Olga lost two sons (Edward and Austin) before having two more 

sons, Austin and Milton.   Milton and his wife Lois took over the farm after his parents retired. 

Andrew and Olga were both hard workers and seem to have been the most prosperous of 

the Christensen immigrants.  The two houses they built on their dairy farm north of Irvington 

were rather impressive for farmers in those days – first a brick house on the south side of the 

highway and then a stone and wood rambler on the north side.  Olga enjoyed entertaining, and 

she frequently hosted picnics which kept the Christensen family fences mended. 
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The family always seemed to be very conscious of Aunt Olga’s Swedish ancestry.  One 

story has it that she once suggested changing the spelling of their family name from 

“Christensen” to “Christenson” – thereby making it Swedish.  Evidently name changes were not 

uncommon among Danish businessmen who thought they would attract more trade if they 

appeared to be Swedish.   

Andrew and Olga made several trips to visit relatives in Denmark and Sweden.  My 

mother always treasured the gifts Aunt Olga brought back: a china doll, a china tea set for dolls, 

and a set of demitasse spoons.  We still have them.  Aunt Olga took a special interest in my 

mother as a child – perhaps because she did not have a daughter of her own. I remember Uncle 

Andrew as a reserved, rather dignified man.  He survived Olga by many years and continued to 

represent the older generation at family gatherings.   

 

Marinus (1887-1955) worked for two uncles as a young man; and according to his son 

Morris, one of them beat him.  Based on Hans’s memoirs, Marinus finished his basic schooling 

after his parents moved to Vejle.  He was then apprenticed to a bicycle mechanic and eventually 

received a diploma from a technical school.  However, he was unable to find work, so he and a 

friend took off for Germany.  According to Hans, they did not find employment there either, but 

they had a good time – including learning to waltz!  After returning to Denmark Marinus worked 

in Vejle, Odense, Viborg, and Holbaek.  In 1912 his older sister Marie asked him to come to 

Omaha to help with her dairy; so he and his younger sister Deborah (my grandmother) emigrated.  

They arrived in New York on the C. F. Tietgen on March 29, 1912. Morris said that after coming 

to Omaha, both Marinus and Chris Cramer looked for machinist jobs with the Union Pacific.  

However, Marinus wanted to be on his own, so he went into dairying, initially in partnership with 

his brother Andrew.  Hans recalled that the transition to dairy work was difficult for his younger 

brother Marinus, since he was inexperienced in hand milking.   

 

 
 

Marinus Christensen 

 

In 1914 Marinus and Andrew sent their mother the picture postcard below of them and 

their Rock Springs Dairy milk wagon.  Harry Christensen says the dairy was then at 102
nd

 and 

Dodge – now the site of Westroads Mall.  However, my mother’s notes indicated that they had a 

dairy at 72
nd

 and Dodge when Chris and Deborah met in 1914 or 1915.  As the photo shows 

houses so close together, it must have been taken somewhere within the city of Omaha. 
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Andrew and Marinus Christensen 

 

Morris recalls that his father served in the Danish army before emigrating.  In 1917 he 

was called to service again, but this time in the US Army.  After the armistice, he was sent to 

France and Germany.  Hans wrote that in 1919 Marinus came to visit their mother in Vejle, 

wearing a US Army uniform.  As of the 1920 census, he was living with Chris and Deborah 

Cramer near 72
nd

 and Blondo in Omaha, and was listed as a partner in their dairy.   

Marinus married Marie Christensen (1887-1943) in Omaha in 1920, when both were in 

their early 30s.  Marie was a tailor, who had emigrated in the early 1900s and settled first in Salt 

Lake City.  The relationship between their families had begun in Vejle.  Marie’s father was the 

friend mentioned above who had once worked for Marinus’s father Søren and later helped Søren 

get a job at Hess’s factory in Vejle.  Hans’s memoirs indicate that Marinus met Marie when he 

visited Denmark in 1919.  If that is indeed the case, perhaps she had also returned from the US to 

visit her parents.  In about 1923, Marinus bought West Dundee Dairy, located on the north side of 

Underwood Street at 76
th
 Street.  He continued to operate that dairy until the mid-1940s.  I 

remember Uncle Marinus as a kind man of very few words.  My mother said that Aunt Marie was 

quite sociable, and that she and Deborah were very close.   

Marinus and Marie had two sons, Morris (1922-2008) and Harry (also known as Bud, b. 

1925.) They have remained close to our immediate family over the years.  Harry’s twin sister 

Harriet died at the age of two.  Morris is the source of many of the more colorful stories about 

the Christensen family immigrants that are found in this history. 

 

My grandmother Deborah (1891-1962), was born in Gludsted.  Based on Hans’s 

memoirs, she would have been five when her family left there and seven when they gave up 

farming in 1898 and moved to Vejle.  I have learned very little about her life in Denmark.  After 

her older sister Anna emigrated in 1905, she would have been the only daughter at home.  Aunt 

Ellen told me that Deborah studied catering in Denmark.  Postcards sent by her younger brother 

Andrew from Omaha in 1910 and 1911 were addressed to a school in Brejning, a small town 

southeast of Vejle.   

One of the few mementos from that era is a large group photo of the Sunday School at the 

Vejle Baptist Church.  Deborah’s life-long friendship with Anna Ravn (Mrs. Holger Andersen of 
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Harlan, Iowa) began there. When I was a boy, my grandparents and other Christensen relatives 

living in the Omaha area regularly drove up to the Andersen farm in Iowa for summer picnics. 

Anna’s daughter Ila (Knudsen) was a close, life-long friend of my mother’s. 

The only story I recall about Grandma’s youth is one my mother told – that she had 

walked into Vejle, had all of her teeth pulled, and then walked home again.  While I remember 

her as gentle and fun loving, there was apparently a very strong woman inside.  Mom also told 

how she had watched her mother heat a needle in the flame of a gas stove and burn a hated mole 

off her own nose.   

When Deborah and her brother Marinus left Denmark together in 1912, she would have 

been 21. Deborah and Marinus went directly to Omaha, where they joined their sisters, brothers 

and nephew Johannes.  After arriving in Omaha, Deborah first worked as a housekeeper for the 

Poppleton family at 204 South 37
th
 Street.  (William S. Poppleton was a lawyer.  He was 

presumably a descendant of A. J. Poppleton, who defended Standing Bear in a landmark 1879 

case.  The verdict established Indians as persons within the meaning of the law.)  

Once Andrew and Marinus had saved enough money to buy their own dairy, Deborah 

cooked and kept house for them.  She met her future husband, Chris Cramer, when he came to 

work for her brothers.  They were married on July 31, 1915, by J. M. Leidy, minister at the 

Methodist Episcopal Church in Omaha.  Her nephew Johannes was a witness.    

 

 

Left to right: Chris and Deborah, Marinus, and Andrew 

about 1915 

 

Marinus’s son Morris says the photo above was taken at the Christensen brothers’ dairy 

at 60
th
 and Center Streets.  We do not know who (if any of them) owned the automobile, but they 

all looked as if they were leading a good life.  Copies of this picture were no doubt sent to their 

mother and other relatives back in Denmark.  

Even if Mette Christensen had thought that her offspring might find greater opportunities 

overseas, it must have been hard to have eight of her ten surviving children living abroad – in 

Nebraska and Argentina.  For most of the next eight years, only Peter lived nearby.  Hans’s 
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family lived a considerable journey away at Østermarksgaard on the island of Sjaelland.  

However, according to Hans’s memoirs, she spent time each summer with his family. 
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- Chapter IV - 

 

Changing Times – World War I and the 1920s 

 
As members of my mother’s family settled in the Omaha area in the early 20

th
 century, 

they encountered a well-established city and surrounding agricultural community.  The area and 

the challenges it presented to them were very different from what successive generations of 

immigrants on my father’s side had encountered.  The first of my father’s ancestors to put down 

roots in what became Omaha and Douglas County were Henry and Elisabeth Sohl Eicke, German 

immigrants who arrived in late 1855 or early 1856 – not long after Nebraska Territory was 

opened to settlement.  William Jensen, a Danish immigrant, arrived in the West Dodge area in the 

early 1880s and married the Eickes’ daughter; and my great-grandfather Carsten Friedrich (Fred) 

Rosacker came from Germany in 1889.  So by the time my mother’s parents immigrated in the 

early 1910s, my father’s family was well-established.. 

World War I brought great prosperity to Nebraska farmers.  Wheat that had sold for 

$0.80 a bushel in 1910 brought $1.95 in 1917; corn rose from $0.36 to $1.20 a bushel; and prices 

continued to rise after the War.  Hoping to benefit from the high prices, farmers plowed up 

pastureland and planted grain.  Some western Nebraska counties doubled their cultivated acreage, 

and many farmers mortgaged their holdings at high rates of interest to buy more land.  

Unfortunately those who extended themselves too far suffered when the agricultural economy 

took a downturn in the 1920s.  As Europe recovered from the war, grain production increased, 

credit was curtailed, and the world market contracted.  By 1921 the prices for farm products had 

dropped by more than 50 percent.  Many Nebraskans lost their farms – just as their over-extended 

grandchildren did in the 1980s.  In the late 1920s, however, conditions improved somewhat – 

only to decline dramatically again in the 1930s. 

The Cramers and Christensens did not arrive with Old Country experience in dairying, 

but that is where they found their niche on the west side of Omaha.  The Eickes, Jensens, and 

eventually the Rosackers all raised dairy cattle and sold milk, but they were general farmers.  My 

mother’s parents and their close relatives, however, specialized in dairying.  As can be seen in the 

map on the next page, they were all neighbors in the 1920s.   

The biggest impetus to change in rural life was the introduction of gasoline-powered 

automobiles, trucks, and tractors.  By 1930 nearly all farm families owned an automobile, and a 

third of them had gasoline-powered tractors.  The pastures formerly needed for horses to graze 

were gradually planted in grains.  However, as productivity and the size of farms increased, more 

and more Nebraskans left farming.   

In the 1920s most rural Nebraska homes still did not have electricity or indoor plumbing.  

Farmers living close to Omaha, like my grandparents, no doubt modernized their homes earlier 

than their counterparts in more remote areas.  Still the Rosackers did not have an indoor bathroom 

until the early 1930s.  For farmers who rented land, this sort of progress came even later.  By the 

time my family left farming in 1952, we still had not lived in a house with an indoor bathroom.  

 

The map below shows the West Dodge community during the 1920s and 1930s, when my 

parents were growing up.   It provides a reference point for the following chapters which describe 

how my Danish maternal grandparents became part of the neighborhood and how my parents’ 

courtship began at Underwood High School. 
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- Chapter V - 

 

My Mother’s Early Years 

 
My mother, Rose Mary Cramer, was born on February 11, 1916, at the Methodist 

Hospital in Omaha.  She was the first child of Chris and Deborah Cramer and was named after 

their eldest sisters – Rosa Cramer and Marie Christensen.  Throughout her life most relatives and 

many close friends called her Rosie.  She told me she liked that.  While my father’s affectionate 

entry in her high school autograph book was addressed to Rosie, I do not remember his calling 

her anything but Rose in later years.  

  

 

Deborah, Rose, and Chris Cramer 

c. 1917 

 

When Rosie was born, her parents owned Underwood Dairy off Cass Street next to 

Peony Park.  In those years most Danish dairymen around Omaha owned dairy cattle and related 

equipment but operated on land that they rented on a year-to-year basis. If they had enough land, 

they cut and stacked hay, raised corn, and stored silage to feed their cows.  Herds of about 25 

cows were the norm. They bottled milk and cream and delivered them directly to individual 

homes in Omaha, first using horse-drawn milk wagons and later motorized milk trucks. They 

often hired recent Danish immigrants to help with the milking, and their children were put to 

work at an early age. 

Not long after my mother was born, her father sold Underwood Dairy to Alfred Nielsen 

and bought West Benson Dairy. Like his brothers-in-law Andrew and Marinus Christensen, who 

had helped him get started, Chris Cramer bought and sold dairies frequently as he worked his way 

up the economic ladder.  The Farmers’ Directory of McArdle Precinct from 1920 indicates that 

Chris Cramer was living on land owned by William Stull.  According to a plat map from the same 

era, Stull’s land was where Westroads shopping mall is now located.  My mother’s notes also 

mention living on “Westroads hill.” That is most likely the same place where Andrew and 

Marinus had a dairy before World War I.  
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The 1920 census (as of January 5-6, 1920) described Chris Cramer as a renter.  

Deborah’s brother Marinus, who had recently returned from serving in the US Army, was living 

with them and was listed as a partner. They had four single, Scandinavian hired men.  

My mother’s brother, Chris Martin Cramer, Jr., was born on June 11, 1919.  Like my 

mother, he had blonde hair as a small child.  Mom’s was wavy, but Chris’s was quite curly.  

Within a few years, however, his hair became much darker.  He was frequently called Junior 

when he was growing up, and one document even lists his name as Chris Junior Cramer. 

In 1920 the Cramers decided to return to Denmark, and Mom told me that they had 

intended to stay there permanently.  Perhaps life in the US was not going as well as they had 

hoped.  In any case, they sold West Benson Dairy to Max Johansen; and after arriving in 

Denmark, they bought a small farm.  Hans Christensen’s memoirs say that it was just outside 

Vejle, where their mother Mette lived.  My mother also spent some time visiting her paternal 

grandparents in Havndal.  I suspect that Deborah’s strong attachment to her mother Mette was a 

major motivation; and Aunt Ellen has said that her father Chris was also very fond of his mother-

in-law.     As noted above, his relationship with his own parents was not particularly close.    

In November 1920 Mette died unexpectedly in her sleep.  The dramatic circumstances 

have made this a frequently told story among relatives in both Nebraska and Denmark.  

According to Uncle Hans’s memoirs, my grandparents were settling in at the farm they had 

bought, and Mette had offered to take care of young Chris, Jr. in her apartment in Vejle.  My 

mother left a Danish newspaper clipping and her own translation: 

 

Today a 70-year-old widow, Mette Christensen, Engade 5, was found dead in her bed.  

Mrs. Christensen was sleeping alone with her two-year-old grandson.  At noon yesterday, 

a woman living in the same building wanted to bring a bowl of soup to the older lady, 

who was in delicate health.  But the door to her apartment was locked.  Although the 

neighbor heard the boy, she thought nothing of it.  When the apartment was still not open 

the next morning, she decided to contact the lady’s family.  The man who was summoned 

unlocked the door and found the widow dead in bed.  The little boy sat beside her, crying.  

A doctor was summoned, and he declared that she had been dead for many hours.  It is 

likely that she was already dead yesterday, so the little boy had spent the night alone with 

his grandmother. 

 

Mom added a note that Chris, Jr., was actually only seventeen months old and was not yet 

walking.  She said he preferred crawling. 

This rather upsetting experience and a general realization that life in the Old Country was 

not so good after all led Chris and Deborah to return to America – only six weeks after Mette 

died.  My grandmother must have left with a heavy heart.  They sold their farm in Denmark to the 

man from whom they had bought it.   

A postcard they sent on January 19, 1921 to Grandma’s brother Andrew Christensen in 

Omaha said they had just arrived in New York City.  Mom told me that the picture on the 

postcard (the S.S. Frederik VIII—København—New York) was the ship on which they returned 

from Denmark.  According to The Danish Pioneer, the Frederik VIII was owned by Danes – the 

Scandinavian-American Line – and over the years transported more than half a million 

immigrants to America.   

I once asked Mom about the voyage, but all she could remember was lots of water.  From 

what I have read about immigrants’ accommodations on ships, the experience was probably best 

forgotten.   The passenger list in the National Archives indicated that the ship sailed from 

Copenhagen on January 7 – thus a twelve-day voyage.  As noted above, they were accompanied 

by Chris’s younger brother Frank.     
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After the Cramers returned to the Omaha area, they bought Lan-Raska Dairy, southwest 

of the intersection of 72
nd

 and Blondo Streets. Based on materials collected by Howard K. Jensen, 

the dairy had been owned by Jacob and Louise Horn, who returned to Denmark in about 1920.  

Once when I was visiting Omaha in the 1980s, Mom pointed out the farmhouse.  She said it bore 

little resemblance to the house she had lived in, as it had been remodeled, added to, and divided 

into several units.  This area had long been well within the city limits of Omaha, so there were no 

signs of the dairy.   

The Cramers owned Lan-Raska Dairy only a short time before selling it to Chris Karr.  

The Karrs continued to be good friends of the Cramers, and when I was a boy, they had a dairy on 

the west side of 90
th
 Street, north of Maple.  I am still reminded of them by a set of long-stemmed 

water goblets they gave my parents as a wedding present.  My mother treasured the goblets but 

rarely used them, fearing that someone might knock them over.  Martha and I, however, enjoy 

using them for special occasions.     

In mid-1921 the Cramers bought Rock Springs Dairy north of 95
th
 and Dodge – the same 

land on which Uncle Andrew and Aunt Olga had operated a dairy earlier.  (See map on page 33.)  

The Rosacker family owned the land next door.  My great-grandparents – Fred and Dora 

Rosacker – bought it after they had done truck gardening for many years on rented land.  My 

grandparents – Charles and Clara Jensen Rosacker – farmed the land before moving to the Jensen 

farm at 96
th
 and Pacific about 1920.  By the time the Cramers bought Rock Springs Dairy, the 

widowed Dora Rosacker was renting her farm to her daughter Minnie and her husband, Nic 

Thomsen.  The Cramers lived at 95
th
 and Dodge until the mid-1940s. 

. 

 

Cramer Farmstead at 95
th
 and Dodge 

 

The Cramer’s youngest child, Ellen May, was born at home on January 23, 1929.  Later 

that year Rosie entered Underwood High School.  While thirteen years separated the sisters, they 

were always rather close.  My mother lived at home much of the time until she was married in 

1940, so she helped look after Ellen.  Late in my mother’s life, their roles were gradually 

reversed.  During Mom’s five years in a nursing home, Ellen regularly looked after her, as did my 

father’s sister Audrey and my sister-in-law Lois.   

The square, frame house at 95
th
 and Dodge that my mother considered home still stands.  

As with Lan-Raska Dairy, there is no sign these days that there was ever a farm or dairy there. 
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However, the outward appearance of the house itself is largely unchanged except for new siding.  

Now that city streets crisscross the area, the address is 95
th
 and Burt.  When the Cramers had a 

dairy there, they had a long lane, which often was muddy.  Ellen remembers that Grandpa 

occasionally had their draft horse “Nellie” pull the milk truck out to the main road before he 

could make his deliveries in Omaha. 

Ellen Cramer and Audrey Rosacker – both born in 1929 – in many ways seemed more 

like older sisters to me than aunts.  Both gave Boyd and me lots of attention as we were growing 

up, and they have continued  to enjoy playing their auntly and sisterly roles.   

 

My Mother’s Childhood 
 

After her family returned from Denmark, Rosie started school at 66
th
 and Maple Street in 

Benson in 1921.   The red brick building on the north side of Maple has been enlarged several 

times and is now called West Benson Elementary School.  By coincidence, Mom spent the last 

several years of her life just across the street at the Maple Crest Care Center.   

When my mother started school, she could not speak English.  Having grown up with 

immigrant parents and many other Danish relatives and hired men, she may not have learned 

much English before the family returned to Denmark.  What she did know, she forgot during their 

time in Denmark.  However, once she was in school she picked up English quickly and became 

such a good student that she later skipped a grade.  

 

 
 

Chris Cramer (center) with sister Alma, brother Ejnar, 

son Chris, Jr., and daughter Rosie 

in about 1922 

 

After the Cramers moved to 95
th
 and Dodge, Rosie did not attend school again until the 

fall of 1922.  She entered District 19 School at the age of 6½ and continued there through the 8
th
 

grade. The school – also referred to as McArdle School – was located in McArdle Precinct in the 

middle of what is now the Regency Court Shopping Center.  (See map on page 33.)   The 

McArdles were early homesteaders in the area, and some of their descendants were among 

Mom’s schoolmates.  The school originally had only one room with a heater in the middle of it.  

However, when my mother was in the fifth grade, they moved to a new brick building with a 

furnace in the basement.   

For as long as I can remember, West Dodge Road has headed straight west for many 

miles from 90
th
 Street to a point beyond the Elkhorn River and southwest of Waterloo.  However, 
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in earlier days it curved to the south beginning near what is now 98
th
 Street.  Then, just past 

District 19 school (near I-680), it turned north again. A few miles farther west the highway turned 

northwest and went through the town of Elkhorn and on to Waterloo.   

Throughout Rosie’s years at District 19, there was only one teacher for all eight grades.  

Mom kept a letter (dated 1927) from a teacher named Ora, who had moved to a school in the 

Waterloo area.  Her sixth grade teacher was Mrs. Henry Peetz.  However, her favorite was clearly 

Rose Gütter, who came to District 19 in the fall of 1927 when my mother entered the seventh 

grade.  (She still used the German spelling for her surname, and my mother pronounced it 

“Gitter.”)  Miss Gütter also taught Rose’s brother Chris and much later her sister Ellen.  Ellen 

recalls that at one point she had 42 students in her classroom:  “Students listened better in those 

days.”  Mom kept in touch with Miss Gütter over the years, and she came to my parents’ wedding 

in 1940.  Mrs. Peetz also attended one of my mother’s bridal showers. 

Rose Cramer received her grade school diploma at the Fourth Annual General Eighth 

Grade Graduation, Douglas County, Nebraska – held on Monday, May 20, 1929 at the 

Community House in Waterloo, Nebraska.  H. M. Eaton, County Superintendent, presented the 

diplomas, the Father Flanagan’s Boy’s Band provided music, and there was an address by the 

Honorable A. J. Weaver, Governor of Nebraska.  The other graduates from District 19 were 

Genevieve Vanderpool and Mom’s close girlhood friend, Tillie Wiese.  My father’s cousin, 

Orville Willms, was also listed on the program – as a graduate from District 12. 

Since her father was busy delivering milk and her mother did not drive, Rosie generally 

walked one and a half miles to school.  Occasionally she rode a Shetland pony named Brownie.  

However, she said Brownie was a one-girl steed, who would not take extra passengers – not even 

her younger brother Chris. 

Until her last years my mother read avidly.  When she was a child, there was an old Reo 

automobile (minus the wheels) in their grove.  She recalled that she enjoyed curling up in the Reo 

with a good book.  Throughout her life she was keenly interested in expanding her vocabulary.  

Perhaps this stemmed from her early determination to learn English and not to sound like a Dane.  

She once told my wife that she had always felt a bit uneasy about her English.   

As a young girl, Rosie also enjoyed writing.  She was proud of the fact that several of her 

letters to Uncle Ross, a children’s columnist, had been published in an Omaha newspaper. (See 

next page.) 

While Mom said she did not particularly like arithmetic, she was always the bookkeeper 

in our family.  Clearly she was quite good at it.  When I took over her bill paying in the last few 

years of her life, I was amazed at how long she had been able to deal with complicated Medicare 

and Blue Cross/Blue Shield reimbursements.   

Her favorite subject in school was spelling, and she represented District 19 School four 

times in the county spelling bee.  Her memorabilia include a ribbon from the 9
th
 Annual Interstate 

Spelling Contest – South Dakota, Minnesota, Iowa, and Nebraska – held in Omaha on May 8, 

1925.  She was quite proud of these accomplishments and told Boyd and me about them many 

times as we were growing up.  Despite her example, however, neither of us ever won a spelling 

contest. 
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   Rosie’s Letters to Uncle Ross – 1927  
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Mom also strove to keep up her Danish.  She had many opportunities during the three 

years that her grandmother, Johanne Cramer, lived with them, and she continued to use it with 

recent immigrants who worked on their dairy farm.  The fact that she made a point of telling me 

about speaking Danish with her grandmother leads me to suspect that she did not speak Danish 

with her parents, even as a child – at least not after the family returned from Denmark in 1921.  

As late as 1948, she exchanged letters with her cousin Ingeborg in Denmark.  Ingeborg wrote in 

Danish; and at least in those years, my mother responded in English.  I do not recall hearing her 

speak Danish with her parents – most remarkable in showing the extent to which her parents had 

adapted to life in America. 

I remember fondly the occasions when Mom ran into old family friends and chatted in 

Danish – on the street, at the Douglas County Fair, or in stores.  She relished these chance 

meetings.  With our encouragement, she once tried out her Danish on a Danish-speaking waitress 

in the Washington suburbs.  This woman, who was considerably younger and had come to the 

U.S. via Argentina, found my mother’s Danish a bit odd – as one might expect, I suppose, when 

Mom had learned it as a child nearly seventy years earlier.   

Among Rose’s Danish friends was Rask Terkelsen, who had worked at her father’s dairy 

as a young man.  In his 80s Rask still helped out at his son’s DX station on Military Avenue in 

Benson.  Whenever my mother stopped to get gas, they would chat in Danish.  When I dropped 

in, he would tell me about the old days.  “Yah, I remember Rosie and your grandfather Chris” – 

with lots of throaty “r’s” in his Danish brogue.  Rask later moved to a retirement home in 

downtown Omaha, but he occasionally found someone to drive him out to visit Mom at Maple 

Crest.  He died in 2006 at the ripe old age of 102. 

 

Much of what we know about Rosie’s childhood came from “Grandma” and “Grandpa” 

booklets that my sister-in-law Lois asked her to complete.  She wrote that when she was very 

small, her parents used a horse and buggy for transportation, and they relied on kerosene lamps 

for light.  In those days they bought a block of ice twice a week to keep food cool in their icebox, 

though she said some of her friends’ families kept things cool by putting them in a cave.  When 

she was about eight (or in about 1924,) the Cramer family started using a Delco light plant, with 

batteries in the basement that had to be recharged frequently.  However, a few years later their 

house was hooked up to the Omaha city electrical system.  Their house was heated by a coal 

furnace in the basement.  This was, of course, long before the days of air conditioning, so the 

Cramers left the windows wide open in the summer.  Mom recalled that a long row of maple trees 

helped keep their house cool. 

Mom told me that she was something of a tomboy when she was growing up.  She also 

seems to have inherited some of her mother’s mettle and her father’s temper.  To me the most 

memorable stories about her school days involved fistfights with boys who teased her about her 

eyeglasses or picked on her brother.  I wonder if she ever made the connection between her own 

feistiness and the scraps my brother Boyd got into as a boy and well into his teens. 

From an early age Mom had household chores – she dusted the furniture, set the table, 

and helped wash and dry dishes.  However, both she and her brother also worked in the family’s 

dairy business – washing milk bottles and helping their father deliver milk to customers’ homes 

in West Omaha.  I have always had a mental image of a young blonde girl skipping through the 

tree-shaded streets with a milk bottle in her hand.  It probably was not half so pleasant in reality.  

Mom told me she once dropped a pint of cream that she was delivering to a customer’s upstairs 

room.  Since she was afraid to tell her father and ask for another bottle, she just left the broken 

glass and cream spattered all over the floor and ran down the stairs and out of the house. 

The Cramers had a player piano, but Rosie always wanted to learn to play the piano on 

her own.  She got her chance when a milk customer, Mrs. Hatteroth, could not pay her bill and 

offered to teach her in lieu of payment.  For two years Mom went to her home regularly to drink 
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hot chocolate, play with her daughter Betty, and take piano lessons.  Eventually Mrs. Hatteroth 

got sick, and that was the end of my mother’s musical education until she took a few accordion 

lessons in the late 1940s.  Among the things I inherited from my mother was a book of fairy tales.  

My mother wrote in it that Mrs. Hatteroth had given it to her as a Christmas present in 1928. 

The Cramer family did not take vacations.  Even if their finances might have permitted it, 

running a dairy was a seven-days-a-week occupation.  However, Rosie occasionally spent a few 

days with her cousins, the Brown family, in Omaha.  There she could roller skate on city 

sidewalks and swim in Riverview Park.  Another of their relatives had a grocery store, and that 

meant lots of free gum and candy for the youngsters.  In the summer she also looked forward to 

excursions to Krug Park (an amusement park formerly located at 2936 North 52
nd

 Street), where 

her favorite ride was the roller coaster.  During the 30s the family saw free movies at the Dutch 

Mill on West Center Street.  Once in awhile her father drove the family out to Elkhorn to buy ice 

cream cones –five cents each in those days.  She also went swimming in the pool at Peony Park, 

about a mile from their house.   

Christmas was always a memorable occasion at the Cramers.  When my mother was 

small, they had real candles on their tree, and created their own decorations, such as baskets made 

of colorful paper and filled with nuts.  On Christmas Eve they joined hands, circled the tree, and 

sang Christmas carols.  However, they stopped lighting candles after the year the tree caught fire.  

Mom often told the story of her father carrying the burning tree out of the house.   

Her mother loved to cook and bake, and she always had an ample supply of molasses 

gingersnaps, coffeecake, and spritz cookies on hand.  While growing up Rosie particularly 

enjoyed making cakes – from scratch, of course, in those days.  Making spritz cookies – formed 

in various shapes with a cookie press – continued to be a holiday tradition as long as she lived on 

her own.  I made them myself when our children were small.   

 

For special occasions in the Cramer home and later in ours there were often æbelskiver.  

This traditional Danish treat is made of a batter with lots of beaten egg whites and then fried in an 

iron pan with a number of half-sphere indentations.  After rising and being flipped over, the 

æbelskiver resembled golf balls, which is what Boyd and I called them.  The name æbelskiver 

stems from the pieces (skiver) of apple (æbel) that Danes originally put in them.  My mother 

made them plain, and we rolled them in cinnamon sugar before popping them in our mouths.  

When my brother Boyd and his family spent Christmas with us in Chevy Chase in 1977, 

he suggested that we get an æbelskiver pan.  True to his fashion, he did not waste any time before 

leading me out on a shopping expedition to find one.  After returning home, we called Mom in 

Brookfield, Missouri, to get her recipe.  She gave us one and then called back an hour later with 

another that she thought was better.  I have tended to make æbelskiver for breakfast, but Grandma 

Cramer observed the Danish custom of fixing them in the evening, especially if unexpected 

guests arrived.  

As Boyd and I were growing up, our family always celebrated Christmas Eve at the 

Cramers.  While Grandma’s poor health had slowed her down, she continued the long practice of 

having relatives and friends over for Christmas Eve dinner.  A few years ago Aunt Ellen wrote 

that she had duplicated the traditional menu for her own children and grandchildren: roast goose 

with apple and prune stuffing, Danish red cabbage, cauliflower with parsley-studded white sauce, 

medister pølse (pork sausage), and mashed potatoes with gravy made from the broth and 

drippings from the roast fowl.  For dessert there was always æblekage (apple cake.)  That cake 

was also one of my mother’s favorites.  She made it with layers of breadcrumbs, applesauce, and 

whipped cream and then refrigerated it. 
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- Chapter VI - 

 

Maturing during the Depression 

 
My parents’ generation was affected profoundly by the Great Depression.  The America 

they faced upon graduation from high school in the mid-1930s was not the land of boundless 

opportunity that their ancestors had imagined when they emigrated.  The immediate options for 

young adults were limited and their long-term prospects somewhat discouraging.  Many lowered 

their expectations, and some lost confidence in themselves.   

The Depression left my parents with values and goals that sometimes came into conflict.  

On one hand, they were very concerned about financial security.  They stressed the importance of 

having a job and saving money as a protection against hard times in the future.  They were 

willing to endure considerable hardship and sacrifice and to postpone the rewards of their labors 

as they got started in life.  However, once the economy improved, they also wanted more material 

comforts and symbols of success – modern conveniences in their home, new cars, or new farm 

equipment.  They wanted to make sure that their sons got a college education. Except for a few 

periods, however, my parents’ frugality was just as much a matter of necessity as principle. 

Like most generations, mine has been quick to criticize the attitudes and practices of our 

elders.  It has been particularly difficult for us to fathom the circumstances in the 1920s and 

1930s when our parents’ values and dreams were formed.  We have taken for granted the relative 

security which flowed from the dramatic shifts in public policy made during the Depression: 

Social Security, federally-guaranteed farm credit, federal price supports for agricultural products, 

and federally-insured bank accounts, to name but a few.   

While the Great Depression did not begin for most Americans until after the stock market 

crash in 1929, hard times began much earlier for American farmers.  Farm prices dropped about 

40 percent in 1920 and 1921, and they remained low throughout the 1920s.  Many farmers, who 

had taken on huge mortgages during and just after World War I, lost their farms and became 

renters.  Alternatively, they left farming altogether.  In a domino effect, the country banks that 

had made the mortgages also failed – 650 Nebraska banks in the 1920s.  As people left the farms, 

businesses in small towns also suffered.  Nebraska was already ailing while much of the country 

was enjoying the Roaring Twenties. 

In the early 1930s, the entire American economy – indeed the world economy – fell into 

a deep depression.  The realized net income of U.S. farmers in 1932 was one-third of what it had 

been in 1929.  Farm prices had fallen more than 50 percent.  When Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

took office on March 4, 1933, one-fourth of the work force was unemployed.  The machinery for 

sheltering and feeding the jobless was breaking down under the enormous burdens.  A few hours 

before Roosevelt’s inauguration, every bank in the country shut its doors. 

Many of the actions taken during Roosevelt’s first 100 days were aimed at farmers.  

Agricultural policies like the production controls of The Agricultural Adjustment Act have 

endured into the 21
st
 century.  The Emergency Farm Mortgage Act halted foreclosures and 

provided federal financing of farm mortgages, and the Farm Credit Act reorganized agricultural 

credit activities.   

Still, Dad once told my mother-in-law, Ruth Jenkins, that he did not remember the 

Depression being so bad.  Was this because he had grown up in a long period of hard times and 

had not known a different sort of life?  Or was it because he was still rather young and thus 

spared the anxiety that afflicted his parents?  Perhaps both.  
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The Rosackers did have several advantages that enabled them to fare better than many 

others.  Having inherited some of their land, they came into the Depression with more assets and 

less debt than many.  The mortgage burdens they carried were also relieved somewhat by federal 

legislation in 1933.  Finally, they lived close to Omaha and could sell eggs and milk for cash.  

Warren said the cows saved their farm.  Many farmers without these advantages were pushed 

over the edge by combinations of misfortunes.   

However, in my mind, the key factor in the Rosackers’ survival was that they had 

internalized the values of their ancestors.  This was no doubt true of the Cramers as well, but I 

heard less about it.  Each preceding generation had learned hard lessons in the bad years, and they 

reminded their children not to ignore those lessons in the good years.  They practiced a frugality 

that is almost incomprehensible to the credit-card generation.  To his dying day, Grandpa 

Rosacker was more inclined to keep repairing old equipment rather than buy new – much to my 

father’s consternation.   

Through Dad’s life, however, he shook his head at farmers who over-extended 

themselves.  He criticized those who borrowed too heavily and invested in expensive equipment 

and facilities that might not be cost-effective on small farms and those who used windfalls in 

good years to raise their standard of living dramatically rather than plowing most of it back into 

their farming operations.  Without a doubt, farmers who took greater risks made a lot more 

money in the good years; but it was more difficult for some of them to survive the hard times. 

 

The 1930s were also some of the driest years on record.  Only two years in ten came 

close to normal rainfall.  My parents never stopped telling stories about the Depression years, but 

as I look back, the most vivid accounts were about the drought of 1936.   

This was well before the days of air conditioners in private homes or even plentiful 

electric fans, so people took extraordinary measures to deal with the summer heat.  After working 

hard all day, they needed sleep, but it was simply too hot.  Warren remembered sleeping outside – 

on the lawn, on hay wagons, or anywhere they might catch a little breeze.  They also sprinkled 

their bed sheets and moved their beds up to the windows, so they might put their pillows on the 

windowsills.  Anything to keep cool. 

During the Depression one of the favorite sources of entertainment for farm families was 

free movies.  The Rosackers and Cramers tended to go to the Ten-Mile Inn on West Dodge Street 

or the Dutch Mill, a cabin camp and filling station, near what is now the intersection of I-680 and 

Center Street.  There were also free movies in Millard and Elkhorn.  Families watched silent films 

out-of-doors, while sitting on a semi-circle of benches made of planks set on cement blocks.  

Westerns with Hoot Gibson and Tom Mix were particular favorites.  There was always an ice-

cream stand, and Audrey recalls getting a nickel to spend for a cone each Tuesday night at the 

Dutch Mill.  Warren said, however, that his wife’s family was so hard up at one point that only 

one of their six children could get a nickel each week. 

My mother enjoyed going to movies, and she told me how elegant the Paramount and 

Orpheum Theaters were in their heyday.  One of them had twinkling lights on the ceiling, making 

it seem that one was sitting out under the stars.  Ellen remembers the community singing in 

Elmwood Park on summer evenings, where the lyrics were projected on a screen.   

 

The Underwood Years – My Parent’s Courtship 
 

The snapshot below was taken at a party in September 1919 and is the only evidence I 

have of an encounter between my parents before they were in high school.  On the far right is 

Clara Rosacker holding Frederick, who would then have been fourteen months old.  He is looking 

over her shoulder.  Next is Rosie’s Aunt Olga (Mrs. Andrew Christensen) holding a baby, who 
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may been her first-born son Austin, who died several years later.  Then Rosie herself, three-and-

a-half, standing, and seemingly disinterested.  Deborah Cramer is not to be seen, so perhaps she 

was the photographer.   

 

 

 

Clara and Olga maintained the friendship that began when they lived on adjacent farms 

early in their marriages.  However, I have not heard of any other meetings between my parents as 

they were growing up.  While they lived only about a mile apart, they went to different grade 

schools.   

 

My parents first became well acquainted at Underwood High School, located at 78
th
 and 

Cass Streets – just east of the Little Papillion Creek – from their farm at 90
th
 and Burt.  In 1925 a 

two-story brick building was built including a high school on the second floor.  Both of my 

parents and their brothers and sisters attended Underwood High School; and except for Audrey, 

who transferred to Benson High, they all graduated from Underwood.  In 1947, the Underwood, 

Loveland, and Oakdale school districts merged to become School District 66 and built Westside 

High School at 87
th
 and Pacific.   Until that time, however, Underwood High School was the only 

public, secondary school in the area. 

 

The difference in my parents’ ages clearly did not matter much at Underwood High 

School in the fall of 1932 when 14-year-old freshman Freddy Rosacker began courting 16-year-

old senior Rosie Cramer.  Dad told me about driving west on Cass Street as Mom was walking 

home and asking her if she would like a ride.  I wish I remembered more of the details, but she 

must have said yes.  Judging from what he wrote in her senior autograph book on December 20, 

1932, things seemed to have moved quickly: 
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Jim Proffit remembered driving the car on one of my parents’ first dates.  Jim and his 

brother Lawrence started working for the Rosackers in their teens and became very much part of 

the family.  Frederick was old enough to drive to school but not on other occasions.  After picking 

Rosie up, the three of them drove up to Benson and went to a movie.  After the movie, Jim said it 

was so icy they could hardly stand up on the street. 

 

One of my mother’s teachers at Underwood High was nicknamed “Bookslinger 

Cosgrave.”  Evidently Miss Cosgrave had difficulty maintaining control in a classroom full of 

students nearly as old as she was.  When she lost her temper, she was prone to throwing a book in 

the direction of the offending student.   

More than fifty years later when my mother was visiting us in Maryland, she said she 

thought Miss Cosgrave had married and moved to Maryland many years before.  We checked the 

phone book and discovered that she lived less than a mile away – just behind the Chevy Chase 

Library.  Despite my urging, however, Mom would not call her.  She suggested that Miss 

Cosgrave probably would not remember her.  I suspect her real concern was that Miss Cosgrave’s 

teaching experience at Underwood might not have been among the most rewarding experiences in 

her life. 

Rosie graduated from Underwood High School on Tuesday, May 27, 1933.  Commence-

ment exercises were held in the school auditorium; the colors – blue and gold; the flower – rose; 

and the class motto – “Character is the Cornerstone to Success.”  Mom delighted in telling Boyd 

and me that she was second in her graduating class.  Then she would chuckle as she added that 

there were only two in her class – she and Margaret Liebentritt.  

Late in her life Mom told me she had wanted to continue her education and become a 

teacher.  However, in the middle of the Great Depression, she did not receive any encouragement 

from her parents to do so.  She had some deep-seated resentments toward her father, and this may 

have been one of the reasons.   
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After Graduation 
 

The following letter that Rose sent to her mother in 1933 provides wonderful insights into 

life in the 1930s.  It was written just a few months after she had graduated from high school, 

when Deborah Cramer and a group of friends were spending a few days at Camp Ralfson, near 

Underwood, Minnesota – just east of Fergus Falls. 

 

   Omaha, Nebr. Aug. 9, 1933 6:00pm 

 

Hello Mama, old gal: 

How are you coming along with feasting on fish and scratching mosquito bites?  

We’re just fine, and strange as it seems, they have not had the belly ache from my 

cooking as yet.  Ellen May missed you quite a bit the first day, but she’s sort of forgot 

about it. 

Marinuses were over last nite and Aunt Marie called up Nebraska Power, and 

they came out and fixed our stove.  Daddy got some stuff for the closet tank in the 

bathroom and I don’t believe it will leak anymore.  Isn’t that something? 

Were up at Hans Jensen’s Monday night and to-nite I’m going to get a driving 

lesson.  Tomorrow nite we’re going over to Dutch Mill.  Maybe, Marinuses are going, 

too.   

Talked to my big friend Freddy this afternoon, and he’s just fine.  Got a letter 

from Harry Albertsen yesterday, and he wants to know why we don’t drive out pretty 

soon.  

I cleaned out the pantry yesterday, and put a new oilcloth on the shelf over the 

sink, after looking all over the house for the oilcloth.  I even painted the tooth brush 

holder. 

Ellen May’s running around with her doll and it’s got diapers on.  Every time she 

goes on toilet I have to take the doll’s diapers off and on, too, so it can go.  

Hear the last news?  You know Jack, Curtis’ son.  Well, I guess he lost his mind, 

and he’s down at St. Joseph’s hospital.  At least, that’s what Russell’s kids said.  So I 

guess we weren’t so far off. 

I’m not expecting you to be able to read this scribbling, but it’s time for supper 

and I have to hurry. 

I made some doughnuts this afternoon, and I ate too many.  Ow! 

Daddy bought some yeast, so I ought to feel pretty peppy after I start eating it.  

I’ve felt pretty good though; maybe, this work is good for me. 

Daddy bottled the beer this afternoon, but we’ll be sure and save a bottle for you. 

Haven’t heard from Teny yet, but imagine I will soon. 

Well, my time’s about up now and here’s hoping you’re having a grand old time, 

and tell the rest of the gang hello. 

 

      I remain, As ever, 

 

      (Signed)  Rose M. C., etc. 

 

More than anything, I am struck by the light-hearted tone.  In later years, when Mom was 

feeling well, she had a great sense of humor.  However, the 17-year-old speaking in this letter was 

a new voice to me.    
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One also gets a sense that the Cramer family and their Danish relatives and friends were 

living reasonably well despite the Depression.  As noted above, by selling milk – considered a 

necessity of life – they had a steady source of cash income.  Grandma at least could afford to take 

a short vacation, they had an electric stove and indoor plumbing, and they seemed to be enjoying 

life.   

The driving lesson reminds me of Dad’s grousing about the way Mom was taught to 

drive.  As Dad told it, Grandpa Cramer told Mom always to watch the radiator cap on the hood 

and keep it running along the edge of the road.  Having never driven an early-1930s car myself, I 

cannot attest to where this tactic would position the car on the road; but Dad said it always led my 

Mom to drive too far to the right.  Obviously, the intensity of his reaction also reveals a good deal 

about my father. 

Other insights into my mother’s life in the 1930s come from her photo albums.  The 

picture below of her with her brother Chris and sister Ellen is a good example.  These albums also 

include some particularly amusing snapshots taken when her life-long friends from Iowa came to 

visit: Ila Andersen (Knudsen), Tena Christensen (Harder), and Tena’s sister Lily (Sievers.)  There 

are pictures of them standing on the lawn in their pajamas, standing on top of a silo, and pounding 

nails in each other’s heads.  There is even one of Tena and a straw-hatted young man resting a 

long crosscut saw on Rosie’s head.   

Tena and Lily grew up near Atlantic in the Danish Belt of western Iowa.  Tena recalled 

that she could not speak English when she started school, and her teacher knew no Danish.  After 

completing the eighth grade, she moved to Omaha to do housework for her Aunt Tena.  She met 

my mother at a club meeting at her aunt’s home, and they became close friends. 

 At some point when Boyd and I were growing up, Mom took some of the pictures out of 

the album.  “The sillier ones,” she said.  Judging from the picture-less captions, however, she may 

also have removed those with young men other than Freddy.  There are still a couple of pictures 

of Rose and a tall and dapper fellow named Jim.  I never asked her about Jim, but he looks as if 

he might have been more than a casual friend.  

 

 

Ellen, Chris and Rose 

(top to bottom) 
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Like many Danish immigrants, the Cramers were not regular churchgoers while my 

mother was growing up.  In line with her mother’s Baptist tradition, Rose was not baptized as a 

child.  However, after graduating from high school she joined Immanuel Lutheran Church – 

presumably a result of the blossoming relationship with Freddy Rosacker.  She was baptized and 

confirmed there by Reverend Seesko on May 13, 1934.   

Chris, Jr., and Ellen followed her lead in joining Immanuel, but Grandma Cramer 

participated only in the Ladies’ Aid.  After their son’s death, Chris and Deborah both began 

attending a Danish church in Omaha – Central Lutheran Church, then located at 819 South 22
nd

 

Street.  Ellen recalls that her father rang the church bell.  Both of her parents’ funerals were held 

there. 

Rose’s photo albums from those years included many pictures from a Luther League trip 

to Albion, Nebraska.  Albion is about 125 miles northwest of Omaha and is on the eastern edge of 

the Sand Hills.  These pictures remind me of how open the Great Plains are.  For miles on end, 

the only trees are those growing naturally along creeks or planted as windbreaks around 

farmsteads.  The plains did not seem barren to me as a child, but after living on the woodsy East 

Coast for so many years, I am always struck by the contrast. 

During the Depression, when farmers in eastern Nebraska could get away for a day or 

two, Spirit Lake and Lake Okoboji in northern Iowa were popular destinations.  Those with more 

time and money might have gone fishing in one of Minnesota’s 10,000 lakes.  In the late 1930s 

Fred and Rose took an excursion to Spirit Lake with his cousin Bill Willms, Bill’s future wife 

Arla, and other friends.  Mom’s pictures from that trip include Freddy rowing a boat, the two of 

them embracing on a dock, and various couples standing in front of a deserted house.   

After World War II, such vacations became a bit more common and longer.  Still we did 

not take our first family vacation until 1951 – to the Black Hills, Yellowstone Park, and 

southwestern Montana.  Later I learned that the trip was not entirely for pleasure, as my parents 

were looking into the possibility of moving to Montana. 

It was never easy for farmers to take vacations, even in prosperous times.  While there 

might be breaks in the fieldwork, livestock still had to be fed every day, and cows had to be 

milked twice a day.  One of my relatives criticized her brother for having hired someone to milk 

the cows while he went on a vacation.  That the story was still alive 50 years later says a lot about 

the “work comes first” values my parents’ generation was taught.  However, other factors in this 

particular family relationship probably made it more difficult to overlook any evidence of sloth.   

 

Once young people ventured out on their own in the 1930s, clearly one of their favorite 

social activities was dancing.  While my parents were dating, they often joined their friends at 

dance halls in Bennington, Elkhorn and Chalco (in Sarpy County); at the Dutch Hall
3
 near 

Washington; or at the Melrose Ballroom in Millard.  They also went to Sokol Hall in the 

Bohemian section of South Omaha.  Some ballrooms like the Melrose had dances every weekend, 

while other halls held dances in connection with weddings, anniversaries and other family 

celebrations.  However, even on those occasions, the public was still welcome — they only had to 

buy tickets at the door.   

In the 1930s most of the dance bands in the Omaha area were Bohemian.  That was when 

my parents first became attracted to Lawrence Welk, a young German accordionist from North 

Dakota.  Welk, his orchestra and their “champagne music” grew in fame and had a weekly 

television program for a couple of decades beginning in the 1950s.  Even in the early 1990s my 

mother faithfully watched reruns of the Lawrence Welk Show every Saturday night.  When she 

stopped mentioning it, I sensed that she was beginning to fold her tent. 

                                                 
3
 Dutch in this case stems from Deutsch (German), as the hall was started by emigrants from Schleswig-

Holstein (most likely including some Rosackers) who settled in Washington County. 
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My Uncle Chris also enjoyed dancing, and while he was stationed at Ft. Leonard Wood, 

he complained in a letter to his parents that they did not “dance Bohemian” in Missouri.  He made 

up for that privation, when he came back to Omaha on furlough.  Warren Rosacker  said that by 

the time he graduated from high school in 1941, he and his friends danced more to 1940s music.   
 

Preparing for Independence 

 

In many ways, the years between graduation from high school in 1933 and 1936 and my 

parents’ marriage in 1940 must not have been easy.  Each of them helped out at home.  Dad was 

eager to get married, but his parents said he had to wait until he was 21.  His brother Warren said 

that neither he nor my Dad was paid wages while they worked at home. Their parents provided 

room and board and bought their clothes.  I am sure that was true of my mother as well.  

Some of my Dad’s cousins said they asked their fathers for spending money if they 

wanted to go out on the weekend; and I assume that my parents did, too.  In my mother’s written 

reminiscences, she recalled that a dollar would cover admission to a dance and a sandwich and 

pie.  However, even a dollar was not always easy to come by.  Warren remembered a time when 

Fritz and Rosie had enough money to buy gas to drive to Chalco but had to go through the 

pockets of all their clothes to come up with enough money to get into the dance. 

It must have been especially difficult to save enough money to get started on one’s own.  

While times had improved some since the dark days of the mid-30s, farmers in Nebraska were 

still far from prosperous.  The Great Depression really did not end until 1942, after the U.S. had 

entered World War II.  To help my father get started, I understand that Grandpa Rosacker let him 

farm forty acres of the family’s land before he was married.  I am not sure what the financial 

arrangements were, but presumably Dad was able to keep some of the profits.  My dad told me 

that he picked corn by hand for a neighbor to earn money for my mother’s engagement ring.  

In the years that my mother lived at home, she was a full-fledged member of the Cramer 

family work force.  She helped with the dairy operation by washing milk bottles, she helped care 

for Ellen May, and she assumed a major role in keeping the household running.   

One small illustration is a story she told Martha some years ago, as the two of them were 

washing dishes.  Mom said that one of her continuing responsibilities at home was washing the 

dishes.  Even if she had been out for the evening and eaten somewhere else, the dirty supper 

dishes would be waiting for her when she got home.  From today’s perspective that might seem 

harsh.  Particularly for those who have grown up in cities, it is difficult to comprehend the extent 

to which each member of a farm family, from an early age, played an essential role in ensuring 

the family’s well being and livelihood.  However, if Rosie had not done the dishes, other family 

members would have had to – after a full day of doing their own chores.  That said, her brother-

in-law Warren looked back and observed that she had worked harder at home in those days than 

anyone should have had to. 

In the same after-dinner dishwashing session with Martha, Mom joked about her mother-

in-law.  She remarked that Clara Rosacker had continued to wash dishes in big dishpans on the 

kitchen table long after they had installed a sink with running water.  Martha smiled and observed 

that her mother-in-law was a similar creature of habit.  She continued to wash dishes by hand 

long after she had an automatic dishwasher.  Mom had a chuckle over that. 

 

When she was twenty-one Rose began working outside the home as a live-in 

housemaid/cook.   According to her diary, she worked first for the Krettschmer family, beginning 

on September 17, 1937.  On October 11, she began working for the Rectors, a family who lived in 

the Dundee area of Omaha.  According to his obituary, G. Vergil Rector was vice president and 

director of Fairmont Foods Company.  Mom told me she was paid $8 a week, plus room and 

board.  She said that the cooking requirements were relatively simple.  The Rectors did not 
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entertain a great deal, and when they did, they got extra help.  This job was no doubt an important 

step for my mother, not only in earning some money of her own but also in establishing a sense of 

independence. 

 
After a courtship of seven and a half years, my parents were married at Immanuel 

Lutheran Church in Benson, a suburb of Omaha, on February 14, 1940.  The wedding took place 

seven months after Fred’s long-awaited 21
st
 birthday, so I assume they set the date for late winter, 

shortly before renters normally moved from one farm to another.  This enabled them to begin 

married life in their own home.  My mother had just turned twenty-four.   
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- Chapter VII - 

 

Chris Cramer, Jr. 

 
My mother’s brother Chris was killed on January 26, 1945 during the invasion of Luzon 

in the Philippine Islands.  He had served in the U.S. Army for over four years and been overseas 

for about 18 months.  His Service Number was 37033067. 

 

 

Private First Class 

Chris Martin Cramer, Jr. 

 

Throughout his military service Chris corresponded regularly with his parents and sisters, 

and they kept his letters after he died.  My mother kept several in a small case with her most 

treasured mementos. Aunt Ellen inherited a much larger collection with almost all of the letters 

that he sent to her and his parents.  

While strict censorship limited what Chris could write from overseas, his letters still 

reveal much about his daily activities and his mindset.  Unfortunately, we have only one of the 

letters that were sent to him – the last letter from his mother, which he did not receive and which 

was returned to his parents.  However, his reactions to letters from his family provide insights 

into what was happening on the home front. 

There is only one gap in all these years of correspondence – several months in 1944 while 

he was in New Guinea.  Mom once told me that their father in his grief had burned some of his 

son’s letters.  They could well have been from that period.  

Chris was first in his class when he graduated from Underwood High School in 1938.  It 

was a somewhat larger class than my mother’s class of two in 1933.  Ellen remembers him 

practicing his valedictory address in the Cramers’ barn.  Not long after he finished school, he 

went to work at his Uncle Andrew Christensen’s dairy.  Nebraska had still not recovered from the 

Depression, and jobs were hard to find. 

Eventually he contemplated military service and tried first to get into the Navy.  

According to Ellen he was turned down because he had an overbite.  However, in November 
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1940 he enlisted in the Army.  We have no record of what he did during his first few months of 

duty.  A letter several years later mentioned that Christmas 1940 had been the last one he spent at 

home, so perhaps he was part of a National Guard unit in the Omaha area at that time.  In any 

case, in May 1941 he was assigned to Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri, where the scattered units 

of the reactivated Sixth Infantry Division were being assembled.   

When Chris enlisted in 1940, the war in Europe and Japanese aggression in the Far East 

still seemed rather remote.  However, the Lend-Lease Act was passed in March 1941, and the 

country was moving ever closer to direct involvement.  On September 20, 1941, he wrote to his 

parents that he had just finished reading All Quiet on the Western Front, a powerful novel about 

World War I:   

 

It is just the thing for a person to read in these times when there is so much pro-war 

agitation and propaganda going around.  It shows the true side of war in all its phases.  

The book depicts plainly all the starvation, disease, slaughter, and other events too 

sickening to mention in their true light.  It’s so different from the propaganda you hear 

and see so much of, especially in the movies.  There all you see is flags waving, soldiers 

marching, bands playing, and parades of military might. 

 

You’ve probably heard and read about how the Indians in bygone days had their war 

dances — how they painted their faces, beat their chests, waved their tomahawks, and 

danced to the beat of their war drums — all for the sake of getting themselves into a 

mood for battling the enemy. 

 

It reminds me of the present day methods of working the patriotism of the U.S. citizenry 

to a new high pitch.  The average American is a peace-loving creature.  The only way he 

is going to be dragged into a war of aggression is thru propaganda and other similar 

measures. 

 

Reading Chris’s letters in chronological order, I was struck by his changing outlook.  

Until the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, he frequently speculated about 

when he might be released from duty.  Like other enlistees, he assumed that he would not be kept 

in the Army for more than a year.  Once war was declared, however, the period of service for 

those in uniform was extended to the duration of the war plus six months.   

From that point on, Chris’s concerns turned to where his unit might be sent on 

maneuvers, whether he might be promoted, whether he could transfer to the air corps, and when 

he might go home on furlough.  While Chris’s division clearly was preparing for overseas duty, 

his letters were seldom explicit about that prospect.   

Once Chris was overseas, he and his buddies as well as the folks back home began 

speculating on when the war might be over.  Chris tended to be among the pessimists on that 

score.  Perhaps he felt it was better not to have his parents count on an early return.   

While Chris was stationed at Fort Leonard Wood, he occasionally got back to Omaha for 

weekends or longer furloughs, and for a few weeks he was sent to the motor school at Fort Crook, 

on the north side of Omaha.  In the early months of training he had his car with him in Missouri.  

When he did not have enough money for gas, his buddies were happy to chip in if he would drive 

them somewhere for a weekend or just a night on the town.  Later he left his car at home with his 

parents and eventually had them sell it.  After that he managed to get rides with buddies as far as 

Nebraska City, and someone from the family would then drive down from Omaha to pick him up.   

Chris had a number of girlfriends at home – first Catherine Roza, a Bohemian Catholic 

who lived nearby, and then Betty Hansen from Ft. Calhoun.  In one letter he warned his parents 

that he would be spending much more time with a girlfriend than with them the next weekend.  
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However, just before the following visit he said he did not want to be asked about why he would 

not be seeing that unnamed young woman.  On a couple of occasions he asked his folks to send 

him a picture of himself – particularly a good close-up – that he might send to another 

“correspondent.”  Later while he was overseas, he kept in close contact with Lily Christensen, a 

family friend from Iowa.  Mom told me that Chris and Lily were unofficially engaged when he 

was killed. 

Once after receiving a package from Dora Budde at Immanuel Lutheran Church, he wrote 

to Ellen and asked if she could refresh his memory on who Dora was.  “Is she young and 

blonde?”  Perhaps his question was tongue-in-cheek.  However, those who remember Dora know 

would get a chuckle out of that.  She was a delightful person, but close to his parents’ age and 

certainly not a blonde in the early 1940s. 

When the rest of the Sixth Division went on maneuvers in Louisiana in 1941, Private 

Cramer was among those who quite literally “held down the fort” in Missouri.  In early 1942 he 

was part of a detachment that was sent to guard a munitions plant in East Alton, Illinois; and in 

September 1942 he joined the Division on two months of maneuvers in Tennessee.  After 

returning to Missouri, they boarded troop trains for desert maneuvers on the Arizona-California 

border. 

Chris persistently sought a transfer to the Army Air Corps; and in December 1942 he 

asked his parents to get character references from Charles Rosacker, Chris Espersen, and John 

Christensen.  He took various medical tests, but nothing had come of his application by the time 

he went overseas.   

Private Cramer spent Christmas 1942 in Los Angeles, after his name was the first drawn 

for the five leave opportunities in his company.  He stayed in Montebello with sisters of Ed 

Harms, an Army buddy from Columbus, Nebraska.  Ed was not there, but his family extended 

warm hospitality to Chris.  One evening he and Erna Harms danced at the Biltmore Hotel to the 

music of Ozzie Nelson’s orchestra. 

 

While he was in the U.S. his letters frequently dealt with money matters.  He often 

needed to borrow a few dollars from his parents as he awaited payday.  At other times he asked 

them to take funds from his bank account to pay for subscriptions to the World Herald Magazine, 

Newsweek, The American and The Readers’ Digest.   

One letter expresses regret at his intemperate comments in the previous one.  

Unfortunately the preceding letter is not among those his parents saved.  Perhaps it was among 

those his father burned.  Based on what I have heard from other sources, I think it may have dealt 

with a dispute with his father over whether to buy a better camera.  Chris, Sr., evidently had a 

number of regrets later about his relationship with his son, and this episode may have been one of 

them.  Ultimately Chris, Jr., did buy a Kodak 35 mm camera.  It was returned with his effects, 

and my father used it for the next forty years. 

 

As the North Africa campaign progressed more rapidly than expected, there was little 

need to continue desert training.  So in March 1943 the Division moved to Camp Luis Obispo in 

California where the soldiers underwent training for a new challenge – jungle warfare.  Chris had 

a home furlough at the end of training.   

Later in July 1943, as he awaited departure from California, he wrote that he had set up a 

joint savings account with his father, “in case anything ever happens to me.”  In another letter he 

said that he had set up a pay allotment to buy war bonds with his parents listed as beneficiaries – 

he added “if I should be killed in action.”  I was struck by how matter of fact he was. 

Finally, on July 30, he wrote that he had arrived at his “overseas destination.”  While 

security precautions precluded his saying so at the time, his unit was stationed in Hawaii.  There 
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the Sixth Infantry Division was involved in the ground defense of Oahu and continued its training 

for amphibious and jungle warfare.   

Chris wrote clearly, succinctly, and often with great sensitivity.  Letters about the sights 

he saw are particularly striking.  He extolled the natural beauties of the Ozarks in 1941 and said 

that if he ever took a honeymoon, he would spend it there.  In California in 1943 he wrote about 

watching the sunrise from the top of a mountain in the desert and hearing the voices of soldiers 

from a great distance in the still air.  Later he described the scenic wonders of the Pacific 

coastline as his Division traveled by train to San Luis Obispo.  He also found Hawaii beautiful, 

but unlike many of his compatriots, he was not terribly impressed by Honolulu. 

 

 

The American offensive in the South Pacific had begun with landings on Guadalcanal in 

the Solomon Islands in August 1942.  The island was secured only after six months of bloody 

battle.  In January 1944 the Sixth Infantry Division landed at Milne Bay on the island of New 

Guinea, without encountering resistance.  They spent the next few months building bases, getting 

acclimated, and continuing preparations for jungle warfare.  Beginning in April 1944, Allied air, 

ground, and naval forces under General MacArthur leap-frogged up the north coast of New 

Guinea bypassing several Japanese strongholds. 

 

 

      Jan. 12, 1944   

 

Dear sis: 

 

I’m anxiously waiting for the pictures of Harlan and Boyd now that you 

mentioned in your last letter that you had sent it off in the mail a week before. 

I had sort of a hunch that the reason I did not hear from you there for a while 

was because of the flu.  From what I hear it must be pretty widespread.  About everybody 
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gets letters from home telling about it.  We have not had any trouble with it here — at 

least not any that I’ve heard of. 

I’ve sort of fallen down on correspondence myself, but for a different reason.  I’m 

hale and hearty but I get so tired re-hashing the few things that I can write about that 

I’ve just given up writing often as a bad go. 

There’s one thing I can not understand about pop buying and selling.  He can not 

be letting himself in for much less work when he has only five acres less than in the first 

place. 

I’d still like to get some snapshots of all of you.  You know that I did not send you 

all of that film for entirely unselfish reasons. 

How does Fred stand the cold in his thumb?
4
  Has he been able to make much 

use of it in his work? 

I’d really like to see all of you again, Rosie.  Just think?  If I could see Harlan 

now, we could carry on a conversation of sorts.  I do not know what your estimate of the 

duration and six months is but I think if I do get home again, I’ll be lucky it to make it by 

the Christmas after next. 

That’s about all for now; so until next time, I’m 

 

 

   Affectionately, Chris 

 

 

   February 28, 1944 (V-mail) 

 

Dear Rosie: 

I just received your letter with the pictures of Harlan and Boyd and the one 

giving me your new address.  It’s possible that some of my letters will be late in reaching 

you, since I addressed them Dakota City.  I’m really very grateful for those pictures of 

the boys, Rosie.  I guess I need not remind you that those boys mean a lot to me. 

Your news about so many bombers crashing so close by makes me glad in a sort 

of way that I’m in the infantry after all.   

I’ve been doing various things lately, mostly things that you probably would not 

associate with soldiering, such as swinging a pick. 

I’m at last learning something beyond the fundamentals of swimming.  I’m a 

master in part over the crawl, breast, and back strokes. 

I imagine that you must of had some regrets at leaving Dakota City, even though, 

it is nice to be near home again. 

Hope you’re all O.K.  I am,  

 

Affectionately,   Chris 

 

During the Luzon invasion, Chris was part of the 63
rd

 Infantry Regiment, so I assume that 

he was also in this unit during his time in New Guinea.  The 63
rd

 saw action in New Guinea on 

June 25 and 26, 1944, as it relieved units encountering strong Japanese resistance on high ground 

called Lone Tree Hill, near Sarmi.  The 63
rd

 began mopping-up operations on June 27 and 

completed them on June 30.   

                                                 
4In the fall of 1942 part of Fred’s thumb was cut off in a corn picker accident. 
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One of the next targets of the American forces was a peninsula at the western end of New 

Guinea – then known as the Vogelkop peninsula but now as Doberai Peninsula.  After their 

landing at Sansapor on the northwest coast on July 30, two weeks passed before they met a 

counterattack.  While battle casualties were low, tropical diseases posed serious problems – 

especially scrub typhus.  Troops were taught to keep all parts of their bodies covered (in spite of 

the heat) and to avoid lying on bare ground.  By mid-September, MacArthur’s air forces were 

within bombing distance of the Philippines. 

 

      Oct. 13, 1944 

 

 

How are you, Rosie?  I just received your second letter to be answered.  I’m 

always glad to hear from you, sis.  Your letters are so newsy. 

Things are about the same as always here.  So far, since I’ve entered a combat 

zone, it’s been action once in a while but most of the time we sit around waiting for 

Somerville (Commander of ASF)
5
 to catch up with us.  Of course, that time we spend 

waiting for supply lines, etc., to catch up so that we can be put in readiness for another 

operation is not spent in idleness.  If the Army can’t think of anything new to teach you it 

just reviews something that we have had time and time again for over three years now.  

Some of those “higher-ups” must think we’re a bunch of morons, the way they keep 

drumming something over and over into your head.  I think a lot of our officers here feel 

the same way about some of this stuff, because some of these classes are conducted with 

a “tongue in the cheek” attitude.  (Or have my eyes deceived me?)   

I could go on and tell you some of the absurd things that they have us do here but 

you’d have to be in the Army to appreciate the ironic side of it. 

I received my Nebraska state soldiers’ ballot today.  They came too late, though, 

since I had already voted on a federal ballot furnished thru the orderly room.  Election 

forecasters predict that the soldier vote will be predominately Roosevelt.  I voted for 

Dewey myself.  I’ll bet that you, Fred, and pop vote for Roosevelt.  How about it? 

I sometimes wish that I was over fighting in Europe instead of here.  Those guys 

in the infantry that have been in the thick of it since the North Africa campaign will 

probably get to go home as soon as feasible after the termination of the war over there.  

Here, it’s a long row to hoe yet.  The Office of War Information says that it will be a year 

to a year and a half before the war with Japan is over.  Some hold that that is a 

pessimistic view.  I hold with it, however, chiefly because I’d rather be proven wrong 

than right on something like that.... 

I’ll bet Harlan and Boyd really enjoyed the fair.  I can just picture them leading 

you on a chase around. 

They tell me that beer and whiskey are getting pretty hard to get legitimately 

back home.  The dealers probably tell you that a lot of beer goes to men in combat areas.  

Well, they’re right for once.  We get about a case a month for four guilders ($2.12).  Of 

course, stronger spirits are a different story.  If you’re willing to buy from sources 

unknown, you can get it for a “jacked-up” price.  For instance, I bought a quart of rum 

the other day for fifty bucks.  You can readily guess that at that price yours truly can ill 

afford to splurge himself on something like that very often. 

Well, I guess I’m about unwound for this time; so I’ll close with love.  

     Chris 

 

                                                 
5
Lt. Gen. Brehon B. Somervell, commander of the Army Service Forces 
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     Oct. 13, 1944 

 

Dear folks: 

I just finished working K.P. tonight and seem to be in a mood for writing which is 

something unusual in itself.  I have plenty of time to write for we have electric lights.  You 

probably marvel at the fact of us having such a luxury in a remote corner of the globe 

like this.  We probably would not except for the fact that we have a few enterprising men 

in the company that can promote anything from an electric generator on down. 

We’re close to the beach here –  just a few hundred yards.  One can really tell it, 

too, from the night temperatures.  As hot as it gets in the daytime, towards morning, you 

have to cover up with an additional blanket.   

This is supposed to be a very diseased section of New Guinea where we are now.  

Malaria and typhus are a constant threat.  A fellow has to be prompt in treating skin 

lesions particularly on the feet.  If it gets very far, it’s awfully hard to cure in this damp 

climate. 

Thus far, in regards to the aforementioned, I’ve come through unscathed.  I got 

into a scuffle the other day.  I think I broke a rib.  A visit to the doctor tomorrow will 

either confirm or allay my suspicions... 

We know that me spending Christmas home this year is an obvious impossibility.  

I’m not even so sure I’ll be home by the following Christmas.  We’ve got a long war in 

this theater yet. 

I’m glad you’re so well satisfied with the place
6
.  I know it must be good when 

everyone else likes it, too.  Seeding in the alfalfa was the best thing you could do on 

ground like that.  It’ll make the farming part easier on you, too, pop. 

An idea that I’ve more or less entertained in my head off and on for some time is 

that things may come to such a pass that when I get out of the army it might be possible 

for you to go into farming on a larger scale again with me furnishing most of the brawn 

for the physical work and you the “know-how.”  It’s just an idea, though, I thought I’d 

bring it up.  I’m going to invest all the money I will have saved up in some sort of 

enterprise or another.  As far as getting married, I’m in no hurry about that.  I’ve been 

getting along by myself for twenty-five years pretty well.  Another few years would not 

make any difference.  Women expect too much, anyway.  All they want is home and 

security.  That does not appeal to me. 

 

     Affectionately, 

     Your son 

 

                                                 
6
 In the spring of 1944 the Cramers sold their farm at 95

th
 and Dodge and moved to a smaller 

farm at 96
th
 and Maple. 



 58 

 

 

     December 11, 1944    New Guinea 

 

Dear Rosie: 

 I know I’ve been slow in answering you this time but it just seems as though I 

have not been able to write a thing.  This is the first letter I’ve undertaken in more than a 

week... 

With Nielsen already sold out and Friesland selling out, there is not any of the 

old bunch left that I can even bring to mind outside of Uncle Andrew and G. E. Sorensen.  

I guess we can have that Roberts outfit to thank mostly for the “freeze-out.”  The high 

pressure sales tactics coupled with the influence they brought to bear on the city council 

just about gave Roberts and their ilk a free hand... 

Right now I’m listening to a Japanese broadcast.  With that accent that only a 

Jap can bring to bear on the English language, I hear all about the victories they have 

won over us.  They contradict themselves, repeat themselves, and tell lies of such 

magnitude that it just amuses me to listen to the little runts bleat on.  They play 

recordings of old hit tunes with the purpose in mind of making us homesick and making 

us lay down our arms.  That just goes to show that the Oriental has no more 

understanding of the Occidental mind than the latter has of the former.  I enjoy the tunes 

but they certainly do not have a depressing affect on my morale... 

 

     Affectionately,   

     Your brother 
 

During September and October of 1944, there were rumors that the Sixth Infantry 

Division would be landing in Morotai or Palau or Leyte or Borneo.  It gradually became clear, 

however, that the northern Philippine island of Luzon was their goal.  During the last two months 

of 1944 they received extensive orientation on the Philippines.  On December 24
th
 the Division 

ran a rehearsal ship-to-shore landing; and on the 25
th
 they enjoyed an old-fashioned Christmas 

dinner on shore.  On the 26
th
 they completed loading for one of the biggest landings in the war. 

 

     December 24, 1944 

 

Dear mom, pop, and Ellen, 

I received two letters from you a couple of days ago – one in which you told 

about going to Uncle Frank’s for Thanksgiving. 

I know how Harry feels about being rejected for the army, but if he’d been in the 

army for awhile, he’d think differently.  The army could give me a medical discharge 

anytime, but they will not.  I’m still too healthy.  Believe me, the average farmer who 

stays home instead of going in the army is doing a lot more toward winning the war than 

the average soldier.  You tell Harry that for me.... 

Kenny
7
 is a lucky fellow to be home this time of year.  The guys in the navy get 

the breaks all the way around over the guys in the infantry... 

 

     Affectionately, 

     Chris 

 

                                                 
7
 Kenneth Espersen, son of close friends of his parents. 
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     (date scratched out,  

     presumably by censors) 

 

Dear Rosie, 

If this writing appears a little more “see-saw” than average, you can blame it on 

this troop transport I’m riding in toward the Philippines.  It rolls from port to starboard 

and stem to stern.  There’s not much I can tell you about the operation we’re going to 

make.  You will have read all about it in the newspapers before this reaches you anyway. 

Having answered your last letters already, I probably will not be able to fill 

much space this time.  I wanted to write you, though, while there’s still time.  Once I set 

foot on terra firma again, I will not be getting a chance to write to you for quite awhile, 

I’m afraid. 

About two more weeks and it’ll be eighteen months that I’ve been overseas.  I’ve 

already passed one month on my fifth year.  It just sort of gripes me sometimes to think of 

all the years that could have been used to so much better advantage in some civilian 

pursuit. 

Well, sis, 1944 is about no more.  My most fervent hope is that all this mess we’re 

in will get cleaned up this coming year.  Indications are pretty strong that essential 

troops will be here till the termination of the war.  Need I say that infantry is some of the 

most essential?  That means the quicker we beat Japan, the quicker yours truly and the 

boy next door will get home. 

Well, here’s a Happy New Year to you, Rosie, and may it be so for Fred, Harlan, 

and Boyd.   

 

     Affectionately, 

     Chris  

 

 

 

     date scratched out 

Dear folks: 

This may be the last letter that you’ll get for quite some time as I’m on a 

transport at present headed for the Philippines.  I do not know how much trouble we’ll 

run into.  I hope not too much.  Just do not worry.  If I can keep my chin up, you can, 

too.... 

Gosh, how I’d like to see you again!  Homesickness never bothered me one 

particle while I was in Missouri and California.  But not so now.  There’s so many things 

that you used to do for me that I just took for granted.  There will not be a repetition of 

that past unappreciativeness when I get home again.  At times like this when I have so 

much time to while away before setting foot on land again, I occupy much of my time 

thinking about you and home, Rosie and the kids.  Many little incidents of the past run 

through my head, such as the time we were returning from Lake Manawa in the Model T.  

(I think it was 1924 vintage.)  Going thru town, pop, you saw Jacob on the sidewalk.  You 

stopped the car right on the street, rushed over and clipped him one for telling people he 

did not get enough to eat when he worked for you. 

I’ll never forget how proud I was the day I took you to visit school, Ellen.  You 

were a little tot of four and I was proud as the devil of you.  I guess I’ve failed you in 

many ways as a big brother.  I never appreciated you then as I do now.  The barrier 

erected by difference in ages never helped matters any.  But now that you’re growing into 
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a young lady we should be able to act more on the same plane.  You write the nicest 

letters, sis.  Your penmanship has all of us beat. 

Mom, there’s so many things I’m grateful to you for that to mention all would 

require a book.  For this time I’ll let this suffice – you are and always have been to us the 

hub of our existence.  I can remember how you used to worry about me going out at 

night, especially about that Roza girl.  I’ll grant you did have reason, for I was pretty 

sweet on her.  Such a thing as difference in religion just never mattered that much to me. 

I guess I’ll wind up this chapter right here and now and remain 

 

      Affectionately, 

      Chris 

 

Tell Uncle Marinus and Harry that the fruit cake came in perfect shape and was 

very good.  Thank them for me, will you? 

 

Chris’s transport ship was headed for Lingayen Gulf on the west side of the island of 

Luzon, the largest of the Philippine Islands.  For over a year U.S. military strategists had been 

weighing plans to carry the war effort to the home islands of Japan thereby cutting off Japan’s 

supply routes to and from Southeast Asia.  There were lengthy debates over whether to invade 

Luzon.  The alternative was bypassing it, attacking Japanese forces on Formosa (now Taiwan), 

and then seizing a port on the China Coast.  Ultimately, the Joint Chiefs of Staff decided the 

logistical obstacles to the Formosa option were too great.  They opted instead for invading the 

Philippines and then moving on to Okinawa.  MacArthur’s political arguments were also strong.  

He was determined to avenge the 1942 defeat of his forces in the Philippines in 1942 and reclaim 

American honor.   

The Lingayen Gulf area was an obvious place to make the assault.  The Japanese had 

landed there when they invaded Luzon in 1941, and they expected the Americans to return.  The 

gulf boasted the most extensive stretches of good landing beaches on the island, and there was 

ample room beyond them for large military forces to maneuver.  Once this beachhead was 

established, American forces would have direct access to the important military objectives on 

Luzon – the transportation network of the Central Plains and then the city of Manila.   

The Luzon Campaign would be the largest of the Pacific War.  More than 100,000 

soldiers were drawn from bases all over the South Pacific – New Guinea, New Caledonia, and 

even Australia.  The invasion was set for January 9, 1945, after weighing the logistical problems 

of gathering the forces, the equipment and enough naval vessels to transport them.  This date 

would also permit convoys to go through the Visayan Sea on nights without moonlight.  Earlier 

the Allied forces had taken the Philippine island of Leyte and established airfields on Mindoro 

that would protect convoys headed for Luzon.   

Chris’s undated letters must have been written on the seas between New Guinea and the 

Gulf of Leyte, where the invasion force rendezvoused during the period January 1-5, 1945.  

General MacArthur was aboard one of the ships.  As naval vessels went through the Visayan Sea 

and neared Lingayen Gulf, they were subjected to days of kamikaze attacks.  While these attacks 

were a measure of the desperate straits of the Japanese air force, they took a heavy toll on Allied 

naval vessels.   

The invasion was launched as planned on January 9, and by nightfall more than 68,000 

troops were ashore.  The largest part of the forces, including the Sixth Army, landed on the 

southern side of the gulf, in preparation for moving inland and southward to Manila.  The 

Japanese army had opted not to defend the beaches, and had withdrawn into the mountains south 

and northeast of the gulf.  As a result, the large contingent of U.S. forces encountered little 

resistance.   
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The I Corps, however, landed to the left and was assigned responsibility for taking the 

mountains that rose beyond the beaches and foothills to the northeast.  Its 43
rd

 Infantry Division 

had some the most hazardous and difficult tasks – taking hills that provided the Japanese army 

with natural defensive terrain, excellent observation, and good positions from which to fire onto 

the beaches.   

The 63
rd

 Infantry Regiment of the 43
rd

 Infantry Division, of which Chris was a part, was 

held in reserve for a few days.  On January 14 the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Battalions headed about one mile 

inland and on the next day made their way northward along a ridge and a valley which run 

parallel to the beach.  They encountered heavy mortar and artillery fire from Japanese defenders 

and suffered from logistical and communication problems.  By January 20 the Regiment had 

achieved its objective — high ground overlooking Route 3, between Damortis and Rosario.   

 

 

 

 

      January 20, 1945 

 

Dear folks: 

Just a line to let you know that I’m O.K.  Not feeling bad as far as general health 

goes.  The main thing I could do with is some sleep.  I can’t say much as to what I’ve 

been doing in the way of fighting except that I have not had a dull moment.  The highlight 

of such a moment is when I get a yellow bastard in the sights of my rifle. 

I’ll write more later when I get time.  Give my love to Rosie and the kids.  Tell 

them all hello for me and tell that I’m really fighting a war now – not just sitting around. 

 

     Affectionately, 

     Chris 
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Between January 21 and 24 the 63
rd

 Infantry Regiment prepared for a new mission – an 

attack on the high ground east of Route 3.   

 

     Jan. 23, 1944
8
 

Dear Rosie: 

I have a little time today to get some writing in.  I’m still O.K., even though it’s 

been a couple of weeks since I’ve done any solid sleeping.  I’m thankful for still being in 

one good whole piece yet instead of some guys I’ve seen. 

This is a new kind of country for me to be fighting in.  It’s more like the open 

warfare over in Europe.  It’s really a relief to advance over open terrain instead of 

plodding up some jungle trail sweating out what’s around the bend.  This makes the 

fourth operation in which I’ve participated.  The three previous ones were not even 

comparable to what we’re pulling off now. 

The people are impoverished and ragged.  They’re awfully friendly and very 

eager to show how glad they are to see us.  A surprising majority of them know enough 

English so that you can carry on a pretty intelligent conversation with them if you refrain 

from too much American slang. 

Today is Ellen’s birthday.  I know my wish will be weeks late, but I’ll still have 

you convey my wishes to her for a happy one. 

     Affectionately, 

     Chris 

 

On the morning of January 25, after 30 minutes of artillery fire, the 63
rd

 Infantry joined 

the 172
nd

 Infantry Regiment in moving northeast toward two hills from which entrenched 

Japanese troops commanded the important junction of Routes 3 and 11, just east of Rosario.   

The approaches to these hills were bare and quite steep.  Deep, sharp draws separated 

individual knobs throughout the area – some thick with scrub growth and bamboo thickets, others 

grass-covered and offering little concealment.  Throughout the area the Japanese had well-

established and  sometimes elaborate defenses.  They had enlarged natural caves, dug new ones, 

and constructed tunnels to connect them.  Some artillery pieces were mounted on rails for easy 

withdrawal into caves; others were hidden in specially constructed nipa huts.   

As the following letter explained to his mother, Chris was killed in an attack on these 

entrenched Japanese forces: 

 

COMPANY “E”, SIXTY THIRD INFANTRY 

A.P.O. 6, c/o Postmaster 

San Francisco, California 

     26 January 1945 

Mrs. Deborah Cramer 

95
th
 & Dodge Streets 

Omaha, Nebraska 

 

Dear Mrs. Cramer: 

It is with the deepest regret that I must inform you that your son, Chris, was 

killed by artillery fire on 26 January 1945, while in combat with enemy forces at Bush 

Ridge, Luzon; Philippine Islands. 

                                                 
8
Chris’s letter to his sister Rosie was dated Jan. 23, 1944; but from the context it is clear that it 

was written in 1945.   
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The officers and men of the entire organization convey to you their deepest 

sympathy in your bereavement.  Your son was held in high esteem by all who knew him, 

and his cheerfulness and willingness to please, endeared him to many.  His ability as a 

soldier in performing his duty to his Country was exceptional, and we feel his parting 

from us is a personal loss.  He was a man of excellent character and good morals.  You 

may always remember and speak of him with the deepest pride. 

Funeral services were held by our Regimental Chaplain of the Protestant Faith, 

and he was laid to rest at San Fabian, Luzon; Philippine Islands. 

I cannot in any way alleviate your sorrow in this hour of darkness, but I wish to 

convey to you my personal sympathy. 

     Very sincerely yours, 

 

     Leon H. Rainville 

     1
st
 Lt., 63

rd
 Infantry 

 

By the 28
th
 the mass of hills had been taken, and the 63

rd
 Infantry was relieved.  This 

particular operation became known as the Purple Heart Valley Campaign.  The 172
nd

 Infantry lost 

about 30 men killed and 150 wounded, while the 63
rd

 Infantry lost about 40 men killed and 270 

wounded.  Perhaps as many as 1,000 Japanese also gave their lives in the junction area during the 

same period.  As is common, the Infantry bore the brunt of U.S. losses, incurring roughly 90 

percent of all casualties on Luzon.  Moreover, the casualties tended not to be spread evenly 

throughout the infantry.  They fell heaviest on rifle companies – like the one in which Chris 

Cramer, Jr., served.  

Warren reminded me of a story that Grandma Cramer had awakened in the middle of the 

night and called out “Chris!” – at the very time of his death.  Ellen remembers the day military 

officers came to their house to notify them.  Her mother was washing clothes when they arrived.   

The following letter from Chris’s mother was later returned to his family: 

 

     January 27, 1945 

 

Dear Son: 

We are waiting to hear from you, hope you are all right as we have not heard 

from you for over 3 weeks, as maybe you are on the move. 

Well, here at home things are going as usually.  Yesterday was Ellen’s 16
th
 

birthday.  She is really getting grown up.  Monday we were all out to Rosie’s.  Dad and 

Fred went to a sale together, so we had a nice visit.  Harlan and Boyd are sure two real 

boys.  When we ask Harlan where you are, he says Uncle Chris is far away shooting 

Japs.  Ellen moved your picture on the piano to one side.  It was always in the middle, 

and Harlan noticed right away.  He said you’ve got to put Uncle Chris in the middle, so 

you see he is taking notice of you.  Yes, we all miss your very much.  I hardly know what 

to write.  I do not see how Mrs. John Christensen can write two times a week to her boys 

and Lillian.  She sure is better than I.  Well, we send all our love, dear Son. 

 

     Your Dad, Ellen, and Mom 
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Two months later the family received the following letter from the Secretary of War, 

Henry L. Stimson: 
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A memorial service for Uncle Chris was held at Immanuel Lutheran Church on March 4, 

1945.  Some time later his body was shipped back from the Philippines and buried at Springwell 

Cemetery in northwest Omaha.   

While Grandma’s last letter to Chris shows that I was quite aware of my uncle, I would 

have been only about 20 months old on his last home furlough.  One of my earliest memories is 

of my mother crying one morning after she had received a telephone call.  It could have been 

after Chris’s death, but it might also have been a few months later when President Roosevelt died.   

Not until the late 1990s did I have an opportunity to read all of the letters Chris sent to his 

family between mid-1941 and his death.  Ellen and I also went through his photo album.  Chris 

was an avid photographer, and in one of his letters he asked Ellen to keep them in an album for 

him.  While I had gone through this album several times as a young boy, reading his letters finally 

made my uncle seem real to me. 

Chris’s death had a profound effect on our family.  I think my grandparents never 

recovered from the loss – nor did my mother or my Aunt Ellen.  My grandparents always kept 

several photographs of Chris, Jr. prominently displayed, along with framed certificates and the 

letter signed by Secretary of War Stimson.  Grandpa had nightmares about his death, and the 

blow no doubt contributed to my grandparents’ subsequent health problems.  My mother never 

cared to talk about Chris’s death.  She kept his letters, but she never mentioned them to me.  I do 

not know whether she occasionally read them.  After I read Ellen’s large collection of his letters, 

she began rereading them herself, though she said she found it difficult.   

An Army friend from Missouri, Bob Irving, visited the Cramers after the war and related 

the circumstances under which Chris was killed, but we have no record of what he told them. 

The “In Memoriam” notices that his parents published in the Omaha World Herald on 

anniversaries of his death no doubt expressed some of the family’s feelings: 

 

In loving memory of our beloved son, who was killed in action a year ago today. 

You gave your youth, your song, your smile, 

All you had to give; 

For greater love you gave your life 

That other men might live. 

Our hearts still ache with loneliness, 

Our eyes shed many a tear; 

God alone knows how much we miss you, 

As ends this first sad year. 

 

 

In loving memory of our dear son, Chris Cramer, Jr., who died in action two years ago. 

Sweet memories will linger forever, son. 

 Time cannot change them, that’s true. 

Years that may come cannot sever 

 Our loving remembrance of you. 
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- Chapter VIII - 

 

My Grandparents in the 1940s and 1950s 

 
For Nebraska’s farmers World War II finally ended the Depression.  Despite worn-out 

farm implements and labor shortages, crop production increased greatly during the war; and as 

the result of a complicated set of price and wage controls and subsidies, farm prices rose nearly 

50 percent.  However, the overall inflation rate was only 28 percent.  While Americans endured 

the rationing of many items – including meats, butter, sugar, fats, oils, coffee, canned foods, and 

shoes – the privations were not particularly severe for a country at war.  They were certainly less 

severe than they were in Denmark.  Gasoline and tires were rationed, yet thousands of cars 

managed to stay on the road for purposes only remotely connected with the war.  The standard of 

living for most Americans including farmers rose.   

Still the war was always on people’s minds.  Newspapers, radio news programs, and 

news films in theaters provided regular accounts from the battlefront.  With roughly 120,000 

volunteers and draftees from Nebraska serving in the U.S. armed forces, almost every family had 

a personal connection.  Each of the 3,839 Nebraskans who lost their lives left a painful gap.  

Many of those who did not serve – because they were disqualified medically or performing jobs 

essential to the national security – felt a special remorse as they recalled the friends and relatives 

who did not return.   

I was three and a half when World War II ended.  The only specific memory I have is of 

my mother crying after receiving a telephone call – it might have been after learning in early 

1945 that her brother Chris had been killed, or it might have been after President Roosevelt died a 

few months later.  I generally remember the times that Boyd and I spent with our grandparents – 

perhaps during the last months of the war.  I discovered much later that my memories of my 

grandparents are somewhat different from those that Mom and Dad and their siblings had of them 

as parents.  By the time I was six, my grandparents had all retired; and of them only Grandpa 

Rosacker was in good health.  The grandparents Boyd and I knew had switched gears.  They were 

more able to relax and spend time with us.  We also got lots of attention since we had no 

competition.  For many years, we were the only grandchildren on either side of the family.  On 

the Rosacker side my cousin David is almost seven years younger than I; and on the Cramer side, 

my cousins Sharon and Gail were not born until I was in high school. 

Chris Cramer, Sr., continued to operate Rock Springs Dairy at 95
th
 and Dodge until 1941.  

Ellen recalls that he also grew some corn and sorghum and hired one of the Bruning brothers to 

chop it up and put it in a silo.  With proper storage it would ferment rather than mold, thus 

producing silage (or ensilage) to feed his cows.   

However, the days of independent dairymen – who produced, bottled, and delivered their 

own milk – were numbered.  Their labor-intensive operations faced a shortage of hired hands, 

since there were no new immigrants, and young men were joining the military.  In addition, as 

noted in Uncle Chris’s letter above, these small operations were being squeezed out by larger 

competitors, such as Roberts Dairy.  The pressure on them was compounded by much stricter 

enforcement of health and environmental regulations.  In 1940 the sale of raw milk was outlawed, 

and small dairies could not afford the expensive new equipment for pasteurizing.   

Andrew Christensen and his wife Olga were the only family members who continued to 

milk lots of cows.  I do not know the specifics, but they seem to have prospered and apparently 
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were able to make the necessary investments in new equipment that was required.   After they 

retired, their son Milton continued to farm the land, but he did not continue dairying. 

 

Dairy inspectors were not welcomed with open arms.  Aunt Ellen recalled the Cramers’ 

friend Chris Karr was once so irritated by a visiting inspector that he locked him in his icehouse.  

General farmers like Henry Bull who produced smaller quantities of milk faced the same 

problems as those who specialized in dairying.  An inspector decreed that the well on the Bull 

farm – which provided water both for the family and the livestock – was too close to the cow yard 

and thus susceptible to contamination.  Years later Hank got his revenge, rising in a public 

hearing to protest the same expert’s assertions that a large landfill for trash and garbage would not 

contaminate the water supply. 

However, Morris Christensen told vivid tales of contamination – even an occasional 

mouse – that sometimes occurred when milk cans were left open in dairy barns.  Thus the 

increased inspection and regulation were not entirely unwarranted.  While most of the 

contamination was unintentional, one Danish dairyman was known as “Pumphandle Pete,” 

because he regularly added water to the milk he sold.   

After the small dairies stopped delivering milk to residential customers, they sold their 

output directly or indirectly to large dairies – just as general farmers with a few milk cows had 

long done.  Ellen recalls that Sid Dillon picked up the Cramers’ milk on behalf of the Milk 

Association.   

 

Snapshots from the era make it clear that hard work and bad health had taken their toll on 

Chris Cramer.  At some point in the early 1940s he had a heart attack, and he looked quite thin 

and drawn.   A letter from Chris, Jr., in mid-1942 refers to his father’s health problems, but not 

specifically to a heart attack.  Ellen says the family considered getting Chris, Jr. home from the 

military through the Red Cross, but they managed to avoid that.  Their long-time friend Chris 

Espersen helped a great deal with work around the dairy during this period.   

Ellen recalled an amusing story about her father’s health.  While recovering from his 

heart attack, he was under strict orders to rest.  However, one day when he was downstairs, the 

doctor drove into their farm to make a house call.  Grandpa did not want the doctor to find him up 

and about, so he raced up the stairs and hopped into bed.  Ellen chuckled: “Imagine what that did 

to his heart beat!” 

After the Cramers sold their dairy operation in 1941 -- their herd and related equipment --  

they continued to live on their farm at 95
th
 and Dodge.  Chris, Sr., milked a few cows, grew some 

corn, and raised a few hogs.  The advertisement for their farm sale on February 9, 1944 provides 

a sense of the extent of his farming activities in those years.  Among the items for sale were 

eleven head of “good young cows,” one yearling bull, three feeder pigs, and a variety of farm 

equipment — a John Deere tractor, lumber wagon, hay rack, disk, cultivator, corn sheller, mower, 

hay rake, harrow, broadcast seeder, etc. 

Ellen says she did not get as deeply involved in dairy operations as her older sister and 

brother had.  When she was small, she pulled weeds in the cornfields and helped stomp down the 

hay and silage.  As a teenager she and her father shared responsibility for milking the cows they 

kept after he sold the dairy.  She also earned pocket money by polishing her brother’s shoes when 

he was home on furlough and by washing Fred and Rosie’s car after they had driven along muddy 

country roads on their way to the Cramers.   

According to an article in the Sunday World Herald of October 10, 1943, the Cramers 

sold their twenty acres of land at 95
th
 and Dodge for about $10,000 to an Omaha artist, W. A. 

“Bill” Willmarth.  Willmarth said he planned to raise 500 chickens and some ducks in his spare 

time.  We have no idea whether Willmarth was ever successful as a poultry farmer, but he lived 

there for many years.  His pen and ink drawing of the farmstead on page 36 accompanied the 
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newspaper article.  He later gave the Cramers an attractive watercolor painting of the house and 

outbuildings.  It hangs in my Aunt Ellen’s farmhouse near Kennard. 

The Cramers bought and soon sold some property on Blondo Street during that period.  In 

March 1944 they bought and moved to a 15-acre farm on the south side of Maple at 96
th
 Street.  

Chris Espersen helped to enlarge one of the outbuildings and built stanchions so it could be used 

as a barn.  Grandpa milked a few cows, and Sid Dillon continued to pick up the milk.  Their 

house on Maple still stands, but it has been remodeled.  However, since Maple Street was later 

expanded into a divided, four-lane highway, not much remains of the front yard the Cramers had 

when I was a little boy.  The pasture I remember from my childhood is now filled with houses. 

Throughout their marriage Chris and Deborah Cramer’s social life was primarily within 

the Danish immigrant community.  They frequently got together with Deborah’s brothers 

Marinus and Andrew and their families and occasionally with her sister Anna Brown and her 

family.  The guest lists for my parents’ wedding and Mom’s bridal showers are filled with the 

names of Danish friends: the John Drifts, Otto Jensens, Chris Espersens, John Christensens, Pete 

Jensens, Chris Jensens, Chris Petersens, Chris Lycks, and Herlov Holdens.  The Holdens, 

Espersens, and Otto Jensens gave my parents an ornate, gold-framed mirror that my mother 

displayed prominently for the next 54 years.  It now hangs in our dining room.    

According to Ellen, many of their Danish friends and relatives were dairy farmers, but 

John Drift was a policeman who walked a beat in Benson, and Herlov Holden ran a tavern.  Chris 

and Emily Espersen still lived on a farm outside of Omaha when I was a boy, but they moved to 

the Danish community of Solvang in California after they retired.   

 

These Danish immigrants belonged to the Danish Brotherhood and congregated at the 

Druid Hall at 24
th
 and Ames in North Omaha.  The Brotherhood was founded in Omaha in 1882 

and became a national organization.  Its headquarters are still in Omaha. 

Ellen also remembers the Danish community celebrating the Fourth of July at Vennelyst 

Park in the Florence area of North Omaha.  There were elaborate fireworks displays and outside 

dancing.  Ultimately many of these first-generation Danish-Americans were buried in Springwell 

Cemetery at 6326 Hartman Avenue. 

The Cramers celebrated their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary at the Druid Hall in 1940.  

An article in Den Danske Pioneer said there were more than 250 guests, including Chris’s mother 

and sister, Mrs. Holger (Rosa) Christensen, from Waukegan, Illinois; Deborah’s sisters, Mrs. 

(Marie) Danneværn and Mrs. Earl (Anna) Brown, and her brothers Andrew and Marinus and their 

wives.  Martin Grobeck was the master of ceremonies, and the first speaker was Mrs. Andrew 

Christensen, who offered congratulations on behalf of the family.  Other speakers were Herlov 

Holden, Mrs. Danneværn, Chris Espersen, L. M. Christensen, Peter Pallesen and the couple’s 

children, Chris Jr. and Rose Rosacker.  Martin Andrup had written a song for the occasion, and 

afterwards everyone danced to the music of Harry Pedersen’s Orchestra. 

Grandpa occasionally got together with a group of Danish men to play poker.  Their 

wives, when they attended these gatherings, tended to visit rather than joining in the card games.  

Grandma liked to dance, but apparently she did not have many opportunities, since Grandpa 

preferred playing cards.   

Like many other Danish immigrants, the Cramers subscribed to Danish-language 

newspapers.  Ellen remembers that they always looked forward to receiving the Den Danske 

Pioneer and The Decorah Posten.  The former was the first newspaper aimed specifically at 

Danish immigrants in the United States and was first published in Omaha in 1872.  Since 1958 it 

has been published in Illinois.  (My research indicates that The Decorah Posten was actually 

published in Norwegian, but a Dane could have read it.) 

Deborah Cramer was naturalized at the Seventieth Reception for New Americans, held at 

the Douglas County Court House on February 16, 1942.  Several dozen new citizens of many 
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national backgrounds were honored in a program sponsored by Benson Post No. 2503 of the 

Veterans of Foreign Wars and the Zeta Anderson Auxiliary.  We have no information on when 

my grandfather was naturalized. 

 

The Cramers, Andrew and Olga Christensen, Marinus Christensen and their families, and 

other relatives regularly traveled to picnics at the farm of Holger and Anna Andersen near Harlan, 

Iowa.   Anna was a childhood friend of my grandmother in Denmark, and the Andersens’ 

daughter Ila (Knudsen) was one of my mother’s closest friends.  The picture below was taken at a 

reunion in the summer of 1944. 

 

 
 

Deborah Cramer, Olga Christensen, Ila Andersen Knudsen, Anna Christensen 

Boyd and Harlan Rosacker, John Knudsen 

 

Grandma had a serious heart attack in about 1946, before Ellen graduated from high 

school.  Ellen remembers being very disappointed that her parents could not make it to her 

commencement ceremonies – due not only to her mother’s health but also to heavy rains.  

However, they did have a few guests at their home afterwards to celebrate the occasion, including 

Uncle Frank Cramer.   

After graduating Ellen spent nearly a year at home caring for her mother.  Deborah was 

not supposed to get out of bed, even to go to the bathroom; and she was put on a low-fat diet.  

Visitors were kept to a minimum, and she was not supposed to talk to them.  One night when 

Ellen was home alone with her mother, Deborah was having such difficulty breathing that Ellen 

thought she might not survive.  So she called Dr. Frazer, who came out to their house and gave 

her mother medication to calm her down.   

 

My first vivid memories of Grandpa Cramer are from about 1945 or 1946 when the 

Cramers were living on Maple Street.  He had put on a few pounds by then and looked quite 

different from the haggard pictures taken after his heart attack in the early 1940’s.  As a boy what 

always struck me most about his appearance were the tattoos on his arms.  He had them done 

when he was a young man in Denmark -- most likely during his years in Copenhagen.  However, 

my mother said that as an adult he hated the tattoos.   

I have memories of walking with Grandpa through the pasture behind their house and 

barn.  Boyd and I also enjoyed having him flip us over.  We leaned over and put our hands 

between our legs.  Then he grabbed our hands and lifted us up – over we went.  
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I also remember the day we took the snapshot below of Grandma Cramer sitting in a 

wooden lawn chair on their front lawn with Boyd and me – probably in the summer of 1945, 

before she had her heart attack. A couple of  years later, I remember her sitting on the sofa and 

laughing so hard that her false teeth fell into her lap!   

Unfortunately I have few memories of Grandma as the wonderful cook and entertainer 

that my parent’s generation described.  Her health did not permit it. Except for Christmas Eve 

dinners, I remember her cooking as rather simple.  However, perhaps she knew better than to 

waste her time fixing fancy meals for grandchildren who could be picky about their food.  When 

we were at their house for lunch, there was always an ample supply of pumpernickel bread (Boyd 

called it “nickel”), Velveeta cheese, and sweet pickles.  I tried to avoid the liverwurst. 

 

 

Boyd, Grandma Cramer, 

and Harlan (about 1945) 

 

I remember Grandpa Cramer dunking donuts in his coffee and pouring hot coffee into a 

saucer and slurping it.  The smell of stale cigar smoke in the basement also lingers in my mind. 

 

Keeping up the property on Maple Street gradually became too great a burden for my 

grandparents.  So in about 1948 or 1949 they moved to a smaller house in Benson — at 2049 

North 71
st
 Street – where they lived for the rest of their lives.  The house was almost new at the 

time, had a living-dining room, two bedrooms, a bath, and kitchen on the first floor, a walk-up 

attic, and a full basement.   

Although I did not know it at the time, the house was only a few blocks from the former 

site of Lan-Raska Dairy, which the Cramers had operated immediately after returning from 

Denmark in 1921.  At the time no one mentioned that coincidence to me.  Perhaps it did not seem 

remarkable to family members who had spent so many years living in the same general area.  I 

was not aware of the dairy’s location until the late 1980’s when my mother suggested that we 

drive by.   
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Ellen lived with her parents and worked in Omaha until she married Henry Wesemann in 

1954 and moved to his farm near Kennard, Nebraska.   

During the years my grandparents lived in Benson Grandpa worked off and on as a 

security guard -- to keep busy and to provide some extra income in their retirement.  He also 

enjoyed mowing the lawn and trimming the shrubs and trees around their house.  Grandma tended 

to stay close to home.  She never learned to drive, and Grandpa always did most of the grocery 

shopping.   

In the early 1950’s I spent a week staying with the Cramers each summer.  Grandma and 

I tended to watch a lot of television.  We did not have a TV set at home until about 1954, so this 

was a real treat.  

Grandma’s favorite TV programs were the professional wrestling matches.  Those were 

the days of Gorgeous George (with his curled hair and perfumed robes), Hans Schmidt (a real 

meany), and Verne Gagne (the clean-cut champion.)  Even at a tender age, I thought the whole 

thing was hokey, and Grandma and I had playful arguments about whether it was all faked.  She 

insisted that you could tell it was real because of the pained grimaces on wrestlers’ faces when 

their opponents pinned them down, gave them a Full Nelson, or made one of those nasty illegal 

moves that the referees never seemed to catch. 

 

 

Deborah Cramer and Ellen 
in the mid-1950s 

 

Grandpa, on the other hand, liked to watch boxing.  The fights were telecast on Monday 

and Friday nights, sponsored respectively – as I recall – by Gillette Blue Blades and Pabst Blue 

Ribbon Beer.   

I also enjoyed going up in their attic and rummaging through my grandmother’s 

collection of old postcards and photos.  Sixty years later I wish that I had asked her to explain 

them to me and tell me about her youth in Denmark or her life as a recent immigrant. 

The Cramer family loved music.  Grandpa bought a mahogany player piano for the 

family, which my mother and later Aunt Ellen played.  Ellen told me that he had paid a princely 

sum for it — a measure of how much he appreciated music.  When Mom was a teenager and had 

friends over for parties, she hired her brother Chris to pump the player piano to provide music for 

dancing.  I played it some during my visits in the early 1950s – mostly using their collection of 

piano rolls.  A few years later when my grandparents gave it to us, we shipped it out to our home 
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in Columbus, and I took piano lessons.  By then the player no longer worked and only contributed 

a lot of extra weight to the piano.  My parents sold it when they left Columbus in 1968.  

I never gave a second thought to the way my grandparents spoke English – whether in 

terms of their command of grammar or their Danish accent.  It sounded fine to me.  However, 

many years later my mother told me that Grandma had been reluctant to write letters to me when 

I went away to college because she was embarrassed about her English.  Still, given the 

challenges I have faced in learning foreign languages, I am impressed by their level of fluency – 

all achieved, I am sure, without much formal study. 

Recently Ellen told me that she and her father had an elaborate procedure for writing 

letters in English.  First, he dictated the letter to her.  Then she wrote it out in good English.  

Finally he copied what she had written.  She noted that he had fine handwriting, so his letters 

looked quite impressive.  

All in all, I do not think Grandpa was very happy in his later years.  Losing Chris, Jr., 

took an enormous toll on both of my grandparents.  My mother said that Grandpa had been rather 

hard on Chris as he was growing up, and she suspected that his regrets about their relationship 

made the loss even more painful. 

 

Chris Cramer at Wesemanns’ Farm – c. 1955 
 

He was also consumed by a feeling that he had sold his dairy too soon.  He frequently 

talked about Danish friends who had stayed in business longer and sold their land at much higher 

prices.  These small dairy operations had become outmoded, but their rather small land holdings 

had become quite valuable.  Some fellow immigrants were also quite eager to brag about the 

financial killing they had made – or about the wonderful trips they had taken back to the Old 

Country.  I suppose Grandpa knew deep down that his poor health precluded holding onto their 

small farm.  Nevertheless, the missed opportunity for a measure of wealth still gnawed away.    

If Grandpa had lived another 26 years, he would have read a 1985 article in the Omaha 

World Herald about their former neighbors, the Tschida family.  The Tschidas’ farm fronted 

directly on Dodge Street and was about to be surrounded by new office buildings.  The news 

story focused on their battles with city planners who they said were trying to force them off their 

land.  At that point land in the area was selling for between $175,000 and $430,000 per acre. 
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Chris Cramer died in his sleep in 1959, after a few years in which heart problems 

increasingly limited his activities.  Bursts of activity in caring for their yard would occasionally 

lay him up for several days.  However, he continued to drive and get out in the community.   

In Deborah Cramer’s last few years, she relied increasingly on Ellen who drove in from 

Kennard, Nebraska to help with shopping, washing, and housework.  Grandma occasionally came 

out to Columbus to spend a few days with our family.  My mother always felt sad about the slight 

stroke that paralyzed one side of Grandma’s face.  However, she was able to continue living by 

herself and enjoyed the company of her daughters, four grandchildren, and a number of good 

friends.  

In the spring of 1962, a neighbor noticed that Deborah had been sitting for a long time in 

the glider on her front porch.  Upon investigating, she discovered that Grandma had died.  I 

remember getting the news in a letter from Mom while I was studying in Germany. 

 

Ellen’s daughters Sharon and Gail grew up there and continued to live in the Omaha area 

after they finished their university studies.   Some years after Henry died Ellen moved to an 

apartment in nearby Blair, but she soon moved back to her farmhouse.   Gail and her husband 

David Mooter bought a portion of the farm, built a home, and raised their children there.  While 

Dave continued to work in Omaha, he and Gail ensured that the farm buildings were kept in good 

repair.   With Gail nearby Ellen at age 85 still lives quite independently in her farmhouse and 

drives to nearby towns to shop and participate in church and seniors activities.   Ellen still cooks 

Danish food for Christmas.   The Christensen family ties are kept intact through occasional get-

togethers with her cousins Harry and Milton Christensen -- sons of Marinus and Andreas.  They 

are the last of their generation, however, and there is little contact with the families of their 

deceased cousins.  More than a century after their ancestors immigrated to the US, I suspect that 

their Danish roots seem rather remote.    
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- Chapter IX – 

 

Reflections on Emigration 
 

 
When my second-cousin Søren Tolstrup Christensen contacted me in 2014, he was eager 

to learn more about what had happened to his grandfather’s brothers and sisters who had 

emigrated -- mostly to the United States but one to Argentina.      His questions led me to reflect 

once again on why they had emigrated and to wonder what they encountered.  Unfortunately none 

of them left journals describing their experience.   When I asked my mother if she had ever 

discussed it with her parents, she responded that she had not -- observing that we all wait too long 

before thinking of asking such questions.   While I have experienced dramatic changes in my 

lifetime, too, what my grandparents experienced was in some ways more dramatic.   I wish that I 

had talked to them about it.  But at the time it did not seem particularly unusual. 

 

From all indications, my Danish ancestors came to the US for economic reasons.  After 

many years of moving and financial reverses, Søren and Mette had given up farming in 1998 and 

sought a new life in Vejle.  Most of their children were ultimately not encouraged by their 

prospects in urban Denmark and decided to emigrate.   The rising birthrate and increasing 

population was difficult for a small country to absorb.    

 

To be sure, it must have been very difficult for them to leave familiar surroundings, 

relatives and friends behind in Denmark.  Since none of them could speak, read or write English, 

they could also expect to encounter some challenges upon entering the US and traveling on to 

Nebraska.   However, by the time they reached Nebraska, they could anticipate settling in 

communities where many other Danish immigrants had been living and adjusting to American 

life for several decades.  The Danes who had preceded them had most likely painted a positive 

picture of what they could expect. 

 

So far as I know, my grandparents -- Chris and Deborah Cramer -- were the only 

members of their families who later moved back to Denmark with the expectation of staying.   

However, they remained there for only a year.  Marinus visited his mother after serving with the 

US Army in Europe during World War I.   Marie Christensen also visited her family at one point 

but returned to Nebraska with a Danish man she met during the visit.   Andreas and his wife Olga 

traveled to Denmark and Sweden several times.   All of those who emigrated to the US 

maintained many customs from their homelands, associated primarily with other emigrants, and 

were no doubt somewhat nostalgic.   But they had become Americans.    

 

Historians have pointed out that among Scandinavian immigrants to the US, Danes 

assimilated more quickly and spread out more than Swedes or Norwegians.   I sense that my 

ancestors may not have fit the quick-assimilation model, since most of them settled in Waukegan, 

Illinois and Omaha, Nebraska, where there were large communities of Danish immigrants. 

 

 My mother grew up in an environment where she was often regarded as a Danish-

American.   A generation later, I have never felt that anyone else viewed me as Danish-American 

or German-American.  A few members of my mother’s generation remained keenly interested in 

their Danish heritage and curious about their ancestry, but my generation is less so.   

 



 75 

 

 

Grandpa Cramer always regretted having sold his land before land prices just outside 

Omaha soared so dramatically.  While my grandparents lived in small houses in retirement, they 

owned them outright, and they were able to support themselves for the rest of their lives.   I have 

no reason to think that they regretted having come to the United States.   

 

In getting acquainted with my Danish second-cousins during the past 15 years, I have 

been struck more by our similarities than our differences.   The ease with which we have 

established close bonds has been very gratifying. 
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The Author 

 

 
 

Harlan Frederick Rosacker 
 

I was born in 1941 and grew up in eastern Nebraska, first on farms and then in the town 

of Columbus.   After graduating from Stanford University in 1963, I joined the Peace Corps and 

taught English in Chiangrai, Thailand.  I intended to continue in the field of education and 

received an MA in Teaching from Harvard University in 1966.   However, my interest in foreign 

affairs exerted a stronger pull, and I joined the Foreign Service.  From 1967 to 1969 I served with 

the US Information Service in Vientiane and Luang Prabang, Laos.  In July 1968 I married 

Martha Jenkins in Vientiane.  We had met five years earlier while in Peace Corps training.  We 

moved to Japan in 1969 and studied Japanese prior to my serving as press officer in the US 

Embassy (1971-1976.)  Our two children were born in Tokyo.   

In 1976 we returned to the US and settled in Chevy Chase, Maryland.  I continued to 

work for the US Information Agency in Washington, DC, until retiring in 1994.  Since 1999 we 

have lived in downtown Washington, DC. 

In recent years, in addition to researching and writing family history, I have sung in the 

Choral Arts Society of Washington, studied gerontology, served as a volunteer in providing 

services to the elderly, and worked part-time as a member of the Foreign Service Grievance 

Board.  We thoroughly enjoy living in the city.  However, we also enjoy relaxing at our rustic 

cabin in the woods of central Pennsylvania and visiting our children and grandchildren in 

Vermont and California. 
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