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for work in Denmark, having had time to do little more than
struggle through You Can Say It in Danish, a phrase book for
tourists which armed me with such valuable phrases as ‘‘My
glasses are broken”’ and ‘‘Give my regards to your aunt and
uncle.? In our initial weeks on the island I was to work these
into local conversations with the greatest of difficulty.
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Fieldwork
A Rite of Passage

hat follows is an account of my first fieldwork: a year |
of anthropological study in the fishing village of |
Taarnby (not the community’s }’eal name), Denmark. |
My purpose in writing is to 6y s'gmetﬁ‘x'né of the unpublished |
side of fieldwork, of that infrequently documented disparity |
between the experience of long-term fieldwork’s months of effort))
and intimacy and the published accounts—often years later.—
For graduate students in the late fifties there was no way,
absolutely no way, of :bqggmir_l‘g,g real anthropologist without
foreign fieldwork, a hallowed rite of passage. Formal training
in fieldwork was rare. Some degree of insight was provided by
our professors in lectures, but the message conveyed was that
the stuff of fieldwork was essentially incommunicable. Over the
months and years of graduate work we were informed that you
learned fieldwork by doing fieldwork. You learned by a process
of immersion — marination is a better word —in jungles, swamps,
and arctic floes, The fact that our professors were only sporadical-
ly articulate about their field ordeals contributed to the sense
of mystery with which fieldwork was endowed. 275 ¢
Fieldwork was presented as a difficult, demanding business.
In one year—as nearly as we could reconstruct it—our Peoples
of Africa professor learned two unwritten languages, built his
own hut, and maintained an uneasy peace between warlike tribes,
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all the while gathering data on a vi‘llage whosg kinship structyg,
was unparalleled in anthropologlcal. reporting. .

Fieldwork loomed as an undertaking only a little less chal-
lenging than a self-performed appendectomy, a feat that One
anthropologist—goaded, I suspect, beyond endurance by the
one-upmanship of a colleague —said he had performed o him-
self in an Amazonian village. The fact thafc he performed it badly
and was rushed by bearers through t}.u? ]UI.lgle to a dow
hospital absolved him from self-glorification.

Sites for fieldwork ideally were desolate, snake-infested
malaria-ridden communities a hundred miles (minimally) frop,
the nearest vestige of civilization. Our professors spoke with,
awesome familiarity about their villages, their mud-and-dung
huts, their people, and their diseases.

Part of the mystique lay in the continuing implication that the
skills critical to successful fieldwork anywhere in the world were
essentially unimpartible. One could do fieldwork or one could
not. ‘“The field,” as it was patronizingly referred to by those who
had survived its challenges, separated the men from the boys,
the sheep from the goats, the grain from the chaff. Like acne to

the teenager, the dismay that pervaded a student’s every pore

on the eve of first fieldwork was viewed as an inevitable phase

of this professional rite of passage. As graduate students we
longed for the day when we would have our people, our huts,
our villages, and our diseases: we wanted to be real anthropolo-
gists too.
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/ identified. And more often than not, as graduate students we were

simply sent somewhere by our omniscient departments. I could
scarcely endure the five months of waiting before I would learn
whether or IfOt my proposed Ghana research had been funded.
I reafl voraciously on West Africa. The downside of possible
funding was the pI.‘ospect of separation from my husband, Thor,
who had just received his doctorate in anthropology, and from
my daughter Katie, then five years old.

Two months after I submitted my research proposal I learned
I was again pregnant. I withdrew the Africa proposal from con-
sideration, and at the end of the semester I left, with my anthro-
pologist husband and my daughter, to do my first fieldwork in
the village of Taarnby (pronounced *‘torn bee’ ’) on the diminutive
Danish island of Amager in the @resund, the turbulent sound
which links the Baltic Sea and the Kattegat.

The research grant was Thor’s, and it was a significant one
anthropologically. For despite the resistance of purists and the
legacy of tribal field sites, work in peasant villages of Latin
America and Europe was achieving acceptance within anthro-
pological departments, largely because of the exciting new
theoretical directions emerging from the research. Some work
within our own culture had also begun to nourish interdisci-
plinary theory in areas of culture change, ethnicity, and psycho-
logical anthropology. I was to assist Thor in documenting the
cultural process that was transforming the tiny village’s
traditional dependence on the sea to a pattern of encroaching
urbanization and dependence on nearby Copenhagen. The
fieldwork became the basis for my own doctoral dissertation.

My mourning for Ghana and the brotherhood of tribal scholars
was short-lived. I was happier to be in the field with Thor than
separated from him (a common enough circumstance in the
remarkably inbred world of anthropology, but one which con-
tributes to a huge rate of marital instability and divorce among
us). Katie thrived, and I thrived in my pregnancy.

The following chapters constitute neither a complete nor a
dispassionate account of our year in Taarnby. Its fictionalized
form makes the book aberrant as anthropology, so that from the
outset I absolve myself of the responsibilities inherent in standard
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often five to ten years afterwards, the stories are told impersonall_y;
the real legacy has been forgotten or subtly reprogrammed in
the mind of the researcher. That this should be the case is
defensible and not surprising. The day-to-day unvarnished script
of fieldwork rarely lends itself to the level of abstraction
appropriate to published accounts of it. In addition, a significant
part of our training as anthropologists is committed to helping
to make automatic the suppression of extraneous personal

ethnographic reporting.
enlightenment is cautione

reporting.

However, first fieldwork, and much of later fieldwork as well,
is not characterized by the orderly progression that is eventually
bred into published accounts of it. The gap between the way it
was in the field and the way it turns out to be in print is generally
considerable. Graduate students would be helped very much,
I think, by being candidly advised of this and reassured that even
the most flagrant lapses from idealized standards of field
procedure need not damn the research outcome.

Denmark presented less of a challenge than Ghana would have.
No doubt about it. But for me Taarnby was a learning experience
unmatched by anything that followed, anywhere in the world.
Taarnby was first fieldwork.
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