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pastry-obsessed housewives of the village, who could chat for

hours about the appropriate icing for a cupcake.
The time was right. A new class was to begin the following

week.
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Getting Started

First Impressions

e had come to the village of Taarnby, Denmark, to do,
a study of culture change. The island’s conservative
\ inhabitan stroyed a thriving maritime econ-
}‘my in the conviction that their sailing fleets, which fished the
cold northern waters for herring and cod, would outlive the
transient folly of steam- and gas-powered craft. Now, a half-
century later, the isolated community maintained an otherworld-
liness. Its Hans Christian Andersen houses, packed into crooked
and cobbled lanes, lent an air of enchantment that was intensified
by the fog and mist which sifted into the harbor from the open
sea and clung to the dark nets spread on beaches only slightly
grayer than the sea around them. The harbor, once one of Den-
mark’s busiest, sometimes sheltered as few as ten ships.

In the ritualized anthropological process known as participant
observation, we lived for one year (on boiled eel and other
delicacies from the sea) in a thatched two-story cottage (available
because no fisherman would live in it) warmed by a single pot-
bellied stove through a winter that froze the open sea and locked
all sailing vessels in the long twilight of the subarctic.

Most fieldwork, I suspect, begins badly. More charitably I
should perhaps state that my record in establishing field rapport
is far from emulable. During our first month in Taarnby I was
inadequate in everything I did. As a matter of fact, just plain
inadequacy was a level of performance to which I aspired.

7




image9.jpg
8 Chapter 2

In the first week of residence, when in keeping with sou.nd
anthropological protocol we were bent on keeping a low profile,
I routed Thor, Katie, and me out of our small thatched cottage
into the street one morning in our nightclothes.

“What on earth happened?’’ Thor asked, as gray smoke ema-
nated from every orifice of our little house. The three of us stood
shifting our bare feet on the cobblestones. A moment before |
had been tranquilly pushing rolled newspapers into our sluggish
stove. :

““Too much paper, I guess,”’ I said. For with the first welcome
flame I had forced my entire reserve of bow-knotted pages of
newspaper into the potbellied kakkelovn. The belching soot
floated across the fence and descended upon our neighbor’s fresh
morning washing as a parade of early schoolbound children
ambled past, distracted from the spectacle by their parents, who
discreetly avoided staring. It took two more ill-fated tries before
our ancient stove gave up the secret of its predilection for a load
of half-wood and half-coke—a costly combination in an area
virtually denuded of trees.

The following afternoon, having spent the day mapping the
location of houses, stores, fishermen’s shacks, and other
structures (a preliminary phase of fieldwork), I decided to treat
myself to a cup of coffee in the dining room of the community’s
only hotel. Pride of the village, the hotel had been remodeled
recently, and new broad glass windows allowed an unobstructed
view of the harbor and beyond it the red-striped sails of the pilot
boats that guided ocean-going craft bound for the ports of
Copenhagen or Elsinore through the treacherously narrow
channel of the sound.

“Coffee,’ 1 said, and the waiter raced off, apparently as
reluctant to test my Danish further as I was to attempt it.

Enthusiastic with my morning’s productivity, I spread the map
across the tabletop, imagining it completed and occupying a
prominent place in a lovely, scholarly treatise that would electrify
the anthropological world. Suddenly I was intrigued by a brown
circle centrally located on the paper. I wondered what it was
doing there and why it was growing ever larger even as I looked
at it. Too late came the realization of what the pungent odor and
crackling sound had already conveyed to a startled dining room
and to my quick-witted waiter, who raced across the room, pitcher
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of water in hand. I had, in my reverie, lowered the map onto one
of the votive-candle lamps that provided a decorous tone to the
new ‘‘continental’’ dining room decor. As flames leaped from
the map I could see the erect figures of restaurant guests looming
about its edges, arms in the air, like stylized bodies in a cave
painting. I clung hypnotically, riveted to the disappearing map.
Then I felt a sharp slap to my wrist as a man forced from my
hands the burning fragments. They fell to the white tablecloth,
just as my rescuer and I felt the full impact of the waiter’s pitcher
of ice water upon us. The man was the chief pilot of the village,
and by morning, news of the event had spread through the village
as the little thatched community girded itself for winter with
a pyromaniac.

The experience was devastating. Years and several field
experiences would pass before the comforting recognition would
come that the dreadful volatility of first days in the field is rooted
in the dynamics of culture contact and only tangentially effected
by levels of professional adequacy. It is impossible to separate
the observer from the observed in the initiation of contact into
one another’s worlds. In Taarnby, the more mundane the
dimension of daily life in which we found ourselves tested, the
more wonderingly we were regarded by the villagers. My behavior
invited particular awe. I found myself frustrated in the most casual
attempts at participant observation (for which I was appropriately
primed). Observe what? The only thing the villagers seemed to
be doing was observing me —cautiously.

Fortunately, Thor was effecting a soothing counterinfluence.
A tall, ruggedly handsome man, he struck that balance between
forcefulness and placidity that Danes adore. What I lacked in
predictability he abundantly projected. After breakfast each day
he would take off across the village on his scheduled rounds:
the marketplace, the harbor, the ‘‘green’’ where the fishermen
dried and mended their nets and where a great and menacing
gaggle of geese were kept for their eggs and fattened for the
coming winter feasts. Afternoons he had appointments with
many of the old-timers through whose memories, diaries, and
letters we were reconstructing the past.

He I‘etl.lrl‘lli}ed during the third week of our residence with
peiowsinormation 1 e ol chel s, nd T managed

ndergarten. She was enthusiastic about
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the prospect. I was distraught, weighin'g all the adva;taggs }2{
getting her placed against the psychologlcal ma.yhem that mlg'd
follow her plunge into a different language universe. Thor sai
comforting things when I returned to the cottage without her,
but he wasn’t smiling either. ‘

I began frequenting the most innocuous places I could find

for study, like the church and the cemetery, trying to rebuild my
image. The time spent was rewarding. Cen}etf_:rles, I 1earngd,
provide useful insights on family structure Wlth'ln a community,
on family wealth, and on generational links with the past. The
Lutheran pastor welcomed the interest he read into my visits.
Over the months of our stay his verbal documentary on the
church’s history clarified the demography of immigration,
marriage, politics, and war that had culminated in Taarnby’s
present population. Success in fieldwork, I began to appreciate,
is advanced by respect for its sometimes serendipitous nature.
Little by little the fieldworker eventually cultivates an aptitude
for making fortunate discoveries.

I was acquiring a Spartan vocabulary and a limited but
workable command of verbs. However, the Danish spoken on our
island derived from a dialect once common in the entire sound,
with a tonality added by early immigrants from north Holland.
Its singsongy cadence was enough to render me nearly mute for
the first two months of our sojourn. My occasional attempts to
engage in casual conversation were aborted by seizures of
shyness.

I had been assured before leaving the United States that
everyone in Denmark spoke English—another myth to be laid
to rest alongside the legend that Danish pastry originated and
achieved mastery in that country. The ‘‘Viennese breads,”” as they
were called in Denmark and as they were baked by local
housewives, would have made adequate doorstops.

Only three people on the island spoke English. The physician’s
knowledge was pure ‘‘dictionary translation.’” Thus placing a
stethoscope on Katie’s chest, he told her to ‘‘respire profoundly,
please!”’ —a directive to which she immediately and ably
responded. The butcher’s knowledge was limited to some English
words for Danis.h meats and their preparation. However, the meat
was bl}tchered into cuts which apparently did not translate, and
in their uncooked state, they bore no resemblance to anything
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I had ever seen laid out on a Safeway counter. Beef was apparently
unknown. Most of the limited, visible inventory of meats shone
with the delicate patina of old silver. Nor were words for broil,
bake, or roast worth the struggle when all that my kitchen
contained was a two-plate burner. Eventually Knud, the butcher,
took to fleeing into the refrigerator when I entered the shop,
until —aided by his partner —I mercifully pointed to something,
had it wrapped, and left to ponder what to do with it in the
privacy of our cottage.

The third person who spoke English must surely have been
eligible for canonization by the time of our departure. Tove had
lived for fifteen years in Saskatchewan, married to a Canadian
farmer. Sometimes when my brain ached and my eyes fogged
over with the unrelieved discipline of forcing my childlike Danish
to the needs of fieldwork, I would run to her house and sit and
let the sound of her English wash over me. Tove was garrulous.
I needed only to nod my head. And I would stay in her minuscule
parlor on a sofa plumped with hand-sewn pillows, half-listening
to recipes and gossip, until at last refreshed and recharged, I
could go out into the streets again and face the complex civilities
of Danish greetings and proper Danish life.

After nearly two months of snaillike progress, I decided to find
some low-keyed activity that would involve me casually, but more
acceptably and challengingly, in village life. Something that
would allow me to exercise my Danish beyond the formal
questionnaire interviews I had begun with the wives of pilots,
fishermen, and maritime crews.

Thor and I conferred. He suggested that I should enroll in the
cooking class offered for adults at the local high school on
Monday and Thursday evenings from six to nine oclock. It
seemed a brilliant idea. I would learn what to do with all that
strangely dissected meat and with those fish —great and small —
that lay languidly shimmering, eyes staring, on enormous wood
trays in the harbor. I would make the sweet soups Thor was so
fond of: buttermilk, apricot, and beer soup with whipped cream
and ground black bread. And I would ask why they had rid the
island of vegetables and fruits.

Above all, I wanted to create a tray of those exquisite smerrebrad
sandwiches, as complex as a medieval still life, perfectly crafted
in line and color. And our home would become a mecca for the




