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FINDING A LANGUAGE 

(photo-narration) 

Dorothea Petersen, Denmark 

 

This picture was taken at Flensburg train station one early 

summer morning in 1948 by a photographer from Flensburg 

Avis, a Danish newspaper published south of the Danish-

German border. The following day it would have been possible 

to see the picture and read the article about the small children 

from German Danish-minded families in difficult 

circumstances, who for a period of time were sent to foster 

parents in Denmark. I am one of the smallest in the crowd, 

five years old and the youngest in a family of four. 

 

When I look at the photograph and the group of small 

children and their parents, I think about my first journey from 
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Germany to Denmark. This journey had a strong influence on 

my subsequent decision to move to Denmark and settle there. 

 

My mother tongue is German. As was the case for most 

families in Germany in the years after World War II, we were 

also poor.  

 

My parents told me beforehand that I would be travelling 

alone to Denmark to stay with people I had not yet met. But 

there, I would be able to eat as much as I wanted every day. 

Perhaps they would give me warm clothes and toys. I dreamt 

of receiving a doll which could open and close its glass eyes. 

My mother thought the Danish family would perhaps be so 

wealthy that I would also be given presents for my three older 

brothers and sisters, to take home with me. But as a small 

child, I hardly understood what was involved in travelling alone 

and living with strange people for a period of time. With 

people whose language I did not understand.  

 

When I look at the photograph I experience once again my 

first journey to the provincial town of Brande in Jutland. I can 

remember the sound and melody of a language unknown to 

me. I experience once again the feelings of fear and longing for 

home. But I also remember my patient and loving Danish 

foster parents, Knud and Paula.  

 

When I look at the photograph it seems that it was not 

long ago that I was sent out on a journey to what was for me at 

that time an unknown country: Denmark. Even though, in 

actual fact, more than sixty years have passed since then, it is as 

if it was only yesterday that my father and I stood hand in hand 

at the station square.  

 

There were many people at the station that summer day. 

There were small children accompanied by their parents. I felt 
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overwhelmed. My father carried my luggage, a huge, almost 

empty brown suitcase. The idea was that there would be plenty 

of space for presents from my foster parents on the day I 

should return home. My mother had tailored a new summer 

jacket for the occasion and a white hat which would protect me 

from the sun out in the country. We stood and waited. I held 

tightly to my father’s hand, determined never to let go of it.  

 

A lady in a huge blue hat spoke to my father. He nodded 

and said something to her which I did not understand. The 

Hat-Lady placed a pink cardboard sign with blue writing on it 

and a broad red elastic over my head and patted my cheek. 

Who did she think she was? I kicked angrily towards her leg 

but unfortunately my foot hit my suitcase instead of her. It 

hurt my foot. 

 

Community song in front of the station. I did not know the 

tune and could not understand the words, but hummed along 

as best I could. My father hummed as well and it sounded quite 

beautiful. Suddenly, without warning, my father quickly 

withdrew his hand from mine. I received a quick hug and then 

he was gone in the crowd, before I could manage to take hold 

of him again. “Vati, Vati,” I called after him. I wanted to go 

home with him again. The other children’s parents were also 

leaving. The Blue-Hat-Lady squeezed my arms. Luckily this 

time my foot hit her shin. But she did not say a word. She just 

held me even tighter with an irritated expression on her face. It 

was impossible for me to rid myself of her iron grip. I could no 

longer see my father. The Hat-Lady took my suitcase and 

carried me off. I cried.  

 

And so it went. I cooperated so the Hat-Lady didn’t need 

to drag me and I could be free of her iron claws. Up and down 

the steps, into a wagon, and a seat in a compartment. A whistle 

from the platform and the train slowly started moving. I could 
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not stop crying. I understood that it would be more than 

difficult for me to find my way back on my own.  How I could 

ever find my way home again to Harrislee? And the lady in the 

blue hat sitting opposite me was definitely not my friend, she 

was my enemy. She was evil. There was no point in asking her 

to help. I wished my kick had given her a big wound on her leg 

that would never heal. That would be the end of her bothering 

me and other German children in the future. 

 

The train journey seemed endless. I did not touch the 

lunch my mother had packed for me. I planned to save it for 

the journey back to Harrislee. As soon as possible, I would flee 

and return home to my family. There were many of us children 

who were lifted out of the train with our suitcases in Brande. 

The cardboard signs with our names were read eagerly by the 

people who were waiting. I cried when a red-haired man took 

my hand and my suitcase after having read my name. I refused 

to go with him. He said something unintelligible to me, patted 

me on my cheek and lifted me up in his strong arms.  

 

Paula and Knud were my first Danish foster parents with 

whom I spent a large part of the summer. There was plenty of 

room in their farmhouse. I got my own room with toys. In 

Harrislee, there were six of us cramped into a small two-room 

flat, so it felt as though I would be completely alone in the 

world now. Also at night.  

 

Paula and Knud were childless. “Paula” and “Knud” they 

repeated many times my first evening there. “Okay, okay I 

understand your names are Paula and Knud. Luckily we don’t 

have such stupid names in Germany where I live”. Couldn’t 

they just leave me alone? Why could they not understand that I 

had to return to Harrislee immediately? “Right now. Home to 

my mother and my father and my brothers and sisters. Please 

understand me Knud and Paula”. 
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But Paula and Knud could not understand what I was 

saying. Paula patted me on the cheek. How dared she? It 

seemed as if all the adults that day imagined that if they just 

patted me on my cheek everything would be alright. I kicked 

her again. Missed again. Paula took me on her lap and let me 

scream my head off. I fell asleep in her arms, exhausted and 

deeply unsettled.  

 

I cried a lot over the next few days. I did not speak to 

them, I did not understand their language. I could not and 

would not ever talk to anybody again. I longed for home, I 

longed for somebody who could understand my language and 

help me find my way home again. Paula and Knud continued 

to speak calmly to me. They sang for me, they spoiled me. 

They tried very hard to make me feel safe. But I did not say a 

word to them, I would not.  

 

One morning Paula woke me and placed a huge potato on 

the table next to the bed. What was she up to? I became a bit 

curious. Paula sat down on the edge of the bed, took out a box 

of matches, sharpened the ends with a knife and stuck them in 

concentric circles into the potato. And then she stuck two 

raisins on each side of the potato. For me the potato was 

immediately transformed into a living hedgehog. It looked at 

me with its big dark raisin eyes. It somehow looked a bit sad 

and worried. Then Paula pulled a match out of the hedgehog. I 

carefully placed a little piece of paper over the wound in its 

body.  

 

The solemn holiday child had gotten a silent friend. His 

name would be Igel. 

 

Each morning Paula and I took turns removing one of 

Igel’s spikes, and we would dress the day’s new wound with a 

little patch. I understood that at some point Igel would have no 
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more spikes. And then what? I felt that Paula knew something, 

that something joyful would happen, a transformation on the 

day the last spike would be removed. I can clearly remember 

the feeling of intense curiosity and anticipation.  

 

Paula and Knud were kind and gentle foster parents. I did 

not understand much of what they said in the beginning. A 

melodious tone in their strange language, smiles, hugs and 

songs gave me the courage to listen to them. Patiently, without 

pushing, they taught me in a short while to understand Danish 

words. “Dukke,” said Paula, when I pointed at the doll. It 

became exciting to look for the Danish words and find them 

with Paula’s patient help. I found the language.  

 

Knud and Paula kissed each other many times during the 

day. I had never seen my mother and father kiss each other at 

home, so in the beginning it was embarrassing. I closed my 

eyes so I wouldn’t have to look at them. But soon it felt natural 

and enjoyable to see them kiss and hug each other. And just 

about every time I got a special hug from each of them too. 

 

Sometimes I was troubled: I learned to speak a language 

which my parents in Harrislee would not understand. Today I 

think that my encounter with Danish culture and language was 

too much for me. At times, I would reach a point of not being 

able to take in the many new impressions and experiences. 

Perhaps it all went too fast for me. Today I think that I 

probably also had a bad conscience because, in my eagerness to 

learn Danish, I would sometimes forget the longing I felt for 

my family in Harrislee. I could not absorb it all in such a short 

time. I could not unite my Danish and my German experiences 

of the world. It was impossible for me to find the words which 

could create a continuous bridge between the two universes. I 

did not have anybody with whom I could share my concerns of 
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living in two disjointed worlds. In which of the two worlds did 

I belong?  

 

I received many hugs as a reward for my progress with the 

language. That made me proud. I was a clever little girl, no 

doubt about it. But putting words to my feelings, I could not. 

Neither in Danish nor in German. I searched in vain for the 

words. 

 

Clever and proud. Curious and searching for words. But I 

often had stomach aches. I slept restlessly at night and woke 

up frequently. 

 

I was allowed to sit on Knud’s lap in the tractor when we 

drove out into the fields. Soon I was allowed to manoeuvre the 

tractor with Knud’s strong protective hands around mine. But 

it was me who was driving. “Faster, faster,” I would exclaim, 

and Knud would speed up a little.  

 

“Knud, tell the story about Klods Hans,” I pleaded with 

him again and again. And Knud never grew tired of telling the 

story about the poor boy who made a princess smile and 

therefore got to marry the girl and have a royal crown. In the 

evening we sang children’s songs. I liked Mester Jakob most, 

which we sang in rounds. Knud counted while he stamped the 

beat on the floor: one, two, three, and then Paula sang with her 

high voice, “Mester Jakob, Mester Jakob, sover du, sover du”. 

And then Knud and I started together. I had the job of singing, 

“bim bam bum, bim bam bum”.  

 

Igel was beginning to look really sad. Very few spikes, 

many patches all over his potato body. Now, Paula and I began 

to remove the spikes from the last inner circle. “There is only 

one spike left,” said Paula. “Tomorrow you are going back to 

Harrislee, home to your father and mother”. “May Igel come 



 

9 

 

with me Paula? I would rather he lived with me in Germany. I 

will look after him,” I promised.  

 

Wrapped carefully in newspaper, Igel was placed in the 

suitcase. He lay comfortably on top of the new dress that Paula 

had sewn for me. The suitcase had been filled with new 

underwear and a warm winter coat for me. I received the doll 

from my room in Brande as a farewell gift. And a set of used 

bedding for my parents. And a huge bag of sweets for the 

whole family.   

 

At the station in Brande, a new Hat-Lady got me a name 

tag once again with a red elastic around my neck. Farewell 

Thea. Knud and Paula gave me a big hug and a kiss on the 

cheek. Into the train, doors slamming, a blow of the whistle 

and we were heading South. Farewell and Tchüss, Knud and 

Paula.  

 

Would my father fetch me at the station? Had somebody 

told him I was coming today? It would be difficult to find my 

way home alone. Yes, it would not be possible, but then I 

would have to look out for other children from Harrislee and 

follow them. I was a bit worried about the situation.  

 

At Flensburg station there was a crowd of people to 

welcome us. Already from afar I could see my father. My tall 

and thin father towered like a lighthouse over the rest of the 

crowd. Worry was replaced with great joy. “Here I am, Vati,” I 

called towards him. He had already seen and heard me. “Hi 

Thea”. He lifted me up in his arms and gave me a hug. I pulled 

the brim of his hat down over his ears and hid my head under 

his jacket. I would never let him go again.  

 

“Igel, now we are home in Harrislee. Now we are going to 

live in Germany”. Carefully I unpacked him from the 
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newspaper and put him up on the wooden shelves over my 

bed. Igel looked at me with his tired raisin eyes. The journey 

had been tiring for him. He looked rather thin and untidy. 

“Tomorrow I will give you new spikes, Igel”.  

It was wonderful to be home again. My presents from 

Brande were all noisily admired by the whole family. 

“Tomorrow I will tell mother and father the story of Klods 

Hans. And we would all sing Mester Jakob. What is Klods 

Hans in German? And what is the German text to Mester 

Jakob?” Igel just dully stared at me without answering. “It 

seems like we can’t do that here in Germany, Igel”. 

 

I could already feel that I longed for Knud and Paula a bit. 

I missed their hugs, their closeness, their songs. Their language. 

Perhaps soon they would fetch a new German girl from the 

Brande station who would drive out into the fields with Knud 

and sing Mester Jakob with them. Thinking about that made 

me a little bit sad. “Bim bam bum. Bim bam, bum. Sing along 

Igel”. 

 

When I look at that photograph, I think of how lonely and 

difficult it was as a five-year-old to travel alone to Denmark. I 

cannot forget the pain. But it was also a journey which gave me 

the opportunity to later have a good adult life in Denmark. The 

journey in which I looked for words, and found the Danish 

language.  

 

When I look at the photograph from 1948 I think of my 

many later trips to Denmark, as a child and a young girl. I think 

about how I, after finishing school in Germany, chose to 

continue my education in Denmark, was married here, received 

Danish citizenship and a meaningful working life. I am 

bilingual, I live in Denmark, I have children and grandchildren 

and still love to travel to foreign countries. I have found many 

languages.  
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Many people have asked about my feelings concerning my 

nationality. That question I cannot answer by saying I am 

either one or the other. I feel I am apart of Europe.  

 

 

Jury motivation 

The story “Finding a language” takes us back to the 

experience of the many children who – after the end of World 

War II – were sent by their own families to stay with families in 

other countries, far from the places where the war had brought 

hardship and destruction. It is 1948 and Dorothea, a 5-year-old 

German girl, finds herself – along with other children – about to 

set off on a journey without her parents to another country and 

another family in Denmark where she is to spend the summer.  

The story draws us in an extraordinarily direct manner into 

the thoughts and emotions of a child grappling with a very 

particular and tremendous experience as she finds herself in a 

completely different environment, with another family (her 

“foster parents”, as she calls them), and above all with another 

language. With the affectionate support of Paula and Knud, her 

foster parents, the day arrives in which as the author writes, “It 

became exciting to look for the Danish words and find them with 

Paula’s patient help. I found the language”. 

In the subsequent years of her youth, she would go to 

Denmark to complete her studies and end up by marrying and 

settling there.  

The reasons why the jury decided to include this story among 

the “special prizes” are various: one is certainly the narrative 

talent of the writer, but the story deals above all with two 

fundamental themes for the Europe of yesterday and today.  
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The first theme is that of “finding a language” for building 

relationships and encounters with the “peoples” of Europe. This 

is not to be understood only in the literal sense of language as 

“words”, but rather in terms relating to the “language of 

encounter and relationships”, which comes before language 

learning in the strict sense, as the story clearly shows: no 

“discovery of the language” would have been possible for 

Dorothea without the development of a significant relationship 

with her “foster parents”. 

Another theme which emerges from the story is that of the 

identity as a multiple sense of belonging. In this sense Dorothea 

and other children who like her years ago went through this 

particular experience of encountering another culture and 

another language, have in some way anticipated what is 

increasingly becoming the situation of many inhabitants of 

Europe, who find themselves – through necessity or desire – 

living in several places and in the midst of different cultures. This 

multiple identity is probably one of the main aspects of “feeling 

European”.  

It is worthwhile, in this sense, to quote what Dorothea writes 

at the end of her story: “I am bilingual, I live in Denmark, I have 

children and grandchildren and still love to travel to foreign 

countries. I have found many languages. Many have asked me 

about my feelings concerning my nationality. That question I 

cannot answer by saying I am either one or the other. I feel I am a 

part of Europe”. 
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General information on the story 

 

Finding a language 

Thematic area: Experiences of feeling part of 
Europe - Europe in a Snapshot 
 

Time of the narrated events:  1948 
 

Geographical places where the 
events narrated took place: 

Denmark 
 

Time the work was produced: 
 

2009 
 

Read or download this story and others from the digital archive: 
http://www.europeanmemories.eu/eng/Stories 

Other information on the context 
Denmark is a small country and it has therefore been strongly 

influenced by – and maybe even dependent on – the bigger 

neighbouring countries, not least Germany on which it borders in 

the south. During the Second World War, the Danish government 

tried to adopt a policy of neutrality. This did not last long, 

however, and in May 1940 Denmark was occupied by Nazi-

Germany – officially as a means to ’protect’ the country.  

In the first years of the occupation, the work of the Danish 

Parliament, the Danish police and the Danish law courts by and 

large continued to carry out their functions.  

Later it became more difficult. Naturally, the average 

Danish person experienced these years for what they were:  life 

in an occupied country with restrictions, scarcity of goods and 

other limitations. Nevertheless, the Danish government urged 

cooperation and Danish companies openly worked for their 

country’s big southern neighbour.  

http://www.europeanmemories.eu/eng/Stories
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Generally, these years may be described as characteristic of a 

pragmatic but also very asymmetrical collaboration. Yet, it should also 

be mentioned that before long, opposition groups were established, 

courageous sabotage activities were carried out, and in 1943 the 

Danish government resigned and ended their “policy of collaboration” 

– the difficult balancing act had become too difficult and 

compromising. The pragmatic and ambivalent relation to Germany 

complicated an actual judicial settlement after the war, but may be 

the reason Denmark – in the end – came through these years 

relatively unhurt. At the end of the war in the spring of 1945 a number 

of German families fled from the Red Army to Denmark. At the final 

collapse of Germany approximately a quarter of a million refugees 

were thus interned in Denmark. This too posed a difficult task: on the 

one hand, these people represented “the enemy” and, on the other 

hand, they were entitled to proper and bearable treatment.  Whether 

or not they got that is still being debated to this very day. After the 

war a number of Danish families took it upon themselves to offer 

other experiences to traumatized German children from the shattered 

country. The children became part of the family as foster children, 

were given proper nutrition and care – and they were also given the 

chance to be children.  

In fact, the situation was similar to that of the Viennese children 

who stayed with Danish families after the First World War. 
Dorothea Petersen’s narrative “Finding a language” unfolds within 

this context. It is a very convincing description from the child’s 

perspective of how it felt to be torn from her usual surroundings in 

Harrislee in Northern Germany, away from her parents’ protection 

but also away from post-war poverty and hardship.  In the midst of all 

this, it can be difficult for a five-year old child to understand the new 

situation and open up to the care and joy of foster parents.  

The time is 1948: much needs to be re-built, people must 

establish and re-establish relations just as they have to find a common 

language. 
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