INTRODLCTION
LABORING IN THE OLD COUNTRY

Reid L. Neilson

hile serving as the first president of the
Latter-day Saint Scandinavian Mission,
Elder Erastus Snow initially relied on new converts to
share the gospel. “I was there comparatively alone,
and the harvest was great, and the laborers few, and
the Spirit bore testimony that the Lord had much
people there,” Snow recalled. “I cried unto the Lord,
saying ‘O Lord, raise up laborers and send them into
this harvest, men of their own tongue, who have been
raised among them and are familiar with the spirits of
the people.w1
Elder Snow's prayers were answered. By the time
he returned to America in 1852, “there was qguite a
little army of Flders and Priests, Teachers and Dea~
cons, la])oying in the vinegard, and thousands [had]
rejoiced in the testimony of the gospel borne to them
by their fellow count:{gmen.“2 Former shoemakers,
carpenters, chimney sweepers, and men of other
trades were transformed into powerful missionaries.’
[n many cases, these Scandinavian men were
baptized one day and called on missions the next, of-
tentimes at great sacrifice. For instance, twenty-one-~
year-old Hans Christensen lost both his job and
sweetheart and was ordered from his {amilg home
when he joined the Latter-day Saints, but he still

served as a local missionary A Historian William Mul-~
der described these local missionaries and their pros-~

elyting efforts:

If standing up was construed as preaching, they
preached sitting down; if religious services were for-
bidden in homes, theg held “c011versations”; if after
imprisonment or court examination in one place they
agreed not to proselyte, they went on to another and
sent fresh laymen in their stead who had made no such
promise. Where they were shut out as missionaries,
they found work at their trades and passed the conta~
gion of their message to fellow workmen. A shoe-
maker stuffed Mormon tracts into his customers’ shoes;
a tailor sermonized as he sewed. They baptized by
night along the river banks, and on the seashore. Every
proselyte bore witness to his neighbor. The new gospel

was germ which spread by contact”

My own great-great-great-grandfather Peter
Neilson Sr,, a tailor l)g trade, served as a member mis~
sionary in Denmark. Born in 1813, he was taught by
local missionaries and was laaptizec] on 2 March 1855
by a local elder, A. Andersen. Shortly thereafter,
Neilson was called to also labor as a local missionary.
Although unseasoned in the faith, he endured per-
secution and boldly declared the gospel, before
immigrating to Zion. “Before leaving my native land,
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[ was lalaoring as a missionary in company with a
young man, when one day, through misrepresenta~
tions of some wicked men, we were arrested as tramps
and thieves and taken before the magistrate who said
to us, Are you not guilty of what these men accuse
1.]011?’ [ replied that we were not, Neilson wrote in his
memoirs. ‘| then told him that we were preachers of
the Gospel of Jesus Christ and bore my testimony to
him of the restoration of the Church of Jesus Chyrist of
Latter-day Saints and while he did not believe my
testimony, he told us to §o home and draw up an affi-
davit of our social standing."6 Fortunately, he and his
companion were released and allowed to resume
proselgting. During the 1850s member missionaries
like Neilson, “did not merely dominate ... ; they were
the scene, some of them serving six and seven years
before emigrating,”

In 1859, Ola N. Liljenquist became the first na-
tive Scandinavian elder to return to his old country to
proselyte. “I was the first elder that had received the
gospel in Scandinavia to return and testify of Zion. It
was a wonder and a marvel to many who thought that
no one could ever return after he got to the Rocky
Mountains,” Liljenquist reported. “I went to the magis~
trate’s office [in Copenhagen] to report my arrival.
All the officers and clerks left their chairs and desks
and completely surrounded me and bid me hearty
welcome. [ spent a very agreeable time with them,
testifying about Zion and my experience while [ had
been g;one."5 Elders like Liljenquist helped accelerate
baptism throughout the Scandinavian Mission.’

It wasn't long before Latter~day Saint Scandina~
vian families relocated to the American West and
sent a father or a son back to the old country as a mis-~
sionary. For instance, two Swedish brothers wrote:
“We have no desire to return to Sweden unless it is to
preach the 8ospel.“10 While these missionaries from
Zion sacrificed much, they were greatly blessed. “In
spite of hardships, the joys for the elder from Zion
were manq," William Mulder explainecl.

It was satisfying to be a laborer in the Lord’s vineyard,
to return to the Old Country an object of wonder in
the eyes of former neighbors as a villager who had
gone to America and made good. His return satisfied
any longings for the old home he might have enter-
tained and provided for the rest of the immigrants in
Zion a vicarious outlet for nostalgic yearning—Dby
pooling their funds to send him back and ]31] exchan~
ging frequent letters with him full of queries about
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friends and family in det gamle land, they made him

their proxy. Going and returning was their living link
with the past. And the arrival of Old World news-

papers which he sent them, redeeming the isolation of
Utah's settlements informed them of Furopean affairs,
if only to make them glad they were in Zion. When
the missionary came home, the community turned
out to greet him with a choir or brass band, and heard
a report of his labors at his “homecomingn in the

meetinghouse.11

Peter Neilson was also numbered among those
men favored to return to their native land as mission-~
aries. During the 1879 October general conference,
he was called on a proselyting mission to Scandinavia
at age sixty-six. T received intelligence that I had
been called to a mission to my native land, Denmark,ﬂ
he recorded. “The same day I preached my farewell
discourse to them in our meeting house.™ After cross-
ing America by rail and the Atlantic by ship, Neilson
arrived in Denmark and was greeted by President
Niels Wilhelmsen of the Scandinavian Mission. He
was initially assigned to labor as a traveling elder in
the Arhus Branch, a town just north of his birthplace
and home where he first met the missionaries in 18D3.
Within the day, he attended his first Sabbath meet-~
ings on Danish soil in almost twenty~four years and
wasted no time before sharing his love of the gospel.
“[I] attended Sundag School in the morning and in the
afternoon meeting I had the privilege of talking to
the people and ]aearing my testimony to the truth
of the Gospel of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The
same day | met one of my nephew, a brother’s [son],
who was at the army and a sister, he recorded.”

Peter Neilson's arrival in the Scandinavian Mis-
sion was well timed. Within three weeks, Church
leaders had organized the first regular Relief Societg
and Young Men's Mutual [mprovement Association
auxillaries in Scandinavia. The year, 1880, also
marked {i{tg years since The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints was organized and twenty-seven
years since my ancestor was baptized. Although sep-
arated and removed from his {amilg and loved ones in
Utah, Neilson had found a temporary home—his na~
tive Denmark. His mission, however, was short-lived.
“In August of this yeay, in consequence of my old age,
being 67 years of age, | was released to return home,”
he wrote! After nearly a gear’s absence from his fam-~

ily, Neilson reached his hometown of Washington,

Washington Countg, Utah, in October 1880, where



he was reunited with his family. While Neilson found
it “satis{ging to be a laborer in the Lord’s vinegayd,”
and “to return to the Old Country an object of wonder,”
he also found it “sweet to be back again” surrounded
1)1) {amilg and friends in the New World.”

By the end of the nineteenth century, 1,262
“elcleys from Zion,” like Nei]son, had labored in the
Scandinavian Mission. Not surprisinglg, a Swedish
official described his country as l)eing “]oeleaguerecl
by this missionary army from Utah.™® The Scandi-
navian Mission proved to be one of the most fruitful
missions of the Church—even more successful than
Great Britain in annual conversions” As a Yesult,
thousands of Scandinavian converts immigrated to
Zion® A 1950 survey disclosed that nearly 45 per~
cent of all Latter-day Saints had partial Scandina-~
vian 11erita8e.lg Clearlg, local member missionaries
and elders from Zion impacted both individual seek-~
ers of truth throughout Scandinavia and the Church
as a whole.

Passports to Paradise

Researchers have attempted to identify these
local member missionaries who proselyted their
countrymen before immigrating to Zion. They have
also looked for those sent from Zion who later ac-
cepte(] one, two, or even three mission calls. Re-
searchers generally reference biographical registers
to answer specific questions about specific individu-~
als. They agree facts are only significant in light of
other facts. For example, cliscovering that your ances-
tor was born in Denmark, living in Ephraim when he
received his mission call, and assigned to labor in
Denmark is interesting; learning that your ancestor
was a fifty~six-year-old high priest when he began
his three~year mission to Norway is fascinating; how-
ever, knowing how your 111issionarg's clemographics
compare with those of his contemporaries is more en~
lightening and descriptive.

One of the most prominent researchers of the
Scandinavian missionaries was assistant Church
historian Andrew Jenson. He compiled a detailed
biographical ledger, “Elders from Zion Who La-
bored in the Scandinavian Mission from 1890 to
1005."* His larger database offers biographical
data on 1,969 returning Scandinavian missionaries,

from 1850 to 1899. Augmenting this database is

Legdcy of Sacrifice: Missionaries to Scandinavia,
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187?—1894, authored l)g Susan Easton Black,
Shauna C. Anderson, and Ruth Ellen Maness. This

text provides a biographical sketch on approxi-
matelq 520 Scandinavian missionaries who re-
turned to America via Copenhagen, 1872-94. The
authors have contacted descendants and conducted
extensive research on these missionaries to obtain as
accurate information as possible. In addition, stories
have been collected that describe their life strug-
8les, hardships, and dedication to the Church. These
]Jiographies are trulg inspiring and provide infor-
mation for those doing family history research. In a
previous publication, Passport to Paradise: The

Copeu]lagen “Mormon” Lists, 1872-1894, vols. 1-2
(West Jordan, Utah: Genealogical Seyvices, ?OOO),
Shauna C. Anderson, Ruth Ellen Maness, and Susan
Easton Black list approximately 14500 Latter~day
Saints who migratecl from Scandinavia and Ger-
many to America, via Copenhagen, Denmark, from
1872 to 1894. This exhaustive study also catalogs
the name, age, mavrital status, {amilg relationships,
places of residence, and ships of each emigrant. The
emigrants’ ships, European departure dates, United
States arrival dates, and company entrance dates
into the Salt Lake Valley are detailed. Names of the
missionaries found in this publication were also
found on those records.

Together, these publications provide priceless
resources for those investigating the nineteenth-
century Latter~-day Saint Church in Europe.

As a result, the following questions can be an-~
swered. What was the national heritage of the mission~
aries? Where were theg residing when theq received
their missionary calls? Where were they assigned to
labor in Scandinavia? How old were they when they
began their Scandinavian missionary service? What
priesthood office did they hold? How long did they
serve in Scandinavia? Did any of them die while serv-
ing in the Scandinavian Mission? While statistics do
not tell the full story, they do provide important
contrasts.

Scandinavian Mission Statistics, 185099

What was the national heritage of these
nineteenth-century missionaries called to the Scan-
dinavian Mission? Exactlg 404 missionaries, or 39D

percent of the entire Scandinavian Mission popula-~
tion, were of Danish birth. Sweden contributed 384,
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or 307 percent of the missionary force, while the
United States and Norway contributed 237, or 189
percent, and 121,0r 97 percent, respectively. In other
words, nearly 80 percent of the missionary force was
of Scandinavian birth.

Where were these elders 1esic]1'ng when they re-
ceived their missionary calls? Not surprisingly, the
majority of elders were living in Utah. For the first fif-
teen years, the Salt Lake region contributed the most
missionaries to the Scandinavian Mission. However,
beginning in 186D and continuing until 1899, the
central and south central regions of Utah, together
with Salt Lake, produced the majority of Scandina-
vian elders. The central area included the counties of
Duchesne, Tooele, Uintah, Utah, and Wasatch, and
the south central region included the counties of Car-
bon, Emery, Grand, Juab, Millard, Sanpete, and Se-~
vier. The south central region contributed the most
missionaries to the Scandinavian Mission during the
nineteenth century.

Where were the missionaries assigned to labor in
Scandinavia? From 1800 until 1909, the Scandina-
vian Mission was responsil)le for Denmark, Sweden,
and Norway. Leaders also sent elders to Iceland, Fin~
land, Russia, Switzerland, and Gem'uang.?1 Between
1850 and 1899, 535, or 429 percent of the elders,
were assigned to labor solely in Denmark? A total of
440, or 301 percent of the missionaries, were as-
signed to Sweden, and 178, or 14.3 percent, to Norway.
From 1850 until the time period of 1895-99, Den-
mark had the largest missionary force. [However, Swe-
den held a close second. Between the years 1895-99,
Sweden actuallg surpassecl Denmark in missionary
numbers. After the first five years of the mission,
neighboring Norway still hadn't reached half of the
resources of Sweden or Denmark. Most missionaries
served in several cities of the same country but 80,
or 64 percent of the elders, served in two or more
countries.

The missionaries 11eritage and language skills
seem to be the determining factor for their assignment
throughout the world, particularly within Scandi-~
navia. “Practicalitg dictated . . . that Scandinavian-
born elders, familiar with their native language and
culture be returned to Scandinavia, a policy that
made theological sense as well,” Rex Price explained.
“If the sons of Ephraim were literally linked to He-
braic bloodlines, they would be so through their par-~
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ents, 8randparents, ete. If the elders had responded to
the gospel sound, it was possible that their relatives
would also."® According to Price, of the 855
Scandinavian-born elders who served missions world-
wide between 1860 and 1894, 69(2, or 80 percent,
were called to return and labor in the Scandinavian
Mission** Scandinavian elders were 8enerallg as~

signed to labor in their country of heritage. Of the

492 Danish-born elders, 421, or 85.6 percent, were
assigned to Denmark; of the 383 Swedish~-born eld-
ers, 343, or 806 percent, were assignecl to Sweclen; of
the 121 Norwegian-born elders, 93, or 780 percent,
were assigned to Norwag. The 257 American-born
missionaries seem to be randomlg assigned across
Scandinavia: 37.0 percent served in Denmark, 338
percent in Sweden, and 224 percent in Norway,
while the remainder served in a combination of
countries.

How old were the missionaries when they began
their Scandinavian missionary service? Unlike today s
missionary force which 8enerallg ranges between
nineteen and twenty-six years of age, as a whole the
Scandinavian missionaries were older. Gideon E.
Olson Jr. was the youngest missionary to labor in the
Scandinavian Mission. He was born on 19 December
1879 in Paradise, Utah. Olson was called to Scandi-
navia at the age of eighteen. He arrived in the mission
field on 9 October 1897 and returned to Utah on
30 November 1899.Soren C. Thure was the oldest mis~
sionary to serve in the Scandinavian Mission. He was
born on 17 December 1796 at Harrisdslev, Denmark.
Thure was baptized on 28 Januarg 1856 at the age of
fifty-nine. He immigrated to Utah six years later and
was called at the age of seventy~four to labor in the
Scandinavian Mission. He arrived in Demark on
5 June 1870 and served until 1 September 1871, when
he departed for America.

Between 1850 and 1899, the mode age was 24
and the average was 38.0 years, based on the figure
of 1,252 missionaries. During about the same period,
the worldwide missionary mode age was 22 and the
average age, 256 years, based on 1,050 missionaries

worldwide? The average mission age fluctuated be-~

tween alow of 324 years during 1860-64 and a high
of 418 years during 1870-74. By the end of the nine~
teenth century (1895-99), the average mission age
had decreased to 36.4 years. Several factors may be

responsible for the decline. First, the overall mission



age declined due to the federal prosecution of polyg-~
amist heads of families and the growing number of
older brethren 11ic1i118 in the Mormon unde1!81!01.111(1.96
Second, “the initial pool of converts to Mormonism
had steaclilg declined from earlier clags and second
generation elders, many of whom were presumably
not skilled in the language, were needed to man these
missions.”? Third, Church leaders seeminglq believed
that younger men could learn foreign languages like
Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian easier than their
senior counterparts.®

Although the average mission age of the elders
was declining after a high in 1870-74, elders were
probably more mature in the gospel than their pred-
ecessors. Church age, or the number of years from
baptism to missionary service, almost doubled. From
1850 to 1854, the average Church age was 112, years
and from 189 to 1899 it was 21 years. Correspond-
ingly, the average baptismal age dropped signifi-
cantly from 254 years in 1850-54 to 155 years in
1895-99 due to an increasing number of Utah-born
missionaries. Clearlg, younger second~8eneration
Latter-day Saint men arrived in Scandinavia with
more Church experience than their predecessors.

What priesthood office did these missionaries
hold? The priesthood is divided into the lesser, or
Aaronic, and the higher, or Melcllizedek, priesthoods.
Both the lesser and greater priesthoods are further
divided into several offices whose members met to~
gether in quorums. For example, the Melchizedek
Priesthood is composed of elders, high priests, and the
Seventg (regardless of priesthood guorum, all male
missionaries were referred to as “eldey"). Revelation
dictated that of these quorums, the Seventy were ex-
pected to focus on missionary work in the nineteenth
century. Beginning in 1835-59, the quorums of the
Seventy carried the Scandinavian Mission. Between
1880 and 1884, the number of quorums of the Seventy
reached its low point in representation at 47.1 per-
cent. From the year 1890 to 1894, they represented
954 percent of all missionaries in Scandinavia. Sev-
enties comprised 83.5 percent of the entire mission-
ary force in nineteenth-century Scandinavia. Truly,
“the elders of Israel were, in fact, the seventies of Is-
rael,” particularly in the Scandinavian Mission.® El-
ders, at their height, contributed only 30.3 percent of

the missionary force; high priests never contributed

more than 20 percent after 1850-54.
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How ]oug did these men serve in Scandinavia?
Between 1850 and 1899, the average Scandinavian
missionary served for 21.3 months, or 18 years—
shorter than their modern counterparts’ 24 months.
During the same period, the average worldwide mis-
sion duration was 24 months® In the years 1850-54,
the average mission duration was at its highest at
26.6 months. It reached its lowest in 1803-59 at 171
months. This was possil)lg duetoelders ]oeing recalled
to Zion during the Utah War. Beginning in 1870-74,
there seems to be a strong correlation between mission
age and mission duration—the younger the mission~
ary, the longer the mission. Perhaps leaders expected
their young men to shoulder more responsibility. Also,
these youngey brethren likelg had smaller families, if
any, and could afford to remain in the mission field
longer than their older counterparts.

While the average mission duration in the Scan-
dinavian Mission was 1.8 years, there were some no-~
table exceptions. For example, the missionary serving
the longest mission was Arne C. Grue, who served for
51 years. Grue was born in Norwag and was ]oaptized
in 1859. He immigrated to Utah several years later
after working as a watchmaker. At the age of thirty-
{ive, he received his mission call and arrived in Den-
mark on 31 July 18067. For the next five years, Grue
labored as a traveling elder in Norwag and presicled
over the Jénkoping Conference, Sweden. He em-
barked for Utah on 30 August 1872. One of the short-
est and most unique missions was that of Janne M.
Sjoclahl. Sjoclahl was born on 20 November 1893 in
Karlshamn, Sweden. In 1886, he immigrated to Utah,
where he was baptized on 7 October 1886. Between
1886 and 1887, he translated the Doctrine and
Covenants into Swedish. In 1897, Church leaders
called him to present a copy of the Swedish Book of
Mormon to King Oscar Il for His Majestg’s twenty~
fifth-year Swedish jubilee on behalf of the Scandina~
vians living in Utah. At the age of forty~three, Sjodahl
arrived in Scandinavia on D September 1897, and on
22 September, presented the volume to the Swedish
king. He departed for America eight days later, hav-
ing spent less than one month in Scandinavia.

Did any missionaries die while serving in the
Scandinavian Mission? Sadlg, seven missionaries’
lives and missions were cut short. Willard Snow, Elder
Erastus Snow's brother and acting mission president,

was attacked 131) an “evil power” and {inallg passecl
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away in August 1853 President Niels Wilhelmsen
died in Copenhagen in August 1881 after a hospital
operation? In June 1887, Jasper Petersen passed
away at Odense, Denmark, after fighting chills and
fevers?® Andrew K. Andersen, president of the All)org
Conference, died in Januarg 1890, of “lung trouble”
after only a few days of sickness. John Anderson Quist
died in Vingé’lker, Sédermanland, Sweclen, on13March
1890. He was the first missionary to die in Sweden>* In
August 1893, Pehr A Bjorklund, a missionary in the
Skéne Con{erence, Sweclen, died at H'dlsing]oorg, Swe~
den,of a “rupture."35 Anders Bjorkman, a missionary in
the Stockholm Con{erence, Sweclen, expired in August
1896, while helping harvest a field* Lastly, Albert
Peterson passed away at Uppsala, Sweden, in Decem~
ber 1898, at the tender age of twenty-six after leaving
his new bride in Utah for missionary service.”

Thus, the “tgpical” missionary from Zion would
have been born in Denmark and likely converted as a
boy or young man before immigrating with this fam~
ily to Zion. He would have settled in one of the Scan~
dinavian communities of Sanpete, Sevier, orSalt Lake
counties. At about age thirty-eight, after being set
apart as a Seventy, he would have been called back
to Denmark to serve as a missionary. While in Den~
mark, he would have served as a lal)oying missionary
and then have been called as a branch or conference
president until he was released after 18 years of dedi~
cated service. Most of these missionaries would have
experienced much haydship and persecution while
serving. While away from home, their families would
have also sacrificed their means to support them.
These missionaries and their families have left their
ulegacg of sacrifice,” which has benefited and will

continue to benefit many of their descendants.
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