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I’m an immigrant.  And proud to be one.  On Friday morning, May 19, 2006, my wife, Marianne, and I 
went up to the Los Angeles Fairgrounds in Pomona and were sworn in as American citizens.  The 
application process to get a green card in the first place had been cumbersome and taken many years, so 
you could say we were well prepared and ready for the ceremony.  And yet, I was unprepared for the 
emotions that welled up inside of me as I raised my hand to pledge allegiance to my new country.  I believe 
I have a very cool head, but I waved with gusto the little American flag that somebody had handed to me 
before the ceremony began.

What is it that makes America such a magnet and an emotional haven more than 200 years after it was 
born?  And why had I chosen to seek a safe harbor here?  After all, I didn’t flee my home country for a 
better life.  I grew up in Denmark in the 1950’s and 1960’s:  a good family; a safe environment; all the 
basic human rights and the rule of law; good schools and opportunities for work; private ownership.  All 
the ingredients for the so-called American dream were available to me right there in Denmark.  

I first came to the United States in 1971, as a young student.  Truth spoken, I was by and large out for 
adventure.  I had landed in Phoenix, and while it took me some time to overcome the culture shock of 
trying to bridge life in Denmark with life in Arizona, by and by I came to love life in the United States.  I 
don’t consider myself much of a romantic, - but I really loved it.  Marianne came to visit from Denmark a 
year after I had arrived, and she loved it too, so she stayed on and we got married.  And started a family.

In time I graduated from Arizona State University in political science and was awarded a masters degree in 
international management from Thunderbird.  And that was my cue to return back to Denmark, but it took 
a lot of persuading to convince Marianne that we should return.  As far as I was concerned, the time for 
adventure was now over, and it was time to honker down and begin a career in our home country.  She was 
not so sure.

We returned to Denmark in the summer of 1978, and were well received in every way.  I started my career 
and worked hard, and Marianne settled in as the mother of the three little girls we had brought with us from 
our time in Arizona, soon to be supplemented by a boy born in Denmark.  Life was good.

But all along Marianne and I would be looking at each other and realize that there was something missing. 
It was America, simply put.  We couldn’t really put our finger on it, and if we tried to explain it, we would 
come up with things like national pride when turning to the flag and singing the national anthem at a ball 
game; the many different faces of America that were like the faces of the whole world, - in sharp contrast 
to especially northern Europe, which is very homogenous; the idea from the Constitution that inalienable 
human rights were granted by the Creator to the people and were for the government to protect rather than 
being granted to people by the government with a right to take them away; the brimming religious diversity 
so very different from the staid state religions of Europe; and, yes, lower taxes that made it possible for 
middle class people like ourselves to get ahead in contrast to most European countries with their 
philosophies of redistribution of wealth.
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I suppose one could argue that we had bought into the “shining city upon a hill” vision of America, so 
when my company offered me a transfer to the United States in 1987, Marianne and I accepted without 
hesitation.  We were issued a business visa and moved to Tampa Bay in Florida, and after some years, 
when we realized that we no longer wanted to leave America, we applied for green cards.  By now, all our 
children are grown and have married and we have eight grandchildren, - all-American boys and girls.  All 
of them citizens of the United States.  And now we are, too.

There are moments, however, when I feel like an intruder.  We were certainly not illegal immigrants or 
intruders in that way.  We played by all the rules, although there were times of desperation with the process 
when I said to Marianne that we should seriously consider going to Cuba and then get on a raft and sail to 
Miami.  That would instantly get us a green card.  I was joking, of course.  

But if the process at times was challenging and time consuming and frustrating to us, I can only imagine 
how it must seem to simple folks from developing or neighboring countries, who wish to escape poverty or 
tyranny or both and look to America as a place to be free and truly better their lives and the lives of their 
children.  And then end up having to stand in line for years on end.

After all, it isn’t exactly people like me that Lady Liberty is beckoning when she turns to the world and 
famously says: 

“Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore, 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

This is the generous soul of America that I have come to know and believe in and to love.  Not an America 
that builds walls, but an America that builds bridges.  Not an America that points a gun at you to keep you 
out, but an America that lifts her hand in greetings and welcomes you in.  Not an America that is exclusive, 
but an America that is inclusive.  

We cannot advertise to the world that we are like a shining city upon a hill and then deny people access to 
that city, yet we cannot hold the whole world in our embrace either.  I don’t know what the answer to our 
immigration question is, legal or illegal, but I know this:  Marianne and I are grateful to be here.
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