
The many voices of Hardsyssel 
 

Once upon a time, ‘Hardsyssel’ was the name people used when referring to the strip of land 

that lies between the Lim Fjord to the north and Skjern River to the south. Here lived a 

people called ‘the Harders’ whose urban center was the town of Holstebro where a street 

named Sysselting still reminds us of the past. In ancient times, Holstebro was but a tiny 

village located at the best spot for crossing the river called Storåen. In time, a bridge was 

built, and the town grew larger. The name Holstebro translates to Holste-bridge, and this was 

the name by which people – in time – started referring to the town. The earliest mention of 

‘Holstebro’ in written sources stems from the year 1274, and this is why 2024 has been 

celebrated as the 750th anniversary of the town’s ‘birth certificate’, so to speak. Between the 

Middle Ages and now, Holstebro has become the largest center for trade and industry in the 

Hardsyssel region. 

 

The landscape set the stage for people’s lives and opportunities in Jutland. In the west, the 

North Sea enabled humble fishing communities to subsist. Further inland, the landscape had 

been shaped by the fact that during the last Ice Age, ten thousand years ago, the giant glacier 

from the north had come to a halt precisely here, by the river called Storåen. This resulted in 

an abrupt shift in the landscape. North of Storåen and all the way up to the Lim Fjord the 

glacier left behind fertile moraine soil that invited prosperous farming. South of Storåen, 

however, the land is made up of large swaths of heath, sandy knolls, and unfertile soil. This 

was where the great drama of the West Jutland moors played out with taters (migrant 

workers), wool traders, and folks bent on cultivating the heathland. 

 

This harsh landscape made it difficult to establish villages and communities. Instead, peasants 

lived on isolated farms, far from neighbors, and this drove the West Jutlanders to a high 

degree of self-reliance. The groundwork for a culture of independence was laid. The location 

as well, in what many considered to be the outer periphery of the country, put all manner of 

centralized power and control at a comfortable distance. Because of this, the people living in 

the ancient Harder lands have always been characterized by a great desire for liberty as well 

as a high degree of pragmatism. Also, the geographic location by the North Sea was a plus, 

for the sea was a gateway to international activity that enabled social and financial mobility 

throughout the region. Such was the framework for the lives lived here. 

 

As mentioned, one of the key groups in this region were called taters, or gypsies, and ‘night 

men’. What they had in common was that they were marginalized, nomadic peoples who 

stuck together in clans or tribes, and that the local peasants were never comfortable with their 

presence. We can trace these groups back to the 17th Century, and we know they made a 

livelihood out of doing ‘dirty’ jobs such as handling farm-animal carcasses, as well as fixing 

plumbing and broken windows. That said, the taters primarily made a living through begging. 

Around Holstebro, there were large tater clans in the Rønbjerg-Estvad-Ryde area. A man 

known as the last, bonafide tater in the region, Daniel Nar, died in 1922 in the parish of 

Borbjerg east of Holstebro. Tombstones for taters can be found in the churchyards at Ejsing, 

Rind, and Dejbjerg. The Danish poet Jeppe Aakjær described how these marginalized people 

were “hunted like foxes”. Colorful stories of taters loom large in West Jutland lore, both in 

folk tales and music. 

 

Another Danish poet, Steen St. Blicher, has given us a poetic peek into how young men living 

on the heath began to produce wool socks and other clothes. Out into the world they went, 

carrying their wares in a sack over the shoulder. We know from Michael Kierkegaard – father 



of the Danish philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard – that some of these young men remained 

abroad and started large clothing companies in Copenhagen and Oslo especially. The area 

nurtured a spirit of entrepreneurship and individualism. Most folks, of course, stayed at home 

and cultivated the heathland through unfathomable work efforts. The flat moorland fields east 

of Holstebro down toward Hodsager and further on to Karup bear witness to this history. 

Many never managed a living standard above abject poverty and had to go through life – in 

the manner of Jeppe Aakjær’s humble bricklayer, Jens Vejmand – with no higher goal than 

mere survival. 

 

Hardsyssel, meanwhile, was also a region known for its cultural diversity. North of the river 

called Storåen, ambitious and affluent farmers formed an entirely different society that 

revolved around livestock and trade with cattle, horses, and pigs. Some of these people 

became mythical figures. Boys and young men walked all the way from here to Husum, 

Hamburg, or Lübeck with livestock ready for sale. This meant two to three weeks’ struggle 

along dusty trails with ornery animals before solid German coins could be tucked away in the 

money pouch or chest. This sort of culture gave rise to cosmopolitans who understood the 

world away from home, and who longed for it, too. Many West Jutlanders settled as 

commissionaires in London or Hamburg. Hence the prevalence of a type of dance called ‘the 

Hamburger’, and it also explains why in West Jutland, a sandwich became known as a 

‘hamburger. Trade opened up the region to the world at large and forged a culture that 

empowered its people to go abroad. This also made it much more natural for foreigners to 

settle here. Human beings are mobile creatures, and for centuries, Hardsyssel has welcomed 

dreams and initiative. 

 

The town of Holstebro – dubbed ‘the Peddler’s Jerusalem’ by hosiery merchant Michael 

Kierkegaard – attracted traveling tradesmen from all over Northern Germany. Across the 

heaths they came, clogs on their feet, to make a life for themselves. This is why primarily 

German families came to the Holstebro area – families with names that, in time, have become 

well-known. Most recognizable today is probably Birn in Holstebro, an iron foundry 

established by iron moulder journeyman Heinrich Birn, an immigrant, in 1896. The Birn Iron 

Foundry is still going strong today. This represents a ground-breaking moment when 

industrialization came to this overwhelmingly agrarian region. In 1861, the South Jutlander 

M. H. Petersen had founded Holstebro’s first iron foundry, but it was Rasmus Færch’s 

tobacco factory, started in 1869 that came to dominate Holstebro for over a century with its 

cigar makers, chew tobacco spinners, tobacco strippers, and other exotic processes. By the 

year 1960 roughly one in ten people in Holstebro worked at Færch. 

 

From the 1950s on, many families left the countryside and moved into town where especially 

women found jobs in the tobacco industry or in the slaughterhouses. Royal Dane was one of 

Denmark’s largest slaughterhouses until its closure in 2009. For many people, the mental leap 

from being a shareholder to becoming a union member was a challenge. 

 

Although Hardsyssel was perceived by many as a remote place on the Jutland moors, it did 

supplement the old agrarian lifestyle with a worker culture and people engaged in singing, 

reading books, tending summer cottages, and perhaps more than anything a social democrat 

mindset that has dominated the politics of the region ever since. The town and its environs 

became the stomping grounds of wildly different truths and tales the way it has always been 

in what far-away people refer to as ‘the outskirts’. The aspiration of ‘the good life’ thrived in 

the communities here, alongside the stubborn individualism that has always been an 



undeniable feature of West Jutland. Living simply and close to the land cultivated a spirit of 

self-reliance. 

 

Seen from the outside – in this case from the east – Hardsyssel was Denmark’s far west, a 

place described by a journalist in 1879 as being “on the edge of modern civilisation”. And the 

poet Steen St. Blicher characterized Mid- and West Jutland as “our very own Scotland”. To 

the West Jutlanders, it was a homeland that enabled them to be in touch with the world 

around them, always. 

 

Esben Graugaard, dr. Phil, 2024 

 

 

 

 

  


