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1. Introduction 
 

 The importance of both language (Tabouret-Keller 1997; Heller 2005) and culture (Haarmann 1996; 

Götz 2011) as factors for identity formation has been extensively discussed in sociolinguistics, as have 

the difficulties of a clear definition of ‘identity’ (including Jörrisen 2010; Zirfas 2010). It is precisely 

within heritage language communities that complex identification processes occur for the individual 

and/or the entire group and are subject to lifelong change processes (Brown & Bousquette 2018). In this 

article, I show which factors of identity formation can be regarded as decisive for the identity of 

descendants of North Frisian emigrants (second/fourth generation), specifically those from the small 

island of Föhr (more detailed information in 3.) and their descendants, henceforth referred to as the Föhr 

Frisian community.1

 For members of this emigrant group, two things are especially striking about their self-image: First, 

they identify more emotionally with their home island than with the whole North Frisian homeland or the 

large German cultural and linguistic area. Second, language skills in the sense of a communication 

medium do not seem to be decisive for their feeling of belonging nor is it an exclusive factor for North 

Frisian identity in the USA. Due to the lack of emphasis on language use or ability, most members of this 

emigrant community can be regarded as belonging to a ‘postvernacular’ language group.  

 Following the heritage language (HL) definition of speakers who learned a minority language in the 

home and who either sequentially or simultaneously learned and later became more proficient in the 

majority societal language (Rothman 2009), three heritage languages can be named for the North Frisian 

US emigrants from the island of Föhr: Fering (the North Frisian variety from Föhr), Low German (LG), 

and High German (HG). While the linguistic and cultural situation of emigrants before emigration is 

often overlooked (Martin 2007), it must be included as part of the complex multilingual and multiethnic 

background of these North Frisian emigrants in order to draw meaningful conclusions about the 

descendants of Föhr Frisian emigrants in their two main emigration areas: New York City and Petaluma, 

CA. I posit that the concept of identity of the descendants of the Föhr Frisian emigrants can be traced to 

certain factors corresponding to the conditions in the former homeland, namely their status there as a 

multilingual minority. In the rest of this article, I address how language and identity develop in these 

small communities in the US, that already belonged to a linguistic, ethnic and cultural minority before 

the people emigrated.  

 

2. Theoretical framework 
 

 The linguistic and cultural situation of immigrants before leaving their home country is often 

underrepresented or missing in heritage language research while factors “such as the linguistic 

background of individuals (their languages and literacies), but also, importantly, the migration histories 

of the groups and their associated linguistic and sociolinguistic experiences” (Martin 2007: 495) are 

fundamental in identity formation processes. For the identify formation process of the Föhr Frisian 
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emigrants and their descendants, a precise examination of their background is necessary, because of the 

multilingual and multiethnic region of origin – the island of Föhr – but also the entirety of North Frisia.  

 As in other HL communities,2 the HLs spoken in the Föhr Frisian community today have more of a 

cultural function, rather than a linguistic one. According to Shandler (2006) a speech community is 

referred to as ‘postvernacular’ if a language shift has taken place within this group and the original 

language has lost its role as a communication medium – but not as a medium of identification. Language 

only has a symbolic meaning and „members of a postvernacular speech community may not be able to 

fluently speak or fully understand a language, but they can still engage in a number of activities” 

(Reershemius 2009: 131). The Föhr Frisian community in the USA is in a phase in which the shift to 

English has already taken place and is almost finished. This applies to the community in New York City 

and, to a particularly high degree, to the community in Petaluma. The HLs Fering and LG are spoken by 

the Föhr Frisian immigrants and descendants only in occasional cases, but they maintain a high identity-

creating function. In contrast, there is the HL HG,3 in which the descendants of the Föhr Frisian 

immigrants today are most proficient, but which hardly has an identity-creating function (and if the 

argument is made, then more so with the North German cultural area than with all of Germany). 

 

3.  The ‘p roblem’ of North Frisian identity  
 

 The predominantly rural region of North Frisia is located at the extreme north-western tip of 

Germany bordering on Denmark and has been a contact region between Frisians, Germans and Danes 

and the five languages North Frisian, LG, HG, Danish and South Jutish since the Middle Ages. However, 

it is important to note that North Frisia and its inhabitants could never be regarded as a homogenous unit; 

it never had a cultural, economic, or linguistic center to drive standardization of the North Frisian 

language or culture. Indeed, it is not even fitting to talk about the North Frisian language, since the region 

is home to ten varieties (see Figure 1). The differences between the North Frisian varieties are major 

enough that Frisians who speak a different variety have to communicate with each other HG (LG in the 

past). In view of this fragmentation, it is problematic to try to assign a simple and uniform distinction of 

‘a North Frisian identity’ rather than ‘North Frisian identities’. Furthermore, the term “North Frisian” is 

commonly used as a topographic definition, meaning: “someone who is from North Frisia (but does not 

indicate linguistic proficiency in a North Frisian variety)”, while the term “Frisian” is regarded as more 

of an ethnic label for the Frisian people (Kleih 2019). More important for a North Frisian identity was 

and still is the person’s identification with a particular island or a particular village. The inhabitants of 

the North Frisian Islands named their language (and themselves) after their respective island; whereas 

the inhabitants of the mainland and the Halligen4, were called ‘Frisians’ (Århammar 1990/91: 14).  

2 E.g., Danish in Utah (Kühl & Peterson 2018), Dutch in Wisconsin (Brown & Hietpas 2019) or German in Wisconsin 

(Salmons & Wilkerson 2019). 
3 Some descendants of Föhr Frisian emigrants also had additional ‘official’ education in High German in school for 

some years. 
4 A kind of small undiked but inhabited group of islands off the coast of North Frisia.  
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Figure 1: Map of the dialectic situation of the North Frisian language5 

Although the island of Föhr was home to most of the North Frisian emigrants to the US, even this 

presents a particular ethnic and linguistic situation: Föhr is small, roughly six miles long and four and a 

half miles wide. The official language, spoken by everyone there since at least WWII, is HG. There are 

four distinct linguistic scenarios on the island of Föhr. (1) In the western part of the island people speak 

Fering. There is a stable diglossia between HG and Fering. (2) People in the eastern part of the island 

speak LG, in addition to HG and/or Fering. Many people are able to speak all three languages. (3) In the 

south of the island, in addition to HG, LG is spoken as its own dialect. (4) Finally, HG is the dominant 

language in the main town of Wyk. The inhabitants from the island of Föhr identify mostly as Föhrer 

(‘someone from Föhr’), regardless of language use. This also does not mean – even today – that they feel 

they are ‘North Frisians’ or part of the Frisian minority (Kleih 2019: 74-94).  

5 The last speakers of Südergoesharder and Mittelgoesharder Frisian died at the end of the last century.  
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4. Background on the Föhr Frisian immigration to the US 

This complex multilingual and multiethnic background and the resulting non-existent North Frisian 

group identity are responsible for why the many North Frisian emigrants in the USA hardly show any 

common tendencies. For most of the North Frisians who emigrated to New York City, California, and 

the Midwest all traces have long been lost. The Föhr Frisian emigrants are an exception. 

 The Föhr Frisians emigrated mainly to New York City and Petaluma, CA, where they built strong 

immigrant communities. Between 1848 and 1966, 2,000-3,000 Föhr Frisians emigrated to America for 

economic (and political) reasons. There have been decades when more than 30% of a village's population 

emigrated to America (Pauseback 1996). Between 1848 and 1929 about 600 Föhr Frisians emigrated to 

Petaluma where they mainly became chicken farmers. New York City, however, was a more important 

emigration destination where more than 1,500 Föhr Frisians emigrated. Especially following WWII, more 

than 500 young Föhr Frisians emigrated to New York in under 20 years, about 15% of the total 

population. 

 In Petaluma, the Föhr Frisian immigrants came mostly from the eastern part of the island and were 

therefore more often LG speakers than Fering speakers. After WWII, the Föhr Frisians in Petaluma 

switched from speaking LG or Fering to speaking HG in activities related to their German associations. 

Some of them passed HG on to their children as a HL, while English was the L1 for both generations. 

Conversely, the majority of Föhr Frisians who emigrated to New York before 1929 came from the 

western part of Föhr and spoke Fering. After WWII, almost all who emigrated from Föhr settled in New 

York City and built strong networks among themselves. The first Föhrer association („Föhrer 

Krankenunterstützungsverein“ – Föhr Sick Support Association) was founded in Brooklyn, New York, 

in 1884 and still exists today. The Föhr Frisians founded several additional culture and sport clubs, where 

mainly Fering was spoken until the 1980/90s. HG never played an important role to the Föhr Frisians in 

NYC. 

 

5. Postvernacular identity of Föhr Frisian Descendants 
 

 The data presented here were collected as part of a survey conducted in my doctoral research.  Forty-

eight questionnaires and additional interviews from second to fourth generation descendants of Frisian 

immigrants were collected. Here, the focus is on the results of interviews with eight Frisian descendants 

(also named ‘informants’), recorded in 2019-2020 (in total 4.4 hours). Seven informants are second 

generation and one is fourth generation. Six were born and raised in the NYC and two in the Petaluma 

area. All have at least basic (passive) skills in HG and two have basic skills in LG. Five acquired Fering 

as a L1 (next to English) at home and shifted to English for school enrollment. Today, three of them have 

only passive skills in Fering (two have active skills of Fering). In the interviews my informants (INF01-

INF08) were asked to answer how they are connected to the North Frisian and High German language 

(5.1), North Frisian and German culture and customs (5.2) and to give a personal definition of the places 

‘Föhr’ and ‘Germany’ (5.3).  

 

5.1. Föhr Frisian vs. German language 
 

 The North Frisian language is not decisive for North Frisian identity as the shift to English often 

took place already in the second generation. As the Föhr Frisian descendants from the NYC area usually 

only have passive Fering skills, the language is no longer used as a communication medium (only INF04 

is fluent in Fering, see (1)), but it still has strong emotional value. They are familiar with Fering from 

their childhood, it was the language of their parents and relatives of the emigrant generation (2) and is 

connected to the island of Föhr.  

 

(1) “When my mother was alive, I spoke Frisian with her all the time.” (INF04, 2G., NYC) 

 

(2) “So, when I was growing up, in New York in Brooklyn, my mother was talk to her sister in Frisian 

on the phone. And so [I] wasn’t always [sure what was] going on, so we listened to figure it out.” 

(INF01, 2G., NYC)     
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Besides Fering, LG can also fulfill the emotional significance as the language of childhood 

(especially with the emigrants from the eastern part of Föhr). In contrast to this is HG, which is also one 

of the three HLs of Föhr Frisian descendants, but fulfills more pragmatic than emotional parameters, as 

shown in (3).6   

 

(3) “The German language […] sounds compared to Frisian very guttural, kind of more complicated. It 

sounds more, like it is, harder to speak. Frisian is just more melodious.” (INF06, 4G., CA) 

 

(4) “It’s [German] so very formal compared to Frisian I think.” (INF01, 2G., NYC) 

 

 In (3) and (4), the direct comparison is striking: on the one hand the positive connotations for the 

informal and melodious Frisian and on the other hand the guttural, complicated and formal German. 

Furthermore, HG is seen as a useful language, but INF04 shows a clear preference for the ‘less useful’ 

language indicating the strength of the emotional ties (5): 

 

(5) “German has been very good to me for my career [...] but you know, I prefer to speak Frisian”. 

(INF04, 2G., NYC)  

 

But nevertheless, there are some close positive ties to Germany and the German language. It is

notable that the identification is taking place with northern Germany, rather than with the south:  

 

(6) “I think German is quite okay. Well, I think Platt [Low German] sounds more pleasant, but I find 

German sounds a bit tough. I think North German is even better than Bavarian or something. I feel 

more comfortable with the German of Northern Germany. […] I feel very much connected to 

Germany, especially Northern Germany.” (INF03, 2G., CA) 

 

5.2. Frisian vs. German customs and culture  
 

 North Frisian and (North) German customs are closely interwoven and there are only a few features 

that would clearly differentiate a distinction. The same phenomenon can be found in North Frisia itself, 

that cultural factors are often interpreted differently and made useful for one's own identification process

(Kleih 2019). This is similar among the informants in the US and it is an interesting factor, that it is not 

entirely clear what exactly constitutes North Frisian culture. The reference to Frisian is often a very 

emotional one that cannot be tied to particular things. Customs which North Frisians in North Frisia 

would typically regard as general ‘North German’ or ‘German’, but not Frisian, were for the informants 

on all counts ‘North Frisian/Föhr Frisian’ (various foods and traditional dishes or holiday customs are 

mentioned most often). The Föhr Frisian descendants are less emotionally invested in German customs 

and rely almost exclusively on their Frisian heritage (also in 5.3): 

 

(7) “[T]here is really not many Frisian things you can do, but my dream has always been to do a Frisian 

ring riding7 in America.” (INF04, 2G, NYC) 

 

(8) “Well, my cousin she dresses in the Friesisch Tracht [Frisian costume]. She is very involved in the 

heritage there. You know those are my experiences and just eating some Frisian food when we are 

there. Things like that.” (INF08, 2G., NYC) 

6 A similar classification can be found on Föhr, where in many cases HG is the official language and Fering / LG is 

the family language. 
7 Ring riding is a sport in which a rider on a horse has to pierce small rings with a lance and is common in northern 

Germany, southern Denmark and some parts of the Netherlands. 
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Only one informant (9) has a broader idea for herself of what Frisian culture is. For her, food 

traditions and traditions associated with public holidays are especially Frisian. The importance of these 

traditions is particularly evident here:  

 

(9) “Well, we all eat off of indisch blau dishware. I know that sounds crazy, but all of my girls when 

they got married, got a set.” (INF07, 2G., NYC) 

 

 She names holiday customs, food and a special dishware and labels this Frisian, not German (which 

would be more correct): These include German traditions such as the use of an Advent wreath or the 

coloring of Easter eggs with onion skins8, which she identifies as North Frisian and not German. What 

she knows about traditions from her homeland, however, she regards as North Frisian9. INF06, on the 

other hand, cannot think of any characteristics of Frisian culture; in this context he instead refers to his 

family's roots in American culture. 

 

(10)  “We are very American in the way we deal with things in our family. We are […] quite a very 

assimilated family … here.” (INF06, 2G., NYC) 

 

 Statements like these prove the rapid integration of the Föhr Frisian emigrants, to which their 

descendants often refer; the informants also cite the language shift in the second generation as an 

integration. This can be explained by the rapid economic success: the Föhr Frisian emigrants usually 

experienced a rapid economic rise in the deli shop business. A quick Americanization as an expression 

of their positive attitude towards their new home was the result. This can also be seen in the names chosen 

for the emigrants’ children, who are more likely to be assigned to the English / American area than the 

North Frisian / German (e.g., Jack, Jim, Henry rather than Erk, Hark or Brar and Gloria, Jeannie, Debra 

rather than Göntje, Keike or Ingken).   

 

5.3. The island of Föhr vs. Germany 
 

 The island of Föhr plays a special role as the ’place of origin’ for the informants. As a small island 

bordered by the North Sea, it literally becomes a kind of place of remembrance (seven of the eight 

interviewees visited it several times). There is a particular identification with Föhr, while North Frisia or 

even Germany is of marginal importance for the interviewees (with (6) as exception). The island of Föhr 

is rated very positively, and to a great extent, the answers of the informants coincided. What exactly does 

this positive assessment refer to and how can it be substantiated? Some examples: 

 

(11) “It’s home. It’s where my ancestors are from.” (INF01, 2G., NYC) 

 

(12) “It is my original home. I feel it in my heart. I think I should have been born on Föhr and I should 

have lived on Föhr.” (INF04, 2G, NYC) 

 

(13) “The island of Föhr… I had read about since I was a child.” (INF05, 4G., CA)   

 

 These examples show that the informants have a very strong emotional connection to the island of 

Föhr; for them Föhr is “home” or even their “original home”. Föhr also plays an important linking role 

for the informants to connect with their relatives in their home country:  

 

8 Coloring Easter eggs with onion skins is an older tradition known across Europe but is not specifically German or 

North Frisian.
9 The same phenomenon was also found in a heritage German informant in Wisconsin, who classified everything 

that was somehow ‘family heritage’ as German; from “Kuchen” (cake) to gulash to the “need to offer guests 

something sweet to eat before they leave your house” (Samantha Litty, personal communication).
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(14)  “Oh, I love it [Föhr]. […] And now we go […] every 3 to 4 years we go and visit. We have aunts 

there and relatives and cousins, so my kids have a very strong connection to Föhr too. […] Even the 

grandkids. […] So, we’re really trying hard at maintaining those [family on Föhr] contacts.” (INF06, 

2G., NYC) 

 It is noticeable that contact with family members on Föhr is still maintained in the following 

generations to this day. The island of Föhr – and exclusively the island of Föhr, not North Frisia or 

Germany – has a strong connection to one’s own (emotional) origin.  

 Germany, on the other hand, – as already seen in the case of German language – is seen less as an 

area of origin and more as a national unit and is, therefore, in contrast to the US regarded as a political 

entity. 

 

(15) “I think Germany is one of the United States’ best allies.” (INF01, 2G., NYC) 

 

(16)  “Germany seems to be an example in many ways in the world these days. […] Well, I don’t know 

much about German history and culture.” (INF 06, 2G., NYC) 

 

 It can be said: While Föhr is referred to as “home” by the informants and affiliation is expressed, 

Germany has no greater significance to their own identity. This is also visible in that the informants often 

speak of “the Germans” and “they”; but there is hardly any direct affiliation. 

  

6. Conclusion 
 

 For the Föhr Frisian migration, historical-cultural causes ensured the dualism of rapid integration on 

the one hand and the preservation of North Frisian language and culture on the other. The clearly 

delimited area of origin and the multilingual and multicultural situation there ensure a high level of 

diachronic stability in the people’s relationships and retrospectively means that their Föhr Frisian origin 

is still very important to the second/fourth generations of the descendants. This does not mean that they 

can speak Fering, nor that they have knowledge of North Frisian customs, but rather it means that they 

feel an unusually strong connection to Föhr, which they consider to be their home, up to the fourth 

generation. Most striking is that the affective connection to Fering is more pronounced than that to HG, 

regardless of their language skills in the HLs. Knowledge of a HL doesn’t seem to be the main criterion 

for the identification process. Rather, the origin of the ancestors from North Frisia / Föhr and belonging 

to the Frisian minority is more important than belonging to the German majority; then on Föhr for the 

ancestors and now in the US for the descendants. It is noticeable in the interviews that a very precise 

distinction is made between German and Frisian and that primarily local identification with the island of 

Föhr (and its language and culture) takes place.  
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