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Foreword


This book is based on notes from a series of conversations I have had with five of my grandchildren: Julia and Stephanie Krups and Rasmus, Marie and Clara Foss.


The aim of the conversations was to create a common interest in preserving FOSS A/S, the company I started in 1956, as a family business and to throw light on what it means in terms of obligations and privileges to be the fifth generation of a Danish industrial family. It has been important to me to ensure that the business is passed on in the spirit in which it was founded: not just for profit for the family who owns it, but as a viable and healthy business that can create value for its owners, its staff and the society that has helped it on its way. And I have wished to promote an understanding among my heirs that money is not a goal but a means that must be used wisely. A means to secure the company’s future as a family-owned business, with all the advantages this provides for the family while at the same time benefiting society.





    It is my hope that this book, an account of the development of Danish industry and business life through four generations, may be of interest to those who are engaged in business in Denmark. I have therefore cooperated with editor Anne Mette Palm in editing my notes. The book describes what is best characterized as an unplanned career path. I go into what I have taken with me from previous generations – I have drawn on Steen Andersen and Kurt Jacobsen’s book on Alexander Foss, Foss (2008), and Mogens Rüdiger’s book on Erling Foss, Uden tvivl (“Without Doubt”) (2000), as well as Jeppe Andrup and Astrid Skotte’s Mål & Mod (“Objectives and Courage”) (2006). But rather than write actual memoirs, I have wanted to focus on what interests me: What are the demands made on executives then and now? The difference is not as big as you might think.


An executive has always had to work continually with his or her two main resources: people and capital, and both must be treated well and wisely, or they will disappear. Human behaviour has not changed much over the years; capital has become more active, but the demands are the same. What more than anything has changed in the work of an executive is that modern communication has made it more difficult for him or her to plan his or her time. In the old days, one would open one’s mail in the morning and know what one would be doing during the day. Today the emails and telephone calls flood in throughout the day. As far as I can see, the biggest challenge for Danish executives today is to get the time to plan the future, so that Danish businesses can continue to thrive and develop to benefit both people and capital. It is the efforts of the many large and small companies around the country that will secure the future of the Danish society.


Nils Foss, April 2014












Chapter 1


Choices


Founding N. Foss Electric in 1956 owes a great deal to the influence of two men: my grandfather and my father. My father, Erling Foss, was a civil engineer like his father, Alexander Foss, who started the family tradition of choosing this profession – a tradition which I myself and later my son Peter followed. Whether a fifth generation is on its way is not known at the time of writing.


One of the advantages of choosing engineering is that education in this field provides great opportunities for independent business. Once the hurdles of self-employment are overcome, many experience a great deal more job satisfaction in making their own decisions than working for someone else.


My grandfather wanted to make his own decisions and he possessed great personal strength, which he used to succeed in what he believed in and knew. My father’s forte lay more in his imagination; he probably lacked my grandfather’s desire to maximize profits, which is a valuable trait when you take the plunge to stand on your own two feet.







Enterprise and Citizenship


As mentioned above, the Foss family tradition of going down the engineering road was started by my grandfather. That he should earn a baccalaureate was in the cards; he came from a bourgeois civil servant family in Viborg, Jutland, and although the financial conditions of Alexander Foss’s family changed for the worse after the death of his father when he was only four, he had both the opportunity and support necessary for him to get an education. When he graduated in 1876, it was “With distinction”, and on his report there were only top marks. He could study anything he wanted, and when he started studying engineering at the Polytechnic Institute, it was because he was not only interested in academics, but was just as interested in the practical design of the world. And this preoccupation would remain, as evidenced by a letter regarding his studies he wrote later, when he was in his mid-thirties, to his future wife Margrethe:


“… but I have since forgotten the lot. Learning holds no interest for me. I have just as great an interest in a clever blacksmith or carpenter as in a law student or a teacher. I realized a long time ago that thoughtfulness and skill belong in all areas of business. It is not skills that make a human being, although they can be excellent means of shaping people. I find that a single independent thought has infinitely more value to oneself than what a hundred others have thought and what one is studying.”


It was an insight that would persist. Shortly after the First World War had broken out, Alexander Foss, who by now had long been established as one of the heavyweights of the new Danish industry, had delivered a speech at the Students’ Union in which he issued a tremendous warning to the hopeful novice engineering students:


“Work in life is not like an exam, a simple handing in of a test; it is an intellectual endeavour where knowledge very often cannot be used directly, but only has meaning because [this knowledge] has created the conditions for your organization. Other young people have a much easier time of it than graduates: A merchant or a farmer has a far more uniform development. To him, the transition from being a student to owning his own business comes easily and naturally because he is educated and familiar with productive labour. The world is full of people occupying positions which were given to them, but which they forget to put their minds to. Sometimes we know some for whom the transition is not quite successful, for whom their years studying were the only valuable time in their lives, their ‘sunshine time’, which can only be followed by a feeling of internal or external defeat. Happy is the man who realizes that when the culmination of life is not found during his school years, it is because it is not to be found at all. For a man, the pinnacle of life lies in doing his work in the real world. To this, studying is merely a prelude, and, let me add, one that is very lacking.”


Sitting in the audience that day was his son Erling who had just embarked on his studies in engineering.


Although I took my baccalaureate many years later, my experience was the same. A Danish baccalaureate anno 1946 provided modest preparation for surviving – there was a certain core, but it offered no applicable knowledge of how to organize one’s work, much less assess people and their qualifications. In my day the baccalaureate was very much based on memory and a large pool of factual knowledge. We were not taught in-depth analysis and critical thinking – and certainly never to work in close cooperation with others. We were, in fact, taught none of the skills which enable people to analyse their way to alternatives to straightforward solutions, despite the fact that these skills are often instrumental in reaching the most sensitive decisions.


Today, thankfully, this has changed. There is a stronger focus on working in groups, and the requirements for the actual exercises have also been increased tremendously. The Internet has made it possible to demand more complex exercises, because you do not have to spend energy on rote learning – now you can Google your way forward and focus your energy on analysis.





In the autumn of 1893 Alexander Foss had completed both his education and military service. He did not have a penny to his name and was looking for a job. All he could find was a somewhat unsatisfactory position in a carpentry business, followed by one not much better, managing the construction of a brickyard. While the actual work there did not live up to his ambitions, the job would turn out to contain opportunities for something far bigger.


While my grandfather busied himself with the construction of the brickyard Hakkemose Teglværk (“Hakkemose Brickworks”), two engineers, Frederik Læssøe Smidth and Poul Larsen, had agreed to take a chance on the brick manufacturing industry. One of their customers was Alexander Foss, whom Poul Larsen knew from his studies, and they offered him a position in their new company, which two years later was named F.L. Smidth & Co. Alexander Foss came on board in 1885, and thus the three together, headed by Frederik Læssøe Smidth, founded what was to become one of the country’s leading industrial companies. All this happened during a period aptly referred to as Denmark’s commercial golden age, during which companies such as the East Asiatic Company, A.P. Møller and the Great Northern Telegraph Company also were born.


The three partners in F.L. Smidth complemented each other and had a common ability to delegate work. Smidth’s strength was as a technician, Larsen’s as a business leader, while Foss was the visionary leader and organizer. I am convinced that this in particular was a big part of the reason for their later success: They were aware of each individual’s strengths and used them to their fullest potential. There are many choices to be made in a company’s start-up phase, and usually there is a corresponding lack of liquidity, so a clear division of labour is needed.


The beginning of F.L. Smidth was also – as it is for most start-ups – difficult. The first trip Alexander Foss made for the company, in November 1885, was to Sweden, from where he returned with both contracts and contacts. However, he was not very happy with the results. The days were long and the promotion of merchandise gruelling for my grandfather, who did not always have time to eat and who probably took pride in travelling with the utmost respect for the company’s meagre resources. Frederik Smidth warned him, however, and gave him good – and economically sound – advice: “Don’t let yourself starve from 10 in the morning until the evening. Buy good biscuits and always keep some in your pocket.”


Those in the office also had to pull their own weight: “I work in general from 6:30 in the morning to 10 in the evening, and cannot do any more than that,” wrote Frederick Smidth – and Alexander Foss and Poul Larsen undoubtedly had similar working hours. The order book was ever fuller, but money remained scant and it was hard work.


The efforts of the three partners led to the small engineering firm receiving its first break with their brick factory machines at the Nordic Industrial Exhibition in 1888. They won a medal and orders for their new ball mills. They then went into the cement industry, where they received an order for the construction of a major new cement plant for Skånsk Cement at Limhamn, Sweden. My grandfather won several contracts for the company, as he took over the overseeing of ongoing businesses. In the early 1890s, he oversaw seven brickworks, three cement plants and a lime works.
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The three F.L. Smidth founders Poul Larsen, Alexander Foss, and Frederik Læssøe Smidth – seen here with their wives in 1893 – did not only spend time together when they were working. In 1898, they bought a house and associated land near the lake Salten Langsø in central Jutland; they were originally inspired by Smidth’s brother, the painter Hans Smidth, who lived there and supported himself by painting scenes from the heath. Later they became interested in Dalgas’s idea regarding the forestation and cultivation of the Jutland heath and bought more land – eventually large areas of the heath were forested, resulting in the forest that stands there today. As new generations arrived, several more houses were built in the area, and these are still owned by descendants of the three. Despite the later conflicts regarding F.L. Smidth, the men were able to preserve their working and leisure community here, and the place gave them many good and relaxing hours. (Private photo)











In 1899 Frederik Smidth passed away, and the situation changed significantly. Alexander Foss and Poul Larsen undertook a number of organizational and personnel changes within the company. Among other things, they discussed whether a new man should take over the managing of activities in Germany and Eastern Europe to relieve Alexander Foss of these areas and whether Russia should have its own division within FLS. Poul Larsen took over the Aalborg Portland cement factory and became chairman in 1902, while Foss became responsible for the headquarters at Vestergade 29 in central Copenhagen and the machine factory in the suburb Valby. In 1914 staff reached over six hundred employees, which made it Copenhagen’s second largest private employer, surpassed only by Titan. Most of the production was exported.


Between 1899 and 1919 F.L. Smidth established a number of cement plants throughout the world, often in competition with German suppliers. The attitude in Germany toward the Danish upstarts was, to put it mildly, not very favourable. In 1909 my grandfather gave a lecture in Berlin at the annual congress of the German cement industry. Where he had previously been received with applause, there was now a deafening silence. On the other hand, they were well-received by others. The International Association for Testing Materials chose Alexander Foss as President of the Union and their organizing committee, where he received much acclaim during their September congress in 1909, which was attended by several hundred participants.





On the whole it was the hallmark of my grandfather’s work that his interest went beyond the actual operation of the company. His skill lay in organization, and he was heavily involved in the interaction between business and society – and more generally in determining the direction in which the country should go. This was reflected in a number of positions of trust, not least in the Industry Council, which he chaired from 1911 to 1921.


In 1912, he made his famous speech “Denmark as a developed country” in which he predicted that Denmark’s focus would change from agriculture to industry, and that as early as 1925 industry would employ more people than trade and agriculture combined. It was an opinion that earned him a great deal of scorn, to which among other things he replied:


“Many uphold the view that Denmark does not lend itself to being an industrialized country. It should probably be clear to everyone that such a view is of little use. We do not have a say in the matter. For this growing segment of our population there is simply no other way – so we had better try to make it clear which conditions in our time make a country an industrial country or make it possible to develop a viable industry. Modern industry requires intellectual and moral values throughout. But it is a mistake to believe that an industrial business thrives with a few intelligent leaders and a mass of uncivilized workers. Indeed, the only possible way is to create a viable and progressive industry where the people acting within the industry truly are intelligent, industrious and reliable. This is essential within management but also important at all the other levels of the business.”


This sense of obligation to contribute to the development of society and the knowledge that a company is not an island unto itself, isolated from and unaffected by currents and directions in society and its citizens, is probably the most important thing I acquired from my grandfather. For him, it was unfortunately also a burden when he engaged himself to such a degree that the workload became too immense. It requires a superhuman physique to drive a large industrial company forward, while accommodating a desire to change a country in its entirety, and it ended up costing him his life.


But I believe he would think that the results – and the inspiration he passed on to the family – were well worth it. When he was studying, he wrote in a letter to his mother that he would “begin the third decade of my life with the desire not that life should be a continual party but that the future will teach me to work seriously to find an ever greater harmony, always an ideal target to aim for, so I do not become spiritually bankrupt in the material struggle for existence”. This wish arguably came true for him.







Conflict and Conscience


That my father should find himself at an engineering freshman event in 1914, when his father gave the keynote speech, was by no means taken for granted. He had indeed taken a math-physics baccalaureate, but his interests were also elsewhere – not least in the poetic realm: He wrote many poems about the hardships of youth and challenges of life and later used this form of expression as social criticism, to which I will return. As a student keen on writing and drawing, but not exactly with the best marks in mathematics and physics, he was nevertheless accepted into the building and construction department of the Polytechnic Institute and had an opportunity to become an engineer like his father.


There is no doubt that Alexander Foss was an authoritarian father and a commanding presence, and it was hard for Erling to find his own footing under his father’s strict moral code, as is made evident by a letter he wrote to his father at the age of twenty.


“I know that it is your principle that pleasures should be limited. Of course you’re right; but your limits are a little too strict. I’ve felt it on many occasions, but honestly I think that I would work with at least as much energy and desire, if a small innocent extravagance was granted once in a while; and I think I’m too old for this to lead to a fear of whether I would become a spoiled child or not!!”





After my father had graduated in 1921, he joined F.L. Smidth, where he had also twice held an internship while studying. It was not his immediate desire to find employment in his father’s business, but Alexander Foss enticed him with the possibility of external postings, in which my internationally-oriented father was very interested. His older brother, Einar, had started in the company the previous year and would have a somewhat longer career there than my father.


My father quickly received a posting to London, where he was to stay for a few years. In the meantime he had gotten married to Bodil, my mother. When they met, she was already married and had a son. This alliance was not to Alexander Foss’s taste initially, but he came to accept the marriage. Erling was in this case unusually steadfast in opposing his father. Perhaps the latter sensed that when it came to the realms of emotion, his son was his superior.


In 1924 the opportunity of a new posting for my father opened up, and the choice fell on Paris, where the little family was expanded with my other older brother, Lars. During the stay in Paris a tragedy would occur: my parents’ firstborn, Mogens, became ill and died of leukemia in 1925. This year of affliction was not yet over for my father, for shortly after his son’s death, my father ended up being fired from his position at F.L. Smidth.


The termination was the consequence of a dispute over the ownership of F.L. Smidth after the death of Frederik Læssøe Smidth, and we will therefore briefly return to my grandfather’s company. The controversy originated in ØK, the East Asiatic Company, and the situation says something about my grandfather’s steadfastness when it came to his principles in doing business.


Alexander Foss had been a member of ØK’s board of directors for several years – which both he and Poul Larsen regarded as beneficial to their business. Around 1920, Alexander Foss, a couple of years in a row, refused to sign the financial statements, because he did not trust the account of the transactions carried out by the founder of ØK, H.N. Andersen, especially after the collapse of the major Danish bank Landmandsbanken in 1922. This led to a disagreement with Poul Larsen, who – without telling his partner – joined ØK’s supervisory board in his place. It was a huge disappointment for my grandfather, who did not think that he could be in partnership with a man whose accounting practices were at best dubious, and he chose to leave F.L. Smidth.


Along with the decision to leave came the decision on how to split the company, which was a long and bitter affair. The original owner agreement that was made when the company was still small had as its principal objective that it could not be shared out but should be preserved as one business. Therefore, they had determined that it would go to the surviving partner, while the widows of the first deceased would receive a pension. Smidth was already dead, and Alexander Foss was by this time weakened by illness. Poul Larsen therefore had a strong standing in the company – also by virtue of the fact that he had been in charge of daily operations, since much of Alexander Foss’s time had been taken up with political and organizational work.


After years of discussions and correspondence, this deep conflict ended in 1925 with a compromise which by then the debilitated Alexander Foss had to accept: The Larsen family got eighty-eight percent, the Foss family ten and the Smidth family two. The Foss family was also entitled to two board seats; one fell to my uncle, Einar Foss, the other to Børge Matthiesen, who was married to my father’s sister. The controversy and the somewhat odd division of the company have affected the relationships between many of the various family members of that generation negatively and have greatly helped to sharpen my due diligence in relation to the ownership of my own business later.


During the entire process, my father had attempted to assist his father in interviews and his mail correspondence with Poul Larsen, as he had always enjoyed a good relationship with Larsen. However, influenced as he was by Alexander Foss’s strictly moral and principled stance, he found Larsen’s treatment of his father reprehensible, and he took the side of his father. It goes without saying that he was relieved of his employment at F.L. Smidth’s Paris office, and it was mentally tough for him. Poul Larsen suggested he should resign, which my father refused to do. The head of the office was then instructed to not assign my father any work, and for nearly two years my father showed up at the office every day without ever receiving any work to do. However, he now had the time to learn French and study patents. When Alexander Foss died, my father was fired. He was told: “You cannot, as a young engineer employee, afford to criticize your superior and his actions.”





My father had become fascinated by inventions during his job at the patent office. Even if they couldn’t improve the world, they could at least improve the average person’s everyday life. He established himself as an independent contractor. In his book about Erling Foss, Uden tvivl, Mogens Rüdiger writes: “He wanted to create something, to be involved in influencing a development. This surely better matched the idea of himself he had. His strict, goal-oriented upbringing gave him an unlimited desire to be free, to have the freedom to make his mark where he felt it to be most exciting and make the most sense.”


To start one’s own company – even then – was not an easy endeavor. My father’s business acumen differed in many ways from my grandfather’s – his focus was certainly more on the creation of new inventions than on profit, which he compensated for by always being careful with his personal expenses.





Even before being fired from F.L Smidth, he had been in contact with an inventor by the name of Bellem, a gifted and enterprising Frenchman, who had made himself a specialist in petroleum engines, and who had improved upon this idea. The essential innovative concept of this invention was the replacement of steam with atomization, which doesn’t require heating, but which in turn was linked to a series of other problems. In principle Bellem was building on his experience in the area of boat and tractor motors, without, however, having established a well-functioning motor in the almost 20 years he had worked on his project.


In the mid-nineteen-twenties Bellem had a desperate need for two things. One was a great breakthrough with his motor. He had developed his latest model, which almost worked. And continued to almost work. The other thing Bellem needed was money; and it was here that my father comes into the picture. In the first case, initially as a provider of risk capital, then as an associate of the inventor of the company Bellem and Foss.


There were big plans in the new company, which was formed in May 1926, when my father had forty-five percent, Bellem also forty-five percent and M. Lamarie ten percent. The company Harvester was targeted as the primary customer due to their significant tractor manufacturing, and an agreement was made after the equipment had passed several tests. The agreement was based on a specific demonstration of the engine; and when the time approached for the great trial to begin, optimism was widespread. The improved version of the engine worked as it should, and Bellem had solemnly promised to suppress his inventor impulses and so not to further tinker with it.


But just a couple of days before the presentation, the compulsion to improve upon the motor won out, and Bellem made a little change. The result was a catastrophe. The motor stopped when the car was on its way up a hill, and the presentation ended abruptly.


For obvious reasons nothing ever came out of the cooperation with Bellem – on the contrary, it ended in 1931 when the world financial market crash hit both France and Denmark and my parents decided to return home.







[image: Description in caption]



During our family’s many stays at Salten Langsø, my father taught me to experience the joy of fishing, here in the mid-1930s. He was generally a good father who was close to his children – perhaps as a reaction to his relationship with his own father, who had been more distant and stricter. It was important to him that we took responsibility for doing the things we were supposed to, but he was otherwise very liberal and open, and one could come and speak to him about anything. The only disruption of my relationship with him came in the 1950s, when he and my mother were divorced. Since my father had met someone else, it was my mother who was the rejected party, and it was difficult to balance family life during those years. (Private photo)











This first disappointing venture as an independent company didn’t dampen my father’s determination. After his homecoming from France he established himself as an exporter of agricultural machinery; he obtained the right to be an agent for several Danish-made machines and exported the machinery overseas to countries that he himself visited. This didn’t, however, suppress his urge to create and develop something himself, so when he received a visit from two men with an idea for a new company in 1933, he jumped at the opportunity.


The two men were ‘defectors’ from the company Helveg Mikkelsen, which manufactured measuring instruments for electricity. These men felt that they could improve upon the products of their former workplace – but they needed capital. My father invested money in the new company, which was called DEIF (Danish Electric Instrument Factory or, as my mother dubbed it, “Det Erling ikke forstår” (“What Erling does not understand”)). There’s no doubt that my father was better suited as an entrepreneur than a technician, but the market for electric measuring instruments was there, and DEIF developed into a viable company. My half-brother Toke inherited the shares and took over the running of the company in 1987 – today the company, which is located in Skive, Jutland, has about four hundred employees who produce marine equipment and automation for wind turbines.


During these years my father also embarked on yet another productive initiative that would prove to be crucial to the creation of N. Foss Electric. He contacted the chemical engineer Sven Hartmann and the engineer Henry Bech, who had invented the first electric water content measuring tool for grain, BEHA (Bech and Hartmann), based on direct current measurement. The two parties complemented each other: My father was interested in agricultural equipment and saw the potential in the completely new inventions, and the two inventors could benefit from his financing and knowledge of export of agricultural machinery. The three entered a cooperation agreement under which my father would take care of the production and sale of equipment, and the partnership was long-lasting. Henry Bech died before the Second World War and my father hired a talented civil engineer, Poul Ægidius, to create the next generation of water content measuring tools. Aside from the other agricultural machinery my father’s company exported, the humidity measurement instruments remained in production all the way into the 1950s.





But before they got very far, the world went to war and the Germans occupied Denmark. The role my father would play here says just as much about who he was as his work in the business world did. Therefore we will take a little detour, before we return to the road towards N. Foss Electric.


    Before the war, my parents became good friends with Ebbe Munck, a correspondent for the newspaper Berlingske Tidende in Germany. They often discussed the threat that Hitler posed to Europe. They and their friends were all deeply concerned about the Danish government’s position, which was marked by the foreign minister Peter Rochegune Munch’s attitude toward a Danish defense: “What good would it do?” However, they had never imagined that the Danes would have capitulated as quickly as they did in April 1940, or that the capitulation would be followed by an appeal for cooperation. The Danish cooperation or negotiation policy indicated the unpleasant dilemma in which Denmark found itself: To bring people through the war unharmed would mean compromising its morality and its reputation.


Three aspects influenced my father’s position on April 9. The passive surrender was taken as a national betrayal. The Danish government’s cooperative stance or negotiation policy was accepted as legitimizing collaboration with an occupying nation in order to make the best conditions for the Danish citizens. And it finally led to the prioritizing of the national cause, that the people’s resistance had to be strengthened and the German Wehrmacht had to be fought as much as possible.


The war divided my father’s time into three periods. The first was the period when he worked more or less on his own and took his own initiatives. This “unorganized” time lasted from April 1940 to March 1941. This was followed by the organized efforts carried out in Denmark, which lasted until February 1944, when he was forced to flee to Sweden, and finally his final efforts in Sweden until the war ended.


It was just four days into the occupation when my father decided to write a letter to the Foreign Minister in which he wrote that “this doctrine is unworthy of a people who wish to be free.”


He was also upset about the lack of substance in the newspapers as well. There was nothing in them that defied the Germans. He tried to come up with a poetic criticism in the form of a poem with an undisguised barb at the soft Danish attitude towards the occupying powers. The second verse of the poem reads:




The soft shoot bends


in dust and mire over,


– the supple and strong


they straighten again.





    On April 23, 1940, he paid a visit to Berlingske Tidende’s editor Svend Aage Lund with the poem, but the editor refused to print it. However, the editor of the other conservative newspaper, Nationaltidende, accepted it and published the poem on May 1. Later, at my father’s behest, he would become a member of the Freedom Council.


    The reason that Berlingske Tidende’s Editor-in-Chief Svend Aage Lund declined to run the poem was that from the beginning – as with all the other newspapers – the press was under censorship: One was not allowed write anything unfavourable about the Third Reich. Negative speeches were likewise prohibited. The politician John Christmas Møller, whom my father knew from the Conservative People’s Party, nevertheless made many public speeches where he spoke about “enemies in the country.”


There were others who protested against government policies. A group of business people, later called the Højgård circle, found the government highly incompetent and wanted non-politicians and business people to lead the country through the war. The group consisted of people such as Knud Højgaard, shipping magnate A.P. Møller and Prince Axel. My father took no direct part in the debate, but found the group idealistic, naive and politically amateurish, a view he expressed publicly and in uncompromising terms.


The political crisis in the country led to the appointment of Erik Scavenius on July 8, 1940, as foreign minister in place of Peter Rochegune Munch. Responding to a question about whether Scavenius was not being too friendly with the Germans, Prime Minister Stauning expressed an opinion of the foreign minister that was probably quite widespread: “He is not friendly at all”. Three non-partisan ministers were also appointed; one was Gunnar Larsen, CEO of F.L. Smidth and the son of Poul Larsen.


My father was greatly shocked when he heard the new government’s first statement: “Along with the German victories that have struck the world with amazement and admiration dawns a new era in Europe, which will lead to a new political and economic order under Germany’s leadership. It will be Denmark’s task to find her own place in the necessary and mutually active cooperation with this Greater Germany …” and more in the same vein.


The government followed up the declaration of active cooperation with Germany with a proposal for a “currency and customs union”. Negotiating on behalf of Denmark were Gunnar Larsen and National Bank director Bramsnæs. The Germans returned a proposal which effectively meant abandoning Denmark’s economic independence. Fortunately the political members of government rejected this.


In the world of industry, opinions were divided with regard to whether it was appropriate to supply goods and services to the Germans, or whether Danes should protest by doing as little as possible. My father was in no doubt. At the F.L. Smidth General Assembly in 1941, he could not get a satisfactory explanation as to whether the company had done its best not to accept orders from the German Wehrmacht at Valby Machine Factory, and he consequently refused to accept the dividend, which was a good portion of his income.





In October 1941, my father was asked by a member of the Danish intelligence service to assist a member of the resistance movement, Ebbe Munck, who was in Stockholm, and thus he made the transition from unorganized resistance to an organized form. His main task was to report to the British and Americans on the political, economic and popular situation in Denmark. He sent reports via microfilm to Sweden, hidden in toothpaste tubes, using Danish businessmen who were travelling legally. Only one of the business people asked declined to act as a courier for my father.


The situation in Denmark became more and more tense, due in part to Christmas Møller’s inflammatory speech on English radio. In July 1943 my father wrote a letter to Christmas Møller:





“As to your repeated requests for fundraising I have weighed this matter for some time now – and hope for an acceptable solution, which, however, will not amount to very much ….


In conclusion, I will identify some tasks that I am partially tackling:




	The illegal newspapers, which are in touch with each other to some extent, but not without competing for the news. Unfortunately wrong information on conditions and people is reported and this ought to be corrected.


	The saboteurs also have need of information.


	The S Circles started by you are forming an active inner core. There is need of an information system.


	The verification of certain things which may be controlled, and


	A disturbance centre, as a kind of General Staff, to create uneasiness about the Germans’ abuses in the relevant cases.”





The various contacts with, among others, the editors of illegal newspapers led to a meeting on September 16, 1943, of six people besides my father, who was elected moderator. He suggested the name of the group: the Danish Freedom Council. They saw themselves as a coordinating body in the fight against the Nazis, occupation and “renegades and capitulationists”. Most importantly they decided to always agree outwardly and not to act as an alternative government. The Council was later pressured into doing this by circumstance, but this was after my father had already fled to Sweden.


When you consider how hard it was in Denmark during the war to communicate between single and multiple unknown persons and groups in the resistance and how many fractions they represented, it is a great achievement that the Council succeeded in collecting and directing the resistance and being recognized by the Allied Powers. All members survived the war, even though several of them were in German prisons.





I was terrified – I was only fifteen when in December 1943 I saw the Gestapo in our home, while I was on the first floor landing. The Germans seemed just as afraid, because they could easily have been shot from above. My horror was not lessened when I witnessed my mother trying to turn off the lights in the living room when they were not on and heard my brother Lars remark: “We’re never going to see him again.” Neither my brother nor I knew anything about what he had been involved in; it had been a matter of great importance to him to shield us from his illegal activities as best he could.


The Germans released my father just before Christmas, after ten days imprisonment, while simultaneously adding him to their clearance list, from which they got the names of the people they murdered whenever they experienced a loss on their side. Their most famous victim in this context was the priest and poet Kaj Munk.


Father cycled to work every day, and usually left home around 9 in the morning. For some reason he has not been able to explain, on the morning of January 11 he left at 8. At 8:30 a lady came cycling past and saw a distant relative on the sidewalk. She stopped to greet him, and when she asked what he was doing in Gentofte, he replied, revealing a machine gun under his coat, that there was someone he had to take care of. The lady, terrified, rushed home to her husband, who was a blacksmith. Ten years earlier he had worked on the construction of our house, and now he immediately thought: “It must be Erling Foss, I heard on Swedish radio that he has been arrested.” He alerted the police, who came immediately. The man was still there, but he had German papers so they could do nothing. They rushed to my father in his office and had him removed, ten minutes before the Germans came. The man with the machine gun was one of the forty-five Danes who were executed after the war, convicted of four assassinations.


Moving to another house in Charlottenlund did not help; a German henchman also appeared there. The other members of the Freedom Council felt it was too dangerous to meet with my father, and so it was decided that he must move to Stockholm. Before sailing to Sweden, the family was split up in order to minimize the risk of discovery – my brother Lars and I were hidden by friends of the family. We did not know where our parents were, and the wait was excruciatingly slow.


On February 10, 1944, the long-awaited signal came. Lars received a phone message that we had to wait at Østerport train station at 9 PM with as little baggage as possible. We both packed a little bundle and arrived in good time, put some distance between us and waited. At exactly 9 PM the entrance doors opened. In walked a slightly shabby man, haltingly, and just behind him came two huge German police officers in uniform. I was stiff with terror, convinced that my poor bundle had revealed me as a refugee, and I wished that I had not taken my pyjamas and toothbrush. The Germans, however, went to the ticket inspectors and showed them some red papers with the German eagle stamped on them. Then they paced back and forth in the station. The patrol lasted fifteen minutes, after which they disappeared out the door again.


We waited for another ten minutes, without incident. Lars phoned our hosts to see if they knew anything. They did: The two men who would pick us up had just called and asked our whereabouts. They had been waiting at Vesterport station. Lars had misheard over the phone. Ten minutes later they collected us in a taxi, and after some tricky manoeuvres during which we changed cars four times and drove a zigzag route around the city, we ended up in an apartment in central Copenhagen – we were told later that it was with the member of the resistance movement Karl Wedell-Wedellsborg who was killed in the Shell House when the British made their famous bombing raid to free the Danish hostages held by the Gestapo.


Our host told us that we were leaving the next morning from the coastal town of Dragør with a fishing boat where we would be hired on as deckhands. He gave us false shipping documents and recommended that we get a good night’s sleep. That was easier said than done – it was minus ten degrees outside, and since our host liked fresh air, the windows were wide open in the living room, where I slept on a couch with a thin blanket, so I didn’t get enough sleep.


At 5 AM we drove off in a taxi to the tip of Dragør. We turned in our papers that showed that the two fishermen had hired us. They immediately stuffed us into a small hideaway at the front of a fishing boat. We had only been in the hole for a few minutes when we heard footsteps on the deck. It was the Danish police, who came on board to check the papers before departure. Everything went smoothly; they were probably well informed about the additional load, and we went to sea.


About two hours after departure we landed in Malmö, Lars fresh as a daisy, while I, seasick, staggered ashore. We waved goodbye to the brave fishermen who rushed out from the harbour. Luck deserted them on the next trip, on which they had a seven-year-old girl onboard; the Germans stopped them and sent them to the prison camp at Frøslev. They were freed after the war, however, and had suffered no injuries. My parents came via another route the following day.


Their fishermen were also arrested on their next trip, so some higher power must have protected the Foss family during those days.





My father’s main task in Stockholm was to provide weapons to the resistance movement – mainly machine guns. Purchase of weapons in Sweden was a difficult task because of the country’s neutrality; so fictitious export companies were created to get the equipment to other neutral countries, which in turn delivered to Denmark. The weapons were procured, and financing finally fell into place when A.P. Møller, on my father’s request, guaranteed payment. Due to strikes, however, the weapons did not arrive until after the war.


In addition to obtaining weapons, my father’s duties included influencing the BBC in London to report more news about Denmark – most importantly, with more correct Danish material. Towards the end of the war his most time-consuming work was contributing to the Freedom Council’s efforts for Denmark to be recognized as an ally. The Soviet Union was opposed to this recognition due to Denmark’s earlier collaboration with the Germans. Among other actions, the Freedom Council sent the communist Thomas Døssing to Moscow under my father’s leadership.


My father came home after the war and had no desire or ambition to be part of the government that was formed by resistance fighters and politicians under the leadership of Prime Minister Vilhelm Buhl. But he attended the farewell audience that Christian X held for the Council on June 8, 1945 – despite the fact that the Freedom Council had never been appointed as an independent government.


Father continued to participate in politics in other ways, mostly in public debate, but also as a member of the Freedom Movement’s Council, which replaced the Freedom Council, and also as a conservative parliamentary candidate listed in areas where the conservatives did badly, as he did not want to get into parliament. He was active in the creation of the Home Guard and co-founder of the Atlantic Charter and father of the little hedgehog which became its symbol.





Throughout his life, and most clearly during the occupation, duty and conscience played a big role for my father, but first and foremost he was a strong supporter of telling the truth whenever possible. He felt that the truly unhappy man is someone who has skills but is prevented from applying them, or uses his skills on the wrong task – a popular expression is “to end up on the wrong shelf.” His moral was clear and was based on clearly defined values and respect for the individual: “Be true to yourself and your vocation”. Like his father, he had a strong patriotic feeling and vigour, but he was somewhat more relaxed in his career as a businessman.
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