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Preface

Dear reader,

It’s estimated that each year between eighty and ninety million children around the globe are given a box of LEGO, while up to ten million adults buy sets for themselves. Yet LEGO is much more than a dizzying number of plastic bricks that can be put together and combined in countless ways. LEGO is also a vision of the significance of what play can mean for humanity.

This book tells the story of a global company and a Danish family who for ninety years have defended children’s right to play—and who believe grown-ups, too, should make the time to nurture their inner child.

Since the early 1930s, LEGO has been creating toys and experiences for younger and older children alike, often crossing social and cultural lines, and always keeping pace with broader developments. This stretch of time has seen global crises and the emergence of the welfare state in Denmark and the other Nordic countries. There has been a shift from the patriarchal family—with the father firmly ensconced at the head of the table—to a world in which women entered the workforce and led their own households. Society has witnessed the advent of new gender roles and family structures and, with these changes, new ways of playing. Play used to be an exclusively physical activity; today, it’s just as likely to be digital. LEGO has been there all along.

The idea behind The LEGO Story came to me in the autumn of 2019. This isn’t a traditional business book, but rather a cultural history and biographical chronicle of three generations of the Kirk Kristiansen family, all of whom created and shaped LEGO into the company it is today, as the fourth generation is poised to take over: the world’s largest producer of play materials and one of the most beloved brands in the world.

The book is built on my access to LEGO’s own archives at Billund, as well as on monthly conversations that took place over eighteen months with Kjeld Kirk Kristiansen, former president and CEO of the LEGO Group and grandson of its founder, Ole Kirk Christiansen. Born literally in the thick of operations in 1947, Kjeld has helped shape the evolution of LEGO for nearly fifty years.

On the following pages, he is referred to as simply “Kjeld.” That’s what he wanted to be called in this book because that’s what he’s called at Billund, and that’s how he’s known to the 20,000 LEGO employees and to the official list of adult fans—more than five times that number—for whom LEGO is a passion and a lifestyle.

Speaking of names, the family’s surname has caused some confusion from time to time over the years. There’s no controversy about the middle bit—“Kirk”—but should the last part be “Kristiansen” or “Christiansen”?

According to old church records and certificates of baptism, it ought to be Kristiansen with a K, but for unknowable reasons, the founder, Ole Kirk, chose to spell his name “Christiansen” with a Ch, when he settled in Billund as a young carpenter in 1916. He continued spelling it that way, with the occasional exception, until his death, and this is how his name was chiseled onto his gravestone at Grene Parish Cemetery, just outside Billund.

Ole Kirk’s son Godtfred also spelled his last name with a Ch instead of a K, and as a young, ambitious foreman in the 1940s he began to use the initials GKC. They stuck with him all his life, even becoming his nickname among the company’s employees, as well as business associates, fellow townspeople, and good friends. GKC’s son, Kjeld—the primary figure in this book—opted as a young man to stick to the church records and has always been known as Kjeld Kirk Kristiansen.

I have chosen to respect the wishes of each individual family member. So on the following pages, LEGO’s founder is either “Ole Kirk” or “Christiansen,” his son “Godtfred” or “GKC,” and the third generation simply “Kjeld.”

It may surprise some readers that I have written LEGO and other companies in the LEGO Group—KIRKBI, for example—in capital letters. I have found it more natural to follow the corporation’s usual styling.

Readers who are employed by or connected to LEGO, however, will have to put up with my deviation from the company’s internal orthographic guidelines on one point, where I have chosen to follow the conventions of standard English: I have largely avoided using the registered trademark symbol (®) after LEGO. This is purely for ease of reading.

Just as two classic eight-stud bricks can be put together in at least twenty-four different ways, there are many paths to take when telling the story of LEGO. I have opted for a broad, epic sweep, without references and notes. At the back of the book you’ll find an extensive selection of literature as well as an index of names, and an acknowledgments section thanking everyone who made this book possible.

I should acknowledge upfront, however, that I would never have emerged from this project unscathed if not for the tireless help of Jette Orduna, director of LEGO Idea House, and archivist Tine Froberg Mortensen, the entire Kirk Kristiansen family, Niels B. Christiansen at LEGO A/S, Jørgen Vig Knudstorp, Ulla Lundhus and Søren Thorup Sørensen at KIRKBI A/S, as well as Kim Hundevadt and Ulla Mervild at Politikens Forlag. Thanks also go out to Caroline Waight for her deft translation into English and to Elizabeth DeNoma for her editorial insight and wordsmithing.

Lastly, especially heartfelt thanks are due to Kjeld, for offering me an insight into a fairy-tale episode in Danish history. The Danish words “leg godt”—meaning “play well”—are the origin of the name LEGO, so it seems only appropriate to adapt them here:

Read well!

Jens Andersen, July 2021




Woodwork

The 1920s
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Ole Kirk’s tools


A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away . . .

That’s how a famous saga set in outer space begins, one that will come to play a role in the story you’re about to hear. The story starts in Denmark, way out in the countryside in the autumn of 1915, when a young craftsman in Western Jutland heard about a woodworker’s workshop for sale in the little provincial town of Billund.

Like his fiancée, the young man had grown up on the windswept heaths of rural Denmark, where money was tight and most people worked as day laborers. As a boy he looked after sheep and cows, learned to watch out for marl pits and adders, and when storms were brewing he could dig a cave better than anyone else in the area.

He’d become a journeyman carpenter, dreaming of a permanent roof over his head and talking of marriage and running his own business. Several of his siblings had helped him borrow 10,000 kroner from the bank, and in February 1916 he took possession of a single-story white house with a workshop on the outskirts of Billund, a small village in the Jutland region of Denmark. With God’s help—and that of the Varde Bank—everything would work out. On his twenty-fifth birthday in April, Ole Kirk Christiansen married Hansine Kristine Sørensen, and the following year she gave birth to the first of their four sons.


Kjeld: My granddad was born in 1891 in Blåhøj, which is roughly twelve miles north of Billund. He grew up in a family of six boys and six girls, each with a middle name my great-grandfather came up with himself. Well, the girls didn’t get middle names, because of course they were supposed to change their names when they got married. One of the sons was called Randbæk, the second Kamp, the third Bonde. My granddad got his first and middle names—Ole Kirk—from a respectable West Jutland farmer and member of the Stænderforsamlingen, the Assembly of the Estates of the Realm, whom my great-grandfather had worked for and admired. By the age of six, my granddad was already looking after the animals, working on various farms, but he ended up as a carpenter’s apprentice alongside one of his older brothers. Like other journeymen, he traveled around to work at first, but soon returned home to help his older brother build the post office in Grindsted. Then, in 1916, that was when he turned up in Billund.



Toward the end of the First World War there were barely a hundred people in Billund, which was situated on the railway line between the much larger towns of Vejle and Grindsted. Apart from the station building, which also functioned as the post office, in 1916 Billund consisted of four or five large farms, several houses reserved for elderly people who could no longer work the land, a school, a cooperative dairy, a food shop, an evangelical meeting house called the Mission House, and the pub, which was soon to lose its license to sell spirits and reopen as a temperance hotel. There were roughly thirty buildings in all, lining a gravel country road with deep ditches along both sides. If you wanted to get out onto the road itself, you needed to balance on a couple of boards across the ditch to reach it.

Ole Kirk and Kristine’s house, with the workshop around the back, was at the very end of the road leading out of Billund. Beyond that there were a few cultivated fields, and then nothing but the heath, as far as the eye could see. Mile after mile of brownish heather trying to take root along a sandy rural road leading west.

They said that a rich man from Kolding once traveled through the parish of Grene and called Billund a “godforsaken place.” It’s true that Billund in the 1910s was only a small dot on the arc traced through town by the country road, but there were plenty of signs of life there in the years after the First World War—especially where God and the Holy Spirit were concerned.

[image: image]
On Ole Kirk’s twenty-fifth birthday, April 7, 1916, he and Kristine married. In Billund, Karen and Peter Urmager, who were on the board of the Inner Mission, took particular care of the young newcomers. A warm friendship developed, and years later, when Karen fell ill as an elderly widow, Ole Kirk brought her to their home, where she convalesced in his bed until she recovered.


The young couple settled down in Billund during a period in Danish history when religious movements were spreading rapidly across the country. Except for the growing trade union movement in the major cities, the Inner Mission, an evangelical revivalist group, was the country’s largest popular organization. Mission Houses sprang up among God-fearing, thrifty farmers all across Denmark, and by around 1920, more than three hundred thousand people, mainly from the ordinary agricultural and working classes, had formed small, local communities based around the principles of the Inner Mission. Not a sect, it was a religious network with many branches, each living its own piously Christian life within the overall framework of the Danish National Church, although many priests in the National Church at that time denied members of the Mission access to the houses of God.

Several waves of revival had already washed over the parish of Grene since the 1880s. Many different religious voices had rung out over the decades, from Catholic and Lutheran priests, pietists, and Moravian Brethren to devoted modern-day worshippers and the so-called Grundtvigians, adherents of the psalmist Nikolai Frederik Severin Grundtvig and his ideas about Christianity, culture, church, and the fatherland.

Fundamentally, the members of the Inner Mission believed that human beings are sinful by nature. Only through understanding God and accepting his help can we be redeemed and live acceptable lives. The town’s new carpenter and his wife cleaved to these same beliefs, although the Christiansen household was often rather merrier than many others in the region.


Kjeld: In those days, people in Billund fell into one of two camps. Those with the Inner Mission were thought of as the stern saints who spent all their time at the Mission House, and then there were the Grundtvigians, who were supposed to be more down-to-earth in their relationship with God. They liked to meet in the town hall. Like my grandparents, most of the townspeople were involved in the Mission, but both groups felt that it was better not to mingle with “the others” more than strictly necessary. It was like that all the way up until the 1950s, in fact, when I was growing up. My two sisters and I knew who was with the Mission and who was Grundtvigian. Both my granddad and grandma were very religious people, but from stories about my grandfather, it’s clear he was also a happy man, “simple” in the best sense of the word. He was very open and honest about his faith and loved putting “God willing” and things like that in his letters about the running of the company. I don’t think he ever really taught people directly about God and Jesus, but his own faith was unshakable, and until his dying day my granddad was convinced he would never have come up with the toy and founded LEGO without God’s help.



At the top of invoices from the new tradesman were the words Billund Woodworking & Carpentry. Although most people in town only had positive things to say about Ole Kirk’s professional skills, good intentions, and strong faith, the business wasn’t as profitable as he and Kristine had hoped it would be, even after a few years, despite its promising start.

Farmers in Billund and other districts benefited from Denmark’s neutrality during the First World War, by selling grain and meat to the warring nations and earning some extra hard cash by producing peat. In other words, they had the money to repair, rebuild, and expand their businesses, so between 1916 and 1918 there was plenty of work for a diligent young joiner and master carpenter to sink his teeth into. Once the war ended, however, the international financial crisis hit Denmark, too, and suddenly local farmers realized that money wasn’t as readily available. In Billund and the surrounding areas, they had meager, sandy soil to contend with, too.

Still, there was always demand for a good carpenter, and Ole Kirk was confident. He employed both a journeyman and an apprentice, and for bigger building projects he took on local workmen. He was known as a kind and approachable boss who required careful and conscientious work from his men.

The boss had a low tolerance for idleness, and if you were of a lazy disposition, you wouldn’t keep your job at Christiansen’s for very long. If, however, you were willing to make a sustained effort, to really put your back into the work, then you’d be in good, thoughtful hands. Ole Kirk only rarely spoke harshly to his men if they made a mistake. “It’s just something to learn from,” he’d say.

One of the workmen who grew close to Ole Kirk and his family over the years was Viggo Jørgensen, called “Joiner’s Viggo.” In 1917 he landed an apprenticeship at Billund Woodworking & Carpentry, where he would remain for the next eight years. It had a profound impact on the young man’s approach, not just to his craft and his high ethical standards, but to other people and life in general.

Like Ole Kirk’s four sons, Viggo, who had grown up at an Inner Mission orphanage near Vejle, learned that life wasn’t merely a gift, but also a duty. As human beings, we had an obligation to make the most of what had been entrusted to us. Viggo never forgot this, and he emphasized it time and time again in the handwritten memoir he’d later write about his years with the Christiansen family, a memoir that he’d eventually share with his boss’s sons.

Fourteen-year-old Viggo arrived in Billund on the train from Vejle on a spring day in 1917, carrying nearly everything he owned in his little suitcase. His pocket contained his entire fortune—one kroner and eighty-two øre, or about twenty-five cents. Ole Kirk picked the lad up at the station and walked him back to the house and the workshop, walking his bike beside him. They lived across from the co-op, where far too many people bought goods on credit from the manager and his wife and where the accounts were a total mess. Ole Kirk put the bike down in the little courtyard behind the house and showed the shy boy the place he’d be living, in a cool gable above the workshop.

“This is your room, Viggo. I bet you’re scared of sleeping alone up here in the attic?”

“No,” answered Viggo bravely, although having his own room with a bed, table, and chair was a new and overwhelming experience for this boy from the orphanage. Downstairs in the front room he met the boss’s wife, who scrutinized him thoroughly.

“He looks a bit weedy to me, Ole.”

“Yes, but that can be remedied,” replied the boss.

Viggo soon felt at home. No longer was he just one of fifty or sixty parentless boys at the Bredballe Orphanage. Now he had his own place in a family where every single mealtime began and ended with a prayer and sincere thanks to God. When guests came round they sang hymns, and Viggo was allowed to join them at the table and be part of the community. On ordinary days he had his own permanent seat among the other workers—at times there were six or seven of them—who gathered around the dining table with the boss at one end. Often, Christiansen read aloud from the Moravian Brethren’s Devotional Calendar, finishing with a verse or two from the hymnal, which he particularly liked.

[image: image]
Postcard from the 1910s. Billund seen from the west, with the heather creeping across the gravel road. The white buildings to the left are the house and workshop Ole Kirk bought in 1916. Local History Archive, Grene Parish.


As was customary in early-twentieth-century Denmark, Viggo wasn’t paid a wage during the four years he apprenticed there, although his room and board were covered. Instead, Ole Kirk allowed him to collect the tiny shavings of wood from the workshop, which he sold as kindling for 10 øre a bag. Sometimes, too, local parents would need childcare when they went to the Mission House in the evening, or for coffee at one another’s homes, and this was another opportunity for Viggo to earn some money. Once he’d gotten familiar with the tools, Ole Kirk allowed him to use the shop after work hours, and he practiced his handiwork by making stools, hat racks, small bookshelves, dollhouse furniture and other small toys, and selling them in town.

“Just remember to keep track of the materials, Viggo!” said Christiansen. “And make sure you’re paid for what you sell.” That last bit could be a bit of a challenge in Grene Parish, where there was rarely much cash in circulation, and bartering was commonplace. Even when it came to small jobs like repairing a window or replacing parts of an old door, the farmers asked Ole Kirk if they could pay him in kind or be given a reduced price.

The same thing happened during the construction of Skjoldbjerg Church, which took place over the years between 1919 and 1921. Billund’s by then much-sought-after master carpenter was commissioned to make Grene Parish Church’s new gallery, with space for a big organ and even more seats. But Skjoldbjerg Church, south of Billund on the road to Vorbasse, was Ole Kirk’s biggest assignment to date. He was in charge of all the important carpentry: the huge main door with its wrought-iron fittings, the pews, the pulpit, and the altarpiece. A woodcarver from out of town was tasked with crafting the twelve apostles, which Viggo installed in the small niches in the altarpiece, while the gilder, waiting to cover Jesus’s disciples in gold leaf, looked on.

Ole Kirk was never to be paid the balance of what he was owed after the completion of Skjoldbjerg Church, but contented himself with knowing that, as he later put it, “It went to a good cause.” If it got him into God’s good books, it was probably a wise investment.

The fact that the authorities in Skjoldbjerg got away with underpaying for their new church made it clear, however, that Ole Kirk wasn’t quite as punctilious with his accounting as he was with his craft. Several times in the first half of the 1920s, Viggo discovered that Christiansen was in dire financial straits. Whenever the business was truly under threat, and God, despite the boss’s prayers, didn’t leap into action, Viggo would be sent off on the bike to the bank in Grindsted.

The journey was eighteen miles there and back, down gravel tracks and against the west wind on the outward journey. In the apprentice’s pocket was an envelope of money intended to keep the creditors from the door.
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Billund Station was completed in 1914 and became one of the busiest stations on the line between Vejle and Grindsted, due to the trade in peat, marl, and manure. Viggo Jørgensen (above), who got off the train one day in 1917, wrote in his memoirs, “I still remember two people, Christiansen and his wife, who took care of a homeless boy and gave him good professional training and taught him the etiquette of life.” Local History Archive, Grene Parish.


“We’d better hope you don’t get a flat, Viggo, because if you don’t make it to the bank by three, they’ll take the workshop and the house from us,” Christiansen admonished him earnestly, but soon a mischievous smile spread across his face.

As Viggo later recalled, “It took much more than that to put the boss in a bad mood.”

Ole Kirk was the kind of believer that Vilhelm Beck, the founder of the Inner Mission, described as “men with a brighter outlook on, and a more liberated approach to, their faith.” At the core of Ole Kirk’s personality was his unswerving conviction that human beings are the children of God and that they’d been forgiven their sins through baptism, yet he was also playful and given to banter. At times his sense of humor could be rather unconventional; for example, on New Year’s Eve, he liked to throw firecrackers between people’s legs, and as an elderly man he once made his grandchild pretend to be a dog and get into the trunk of the car.


Kjeld: I remember him as a happy, smiley, and very gentle man who couldn’t help joking around with people in town and at the factory. One time he locked me into the trunk of his Opel Kaptajn because he thought I ought to see what it was like in there for the dog, which he and Grandma used to shut in there when they were driving. It wasn’t much fun, actually, because suddenly someone came over to speak to him, and he forgot to let me out. I was in there for quite a while before someone heard me banging and managed to get me out.



Throughout his life, humor and practical jokes were as defining an aspect of Ole Kirk’s character as his unstinting religious faith. Perhaps it was this lightheartedness combined with deep faith that explained his nonchalance in the face of debts, overdue loans, and even bankruptcy petitions. Often, even as the darkest clouds loomed over Ole Kirk’s business, he ended up on a cheerful, friendly footing with the debt collectors and lawyers his numerous creditors unleashed on him. Even the bailiff himself left Billund with his business unfinished but with an armful of beautiful wooden items for his family.

In November 1921, Viggo finished his apprenticeship, but there wasn’t much full-time work to be had in this part of Jutland. “What will you do now, Viggo? Do you have anywhere to go?” asked Christiansen. Viggo didn’t.

“All right, then I’ve got a suggestion for you, and you can take it or leave it. We’ll be good friends regardless.”

The boss offered Viggo room, board, and ten kroner a week if he stayed on to help with the bigger jobs that, God willing, would soon be coming through the door. “And don’t think I’m just after cheap labor, because I’m almost as strapped for cash as you. I just want you to get something good out of your apprenticeship. You’ve got the skills, Viggo, it’s only the work that’s lacking.”

Of course Viggo said yes. He’d been working with Christiansen in Billund for four years at that point and he knew what the life of a workman was like. When there weren’t any big jobs, you got on with the smaller tasks back home at the workshop. In one room there were the machines: the band saw, drill, planer, and router, all of which were connected by long drive belts to the big axle under the roof. In the other room, overflowing with shavings and sawdust, were the benches and the stove they used to heat the glue. This is where they’d collect the individually worked pieces of wood, ready to be turned into doors, window frames, kitchen furniture and fittings, coffins, boxes for carts, as well as wardrobes and chests of drawers for young men and women going into domestic service.

Viggo concentrated on the joinery in the workshop, but within only a few weeks there was a bigger undertaking at a nearby farm. Christiansen made sure from the outset that Viggo got the full pay owed to him as a journeyman—one krone and eighteen øre per hour.


Kjeld: What really motivated my granddad all those years, as a master carpenter and as a manufacturer, wasn’t just perfection and quality, but also decency, which meant having a good relationship with his staff. It was a sense of social responsibility, which was all part of the respect he had for a job well done. Everything had to be of the best quality.

You couldn’t cut corners; my dad got told off for that at a young age. One day in the 1930s, after they’d started making toys, Dad sent out a consignment of wooden ducks much faster than normal. He thought he’d be praised when my granddad heard what he’d discovered—that the ducks only needed two coats of varnish instead of the usual three. He’d saved the company time and money, right? My grandfather looked at my dad and asked him to fetch the whole consignment back from the station so that the ducks could get another good, thorough coat of varnish. The quality of the product—and thus the satisfaction of the consumer—meant everything to him.



It wasn’t long before there were more mouths to feed at Ole and Kristine’s. After Johannes in 1917, Karl Georg came along in 1919, then Godtfred (Kjeld’s father) in 1920, and finally Gerhardt in 1926. So, in 1923 Ole Kirk decided to add another level on top of the workshop, build an apartment in the attic and rent out a room on the ground floor. Any and all forms of income were welcome.

One Sunday toward the end of April 1924, during their midday nap, there was suddenly yelling from outside. “It’s on fire!” The workshop was in flames, and the fire quickly spread to the main house. In a few hours, the whole property had burned to the ground.

Afterward it turned out that five-year-old Karl Georg and four-year-old Godtfred, the boy who’d eventually become LEGO’s dynamic managing director, had sneaked into the workshop to play and make some dollhouse furniture for the neighbor’s daughters. But the brothers were freezing cold, so they found some matchsticks on a workbench and tried to light the oven. An ember escaped, setting some wood shavings alight. The two boys tried to beat out the fire with sticks, but it only made the flames leap higher. Soon there was a real blaze, and an apprentice sleeping upstairs noticed the smoke. He rushed downstairs and broke through the door of the workshop, which the boys had locked.
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In 1923, things were going so well for Billund Woodworking & Carpentry Shop that Ole Kirk built an attic over the machinery workshop. Behind the window in the wing on the right was another workshop, with planing benches, tool cabinets, and a glue heater, as well as the journeyman’s room upstairs.


Nobody had been hurt. Some furniture and tools were able to be rescued from the fire, but the machines couldn’t be salvaged. Viggo, who had few possessions, was hit hard. A keen reader and writer, he lost not just his clothes and clogs, but also his collection of books, including several that Christiansen had helped him bind.

Seeing his life’s work suddenly in ruins was a shock for Ole Kirk, but the local community came through. The family was rapidly rehomed in the attic above the co-op, just across from the site of the fire, so at least they’d have a roof over their heads and Ole Kirk could keep working. He and numerous other tradesmen were busy erecting Billund’s new cooperative dairy in the middle of the town, where LEGO House is today.

The dairy was a vital building, not just for the town of Billund but for the whole area, and Ole Kirk persevered, trying to keep his mind off his personal misfortunes and on his prospective house that would replace the one that had burned down. In the course of working on the dairy, he’d had several conversations with the architect, a man from nearby Fredericia, a town east of Billund, who, like many of his colleagues in the 1920s, was a devotee of the “Better Building Practice” movement, a style of construction that focused on simple materials and good, healthy craftsmanship, often incorporating picturesque details.

[image: image]
Kristine and Ole Kirk in 1924, with Godtfred (left), Karl Georg, and Johannes. Gerhardt wasn’t born until 1926.


Ole Kirk convinced the architect, Jesper Jespersen, to design him a new house with an adjoining workshop. The result was a large, beautiful building, but also a significant amount of debt, which in Christiansen’s own words “pursued me for many years to come.” Many parishioners looked askance at the master carpenter’s new home. Even on quite sizable farms, you’d usually start with the cowshed when expanding on the property. Then would come the grain barn, and then finally, if there was money left over, the farmhouse. Christiansen worked it the opposite way. He thought big. The design was forward-looking, visionary, with the living rooms, bedrooms, kitchen, and workshops—all the living and work spaces, essentially—combined into a single, functional unit.

During the summer of 1924, the house took shape. In a letter to the architect in August, clarifying a few points about the windows and doors in the main house and workshop, Ole Kirk inquired whether Jespersen might ask the management of the dairy to pay his outstanding fee as an advance on the work he was doing: “Money is a bit tight for us.” The architect forwarded his request, along with a note asking them to kindly send two thousand kroner to Ole Kirk Christiansen as soon as possible.

And, just like that, Billund’s perennially insolvent master carpenter managed to end up with the most elegant and modern villa in Grene Parish, with a workshop and courtyard around the back. “It was an entire mansion, and as usual Dad bit off more than he could chew,” one of his sons later recalled.

[image: image]
In the garden one Sunday in summer, early 1920s, showing two delighted parents with their children. To the left is Ole Kirk with Karl Georg on his back, in the middle is the housemaid with Johannes, and to the right are Kristine and Godtfred.


At one end of the stately brick home was a huge window overlooking the street, with a kind of shop set up behind it where Ole Kirk could display his wares in a similar fashion to that of other respectable master tradesmen. To emphasize the craftsmanship of the house—which “would in itself attract new customers,” Ole Kirk declared—they poured a stretch of cement pavement, the only one in all of Billund, and positioned two watchful, majestic cement lions on either side of the front door. Hardly were they in place and the building in use before people started calling it “the Lion House.”


Kjeld: In a way it was Granddad himself who designed the house. The architect simply followed his instructions. He knew exactly how it was supposed to be, but of course it turned out way, way, too big, even for two adults, four kids, and an ever-changing number of workmen lodging with them. But Granddad’s construction projects were always like that, all through his life. Everything always had to be big, and later on he and my father had several heated discussions about it. Since the building, including the main house, was much too big right from the start, they rented out the first floor. Downstairs, the ground floor housed an office, in addition to the display area with the window facing the street, and in the other half of the house there was a sitting room, a bedroom, and the kitchen. The place is slap-bang in the middle of Billund to this very day, diagonally opposite LEGO House, and it’s a memorial not only to Ole Kirk Christiansen and what he accomplished, but also to contemporary Danish building practices.
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Architect Jesper Jespersen designed Ole Kirk’s new house in 1924, and he followed the ideals of Better Building Practice: use of masonry and simple, beautiful execution with high-quality, solid materials. Good proportions were matched with practical and modern décor, with a focus on the entrance area, which was a visitor’s first impression. And what could be more stately and decorative than two vigilant cement lions? Drawing: Fredericia Local History Archive.


The first decades of LEGO’s history were plagued by accidents. One day in August, only a year after the family first moved into the Lion House, lightning struck the new workshop and it burst into flames. Machines, furniture, and fittings as well as a huge number of half-finished commissions went up in smoke. The fire damage was estimated at forty-five thousand kroner, and once again Ole Kirk had to rebuild his business from scratch.

The following year, in November 1927, misfortune hit again. This time, it had to be said, the accident was self-inflicted, although the insurance company was never informed of this. Chatting merrily with various other workers and tradesmen on a local farm where a major construction project was in progress, Ole Kirk declared in one of his waggish, jaunty moods that he could easily stop the farmer’s new petrol generator with a specific part of his body. Naturally, everyone around him insisted on visual confirmation.

Afterward, no one could say for sure what made the machine tip at the very moment Christiansen put his backside against the drive belt. At any rate, he got the worst of this encounter, hitting the ground hard and fracturing his skull. A few days later, the newspaper reported that “Doctor Lange drove in a screeching hurry to the site of the accident with a white flag on his car, followed by the ambulance. The injured man was treated in hospital soon afterward. His condition is serious and cause for concern.”

The “injured man” recovered relatively quickly, however, and his condition improved still further when he was awarded 4,500 kroner by the insurance company. This large and unexpected sum enabled the technology-mad Ole Kirk to buy a crystal radio receiver; but no sooner did he have that device than he was dreaming of a “modern automobile,” of which there was only one in Billund. In the autumn of 1928, Ole Kirk was thinking big once again, ignoring all his debts, and investing in a used Ford Model T.


Kjeld: Granddad always had to have the latest gadgets. Not to show off, but because he was so incredibly curious and playful when it came to new technology. He was also the first person in Billund to get a TV in the 1950s. It was a huge deal, I remember, for the kids and grown-ups alike. We sat, goodness knows how many people, in Granddad and Grandma’s old living room in front of this enormous box of a TV. That was very characteristic of him: he was never afraid to try things out if he could see—or if he just had a hunch—that there was a sensible idea behind it.



But certain circles in Billund were beginning to wonder if Ole Kirk was showing a lack of respect for God. First he built a house that was beyond his means, then he bought a radio, and finally even a car. On the other hand, the carpenter wasn’t the only one who suddenly had money to splurge on things. “When farmers are rich, everybody’s rich,” as the Danish saying goes, and 1928–1929 was an extraordinarily good year for harvests. In the period that followed, there was a boom in masonry, carpentry, and painting in Billund and the surrounding district.

Kristine felt Ole Kirk was taking his enthusiasm a step too far, however, when he suddenly started devoting all his time—and, crucially, his finest wood—to a large, beautiful sleigh for Pastor Frøkjær Jensen. “Did you even get anything for it, Ole?” she asked.

Ole didn’t expect remuneration, saying, “If you can make your priest happy, then surely that’s got to count for something with the Lord.”

And wouldn’t you know it, he started getting even more commissions for homes and barns, which meant he was busier than ever, although at this point he could race off to meet with clients in his Model T, which had three pedals instead of gears. Costing him 1,400 kroner, it was purchased in installments.

[image: image]
A young man leans up against Ole Kirk’s “HGF,” a contemporary nickname for a Høj Gammel Ford (“Tall Old Ford”) with pedal gears. It was bought in installments in the autumn of 1929, becoming only the second car in Billund. The first was a German Brennabor with carbide headlamps and a canvas roof, belonging to Jensen, the painter.


For a while, the future looked promisingly bright, but shock waves from the Wall Street Crash in October 1929 that wiped out billions of dollars in wealth quickly spread to Europe. Germany and England, Denmark’s biggest trading partners, were badly affected, and the price of grain, butter, and pork crashed. The widespread agricultural crisis affected not only farmers but also tradesmen, leading to a rapid slump in construction, and resulting in massive unemployment, strikes, and riots and an explosive rise in the number of bankruptcies in rural areas. Many farm owners and master craftsmen were forced to put down their tools, and before long the net tightened around Billund Woodworking & Carpentry, too.




Faith

The 1930s

[image: image]
Duck, 1937


One morning in the autumn of 1931, a man headed out of town in his Ford Model T with a heavy heart. He had a long day ahead of him. Master carpenter Ole Kirk was going to try to claim some of the money owed to him around the district. At the very least he’d try to get some of his debtors to sign promissory notes, which was a common way of helping one another out in the countryside when money was scarce.

Debt collecting had never been Ole Kirk’s strong suit. He usually sent ten-year-old Godtfred with the bills when they were due to be renewed because, unlike his father, his son rarely came home empty-handed. But on this day Ole Kirk—now threatened with bankruptcy—needed to step up and protect the Lion House and the workshop from the law.

The last person he visited that day was Jens Riis Jensen, who owned a farm on the Grindsted road. Ages ago he’d had a hay barn built, and he still owed thirty-five kroner on it. When the tall Ford Model T swung into the yard, Jens Riis came out to greet the driver. Ole Kirk opened the door but remained sitting inside.

“Don’t suppose you have the thirty-five kroner you owe me, Jens Riis? I’ve been to fifteen different places today where I’m owed money, but nobody’s got two coins to rub together, and they don’t dare write promissory notes anymore.”

The farmer shook his head despairingly. “Sorry, Christiansen. Last time I took full-grown pigs to the slaughterhouse I got less than I paid for them when they were tiny little piglets. Now I don’t have so much as a krone to my name, but you can take some cheese home, if you like.”

“I thought that might be the case, but will you sign a promissory note so I can get through tomorrow?”

“Well, the thing is, I’m not sure when I can pay you for the rest of the barn . . .”

“When the time comes, you can call me, Jens Riis, and I might have a bit of money you can borrow.”

The farmer smiled, fetched a pen and signed the note.

Ole Kirk thanked him. “Your signature is the first and only one I’ve gotten after all this driving round today, but now I know that we’ll manage at least one more day.”

Neither Jens Riis nor any of the other Danish farmers were being paid enough for their goods, and in the early 1930s nobody could afford to repair anything much or to replace their doors and windows. Then one day Ole Kirk discovered that he could no longer buy wood on credit. When a nearby farm burned down and he was asked to rebuild the barn and house, he ordered the wood, as usual, from Johannes Grønborg’s Lumberyard in Kolding. Because so many tradesmen were going bust, Grønborg was apprehensive about approving credit even for small orders, and he asked the bank for advice: Is Christiansen in Billund credit-worthy?

The answer was promptly returned. “We advise against that, even for the amount that is insured, since the carpenter you mention is in such unfortunate circumstances that he could go under at any moment.”

[image: image]
In the 1930s, the co-op in Billund acquired an electric coffee grinder, as well as a petrol pump by the roadside. Hans Nielsen was the manager, and he had a close relationship with the Christiansen family on the other side of the street. He would gladly take unsecured checks from Ole Kirk’s employees, which he would send to the bank only once he knew there was money back in Ole Kirk’s account. People helped one another as best they could in this small town. Local History Archive, Grene Parish.


Ole Kirk was in a precarious position, indeed. Still, at the beginning of 1932 he was optimistic, perhaps due to his faith that God would help him in all aspects of his life. Little Knud, an apprentice who’d been with Ole Kirk since 1928 and lived, as Viggo once did, in the attic above the workshop, the one where the washbasin froze over in winter, worked on Christiansen’s last home-building project in Billund in 1931, along with another journeyman. Now these two were helping the workshop produce various wooden items that the family hoped to sell during the Christmas season: stepladders, stools, ironing boards, Christmas tree bases, and a few toy cars, about which the boss surveyed his four boys for ideas.

Making these small toys was a source of tremendous enjoyment for Ole Kirk. It came to him quite easily, and although they weren’t exactly selling like hotcakes, it did him good to make things for children with as much care and attention as he devoted to his products for adults. Throughout his sons’ childhood in the 1920s, he’d occasionally pick up lumps of wood from the floor and whittle them with a knife or saw into horses, cows, or houses—or into one of the miracles of the speed-loving modern era: cars, trains, or planes.


Kjeld: My granddad was a good, considerate father who also had certain ideas and principles when it came to bringing up boys. He played with them when he had time, which was basically only on Sundays, which he always considered a holiday and an opportunity to spend time with his family. He carved and built little toys for them, and I know he would have given them the chance to put their own stamp on them too. When he started producing toys for real in 1932, it was his two youngest—my dad and Gerhardt—who put them to the test. Is this any good? Is what you’re supposed to do with it good enough? In a way, my dad did exactly the same thing with me in the 1950s, when he’d suddenly appear in the basement playroom to see what I had made this time, and what a child might do with the new plastic bricks LEGO had started focusing on.



One day in the early spring of 1932, there was a knock at the door of the Lion House. Outside was Jens V. Olesen, also known as “Wood Olesen,” a lumber merchant from Fredericia. He’d brought a colleague, and the two men asked whether they could come in and see what Christiansen was doing in his workshop, since the building trade was so quiet those days and one carpentry business after another was having to close its doors. The two men praised Ole Kirk for the level of quality that distinguished his ladders, stools, and ironing boards. They were especially enthusiastic when shown all his beautiful toy cars, several of which were painted in gorgeous, shiny colors. Olesen ordered a large consignment of Ole Kirk’s merchandise on the spot, for delivery in August. He could easily find a market for them among the shopkeepers and co-op managers across the countryside, all of whom needed to stock potential Christmas presents for the whole family. These may have been trying times, but children shouldn’t be the ones to pay the price, Wood Olesen opined.

The two men were invited for coffee, and at some point, Olesen started talking about “Dansk Arbejde” (“Danish Work”), an organization that encouraged Danes to buy Danish-made products and helped master craftsmen set up a new type of production. Wooden items—especially toys—would be particularly sought-after in the coming years, predicted Olesen. He also said that Dansk Arbejde was offering new manufacturers free booths at Købestævnet, the annual trade fair in Fredericia where businessmen could display their products. As well as making new contacts with vendors and wholesalers, they might also get a lot of orders.

Ole Kirk had never heard anything like it, but as he later observed, he and Kristine were “receptive to the propaganda.” After the two lumber merchants had gone, he said, “This might be the way to go, eh? We can always dip our toe into the water with a couple of ironing boards, stepladders, wooden cars, and some other toys.”

It proved to be a turning point in Ole Kirk Christiansen’s working life. He decided to revamp his production and pour all his efforts into practical wooden items and toys, and in order to afford help in the workshop and get a price list together, he borrowed money from some of his siblings. It was money he wouldn’t be able to pay back for a decade.

Not everyone in the family understood his decision—far from it. The same went for many of Billund’s other residents, who didn’t put much stock in Ole Kirk’s jumble of wares. Toys were simply ridiculous in the hands of a grown man! They’d always respected his hard work and skill, but now they shook their heads; some even came out and told him point-blank, “I think you’re much too good for that, Christiansen—why don’t you find something more useful to do!”


Kjeld: In those first years, Granddad felt that it wasn’t just people in town and the local parish who looked down on the fact that he was making wooden toys, but also some of his older siblings. They thought it was total nonsense, and the business didn’t take off immediately. Sometimes, in the interviews he gave as an older man, he called himself the black sheep of the family, but I think we need to see that in the context of the fact that he wasn’t able to keep his carpentry business afloat, and had to resort to making smaller items for women’s household use and children’s games. They didn’t understand that in those days.



Meanwhile, Ole Kirk worked hard to fulfill Olesen’s order. The selection of wooden toys gradually took up as much space as the various other objects in the newly named O. Kirk Christiansen’s Woodwork & Toy Factory, which was immortalized one summer’s day in 1932 in a photograph taken in the family garden behind the workshop. Wooden cars, trams, planes, and numerous other toys were displayed on ironing boards and ladders. Behind them, Ole Kirk’s group of assistants—including his son Johannes, Harald Bundgaard, Little Knud, Niels Christensen (known as Niels the Bricklayer), and thirteen-year-old Karen Marie Jessen, who was employed to paint the toys—stood in a line. The photographer might have been Ole Kirk himself, but it could also have been Kristine, who was pregnant with the couple’s fifth child.

What wasn’t visible in this historic photograph was the period’s most sought-after and internationally best-selling toy, the yoyo. For Ole Kirk, the arrival of the yoyo had been a sign from above. As he later explained, “God gave me faith in the toys. It was those yoyos.”

The worldwide yoyo craze appealed to both children and adults, serving as a brief distraction from a crisis that was becoming ever worse. The yoyo reached Denmark in late 1931, and could be seen and tried out for the first time at the Danish Christmas Gifts exhibition at the Technological Institute in Copenhagen. Through that winter and the spring of 1932, the obsession with yoyos spread to the rest of the country, and woodworkers like Ole Kirk enjoyed a brief halcyon period. Danish newspapers fueled the new popular phenomenon, which was said to have originated with the Ancient Greeks: “Yoyo fever is raging; people are playing with yoyos on the tram, on bikes, at work, in public offices; and if the assistant at the post office doesn’t have time to serve us, it’s because he’s practicing with his yoyo under the counter.”

[image: image]
In 1932, early summer. Kristine was expecting her fifth child, and the pregnancy took such a toll on her that she had to use a walking stick. Photographed here with Ole Kirk and their youngest son, Gerhardt, along with journeyman Harald Bundgaard.


For Ole Kirk, the demand for yoyos emerged so suddenly that it wasn’t even on his initial price list in 1932, but he leapt at the unexpected chance and began to churn them out. For the men at the workshop, the small toy was quick and easy to make, and afterward the women in this small, industrious community of townspeople and family members painted and varnished them behind the Lion House. The cotton strings were added, then the yoyos were packed into crates and dispatched from Billund Station to wholesalers and distributors across the nation.

Thanks to the yoyo craze of 1932, there was work to be had at Christiansen’s factory for a few lucky individuals like Niels the Bricklayer. Ole Kirk paid one øre per yoyo, and on his best days Niels could do a thousand of them. That added up to a daily wage of ten kroner, which was more than he earned as a bricklayer. Still, Ole Kirk tried to get most of his help from his wife and sons.

As he later explained, “We worked like dogs, my wife, my children, and I, and gradually things began to pick up. Many days we were working from morning till midnight, and I bought a cart with rubber wheels so the neighbors wouldn’t be disturbed when I took the packages to the station late at night.”

All seemed peaceful and idyllic in the old photograph taken in the summer of 1932, where the proud, loyal team were surrounded by the various beautiful wooden objects they’d made. Somehow it was especially reminiscent of the first lines of one of Ole Kirk’s favorite hymns: “None are safer when in danger / than the children of the Lord.”

Yet there was more hardship in store for the now forty-one-year-old master craftsman and prospective manufacturer. In August, production of the yoyos was at its height, and it seemed for the first time as though they might actually be able to earn decent money from making wooden toys, when the heavily pregnant Kristine fell seriously ill and was admitted to hospital in Grindsted, where it became clear that her fetus had died. She appeared to recover from the miscarriage, but abruptly came down with phlebitis, and on September 6 she, too, died, at the age of only forty.

The whole thing happened shockingly fast, and in the period that followed, a deeply grief-stricken Ole Kirk struggled to master his thoughts and emotions. The boys, especially twelve-year-old Godtfred, never forgot the sight of their father in mourning.

“I remember him coming into the front room, where I was playing around on the organ, and he told us what had happened. That was the first time I saw my father cry. We prayed to God before we went to fetch two of my brothers, who were out working.”

Ole Kirk was so shaken that his faith in God wavered. He withdrew from the board of the Mission House, remaining an ordinary member for the next ten years. Not until 1944 does Ole Kirk Christiansen’s signature appear on the records of the board meetings. Much later, looking back on the hardest and unhappiest period in his life, he wrote, “I tried to say, ‘Thy will be done, Lord Jesus,’ and to truly live it, but remained sickened by grief.”

[image: image]
In the summer of 1932, the proud employees assembled behind the first assortment of wooden products. From the left: Karen Marie Jessen, Little Knud, Jens T. Mathiesen, Niels Christensen, “Mejse,” Harald Bundgaard, and Johannes, the eldest of Ole Kirk’s sons.



Kjeld: It was typical of my grandfather that he refused to give up even when things looked darkest and most impossible. He must have had quite remarkable drive. No matter what, he was able to convince himself that things would be all right. To simply give up just like that—that wasn’t in his nature. I recognized that same trait in my father, too, and I have it, as well. It’s a kind of stubbornness that’s been handed down, and it’s connected to faith. Not necessarily in a religious sense; it’s more about a broader and more general faith—faith in the future and in everything you’re responsible for. And out of that grows the thought and the feeling that “This, this I can cope with!”



Later in life, when Ole Kirk was an elderly man and director of LEGO, he was asked to explain how he coped during the financial crisis and throughout the personal problems that beset him between 1931 and 1933. His response, in summary, was, “You’ve got to pray a lot, pray you get the orders in, pray you get the goods made, and pray you get the money.”

He expounded upon his vision about the concept that God had carried him, his family, and his business through the crisis—and about a revelation:


I was sitting there one night brooding on all the setbacks I’d been through. My creditors had sent lawyers after me, and my family and friends reproached me for “not doing anything useful.” What should I do? It felt as though help was so far away that it could never reach me in time. And then something wonderful happened, something I will never forget. As though in a vision, I saw a large factory where busy people were bustling in and out, where raw materials were brought in and finished goods dispatched. The image was so clear that I never again doubted I would one day reach my goal: it was the factory that today is a reality. It’s funny how you can gain faith and confidence in the middle of something so hopeless. I’m certain that it’s God who gives us visions like that. The God I learned to believe in as a child.



Suddenly, having just restructured his business, Ole Kirk found himself with the sole responsibility for managing the household and raising four sons between the ages of six and fifteen, all of whom mourned their mother deeply. Six-year-old Gerhardt was still too young to be of much real help to his father, and thirteen-year-old Karl Georg would soon begin his carpentry apprenticeship. Back at the Lion House was twelve-year-old Godtfred, who was so weak as a little boy that Ole Kirk and Kristine once thought they might lose him. Now, the bright, intelligent lad helped out in the workshop with his brother Johannes when they weren’t at school. Godtfred was good with his hands and a whizz with numbers, while the ever-smiling Johannes had been marked for life by the epilepsy he suffered from as a child.

[image: image]
Ole Kirk’s first price list, which offered wooden products such as ladders, stools, ironing boards, and Christmas tree feet, also contained a whole page of toys. O. Kirk Christiansen’s Woodworking & Toy Factory was taking shape.


On top of all this grief and sadness, Olesen’s huge toy order was causing additional problems. It was supposed to have been picked up in August, but was still gathering dust on the shelves. Ole Kirk had assumed it was a sure thing, but it transpired that Olesen had gone bankrupt. As always when he needed a little help from the next world, Ole Kirk got down on his knees and laid his troubles before God, who showed him a way out. The next day he rose early, packed the old Ford Model T with Olesen’s unclaimed order, asked the boys to look after one another, and set out to try to sell his wares, going from shop to shop and co-op to co-op.

It wasn’t a great success. He did manage to get most of the items off his hands, but Ole Kirk had to admit that he wasn’t a natural salesman. He found it hard to just show up and sing the praises of his own products, because in his mind their quality spoke for itself. He was disabused of this notion, however, when he reached the town of Esbjerg: “The lady in the shop absolutely savaged my products, and I didn’t dare make a proper retort. After this hatchet job she said she did want to buy some if she could get an additional 30 percent discount. I was so pleased when I left the shop.”

Elsewhere, Ole Kirk had to settle for bartering, and he returned home to Billund with raisins, tapioca, and twenty kilograms of almonds in their shells, which meant that the little family in the Lion House—which had by this time acquired a housekeeper—could have a slightly better Christmas than other families in the area. Many of them couldn’t afford meat or desserts, having to content themselves with potatoes, cabbage, and a modest financial contribution from the parish council’s relief fund.

Nearly as soon as it had begun, the yoyo craze was over, and in the autumn of 1933 it had become increasingly difficult to make ends meet, despite a small increase in the annual turnover. Ole Kirk was stuck with a large stockpile of yoyos he couldn’t get rid of. As he put in an advertisement printed in the Jyllands-Posten on November 4: “Offers requested for toy wheels or painted yoyos. For immediate delivery. Cheapest price per 1,000 pcs. Billund Toy Factory, O. Kirk Christiansen. Billund.”
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Ole Kirk took such a big bet on the yoyo craze that he was left with a large supply of them in 1933.


These financial troubles piled up just as Ole Kirk was struggling with the loss of Kristine, the lynchpin of their home for fifteen years, who’d taken care of all the household work and the raising of their four sons. Meanwhile he was being pursued by old debts, in particular by a contract of guarantee that he signed in good faith in the late 1920s to keep a local construction project going.


It was something we tradesmen often did without risking anything, and my guarantee was almost a formality. But circumstances were such that the other guarantors were struggling, so they tried to pin the whole thing on me. There were distresses levied on my property, which I didn’t really notice, but when the people who had lured me out onto thin ice and assured me in the friendliest terms that I was risking nothing now started confiscating my stock, then I thought everything was going to collapse.



Ole Kirk was on the verge of giving up and declaring bankruptcy when, one day in the late summer of 1933, Flemming Friis-Jespersen arrived on his doorstep. Friis-Jespersen was a lawyer from Vejle who, while on an errand in the neighborhood, decided to drop in on the local carpenter who hadn’t been responding to his reminder letters or writs and had therefore been issued a sentence for failure to appear in court. Perhaps a solution could be found to satisfy both the creditors and the debtor, Friis-Jespersen thought. Many years later, in a letter addressed to Godtfred Kirk Christiansen, Friis-Jespersen recalled his first meeting with a deeply unhappy and disillusioned Ole Kirk:


In a virtually empty workshop behind what was really quite a large house, all things considered, I met a man who from the very first struck me as sympathetic.

“To be honest, I’ve given up,” he explained immediately. “Last year I built two houses, one for a client, the other for sale, but the client couldn’t pay and nobody wanted to buy the house. Now I’ve been forced to sell them both at auction, and my own house will probably be going the same way soon enough. I owe debts everywhere, my wife is dead, and I’m left with four children who depend on me. What am I supposed to do? I might as well pack it in right now.”



Friis-Jespersen told him that to do nothing was the stupidest thing of all, because then every tiny claim increased exponentially with compound interest, and before you knew where you were, the debt had doubled. He advised the insolvent carpenter to draw up a list of his creditors and their demands immediately. Friis-Jespersen would then use this to file a letter of indemnity on the Lion House, which would not only give the creditors some assurance but also—for a while—give Ole Kirk some breathing room to consolidate his little business and to find a new housekeeper.

Nina, the competent and hardworking woman who had been looking after the family in the year since Kristine’s death, resigned from her post abruptly on October 1, 1933. In his reference for the pious young woman, Ole Kirk wrote that she was “eager to do the work of God’s Kingdom” and explained that not only had she been cooking and cleaning for twelve people every single day, but could also play the organ and sing. Where on Earth was he going to find a new Nina?


Few people realize that the first owner of LEGO was a woman. This would never have been the case had it not been for the newspaper lying on a chair in the kitchen one October day in 1933, when Sofie Jørgensen came to visit a friend in the South Zealand town of Haslev. Thirty-seven-year-old Sofie had just returned to her hometown from the larger town of Aarhus in the hopes of getting a job as manager of the local “Tatol,” a chain of businesses that sold soaps, perfumes, and other articles of personal hygiene.

For the past few years, Sofie had been working at a home for troubled boys in Aarhus, sedulously saving up for the day she could realize her dream of running her own shop. Unfortunately, she had not been offered the job in Haslev that day, and a disappointed Sofie cycled over to her friend’s house to take her mind off the episode. As the coffee brewed and they set the table, Sofie flipped through the Kristeligt Dagblad, which was lying on a chair. When she reached the employment page, her eye quickly fell on an entry entitled “Housekeeper”:


A genuinely devout girl who is thrifty and capable of all the cooking, and who can take on all the duties of a housewife in a home, is sought for 1 November in favorable environment. Good community. I have two boys aged twelve and seven, so someone who can help bring them up with love and can make the place homely for them is preferred. Additional information from O. Kirk Christiansen, Billund Woodworking. Please send references from prev. employment as well as proposed salary.



After Hougesen, the manager of the dairy, had helped him read and evaluate the various replies to the advertisement, Ole Kirk selected Sofie Jørgensen, who had good references, was a committed Christian, and came from Haslev, the Inner Mission’s key stronghold in Denmark. Godtfred picked up the new housekeeper at Billund Station and brought her home to the Lion House, where Ole Kirk opened the front door and spontaneously exclaimed, “If I’d known you had such short hair, Sofie Jørgensen, I’d never have taken you on!”

And perhaps Sofie wouldn’t have applied if she’d known that the big house with the beautiful pavement and grand lions was such a mess inside. And if she’d known that the family included four brothers, rather than two, as the job listing had said. Still, Karl Georg and Johannes returned from their respective apprenticeships only for an occasional visit. Godtfred, thirteen, went to school and helped his father in the workshop, he told Sofie, while seven-year-old Gerhardt climbed up onto the strange woman’s lap and said, “Did you know my mother? She was so nice!”

Despite her short hair, the new housekeeper turned out to be a godsend. As the four brothers said in a television interview fifty years later, all talking at once: “Sofie became a really great mother to us. She was competent, she was loving, and she brought order back to the household.”
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Thirty-seven-year-old Sofie Jørgensen, who answered the ad in the Kristeligt Dagblad, found herself at a crossroads. After having worked for ten years at a boys’ home and an Inner Mission “rescue home” for young female prostitutes, she wanted to try her luck as a housekeeper.


From the beginning, there was also strong, genuine rapport between Sofie and Ole Kirk, and seven months after she arrived, their wedding took place at her family home in Haslev. It occurred a bit too quickly, if you were to have asked his late wife’s Jutland family. For the celebration on May 10, 1934, Sofie wrote a song for Ole Kirk, to be sung to the melody of “På Tave Bondes Ager” by B. S. Ingemann. In the song, she described the love that blossomed so quickly on Ole’s fields in Billund:


No dreams she had of an equal life

till Ole asked her to be his wife.

And as he stood there in his yard,

naught this sunlit moment marred.

What words the two exchanged that day

no one present now can say.

The path to understanding there

is a secret only those two share.



For the rest of his life, Ole Kirk often repeated that if Sofie hadn’t come to Billund in 1933, and if she hadn’t allowed him to use her savings, LEGO would never have existed.

It was that simple. With the thousand kroner Sofie brought to their marriage—equivalent to thirty-seven thousand kroner in today’s currency—she saved her husband from yet another bankruptcy in March 1934. And along with several smaller loans from some of Ole Kirk’s siblings, Sofie’s “dowry” formed the financial basis of the company that was to come. In his words: “In 1934 I married my housekeeper. She had a thousand kroner, and with some of this money I settled the most
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How a Little
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“This book tells the story of how my
family built the LEGO brand.”
—KJELD KIRK KRISTIANSEN, former
President and CEQ of the LEGO Group
and third-genera tion owner
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