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EXPERIENCES OF A BOHEMIAN
EMIGRANT FAMILY

FERDINAND F. DOUBRAVA

Wisconsin was and is yet liberally sprinkled with settle-
ments of Bohemian nationality. The question arises, why
did these people originally select the United States, and
particularly the Badger State, for their home? While there
is a Slovak and Bohemian colony located principally in
Austin County, Texas, far the largest proportion of Bohe-
mian immigrants is found in the northern states.

The first modern exodus from Bohemia and Moravia
took place after the rise of the Hussite propaganda. John
Huss's preaching and lecturing against popish arrogance
in state affairs and the loose character of the clergy—many
of whom were living in opulent debauchery and instead of
aiding were merely oppressing the people—created a tre-
mendous agitation. Huss was finally tried by a church
council at Constance, was declared a heretic and condemned
to be burned at the stake. His ashes were cast into the
River Rhine and his followers persecuted—almost extermi-
nated. A few remnants of them, however, driven into
northern Moravia and south Saxony, congregated under
the name Morawsky Bratri (Moravian Brethren) and lived
under the protection of the Saxon Count Zinzendorf. Gener-
ations passed till eventually, America looming on the hori-
zon like a new land of Canaan, a group of Moravian Brethren
led by a man named Koch emigrated in company with some
Saxon Germans to the United States. Descendants of these
Moravian Brethren still remain, many of them in Pennsyl-
vania.

When the Mexican War came, one of the members of the
Koch family enlisted in the United States army, and so
valuable were his services estimated to be, that after the
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close of the war he was granted a square league of land in
Austin County, Texas. The Kochs had never broken off
relations with their kinsmen in the old world; and in course
of time correspondence spread in Moravia among the Slovak-
ian Protestants, when a large number were induced to seek
homes in Texas, locating in the vicinity of Mr. Koch's
grant. These people prospered abundantly in material ways,
but they were very meagerly supplied with schools and not
at all with houses of worship or ministers of their faith.
A Slovak merchant named Reimershoffer,1 who was living
in Allentown, Texas, had a brother-in-law who was pastor
of a Calvinistic church at Miroslav, Moravia. My father
was a member of that congregation. Reimershoffer, strongly
urged by the Slovak community, implored his reverend
brother-in-law to come to Texas and establish among the
Slovaks such a church as they desired, promising him liberal
rewards. The pastor went. He and my father were very
intimate friends, hence correspondence resulted; but my
father was not then ready to leave Moravia.

There were influences at work which nevertheless deter-
mined his final decision. The Bohemians and Moravians
within the Austrian Empire were always marked for oppres-
sion and suppression. Whether Catholic or Protestant, they
were suspected of rebellious dispositions, especially after the
Revolution of 1848. Both Bohemia and Moravia were
beautiful in their physical conformation; they were rich in
agricultural products, fruits, forests, minerals, and had
industrious and thrifty populations of generally fine charac-
ter. But these people were genuinely liberty loving. Is it
necessary to seek further for an explanation of their restless-
ness and desire to find new homes in the new world? Heavy,

1 A Bohemian newspaper, Slavie, was started in 1860. Southerners seeing it after
secession thought the name had originated from "slave." When, upon having some of the
articles translated, they discovered an abolitionist tone, they threatened subscribers with
mobbing. Reimershoffer, to prove that he was not opposed to slavery, bought as a slave
a nine-year-old girl, paying nine hundred dollars for her. Letter from Henry H. Doubrava,
received July 28, 1934.
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almost crushing, taxation, compulsory military service,
religious intolerance, constant reminders of the lack of free-
dom in official suggestions of what they might do or how
they might speak in order not to wound the sensibilities of the
imperial government or the clergy—these were some of the
ways in which the desire for change was borne in on the
people.

Between 1850 and 1855 numbers of young men liable for
military service slipped out of Moravia by way of Bavaria
or Saxony, and so to the land of promise. These became
enthusiastic over American conditions, and their glowing
letters written to the old home scattered the seeds of desire
more widely. A certain wag among them composed a bit
of doggerel which he sent to his home friends. In this it was
said that gold in California grew on the sides of the hills
like the antlers of deer; that the fences generally were made
of bologna sausages, and pigs ran about ready roasted with
carving knife and fork sticking in their backs, inviting all
to slice off the juicy sirloin.

Bohemians who objected to an aristocratic rule emi-
grated to America, while those in Russia who were similarly
minded were deported to Siberia. The causes of Bohemian
immigration, in short, were mainly similar to those recited
above as influencing Moravians. Many Bohemian immi-
grants left from Humpolec and its environs, and these
located at Racine, Milwaukee, Manitowoc, and in the Blue
River valley, Wisconsin. In time, of course, they became
very widely scattered over the middle northern and north-
eastern states.

My father was a miller by trade and belonged to the
millers' guild. Two of his guild brethren, Kolman and
Wopalensky, left for America and located in the Blue River
valley in Wisconsin. There was some correspondence with
these friends, but it did not at once produce in my father
a desire to follow them. He, having leased a portion of a
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baronial estate (Kaspar Mills), was in very good circum-
stances. The property consisted of a flouring mill with three
run of stones, a pearl barley mill, a flaxseed oil mill, and
a sawmill; there were also grain acreage, hay land, and an
orchard. In addition the lease covered the Hospoda (hos-
telry), a place where refreshments were served, both solid
and liquid—especially liquid. This was located on a com-
mercial highway bearing a large freighting traffic. The
hostelry was rather an alluring place, well situated; so that
the baron himself, the Catholic bishop, the forester, and the
captain of gendarmes (the armed rural police) were in the
habit of making dates at that place for a good time together.
I can certify they never failed to have it right up to the
limit. Under these circumstances my father, the baron,
and the bishop became firm friends; a real comradeship
developed among them despite my father's rank Protestant-
ism, and indeed it must be said that this friendship stood
my father in good stead. As indicated, he was financially
well conditioned with no special need for economic better-
ment, but he possessed a spirit in which the love of freedom
burned brightly; and having unfortunately a more or less
unruly tongue, he would unquestionably at one period have
been obliged to languish in prison but for the influence
which the bishop and the baron exerted in his behalf.

Experiences which came to me personally will help to
reveal the situation in which Protestant Moravians found
themselves under the Austrian general and local govern-
ment. I was baptized by a Catholic priest; the reason is
found in a law compelling parents to have their children
baptized within two days after birth. No Protestant pastor
being accessible, the rite had to be performed by the near-
by priest. I attended for six years the rural school, which
was under the control of Catholics. While in general we
lived on very good terms and without friction among the
Catholic families of the community, schoolboys will "scrap.''
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On such occasions whenever I was involved the nickname
hurled at me was either "Helvit," meaning Helvetian or
SwissProtestant, a follower of the reformer Zwingli; "Hussit,"
a follower of the Huss propaganda; or "Beran," meaning
the male of the sheep family, a "butter-in." I am confident
that the character whom Americans are pleased to call
"Buttinsky" originated from this source, the "sky" indicat-
ing the derivation.

Having completed my country schooling, father, who
was anxious to have me absorb the German language and
acquire a better education, sent me away to an advanced
school. There I had four and one-half years of study carried
on in the German language, and I was enjoying it tremen-
dously when presto, an order came for me to pack and come
home; we were off for America. I was stupified, I was
disappointed, I was pleased; I have no word properly to
describe my mixed feelings.

Several conditions were responsible for father's sudden
resolution to go to America. The war between Austria and
Sardinia (in which France assisted the latter) added to the
tax burden; letters from the ministerial friend in Texas
urged him to come; his antipathy to compulsory military
service was strong. I, his eldest son, was approaching the
age of sixteen and there were three other boys following at
short intervals; this last consideration, I believe, decided
him. The baron pleaded and begged him to stay, and
the bishop at parting said: "John, you are like the fat ass
who bolted out of the stable, got onto the glistening ice and
broke his leg." Later events proved him nearly right.

However, we were off for Bremen, where we secured
transportation on a two-masted "tub," a freighter, for Gal-
veston, Texas. Three days later the ship set sail for the
North Sea. On reaching the sea a sudden fierce gale struck
us and the captain turned tail for the harbor. The gale
subsiding, a new start was made for the North Sea, but
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another more terrific storm nearly wrecked the craft. It
splintered one of the masts, an anchor broke loose from
its fastenings and stove a hole in the old tub; but the
captain succeeded in getting it back into the harbor for
refitting. Our thoughts meantime can be better imagined
than described. The repairs being completed, another start
was made, and the weather being favorable we passed
through the English Channel and were out upon the broad
Atlantic fourteen days later. Continuing under fair breezes,
especially after encountering the trade winds, we reached
the Caribbean islands, where for two days we were becalmed
off the southern shore of Cuba. Finally, when we were
within sight of Galveston, a northwester sent the ship pranc-
ing back over the storm-tossed gulf. All's well that ends
well, and we landed at the then village of Galveston after
fourteen weeks and two days of rocking on the deep.

The railroad bridge across the channel between Galves-
ton and the mainland was out of repair, so we took boat up
Buffalo Bayou, boarded the train at Harrisburg, and even-
tually reached Allentown—our destination. Parenthetically
I might say that this railway was about one hundred miles
long, in a dilapidated condition, it being the only one in the
state of Texas at that time. We were hospitably received
and cheerfully greeted by Reimershoffer and were sheltered
for a while in order to rest after our very trying voyage of
three and one-half months. Then father and I started to
find the good Pastor Opocrnsky, who lived about twenty
miles distant. There was no stage or other conveyance.
We had the alternative of going on horseback or on foot.
Lacking the ambition to straddle a Texas broncho, we
hoofed it. On our way a four-yoke ox team hitched to a
ponderous wagon came in from the side road and gave us
a lift to the end of our journey. The pastor, bless his heart,
hugged and kissed us in real good old-country style.

Now we began to be cognizant of the trouble which was
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brewing over the slavery question. Father was much dis-
turbed about appearances; he grew more and more dubious
about settling in Texas, and finally decided to return to
Moravia. The pastor pleaded with him to remain, and
remain we did. We had to, for the struggle between the
North and South now broke loose. Galveston, the only
point of exit, was blockaded; we were "stuck." Oh! the
lamentations in Israel. Nevertheless, realizing that we must
remain until the war was over, father rented twenty-five
acres of land fit to produce cotton and corn. What we did
not know about raising cotton and corn would fill a volume.
Never before had I held a plow handle in my hands. I had
never driven a yoke of oxen. I knew less about plowing
than did the oxen themselves. Still, being of a stubborn
disposition, we stuck to the work and had fair success.

But the four years we spent in Texas brought harrowing
experiences. We were unaccustomed to the climate and
became afflicted with typhoid and malaria. Doctors were
scarce and their fees, twenty-five dollars a visit, extortion-
ate. Medicines were worth a small fortune; quinine sold
at eighty-five dollars an ounce in Uncle Sam's actual coin.
Flour was a dollar a pound and scarce at that. Sugar, tea,
and coffee were not attainable at any price. Even salt was
precious.

If the difficulties named in the last paragraph had been
the sum of our ills we might have endured them. There
were others, however, much more terrible. The danger to
life and property was very great and almost continuous.
For example, I myself had the experience of being rounded
up with bloodhounds unleashed by a troop of guerrillas. I
was taken before a captain with the object of being forced
into the Confederate army. After considerable excited
discussion in which I was obliged to employ an interpreter,
and after producing our passport showing that we were
subjects of the Austrian Empire, I was liberated. The Con-
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federate government was always trying to curry favor with
European powers, and this is probably the circumstance that
saved me. Nevertheless, while the investigation was going
on, some of these men confiscated all our smoked meat,
sweet potatoes, peaches, lard, every chicken they could run
down; they even tried to take our clothing, but mother
interposed. To their credit be it said they still had as
Southerners some fragments of chivalry which prevented
them from robbing a mother.

There is an end to all things except the universe and
eternity. It is hard to realize the hardships human creatures
can endure when forced to it. One can be Spartan if neces-
sary. After we had endured the violence just described, and
much more which would be too wearisome to narrate, the
conflict ended, and we found ourselves shattered in health
and finances, but still alive—to what fate we knew not. We
had suffered, but not more than others. A large number of
the youthful Slovak Moravians and Bohemians had been
forced into the Confederate army. Most of those who had
been engaged at the siege of Vicksburg, after the fall of that
city were paroled and came home. They were deplorable-
looking specimens of what war makes out of men. I could
enumerate many cases verging upon the gruesome.

But I am wandering away from my theme. By carefully
concealing (camouflaging) our four years' cotton crop father
was able, fortunately, to dispose of it to a northern concern
for $6,400 in good United States gold. The jolt which this
stroke of fortune gave us brought tears to my dear mother's
eyes. Wisconsin now became the beacon of father's hopes,
and the rest of the family cordially agreed with him. As
soon as travel was reasonably safe we began our new mi-
gration toward the north by way of Houston, on a tug to
New Orleans, up the Mississippi to St. Louis, and by rail to
Chicago. In transferring from one depot to the other in
Chicago my brother John became lost in the crowd. The
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train being ready to leave for Milwaukee, the rest of the
family went on, leaving me to hunt him up. My father
promised to wait for us at Madison. I found the lad but
had to wait until the next day for a train. Arriving at
Janesville we encountered a washout, but were transferred
to another train by means of a scow, and finally brought
safely to Madison, where we found father at the station
anxiously awaiting our appearance. The way he hugged and
kissed his missing boys was a sight for the natives. After
resting there two days we terminated our journey at Mus-
coda, Wisconsin, in a thoroughly disorganized condition.2 Fa-
ther had not notified his friends of our prospective arrival,
so we hired a conveyance and in a short time arrived un-
announced at the Kolmans', who though utterly surprised
gave us a hearty and friendly welcome.

My father bought a farm, horses, cows, agricultural
implements, and behold us enlisted in the army of Wisconsin
agriculturists! Among our neighbors in the Blue River
valley were a number of Bohemian families who proved
exceedingly friendly and helpful, initiating us into the mys-
teries of northern farming. Among these good friends were
Amen, Kolman, Karasek, Wopalensky, and many others.

After five years of experience in America our tongues had
still failed to master the English speech; so after getting
things reasonably started on the farm, father sent me to Mil-
waukee, thinking that a good place for me to learn English.
But there, as in Austin County, Texas, I found too many
Bohemians and Germans. Birds of a feather will flock
together. I found work of a suitable character, but
socially I was so constantly surrounded by Germans and
Bohemians that I again failed of an opportunity to learn
English. I became acquainted with a Bohemian Jew engaged
in the clothing business. For him I clerked five months.

2 "We came to Wisconsin from Texas after the Civil War, on April 4, 1866." Letter
from Henry H. Doubrava, received July 28, 1924.
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He was a very fine, fatherly man and a good advisor. Still,
since I was not getting what I had gone to Milwaukee to find,
I was ready to respond to the call for harvest help at home,
and thither I went. Harvest over and the grain ready for
the market, it fell to me to haul it to the Boscobel ware-
houses. One day after disposing of my load and purchasing
some nails of a German hardware concern with which father
traded, I was suddenly accosted by one of the partners
with Bismarckian bluntness: "Say, would you like to work
for us?" Somewhat surprised and thinking that he might
be joking I replied, "Sure I would if I could talk English."
Laughingly he said, "Oh das macht nichts aus. Just come
and take care of our books." I could do that, English or
no English. My parents—especially mother—agreed that I
was unfit for farming, so my next trip to town established
me as bookkeeper in the Ruka Brothers' hardware store.

The people of Boscobel being almost entirely English
speaking, my ignorance of their language proved very em-
barrassing to me, particularly as I was of a rather sensitive
nature. Still, I was determined to acquire a knowledge of
it, so I gathered books of instruction and an English-German
dictionary. I attended church services regularly, listening
intently to the pronunciation, making notes of words and
phrases, getting the meaning of them as indicated in my
dictionary. I furnished some quiet sport to my American
lady friends by the way I managed to "put the cart before
the horse." Finally I made a very good beginning in
speaking English. I persisted in reading, wasting no time
in frivolities.

The Bohemians in Grant County, as well as those in
other localities of the state, were well pleased with their
surroundings, grew prosperous, and were respected in their
communities. The influx of new emigrants caused land
values gradually to rise with the growing scarcity of land.
After the building of the Union Pacific Railroad rumors
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were heard about the fertile rolling prairies, about the
endless quantity of government land to be obtained for
a mere trifle under the Homestead and Preemption acts.
These ideas had a widespread influence. The Bohemian
population of Wisconsin, especially in the Blue River coun-
try, became restless. A few young men venturing into
Nebraska reported its wonderful possibilities. The result
was a virtual exodus. Similar reports reached Moravia and
Bohemia, resulting in a flood of new immigrants. Many
came from Humpolec in Bohemia—all Protestants of the
Lutheran denomination. The Catholic people of Bohemia
were also affected by the immigration fever, and swelled the
movement, going to America and settling alongside of their
Protestant fellow countrymen.

Here let me remark that the Catholics of Bohemia and
Moravia are not of the dyed-in-the-wool sort. They do not
behave in a bitter or harsh manner toward their Protestant
neighbors; on the contrary, they are usually very kind-
hearted and remarkably liberal in their attitude. In fact,
so many of them were more or less affected by religious
heterodoxy in the old country, where the observance of
the Catholic rites was compulsory, that they quickly threw
off subservience to the clergy on reaching the new world,
and many of them became freethinkers.3

In addition to the public lands which could be secured
with ease, there was a great body of railroad lands resulting
from government grants to the roads of alternate sections
along the railroad lines, which could be bought on very
favorable terms. This was an additional incentive and lure
to those wishing to go west for the purpose of establishing
prosperous homes. Lands could be had, for example, at
three dollars, four dollars, or five dollars per acre, payable in

3 "Catholics and Protestants are intermingled throughout Bohemia. About fifty years
ago it was claimed by statisticians that five-sevenths of the people in Bohemia were
Catholics and two-sevenths Protestants. But it is not so now. Protestantism is constantly
receiving converts, and the freethinkers are also reducing Catholic numbers." Letter
from Henry H. Doubrava, received July 28, 1924.
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ten installments covering ten years. This was one of the
influences drawing large numbers of Slovak immigrants to
Nebraska. Dakota also, which was as yet without any
signs of a railroad but endowed with endless homestead allot-
ments, absorbed hundreds of these people.

Grant County, Wisconsin (particularly certain neighbor-
hoods in that county), was seriously affected by the Bohe-
mian emigration to the West. Almost every one of my
close chums went to some part of the West, and I was finally
induced to follow. Under the protests of my family and the
firm for which I was working, I hied me to Nebraska with
one hundred and twenty-five dollars in my purse. On reach-
ing Fremont, I was practically bankrupt, but I hesitated
not to introduce myself as candidate for a clerkship and
the second day I secured a place in a dry-goods store.
However, work was not to begin at once and I would have
to wait six weeks before taking up this new job. In the
meantime, in conversation with a gentleman at the hotel,
who happened to be salesman for a reaping and mowing
machine, we exchanged experiences and he induced me to
go with him to help sell machines in Saunders and Butler
counties. Being a Bohemian and Saunders County being
thickly settled with my countrymen, I found myself in
green pastures. In twenty days I had amassed one hundred
and eighty dollars with all expenses paid, aside from the
real value of the acquaintanceship established among my
countrymen, which in the near future was to prove of great
use to me.

Wisconsin has been a principal source of numerous Bohe-
mian and Slavic settlements in Nebraska. In Saunders,
Dodge, Colfax, Butler, and Salina counties these people are
strongly represented. Omaha has large numbers of them.
Victor Rosewater, the founder and editor of the Omaha Bee,
is a Bohemian. His name originally was Rozwaril; it was
changed ostensibly to accommodate the English tongue. The
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Bee ranks high in newspaperdom. John Rosicky, with the
assistance of Rosewater, founded the Pokrok Zapadu (West-
ern Progress); Brandeis, a Bohemian Jew, established a
permanent dry-goods store in Omaha. North Bend, Schuy-
ler, Wahoo, Dodge, Prague, Bruno, and many other towns are
largely Bohemian. Lawyers and political mixers are much
in evidence. I believe Nebraska has the largest proportion
of people of Slavic nationality of any state in the Union.

But times and conditions are changing rapidly both
here and in the old world. Masaryk and Benes, the two
prominent heads of the Czecho-Slovakian republic, are work-
ing diligently to make their little country prosperous and
contented. Their people are profoundly desirous of good
relations with the United States and real reciprocity in
business affairs. On the other hand, conditions in the new
world are no longer so alluring as they were in the 1870's,
and with restrictive immigration laws there will hereafter
be comparatively few emigrants to seek homes among us.
It will require but a short time for the Slavic people domi-
ciled here to become thoroughly assimilated, when the story
of their origin will remain only a tradition, like that of the
Moravian Brethren who came to America five generations
ago.

The power of the Slavs to absorb a new civilization is
extraordinary. My own family may serve to illustrate the
point. For many years we were a distinctly clannish people.
Today we have representatives in Texas, Missouri, Ne-
braska, Colorado, Idaho, Oregon, and California. There have
been numerous intermarriages with non-Slavic stock. Our
language is the language of America. For myself, while
still understanding Bohemian and reading it fluently, I have
largely lost the power to express myself in my mother tongue.
Still, it has never occurred to me to deny my nationality.
The Bohemian people are not criminally inclined; they are
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home loving, and in this country have ever been stanch
and patriotic citizens.

During the active part of my career, which covered many
years in Nebraska, I held the office of emigrant agent for
the Hamburg-American Steamship Company. Through that
connection I learned the facts concerning the way in which
immigration from Bohemia was promoted. Bohemian farm-
ers in this country as soon as their circumstances permitted
financed the transportation to America of their needy
relatives in the home country. These new people usually
began as laborers, but they have developed into well-to-do
farmers.

It is many years since I last traversed the charming
bluff-bordered valley of Blue River in Wisconsin. I am
informed, however, that Bohemians now own most of the
good lands in that and neighboring valleys, and that some
of the finest, most up-to-date farms and farm homes are the
properties of children of Bohemian immigrants. These
people are themselves taking advantage of available means
of intellectual and vocational improvement, such as farm-
ers' institutes, farmers' week at the State College of Agri-
culture, reports, bulletins, and magazines. Their children
are graduating from town high schools, and in many cases
from college and university as well. These facts reinforce
what is said above about the rapidity with which Bohemians
assimilate—the ease with which they become, like their
neighbors of Yankee or southern origin, devoted, patriotic
Americans.
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