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GERMAN IMMIGRANT – Maria Wolff Letter
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Columbus Ohio


September 11, 1850

My dear sister,

With mixed feelings of joy, thanksgiving, and homesickness, I write to tell you that we have finally arrived in Ohio.  All are safe and well, although very tired.

It is almost three months since we said goodbye to you and all our dear friends and family before boarding the Rhine steamer.  As we carried our America chest up the gangway, I knew that it was unlikely I would ever again set foot on the soil of my native land…After four days, we reached Rotterdam.  We were met by great crowds of people, talking in strange languages and accents.  The man from the ship company met us and directed us to a rooming house for the night.

The next morning I took my first look at the ship that was to carry us across the ocean.  It looked older and smaller than I had expected.  And I was dismayed to see how many people would be sharing the passenger area below the deck.  The four of us would be crowded into one bunk.  There was no bedding, as we had been promised, but fortunately, the straw was clean, and I unpacked some of our blankets and the shawls Hermann’s mother knitted.  She would have been horrified to see them in such a place!

…After several weeks, the weather began to change.  The wind increased, dark clouds gathered, and at last the rain began to fall.  All the passengers were ordered below where the violent rocking of the ship made us all sick again.  After a while I fell asleep but was soon awakened by the sounds of people crying and calling on God to deliver them.  The ship turned way over on to one side, and for one awful moment, I thought it would sink.  Katharine cried out that a big fish would swallow us, just as it had swallowed Jonah.  It was all I could do to reassure her that God would save us.

The storm continued for two days.  Wee had no food or fresh water as the hatches had been locked to prevent us from going up on deck.  The two small lanterns hanging overhead ran out of oil, and we lay in almost total darkness.  All around us, people were sick from the motion of the ship or from lack of food and water or simply from fear.  One old man became delirious with fever, and some passengers began to whisper that he had come down with cholera.  The rumor caused a panic, and several men tried to break open the hatches.  Others were able to restrain them, fortunately, as the sea water pouring over the deck would have drenched us, making us even more miserable than we were.

Finally the storm passed and the hatches were opened.  All around us, people pulled themselves weakly from their bunks and struggled to get up on deck.  The bright sunlight plainly showed just how foul our quarters had become after two days without food, fresh water, or toilets.  I can tell you, sister, no matter what happens here in Ohio, the memory if those two days will stay with me forever.  Nothing could ever persuade me to cross the ocean again.

The rest of our passage was calm and uneventful, although I was ill for several days.  No doubt it was from the food, for even the salt meat had begun to spoil after six weeks at sea.  How grateful I was when we finally reached New York.

Our journey was not yet over, however.  Another three weeks passed on river, lake, and canal boats before we boarded the last canal boat for the short stretch to Columbus.  The four of us stood together on the deck, straining our eyes for our first glimpse of our new home.  Finally, in the distance, we saw tall brick buildings.  Columbus, at last!

There is much here that reminds me of home.  The cottages built close together along narrow streets, surrounded by gardens and grape arbors, are not so different from those of our neighborhood in Mannheim.  The shops are owned by German people, the newspaper is printed in German, and the church services are conducted in our language.  It is almost as if, after three months of traveling, we have come home again.

I must close now.  We all send our love, and pray that this letter may find all of you well.

Your loving sister,

Maria Wolff

Used with permission of the German Village Society
Gottfried Duden recommends immigrating to Missouri

Gottfried Duden was a Prussian lawyer who visited St. Louis, Missouri, in 1824 in search of land tracts for German settlements. He wrote Report on a Journey to the Western States of North America, which was published in Germany in 1829 to convince Germans to immigrate to Missouri.

How often I have thought of the poor people of Germany. What abundance and success would the industry of a few hands bring to whole families, whose condition in their own country an American-born farmer cannot imagine to be possible. There is still room for millions of fine farms along the Missouri River, not to mention the other rivers.

The great fertility of the soil, its immense area, the mild climate, the splendid river connections, the completely unhindered communication in an area of several thousand miles, the perfect safety of person and property, together with very low taxes - all these must be considered as the real foundations for the fortunate situation of Americans.

In what other country is all this combined?

The inhabitants of the Mississippi area, on the other hand, consider the reports of need in Europe exaggerated. The citizens of the state of Missouri, together with their slaves, doubt so much that there are so many white people in Europe who with the greatest exertion can enjoy scarcely as much meat in an entire year as is here thrown to the dogs in a few weeks. They cannot believe that some families would even starve or freeze to death in winter without the charity of others; they are accustomed to attribute such statements to the intention and desire to praise and flatter America. However, sometimes one hears a person say: "Yes, yes, my grandfather told us that life was very hard there."

Source: http://www.teachushistory.org/nineteenth-century-immigration/resources/duden-recommends-immigrating 
The feeling toward Germans in America in the 1800’s

Below is a collection of information about Germans summarized from Internet sources:

· Many Germans coming to America were not seen as trustworthy because many schooled their children in German-speaking schools they started in America, their love of beer drinking and their fondness of speaking their native language over English.

· Political leaders in America attacked German-American culture and religion. Some felt their religious beliefs and use of German language would undermine free public schools in America.

· Benjamin Franklin wrote in 1751 that the number of “purely white” people in the world were small compared to the world, citing that Spaniards, Italians, French, Russians, Swedes and Germans (except those from the Saxon region), were “swarthy” or darker in complexion.

· Many Protestant Americans were suspicious of German-Americans, even starting up a political party in the 1850’s called the “Know Nothing Party” to try and limit the political influence of Germans and other immigrant groups in America.
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