Reticent Germans

The East Frisians of Illinois

- ROBERT W. FRIZZELL

With the publication of Bernard Bailyn’s
Voyagers to the West and David Hackett
Fischer's Albion’s Seed, historians became
more aware of the importance of the re-
gional cultures of Great Britain in United
States history and in establishing American
regional differences. Subnational differ-
ences within the countries of continental
Europe have also had considerable impact.
In Germany, profound regional differences
endured long after that country’s political
unification in 1871. Those differences were
reflected wherever Germans settled in
America.! Perhaps the most distinctive Ger-
man culture in Illinois was that of the East
Frisians.

The East Frisians from the northwestern-
most part of Germany began to migrate to
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rural Freeport, Quincy, and Alton, Illinois,
during the 1840s. The early clusters of mi-
grants near Freeport and Quincy grew into
the first large East Frisian settlements in
America. By the early twentieth century per-
haps fifteen thousand East Frisians and their
descendants lived in Illinois.?

In Europe, Frisians are divided into three
distinct groups, each with its own geographi-
cal area surrounded by non-Frisians. The
West Frisians occupy the northwestern part
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of the Netherlands. The North Frisians oc-
cupy offshore islands and coastal areas in
Germany along the west coast of the Jutland
peninsula just below the Danish border. The
East Frisians, or Ostfriesen, occupy the
northwest corner of the German Federal
Republic from the Dutch border to the
Weser River and from the North Sea thirty
to fifty miles inland. Before German unifica-
tion, the bulk of East Frisia was part of the
Kingdom of Hanover, and a smaller area
was within the Grand Duchy of Oldenburg.
Few East Frisians actually speak the Frisian
danguage. The vast majority speak

" Plattdeutsch, or Low German, but their lo-

cal variety of Low German contains a sub-
stantial Frisian vocabulary. Quiet, inward
looking, and oriented towards home and
family, the East Frisians are known for their
proverbial reticence. They have long had a
democratic political culture, and their deci-
sion-making style involves considerable ef-
fort at consensus building. They are not eas-
ily ordered into things they do not wish to
do. An American Lutheran minister accus-
tomed to directing parish affairs as a matter
of course while serving other German-
American congregations was often surprised

EAST FRISIANS OF ILLINOIS

when he found himself serving his first East
Frisian congregation, East Frisians do not fit
the Gemitlichkeit {geniality} stereotype,
While they enjoyed convivial drinking, they
did not form the many glee clubs and other
musical organizations in America associated
with other German immigrants,’

East Frisian individuals began coming to
8t. Louis and the Mississippi Valley at least a
decade before the first Frisian settlements
were established. A veterinarian named
Willems lived in St. Louis in 1836, The first
of those scattered individuals probably came
to Missouri and southern Illinois as a part of
the influx of bourgeois Germans stimulated
by the glowing economic reports of writer
Gottfried Duden.’ By 1837, Fridrich Arends
had spent almost four years on the
Randolph County prairie of north central
Missouri. In 1838, he published a book in
the East Frisian town of Emden that at-
tempted to correct Duden’s account and to
serve as a guide to America. But the peas-
ants who emigrated in significant numbers
via migration chains across the Atlantic and
who formed the nuclei of identifiable East
Frisian settlements in America responded
more to letters from individuals they knew
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or to oral advice from individuals they met,
rather than to books or emigration propa-
ganda. Arends devoted 251 pages of his
book to Missouri and only twenty-six to Illi-
nois. Yet the fact that all the earliest Fast
Frisian settlements were established in I1li-
nois attests to his lack of direct influence.?
With the possible exception of a small
group east of Alton,® the chain migration
and clustered settlement that first brought
East Frisians to Illineis in appreciable num-
bers began in 1847, In that year, Arend J.
Arends {probably not related to Fridrich
Arends)—a wheelwright from the village of
Neermoor near Leer——together with five
family members and two friends, decided to
go to 5t. Louis in response to a letter from a
fellow East Frisian wheelwright with whom
Arends had served as a journeyman in
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Amsterdam. The group never reached St.
Louis. On the ship from Bremen to New
York, Georg Mengel, a High German, told
them that St. Louis was unhealthy. Mengel
was returning to his farm in northern Illi-
nois after a trip back to Germany for a wife.
The East Frisians accompanied Mengel
across the Great Lakes and through Chicago
to his farm at Oregon in Ogle County. Soon,
with the help of nearby Pennsylvania Ger-
mans, they bought eighty acres of govern-
ment land two miles south of the village that
would later define the East Frisian settle-
ment—German Valley in Stephenson
County, Letters home brought more people.
By the autumn of 1848, there were twenty-
six in the settlement. A mother and her chil-
dren walked all the way from New York City,
In 1849, more than thirty settlers, the first
German Valley party to use the southern
route, came from Bremen to New Orleans
and then up the Mississippi to Savanna, Illi-
nois. From there it was only about forty
miles by ox-drawn wagon to their country-
men.” By the turn of the century, the origi-
nal East Frisian settlement included much of
southeastern Stephenson County, north-
western Ogle County, southeastern
Winnebago County, and the northeastern-
most part of Carroll County. Daughter
settlements were scattered over much of
central and northern lowa, several South ™
Dakota counties, and Chippewa County,
Minnesota.?

These immigrants came to Illinois not for
political or religious reasons but because
they were challenged by America’s eco-
nomic opportunities, George Schnucker—
who interviewed Arend Arends’s daughter,
Elske Arends Symens—wrote that as a
wheelwright, Arends had “a good means of
making a living” in Germany. He came to
America for even more favorable opportuni-
ties.? In other words, he was a member of
that small group “whose economic and so-
cial position at home was secure but who
emigrated merely in hopes of doing still bet-
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ter.”® Most East Frisians, however, were con-~
siderably less secure in Germany. The major-
ity of peasant villagers from East Frisia and
many other parts of northwest Germany
could hope only to eke out a living as crafis-
men, marginal farmers, or craft-agricultural
laborers, They came to Illinois and many
other midwestern locations for the opportu-
nity to own prosperous farms. A teacher
from Hesel supported the founding of an
emigration society in Emden in 1851 be-
cause he thought emigration was the only
way to save the moor colonists in his area
from economic ruin. A newspaper in Leer
published a letter in 1852 purportediy from
an emigrant from Rhaudermoor to German
Valley who said that the writer, Traugott
Bromme, was correct: Agriculture in Illinois
was a gold mine, and only a few states of-
fered soil so rich."t

It is not clear why from 1847 to 1848 a
prolonged flow of East Frisian immigrants to
certain definite locations in Illinois replaced
the previous scattered migration of individu-
als. Other migration chains of peasants from
northwest Germany to Illinois and Missouri
had begun as early as 1832-1833. Arends’s
decision may have been due in part te the
steep rise in living costs in the winter of
1846-1847 after the failure of the potato
crop in 1845 and the failure of both pota-
toes and grains in 1846. No doubt, some
poorer East Frisians were finding it more
difficult to earn a living when the last oppor-
tunities for seasonal migratory labor as
brickworkers in the Netherlands ended."

Although East Frisians came to America
for economic reasons, the first institutions
they created were religious. Similar to other
non-English-speaking communities in rural
America, their community life centered in
the local church, which was also the center
of social life. Drawing boundaries around
the community, that institution attempted
to uphold distinctive values and to preserve
“continuity with the cultural past.”® With
Americans living in their midst, a small
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group of immigrants could contro! a local
church to a greater extent than they could
control such institutions as a township gov-
ernment, a public school district, or a local
business, such as a tavern or store, Even
when no Americans were present, township
governments and public school districts had
to conform to state law. Churches, however,
conducted ceremonies that marked life’s
most important transitions, and they did so
according to familiar ritual in a language
understood by the immigrants. Cnly a few
years after the first East Frisian families had
established farms, they began to think about
a church.

At German Valley, sixty-one East Frisians
subseribed their names in August, 1851, in a
minute book at the founding meeting of
what became Silver Creek Reformed
Church. They organized under the auspices
of the Illinois Classis of the Refoermed
Church in America, which is primarily
Dutch in ethnic background. Thus did the
mother church of the Reformed East
Frisians come into being within the mother
colony. By 1912, the colony supported five
additional churches wholly of East Frisian
membership: two Reformed, one German
Baptist, one German-speaking Presbyterian,
and one Christian Reformed. Despite the
centrality of their church, East Frisians were
as prone 10 church schisms in favor of com-
peting, vet similar, denominations as were
other American Protestants, both immigrant
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The Silver Creek Reformed Church at German Valley was built in 1861.
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and native. Eight other churches near this
first Reformed colony had some Frisian
members."

Scarcely more than a quarter of East
Frisians in Germany were Reformed, how-
ever. Almost 70 percent were Lutheran.” In
the towns of Illinois, as in the larger towns
of East Frisia, Lutherans and Reformed lived
in close proximity. But in most rural areas,
they established entirely separate settle-
ments. One year after the Reformed East
Frisians first came to the future German Val-
ley, Lutheran East Frisians established their
own mother settlement at the future
Golden, Illinois, near Quincy in Adams
County. On May 9, 1848, the families of
Gerd Tjarks Franzen and Jan Gerdes Buss
landed in New Orleans. They were planning
to go to a small Texas settlement with an
East Frisian name. But after being advised
not to go there, they decided to visit Renke
Schroeber, an East Frisian living at Water-
loo, Ilinois, near St. Louis. Similar to their
Reformed compatriots on their way to New
York, those Frisians also changed their plans
in order to avoid a place that they were told
was unhealthy. On the riverfront in St. Louis,
they met a German farmer who lived at Wa-
terloo. He told them the area was swampy
and unhealthy and that as soon as he could
get his money out of his property, he
planned to go elsewhere. He suggested that
they go up the river to Quincy, which was
not only healthy but also had numerous
Germans. There they met a Westphalian
who in 1843 had settled prairie land at the
site of the future Golden, where he led the
new arrivals. Despite the fact that Jan Buss
was a sailor, not a farmer, the new immi-
grants set up a farm with the help of Ameri-
can neighbors. In the spring of 1850, two
more families came, followed by a third pair
of families that surnmer. By 1852, fourteen
families created the first Lutheran congrega-
tion, although earlier German-speaking
Methodist circuit riders had often stopped
at the settlemnent. By 1912, an estimated 265
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East Frisian families lived in and near
Golden,'®

The Pekin-Peoria axis was vet another
staging area from which East Frisians
filtered out to other parts of Illincis and to
other states. Theis Smidt came to St. Louis
in 1848, His parents, six siblings, and
Johann Velde, a cousin, came the next year.
Together they went to Peoria in 1849 and
worked for some months before moving
down the Illinois River to Pekin. Within ten
years, they had built Smith, Velde & Co.,
one of the largest wagon and plow works in
the Midwest. Smidt emploved newly arrived
East Frisians in his factory and later helped
establish them as independent tenants or
landowning farmers. An East Frisian
colony—partly on Irish landlord William
Scully’s land—near Emden, Hartsburg, and
San Jose resulted. Smidt’s brother, Dietrich
Conrad Smith, was elected as a Republican
from Illinois to the Forty-seventh Congress
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