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1898.  The U.S.S. Maine was sunk in the harbor of Havana, Cuba, the United States declared war 

on Spain, Teddy Roosevelt stormed up San Juan Hill, and this war also ended.  The first 

automobile insurance policy was written in the U.S. by Travelers Insurance.  The Post Office 

authorized the mailing of postcards.  The first advertisement for an automobile was published in 

Scientific American and titled “dispense with a horse”.  The Goodyear Tire Company was 

formed and unfortunately the first machine gun was used in a battle.  The Yukon Territory was 

formed in Canada and the City of New York was established in America.  A man named Will 

Kellogg invented Corn Flakes.  Cheerleading began (at the University of Minnesota) and a new 

automobile speed record was established at the blistering speed of 39 miles per hour! 

 

Yes, indeed, a lot was going on in 1898 and the above are just a few tidbits.  

 

And naturally, Amerikán Národní Kalendář was published.  It was Volume XXI already.  

Included in the 1898 annual edition was a regular feature “Paměti českých osadníků v Americe” 

or “Memoirs of Czech Settlers in America”.  

 

For those of us who love our Czech genealogy and Czech history, this feature is simply one of 

the best regular items found in Amerikán Národní Kalendář.  In the 1898 edition this feature 

covered twelve pages and is simply biographies of early Czech settlers in America.  Each story is 

filled with extraordinary details of their lives in Bohemia, the travails of transiting to America, as 

well as their efforts to establish their futures and capture their dreams here.  We read of 

husbands, wives, offspring, home villages, friends, neighbors, and often extended family too.  

They are marvelous, most often first-person views of the life and times of early Czech 

immigrants to the U.S.  These biographies are true Czech genealogy treasures and are more often 

than not found nowhere other than Amerikán Národní Kalendář.  Published in Czech the vast 

majority of these wonderful stories have remained hidden from view until now. 

 

Onward To Our Past® is working to translate as many of these articles, which we note are of 

genealogical and/or historic interest, into English and provide them here, online, for all to read, 

learn from, and enjoy. 

 

Today we are especially pleased to begin our newest translation from 1898. 

 

We know you will find them fascinating! 

 

 



 

 

“Memoirs of Czech Settlers in America” 

 
Translation copyright held by Onward To Our Past® 

 

Josef Sekavec of Holyrood, Ellsworth County, Kansas, was born on 24 April 164 (Ed: 

Undoubtedly a misprint and most likely this was intended to be 1864) in Brezany, Caslav kraj, 

where his father, Jan Sekavec, owned a small farm.   

 

In that time it was normal for parents to send their children "to Germans", i.e. to some German-

speaking village or town in the surrounding area to learn the German language.  Also when Josef 

reached eleven years of age he had to leave home to live for about one year among the Germans 

and later was sent to Kutna Hora to study the 6th-grade of high school, which had just opened 

there.  He successfully finished 3 compulsive grades and continued in his studies.  

 

When he graduated from that school he had also received a primer on Czech patriotism.  This 

was thanks to a patriotic priest, Vaclav Hrdlicka, who was one of his teachers there.  Hrdlicka 

later had to escape from Bohemia due to his patriotic activities.  Sekavec started to work as a 

probationary employee in forestry at Opatovice.  At Hradec Kralove he graduated as an excellent 

student in forestry studies after 2.5 years. Therefore the Baron Hruby chose him to be forest clerk 

for Kamenna Lhota.  His superior was Algier, an impoverished Prussian noble, who was a firm 

unbeliever, and influenced the religious opinion of the young Josef very much. 

 

After 2 years of service there, he thought about leaving the country for Russia or Serbia, because 

those countries promised a hopeful future for good forestry clerks in those times.  However his 

parents decided to leave for America and Josef finally agreed to accompany them. They sold the 

family farm and in the second half of August in 1865 all of them left for America.  Together with 

his parents also went his two brothers, Vaclav and Frantisek, and his sister, Johanka.  Together 

they travelled across the ocean along with several other Czech families.  After 17 longs days of a 

mostly quiet passage they landed at New York.  Soon after they continued on to Chicago.  From 

Chicago they started the long journey to Minnesota, where were settled along with some of their 

friends.  

 

The journey took more than one full month and never will anyone doubt the fact that it was filled 

with a lot of troubles and difficulties.  In Minnesota his father bought 240 acres of forest land for 

$2700. Only a very small part of the area was cultivated.  Most of the land was made up of 

forests or swampland.  The family worked very hard, cut the forest, and dried the swamps.  From 

dawn until dusk they worked in the hopes of future prosperity.  Finally they found themselves in 

the situation where the poverty was finally over, but it was not smooth times yet.  In 1868 Josef 

married and started his own farm with 80 acres of land that he was given by his father together 

with old axe and scythe.  His beloved father wished to give him much more but could not 

because the money that he had brought along from the Old Country was gone already and he had 

even gone into some debt.  With his wife, B. Kaplicky, he started to work with enthusiasm and 

they made up for their lack of money, animal teams, and tools by turning to their own strong will 

and hard work with the hopes that someday their hard work would bring them fruits.  Soon they 



improved their household and after eleven years of hard work his farm also looked much better.  

There were well built, strong buildings to live in, sheds, fences were repaired, and swamps were 

dried out thanks to their work digging many drains.  High, old elm trees were chopped down and 

some new fields were bought and cultivated.  At this point Josef could finally rest a bit and look 

to the results of his work with great satisfaction.   

 

At this time much was being written and spoken about nice plots of land in Kansas.  His father 

and both of his brothers went there after selling their properties in Minnesota.  Josef wished to 

stay with them and therefore he sold his farm too, and went to Kansas to meet up with them 

again.  He travelled by train and therefore reached Kansas sooner than his father and brothers 

who were traveling in carriages. He settled on 160 acres for himself and bought another 80 acres 

nearby in Ellsworth County, where he has lived ever since that time.  

 

Young members of the Sekavec family have taken part in public lives and they belonged to, and 

were also establishing members of, Č.S.P.S. Lodge number 115 named "Vesmir" in Wilson.  All 

of the family are freethinkers, but they do not quarrel over religion with anybody.  Instead they 

are respectful of the opinions of other people that might differ from their own. 

 

Vaclav owns a drugstore in Wilson and Frantisek settled several years ago in Oklahoma.  The 

Sekavec family was also always active in politics.  Josef was elected several times to various 

posts at the County level and finally was elected to the State Congress in 1898, representing the 

Peoples Party.  But at the time of the last election he retired from politics and dedicates his time 

only to his farm and family. 

 

He was always an enthusiastic correspondent for the various Czech papers, especially for 

"Svornost" and "Amerikán".  He has finally achieved prosperity and with satisfaction he can look 

upon the fine results of his work.  He raised 6 children together with his wife, three sons and 

three daughters. Three of them were baptized and next three were not. But there are not any 

differences between them.  He is respected by everyone who knows him personally, as well as by 

readers who know him only from his writings in the papers.  

 

Tomáš Mareš from Heidelberg, Minnesota was born in 1833 at Ponedrazek, Lomnice okres , 

Ceske Budejovice kraj, Bohemia.  During his childhood he attended school for just one winter  

at Neplachov where his uncle lived.  In that time he learned to read only Gothic German, but he 

learned that well during just one winter.  The next winter he attended school at Bosilec and he 

studied well, until the time when his teacher, Hrusa, unfortunately drowned. The third winter a 

new teacher came who was a military veteran (hornblower) from the Imperial & Royal Cavalry. 

 

In those times it was common that whoever had good connections to the local priest and his 

female cook had a good chance of receiving a position as a school teacher.  But this new teacher 

was not well educated and did not have any assistant even with the large number of students in 

his classes.  Tomas recognized that he could not learn anything more there so at the age of eleven 

years he left the school.  He went to Trebon to train to be a blacksmith.  He trained very hard for 

three years.  

 



In those times it was the custom to wake up at 4 a.m. and work until 9 p.m.  After his three years 

of training he became a journeyman a with salary 8 groš weekly.   

 

In the historical year of 1848 he went to work in the Austrian town of Horn where he was paid 1 

guilder weekly, which he considered to be a royal sum.  Several months later he wished to know 

Vienna.  He was accommodated there and because he had some money a lot of "friends" 

accompanied him.  He found himself out of money soon, but immediately found a good job with 

the pay of 2 guilders weekly.  He worked quietly until the outbreak of the October Uprising 

when the people in the revolt were recruiting new fighters.  Only two workers out of eleven 

remained at work.  The rest of them all brought rifles and caps and went to fight at the 

barricades.  When the uprising was defeated they ran away or tried to hide themselves.  Tomas, 

together with one of his comrades, were hidden in an empty well thanks to one kindly, old Czech 

lady.  After staying hidden there for two days they climbed out and left Vienna, hidden in a 

carriage.   

 

When Tomas left Vienna he went directly to his home in Bohemia.  When he entered the house 

of his father he was not welcomed very well by him.  The reason was that in the past Tomas had 

always dressed very well, but now he looked shabby like a beggar.  He decided to leave the 

house of his father and not to listen the reprimands.  He went to the close by town of Ceske 

Budejovice where he met several friends.  They advised him that in order to solve his problem 

the best solution was for him to join the army.  Because he was afraid that he would most likely 

be prosecuted as a political criminal, he decided he would rather join military, which he finally 

did.  He went into the artillery because one unit was being formed at Ceske Budejovice and the 

staff promised that their units would not leave the town during his period of service.  But he was 

disappointed because just four weeks later his artillery unit was sent to Arad, Hungary, to fight 

against the Hungarian uprising.   

 

In 1850 he was sent from Hungary to northern Bohemia to fight against the invading Prussians.  

In 1851 he was sent to Vienna where he stayed until 1854. When the Crimean War began he was 

sent by the Mobilization Department to Transylvania and Romania. When the Crimean War was 

over he went to Huro Romova and later to Lviv where he stayed until 1857.  These were truly 

golden times for him because the artillery was very respected there, he received a lot of money, 

and was welcomed in the local high society, unlike in nay other garrisons of the Empire.  In these 

times he received new ideas and began thinking about political and religious issues.  The same 

year he was sent to Olomouc and later to Vienna, again. 

 

In Vienna the military staff let him choose whether to continue in military service for 1 600 

guilders or to go home.  He decided to leave the army.  After ten years he went home.  His father 

was deceased, but his mother was alive, but was retired.  She was happy to see him, but could 

not accept the fact that he never prayed in the mornings nor in the evenings.  She wished to see 

him redeemed and went to have four masses at Bosilec church said for this change.  Tomas could 

not stand to see her look so sad, so he left home for Trebon and received there a job with poor 

payment 40 hellers weekly. (Ed: The heller became a symbol of low worth and a common 

German phrase is "keinen (roten) Heller wert", literally ‘not worth a (red) Heller’.  This may well 

be the basis for our saying ‘not worth a red cent’.)  This salary was insufficient for him as he was 

used to drinking one glass of beer a day and to smoke one cigar daily.  Therefore most of his 



expenses were paid from the money he had saved from before.  Two months later he left that job 

and went back to Vienna.  He went there illegally because he did not receive his certificate 

showing the end of his military service (called an "abschied"). He went by omnibus to Vienna 

without any documents.  When he arrived in Vienna he immediately secured a job with the 

weekly pay of 18 guilders.  At this time the next war against France and Italy began.  It was 

proclaimed that every soldier who did not have an "abschied" yet had to present himself to the 

military authorities.  Anyone who did not would be penalized.  He did not present himself there 

and for five weeks his foreman helped to save him.  But finally he decided to avoid the penalty 

and went to the police to inform them about himself.  They did not let him go and instead sent 

him to Lviv.  But before he even arrived there the war was over and he was sent back to Vienna 

where he finally received the "abschied" he had earned.   

 

He stayed in Vienna until 1861 because he secured a job in the portion of Vienna called 

Floridsdorf.  At that time there were two large demonstrations at "Salzgries" and also near the 

ministry.  As a result of this the army was called out to this area.  Workers were warned not to go 

there, but he went there.  He was taken by police who finally let him go.  Unfortunately his 

employer let him go too. He had good luck in that the authorities did not know that he had fought 

in the 1848 Revolution.  Two other men who were found at these demonstrations with the same 

past were imprisoned for several years. 

 

He went back to Bohemia and there he planned to go to America.  In that time, 1862, he planned 

to marry, but the priest of Lomnice would not marry him, without his taking confession and 

without his attendance at pre-marital lessons.  He refused and went to Bosilec where the local 

priest gave him the certificate he needed also sending him with warning not to say anything 

anybody about it, leave the country, and never came back.  The wedding was the same day and 

the very next day they left to go to America.  

 

After fourteen long weeks of passage he arrived in New York and then continued on to Chicago.  

In those times there were in Chicago no more than only 40 Czech families.  The only Czech 

cafeteria was owned by Mr. Capek, called ‘Klimt’.  Six months later his wife was very ill, but 

still he went to Minnesota where we bought some land near the town today called Nova Praha. It 

was just forest land only and he had no idea how to cultivate it.  But somehow he finally found 

the way by trying time and again.  Two years later he sold his property and was drafted for 

service in the Northern military forces.  

 

It was necessary to pay $30 to be free from this duty.  However he decided to go to Bohemia.  

Not to escape, but because he was due an inheritance from his wife - 900 guilders.  He stayed in 

Bohemia only for five months because the police constantly pursued him as a dangerous rebel. 

The police also confiscated several Freethinker books from him.  He never did receive the 

inheritance due from wife, because his brother-in-law cheated him, although he swore that he 

would give him all of his inheritance.  More troubles were prepared to be given him by the 

priests than those by the political authorities for him.  Therefore all people who met him, even 

his friends, informed on him that they had never seen him pray, nor remove his hat when the 

bells would ring.  

 



During this short time he visited his brother and during his visit his brother’s calf became sick 

and they were afraid they would have to kill it. Tomas did it and his sister-in-law started to cry 

that God was punishing them for the fact that the heathen was living together with them.  

 

When he was coming back home to America via Prague he met his former commander and also 

the well-known Vojta Naprstek, now deceased.  Both of these men advised him not to return to 

America and that they could give him a good job in Bohemia.  But he was aching for America 

immediately went back to Minnesota.  After staying there only a short time he continued on to 

Chicago and later to St. Louis, Missouri.  He liked it in both places, but both of them were sick 

with ague and he had to pay $240 to a physician named Blank who promised to heal them.  But it 

was not getting any better and he advised them go back North to Wisconsin or to Minnesota.  

 

They went to St. Paul Minnesota and he got a job working in a railway engine-house.  During 

this time he established a Czech organization in his home – “Slovanska Lipa”.  The first four 

years were pleasant working at the railway but later it changed to a military-like drill: everyone 

had to be at work accurately to the very stated minute, every piece had to be weighed, everything 

had its regulations, but their wages decreased.  The reason was that a wagon that came from 

Glasgow, Scotland cost $125 less and even a locomotive from there cost $3,000 less than the 

ones made in their depot because the duties were less.  This led him to the opinion that tariffs 

were important for America so the workers would be protected from cheaper items made abroad.  

 

He decided to try farming in nearby Nova Praha again. These were very hard times at the 

beginning especially for people who were not experienced in farming.  Also there Tomas was 

persecuted for his opinions, because locals were fanatically against him.  Twenty years later one 

of them pleaded that they wished to stab him with pitchforks because their priest said that it 

would be a godly act to kill a heathen.  During the 26 years he lived there a lot changed there and 

now everyone is free to express their opinions openly without fear that they will be bodily 

harmed.  People became more tolerant and found they could discuss thee issues together without 

any problems.  Believers and non-believers meeting each other can negotiate together normally 

now.  After so many restless years of his life Tomas wished to rest and in October 1896 he 

transferred his farm to his son, Tomas.  His daughter, Marie, married a young man, Anton 

Kluzak, living in the new Czech town of Beroun. 

 

Jan Faktor from Montgomery, Minnesota.  He is known by almost all Czechs, young or old 

ones, living in the fertile surroundings of Montgomery, Nova Praha and Veseli, in the center of 

southern Minnesota.  It is no wonder!  He is one of the oldest Czech settlers, an actual pioneer of 

civilization in the northwest, which was deserted in those times.  During his 43 years of living in 

America Jan Faktor met almost every Czech who came here to find their fortune or tried through 

their hard work to improve their material situation, and to prepare a better and free life than their 

previous one for their descendants, whom they left, often with tears, in the Old Country. 

 

Jan Faktor was not a child of fortune. He was not born in a golden cradle and his birth was not 

celebrated with feast, nor with the firing of cannons.  No, everything happened quietly in 1827 in 

Kostelec, near Hluboka, in Ceske Budejovice kraj.  No newspapers announced the birth of the 

new citizen of the world.  In spite of this, his parents were happy for the birth.  Perhaps the baby 



too as he was without any knowledge about the many troubles he would have to overcome in the 

future before reaching a restful and free life in his old age!  

 

The father of Jan Faktor worked as a river-sailor, transporting various goods from Ceske 

Budejovice to Prague and back.  His son had to help him immediately when he became strong 

enough for the work.  Several times they sailed as far away as to Děčín.  Young Jan loved the job 

and wished to continue in it, but his father had seven children and decided that it would be far 

better for Jan to be a well-trained craftsman.  He sent Jan to Třeboň so he could train to become a 

cooper.  Once he became a trained cooper he stayed in Třeboň until 1853.   In February of that 

same year he married and soon after this he heard rumors about America.  Rumors that it was a 

promised land full of milk and honey.  He decided to try his new life there.  

 

A couple of weeks after his decision - on 7 July there he was sitting, together with his young 

wife, on the train going to the border of Germany. After six weeks of a very uneasy passage (the 

troubles they endured can be imagined by all of the old immigrants and a lot of the young ones 

too) their ship landed in New York.  Although his wife was very sick he continued directly to 

Iowa where he spent some time in Spillville and in New Vienna, which is about 30 miles from 

Dubuque.  

 

 He walked to the town and spent four and a half years, there working mostly as a woodworker 

and partly by selling timber. In the last 18 months of his stay he had only day laborer jobs.  So 

Mr. Faktor went to St. Paul where was employed as a mason.  In the end of 1860 he moved to his 

plot of land near where today’s Montgomery is.  He owned an area of 80 acres, which he bought 

(for 2 dollar for each acre) while he was still living in Dubuque, although he never seen it before. 

 

Those who know a farm only from books or from the windows of a running train cannot begin to 

imagine the inhumane hard work that tried to destroy the body and spirit of the first settlers in the 

forest, hilly area of central Minnesota (and of another states in the same area).  Every piece of 

bread they had to get from the rough land with violence - cutting the old trees, moving stumps 

away from morning to night, digging drains to dry the numerous swamps that were there. 

 

They had to wait for their first harvest, which rewarded their hard work, for one year and 

sometimes even longer.  Very often thus hard work of our first pioneers was interrupted by raids 

made by restless Indians, by illnesses of family members, or by a lack of money.  In the last case 

women and children stayed at home and men went somewhere else to work there as day laborers. 

When they came back home they again continued in their struggles with untamed nature.  A lot 

of warm hearts and wise heads fell down sooner than their goal was reached.  It would be 

possible to write a lot of novels about this!   

 

But it was necessary to continue in this work and our settlers did it.  Luckily most of them were 

successful enough to earn a larger piece of property, which finally provided them a quiet, 

comfortable life for their last years.  Our Jan Faktor had to overcome all these hard beginnings of 

farmers here, with exception of fighting against the redskins. He did not have to defend his farm, 

life, and family against them, because they was not hostile to him.  The only time he met them 

was when they came to beg. 

 



But living with his family alone in such a deserted area led almost to despair.  The married 

couple wished to leave their home several times, but thanks to their diligence and sobriety they 

stayed there for twenty-two years.  Today Mr. Faktor, together with his wife Anna, have already 

been retired for fifteen years and they live in their own house in Montgomery.  The farm was 

sold to their son Vaclav.  Their second son, Vojtech, owns a shoe-shop in Montgomery.  In the 

same town live two of his married daughters.  The third daughter lives in Tacoma, Washington.  

 

"Grandpa" Faktor, which is the way he is generally addressed in Montgomery, is of middle 

stature, but remains swift.  His head is not bowed yet, and he walks so well that it seems that he 

will be around for the next 70 years, which is the age he reached this year.  He has healthy color 

in his face and his shiny eye bear witness to his excellent mental condition.  This is proved also 

by the jokes that our "Grandpa" is telling all the people everywhere.   

 

In the past he attended church regularly, like all Czechs living there, but due to some intrigues of 

the priest, he changed his viewpoint, and now is a real Freethinker and he does not care whether 

he will go to hell after his death or somewhere else.  The respect that he earned among his 

compatriots is proven by the fact that he served as County Commissioner at Le Sueur for several 

years.   

 

He likes to talk about the troubles that he had to overcome in his life.  When I was drinking a 

glass of beer with him at the Montgomery brewery, he said with great satisfaction: "Now it is 

better here than before when only two Czechs lived here. Na zdar!" (Ed: To Success!) 

 

Vojtěch Dolejš, from Montgomery Minn., was born on 12 April 1827 in the village of 

Radomilice, the parish of Bila Hurka near Vodnany.  As a son from the 4th marriage - his father 

remarried when he was already retired – Vojtěch, at the age of 5 years became a total orphan.  

 

Before he was the age of eight years he learned to read, but not very well though because he 

attended school for only one winter.  He also only learned to read the German Gothic type of 

writing.  Elementary schools were teaching at the very lowest levels and the main educational 

role model for the education of youth was played local priest, and with a hazel-rod in the hand of 

the school teacher, who was usually an uneducated military veteran. 

 

So the eight year old boy became a shepherd at Prasiva Lhota, and he had to graze pigs there.   

The young Dolejs grazed pigs there for 3 years and often had to go to sleep hungry because the 

shepherd's wife was one of those housewives who counting every barley she peeled for the soup. 

 

Vojtěch sometimes fished for trout in a brook for himself and then baked it in dried cow dung so 

as not to fall down from hunger.  Nobody cared about the poor orphan. 

 

Sometimes someone would note: "I see it is Vojtěch, son of the old Dolejši from Radomilice", 

but nobody gave him even a piece of bread.  The poor orphan cried many times not knowing 

why he was discriminated against.  His older sister was the only one person who cared about him 

at all.  She would at least patch his linen pants, but unfortunately she died very young.  Vojtěch 

was very happy when he became older and was advanced to be able to be a farmhand.  The 

farmer was then giving him a lot of food, a bed in a shed (before he slept in wood chips), and 



Vojtech started to wear leather pants instead the linen ones.  At the age of sixteen years he served 

as a farmhand at Dubenec and he was proud that at that time he could give some food to the little 

orphans, who reminded him of his own, sad childhood.  It was the greatest happiness for him: 

after being discriminated before now he could make some acts of kindness for other ones!   

 

But then we would move several years later.  Dolejš served lastly at Chvalkovice Domain, 

owned by the Prince Schwarzenberg.  The overseer Prucha was serving there and helped him a 

great amount.  Dolejš remembers him to this day as his second father.  He will never forget him 

because the big-hearted man was the first person who treated him as an equal.  He left the world 

a long times ago, may he rest in peace! 

 

In the early 1850s there appeared rumors in Bohemia about the blessed land of America. Vojtěch 

started to think about emigration too.  But he was unmarried and was, at this time, trying to find 

a woman who would follow his journey through life.  But the aforementioned friend, Prucha, 

advised him not to hurry because in America he could also find his wife.  Vojtěch agreed and on 

Groundhog Day 1853 he left his home. 

 

He thought that the money he brought with him from Bohemia would be enough to travel 

through the whole of America.  But he did not have any idea how large the United States was 

and the amount he had was just enough for him to travel across the ocean.  Along the way he had 

to wait in Bremen for 8 weeks before he could finally enter Bremerhaven.  After eight more days 

he finally boarded his ship.  Fifty-six days later he reached the coast of Louisiana - he was in 

New Orleans.  

 

Why do we describe this passage?  Almost all Czechs who have settled in America personally 

know how uneasy it was.  Especially the older ones, who can talk about it a lot.  Today it is much 

easier!  

 

Another fellow passenger of Dolejš’ had enough money to continue farther - to St. Louis.  But he 

was without even a penny and therefore he got the only job that was offered to him in New 

Orleans, which was among black slaves at that time.  He did not like the work but he worked 

there for one month and earned enough money to travel to his friend to St. Louis.  Once in St. 

Louis he immediately found a job - unloading goods from ships.  This very hard work led him to 

look for something easier, which he tried to find about 150 miles from St. Louis, in small town, 

(unfortunately he forgets its name), where 4 Czechs had already died from yellow fever. 

 

Let’s allow Dolejš to tell his story:  

 

“It was good money and good food, but there were also two to three funerals daily.  What did the 

funerals look like?  They used two barrels, which were used for cement before, joined together 

with the dead body just pushed inside.  When it was lowered down into the hole, it was covered 

with earth without any words or ceremonies.  I had spent one month there and came back to St. 

Louis.  Then I continued on to a healthier zone - to Dubuque.  

 

I worked as a day laborer, but when I got there but somebody said: we should go to Minnesota to 

claim land!  I was still an unmarried guy in those times.  I had some money I had saved up 



already and adding a good rifle and an axe you had all the property I owned.  We went to St. 

Paul, where no Czechs lived at that times.  From that town we sailed via the Mississippi River 

for two and a half days and landed in Shakopee.  From that place we rented carriage to go on to 

Nova Praha, which consisted of just one log cabin (10 x 12), inhabited by just one Czech by the 

name of Lanik (Bruzek). 

 

In the surrounding area also lived Vrtis, Burak, Hanzl, Herman, Kajer, Bernas, Petricka and 

Suchomel.  The best plots had been already claimed by settlers from Luxembourg. Therefore I, 

accompanied by Rynda and Fr. Maryska,, went eight or nine miles to the south and each of us 

claimed 160 acres.  We established a settlement there and named it Nemanice.  Later on it was 

once renamed as Budejovice.  Now it is called Montgomery.  It was in November 1854 and the 

level of the snow reached our knees.  We built huts from timbers and covered it with clay. I was 

happy that I brought stove as without it we would likely not have survive winter!” 

 

That was the story of Vojtěch Dolejš as told by him.  When he settled there at the age of twenty-

seven years he started to think about marriage.  He went back to St. Louis and found a job as a 

cooper there.  He befriend one local Czech girl and married her.  Her name was Barbora 

Zahradnik and she was from Vacikov, near Rozmital.  

 

As a faithful wife she followed him back to the deserted areas of Minnesota and they also 

witnessed the Indian Uprising together.  White people, including Dolejš, had to hide themselves 

in the bushes as they were afraid of the redskins.  Vojtěch Dolejš will tell about this in his own 

words again:  

 

“It was perhaps the third day when one German, who knew English already, pushed us to go to 

fight against the Indians because the law ordered it and it also said those who will refuse to fight 

would be shot.  Therefore thirty of us, men armored with scythes, forks, axes, and some who also 

had rifles (but some of the guns did not work) and we went.  We did not have enough bread, 

some men walked barefooted, but we had a lot of ammunition instead.  As my commander said 

we were going to fulfill the law.  However, when we were two to three miles away one of us 

said: ‘Dear friends, where we will our bones end? We have wives and children and when the 

Indians kill us, who will look after them?’ After his speech, we all decided to go home, including 

our commander.  This was a good idea because had we seen just one Indian in the forest, all of us 

would have collapsed from fear, including our commander. 

 

Before the start of the Uprising I was not afraid of the Indians.  They visited me often, taught me 

how to shoot.  I visited their wigwams bringing them bread and they were always very thankful 

for it.  I killed several deer thanks to their aid.”  

 

A lot of years passed and Dolejš became old, not mentally, just physically.  He began to work 

more slowly but still he farmed and also made charcoal.  When charcoal became unprofitable he 

realized another idea and established a brick kiln, which is still profitable today.  His marriage 

was blessed with eight children and five of them are alive.  He has two sons and three daughters, 

and all of them are married.  

 



Dolejš is retired now, but he is still healthy and active. We hope that Mr. Old Grim Reaper will 

be smart enough to wait dozens of years before he will decide to visit him. 

 

We wish him a long and comfortable life! 

 

Frantisek Daněk from Glencoe, Minnesota was born in northeastern Bohemia where you go 

across the border of present day Prussian Silesia into Moravia.  Specifically in the area of 

Chrudim kraj, which is well-known as one of the last strongholds of the Czech Brethren.   Here, 

after the Battle of White Mountain Battle, they maintained in secret the beliefs of their ancestors.  

They partake in both kinds and like to read from the Bible of Kralice. 

 

The words of the poet: "Let our houses be blessed" refers, without any doubt whatsoever, to the 

homes of the Czech protestants in this area of Bohemia.  Especially from the times when the 

Roman church had its most stubborn dissenters until today.  It is also an area where the language 

of our ancestors has been kept in its original sound. 

 

In this area was also born our Fr. Danek - in Stritez, Litomysl District, on 1 May 1820.  His 

father, Mikulas, had a large number of children and therefore could not provide for his son any 

better education than that which he received himself – only several grades of village school.  

Frantisek was trained as a weaver.  During the winters he was working on the loom and during 

the summers he would be bleaching linen.  Yearly he also had to work in the fields for the 

landlords and once he became so ill from the hard work he spent almost 13 weeks lying in bed. 

 

Hopes for freedom, which were brought alive in the year 1848, also made it to this forgotten, 

hilly region and it also started a desire for a better life in the mind of Danek.  He did not wish to 

be a subject to the landlords, despite the words of the Bible anymore.  He did not wait a very 

long time and in the spring of 1852 he left his home, to sail across the ocean. 

 

He was sad to leave his home country, but he believed that better times were awaiting for him as 

a free man.  After several weeks of a very difficult passage (Danek never told any details about 

it) they fortunately landed in New York.   

 

The amount of money he brought from Bohemia decreased by his changing at Bremen and by 

travelling so much that from 900 guilders rested only 11 shillings in his pockets when he arrived 

in Milwaukee.  But 100 pounds of flour cost 3 shillings more than that. 

 

It was a very difficult beginning, but Danek had a strong will to overcome his troubles.  He made 

his way to Caledonia, Wisconsin, where his uncle, Daniel Stritecky, had settled before.  Danek 

worked as a day laborer in the surrounding area as well as another immigrants did.  

 

That same year he married (in Racine) and having saved $25, he bought five acres in Caledonia 

for fifty dollars.  The seller was so generous he promised to wait for the second half of the 

purchase amount. It was a small debt, but Danek did not sleep well for 3/4 year.  These times 

were much harder than we can imagine today. 

 



Often he had to chop wood earning just 25 cents for one cord and he was not able to do more 

than one and a half cords daily.  With tears in his eyes he remembered his work in Bohemia 

when he earned 1-1.5 guilders as a weaver there.  But as a good fighter he continued in his 

struggle until the better times arrive and soon he owned 15 acres.  In 1867 he left Wisconsin with 

$1,100 in his pocket. Glencoe, a small town in McLeod County, Minnesota, with a population 

200 was the magnet that attracted Danek.   

 

Once there he bought 80 acres of land covered in forest, brush, and swamps for $265 and thanks 

to his very hard work his son, Josef, today owns 120 acres (and he still owns the first farm), plus 

Anton and Frantisek each own 140 acres. Jan bought a pharmacy in Minneapolis, and all four 

men are quite wealthy.   

 

Life in America brought to Mr. Danek a lot of interesting stories, but we cannot mention them 

here due to a lack of space.  It was a struggle for each piece of land, for each piece of bread - and 

the brave Czech prevailed. 

 

Now, when the hard times are over, the old "Helvit" (he is of protestant origin) spends his time 

beekeeping and reading Freethinker magazines. Mrs. Rosalie Danek, faithful partner of his 

lifetime, passed away in 1887.  Danek now tells to his sons and grandsons all about the past 

times, when he was one of the first Czechs here and how he offered help to his fellow 

compatriots.  A lot of them are related to him now.  In Wisconsin, related to him now are 

members of the following families: Smrcek, Danek, and Klofanda.  In Kansas we should also 

mention the Kubiks and in Minnesota the Pulkrabeks.  With the exception of members of the 

immediate Danek family the families are related to him through both the male and female lines. 

 

 

Jan Vodrážka from Eagle, Brule County, South Dakota, was born on 18 October 1826 in 

Sobeslav where his father worked as a miller.  (He later lived at "Kostsky mill" nearby Tabor). 

He attended a so called Ultraquist school, i.e. school where classes were taught in both the Czech 

and German languages.  He also had to attend repeating lessons on Sundays, which the older 

compatriots remember very well.  Trained to be both a miller and a baker, as a journeyman he 

started his travels in his 19th year.  First he went to Prague and later to Brandys and as a miller-

journeyman "krajanek".  He followed the Labe (Elbe) River going as far as Vrchlabi.  Also he 

worked at various mills located on the Jizera River and Cidlina River.  He worked in Bohemian 

towns of Nymburk, Teplice, Decin and Usti nad Labem.  He also worked in the town of Zittau 

located in Lusatia and he remembers the memorial of "Three Rulers", which he saw on the road. 

 

When his "wanderbuch" (a passport for travelling journeymen that is necessary in the Austrian 

Empire even today) was over, he returned home via Prague.  He recognized that once back at his 

home he would likely be drafted into the army soon.  So he decided to travel again.  He went to 

Austria, then via Vienna to Moravia, and from Brno to Hungary.  For some time he worked in 

Velehrad and then went back home again.  Later he went to Prague to work at Sitka's mills, 

which are located at the border of Podskali and Zofin Island. 

 



In that time (it was 1848) the revolutionary events began in Prague.  Vodrážka, as did most of the 

millers and other good Czechs, participated in the bloody defeat during the Pentecost Revolution 

too. 

 

But when General Windischgraetz, defeated the Uprising in Prague Vodrážka had to leave the 

town immediately.  Hidden, and during the dark of night, he travelled via flatboat thanks to the 

aid of a friendly guard on the upper barge he landed at Podol and from there he ran to Pankrac, 

where he caught a stagecoach to Tabor. 

But he only spent 24 hours there because his mother had a nightmare, which the Vodrazkas saw 

as foreboding for the escaper.  Thinking about the proverb "Under the candlestick is the darkest 

place" he went back to Prague and actually was not prosecuted there.  But when he went back to 

Tabor (respectively to the Kostsky Mill) his troubles started.  He could not be seen around the 

town and for almost six years he tried to avoid military service, via his journeyman-travelling, or 

as the millers say "krajannkovani".  After a very long time and multiple requests he finally 

received his passport to America.  At this time he was almost 28 years old already 

.  

From Hamburg he continued to Liverpool, when he spent two weeks and continued to New York 

via sailing-ship a trip which took 40 days.  He arrived there in October 1854. 

 

As regarding his money, he lent a lot to his compatriots during the passage, therefore when he 

arrived in Buffalo he had hardly any left and later as he went on to Detroit via the Lake, where 

he worked very hard until spring.  Later he sailed via Lake Superior to the mining town of 

Ontonagon where he worked in the copper and silver mines.  But due to the unhealthy water and 

hard work he returned to Detroit where he worked as a gear carpenter, which helped him a lot 

because at that time there were many vinegar factories just being established.   

 

In 1857 he married Miss Rozalie Fiser and spent the next eight years in Detroit.  He worked as a 

shop assistant and later as a successful shoemaker who employed 4-5 workers.  When the Civil 

War started he saw that many American patriots were trying to avoid military service and being 

father of four children he left for Canada.  In the fall of 1864 he settled on a farm he bought in 

Minden, Sunny Lake County, Michigan, where he lived for 22 years.  

 

His farm was large - 220 acres and was very nice.  It seems that he might well be wealthy soon, 

but twice the farm was destroyed by fire.  First in 1871 and then again in 1881.  The second fire 

led to total destruction.  One year later, in 1882, he went to the Dakota Territory to look around, 

and when he came back home he sold his property for $3,000 and moved with his whole family 

to the location where I met him: Brule County, near Bijou Hills, about sixteen miles from the 

Missouri River. 

 

He has eleven children.  Six of them are married and the remaining five not yet.  Eight of them 

are sons and there are three daughters.  Despite their ages, Mr. Vodrážka and his wife are healthy 

and in good spirits too.  He is a passionate reader and laughs at the clerical myths. 

 

Long live Mr. Vodrážka and we wish joy for his numerous descendants! 

 



Vojtěch Malý from Solon, Johnson County, Iowa, was born in 1822 in Plzen (Pilsen), Bohemia.  

His father worked as a tailor and Vojtěch attended elementary school in Plzen.  Later his father 

bought a small farm where the entire family worked very hard because the fields were located in 

a very hilly area.  Vojtěch, as the oldest son, became the heir of the farm and paid to his three 

brothers and three sisters their portion in installments.  But his financial situation suffered 

because of this and he began to wonder how he could improve his status.  In those times he 

received several letters from his relatives who were in America and who encouraged him to 

move there.  They described life at America in beautiful colors.  Vojtěch decided to make this 

move, but later regretted it a thousand times.   

 

He sold his property and together with his wife and three children left home for America in 1854.  

They boarded a ship in Bremen and their passage last for six weeks.  During their passage they 

suffered disasters that were a huge shock to them.  Both of their young sons, who were for Malý 

the main reason for emigrating, died on the ship and were buried in the cold waters of the ocean.  

The immense sorrow and despair these poor parents went through can only be understood by 

others who suffered the same type of disaster. 

 

Concerned and depressed the immigrants landed in New York, but they did not stay there for a 

long time.  They went via Chicago to Rock Island where he bought a wagon with a team and 

started the long and painful journey to Iowa.  They were accompanied by several another 

Czech families by the names of: Cerny, Sinkula, Ulc, Jilek, and others. 

  

Fortunately they reached Iowa City and from that town they went on to Solon, which was a tiny 

settlement with only four log houses.  Malý bought 80 acres of prairie and 10 acres of forest and 

started farming.  Unfortunately he was not successful. Wheat paid very well at first. But later, 

before the Civil War, its price decreased.  Malý had some debts and it seemed that he would lose 

all of their property.  Therefore he sold half of his land to pay the debts and hoped that the 

remaining land would be sufficient to make a living for his family.  

 

But other troubles soon appeared.  The Civil War started.  With all its cruelties the sons of the 

North were called to protect the territorial integrity of the Union.  Because the number of 

volunteers was not sufficient it was agreed that the next soldiers would be chosen by drawing 

names.  

 

Malý was drawn so he left the farm and wore the blue jacket of the soldier.  He was recruited for 

the 1st company of the 15th Regiment of Iowa together with Josef Novotny and Matej Macha.  

 

The Regiment was sent to join the Tennessee Army and fought in numerous cruel battles.  They 

also marched to the sea under the command of General Sheridan.  A lot of men fell from 

exhaustion during those fast marches.  Malý overcame all the difficulties of military life with 

patience and bravery.  Under the command of Brigadier General Belknap they marched a lot 

through the bad roads, muck, and swamps.  They often started to march at dawn and continued 

until the dark night, when almost dead tired, finally were able to lie down to sleep often times to 

be interrupted by the fire of the guns of Southerners.  Whenever Malý got to lie down on his hard 

military bed he always remembered his dear wife and six children who he left in distant Iowa.  

He always made the wish to be fortunate enough to be able to meet them all one day.  His wish 



was fulfilled, because in 1865, after 9 months in the service he was demobilized and of course he 

immediately run back home to his deserted family.  His family was afraid that he was lost to 

them because they had heard that he was injured in one of the battles.  He was but fortunately his 

injury was not too serious – a bullet from a rebel sliced his skin above his left ear while he was 

out on patrol.   

 

Once home their meeting was emotional and the telling of their stories was never-ending. 

 

Malý did not rest a lot, although he deserved it.  Rather he started to work on his farm 

immediately and worked hard in spite of his illness, which he also brought home from battle and 

which gives him troubles to this day.  

 

Malý was never a child of fortune as he had to overcome a lot of disasters in his life, but as a 

good fighter he finally succeeded.  In 1893 his wife passed away after seven years of a very 

painful illness.  Although Malý is 75 years old, he has a lot of power and in spite of his illness he 

can still walk well.  He cannot work any longer, but he lives quietly on his farm, near the town of 

Solon, together with his youngest daughter.  His other children are already married.  The military 

pension pay he is receiving from the government, and which he very much deserves, is a great 

help for him in his old age. 

 

Josef Wojtishek from Ely, Linn County, Iowa, was born in 1837 in Jimramov, Moravia on the 

Bohemian border where his parents worked as farmers.  He attended local elementary school 

there.  When he finished that school he helped his parents until 1853 when they sold everything 

they owned in order to leave for America. They hoped that their hard work would be better 

rewarded there.  Another reason was to avoid military service for Josef and his brother.  None of 

them wished to see them wearing the tight jacket of an Austrian soldier. 

 

They went via Bremen to Galveston, Texas where they landed after 8 weeks of fortunate sailing. 

They continued on to Houston where they then stayed for 2 weeks.  A Protestant preacher 

Bergman, from Cat Spring in Austin County, tried to convince them to move there, but they did 

not like the intensely hot weather of Texas, which they were not accustomed to.  They were also 

afraid of the lack of good spring water, a really rare commodity in Texas.   

 

Due to these reasons they decided to go back to Galveston and from there continued on to New 

Orleans.  Fom that town they sailed via the Mississippi River north to St. Louis where they 

planned to settle.  But they did not like that town too.  During this time there were some riots and 

therefore they decided to go to Chicago. 

 

In Galena, Illinois the father of Wojtishek became very sick and on the third day after their 

arrival in Chicago he died.  Everyone can understand the feelings of these poor immigrants 

staying by the coffin of the man who was their main support and breadwinner.  After they buried 

their father for eternal rest, they continued on as orphans to Caledonia, Wisconsin, near Racine.   

 

In this town there lived some other Czechs including some of their friends from the Old Country. 

They went there to buy some land and settle there. But the land in Caledonia was already too 

expensive and for newcomers it would have been very difficult to start there.  Several families 



from Caledonia were going to move to Iowa at this time because land was cheap there and the 

people who had already settled there sent them good news.  So the Wojtisheks decided to move 

there, too.  

 

They bought a pair of oxen and together with another four families started the journey.  After 

two weeks of travelling they reached Cedar Rapids.  This was about eight miles from the place 

called Hoosler Grove (now Ely).  At this place they occupied governmental land and started to 

farm.  In the surrounding area were a lot of redskins in those times and also a lot of wolves. This 

made it difficult for the newcomers.  Their first summer Josef, together with his younger brother, 

built a hut.  Despite the fact that the hut was primitive one they were proud of it and having one 

made it feel like a palace to them.  

 

Three years later their mother remarried and in 1862 bought 40 acres in the same neighborhood 

and Josef remained alone at the first farm.  His brother helped at both places and also worked for 

other farmers.  In that time (1862) he married Miss Anna Riegel, who came from an old Czech 

patriotic family.  

 

They worked hard on the farm until 1872 and being successful, they found themselves able to 

buy more land.  In the mentioned year he already owned 280 acres and an additional 80 acres, 

which they later sold.  But his wife suffered from gout and could not be of much help to him.  

Therefore he began thinking about starting a new business.  In 1872, together with one 

American, they established a profitable drugstore in Ely.  But they went separate ways some time 

later.  From that time on Wojtishek has had his own store and thanks to his hard work it has 

flourished. 

 

At a later time later he took advantage of an opportunity to join a grain store, where he 

successfully worked together with his copartner for sixteen years.  In 1888 he paid his copartner 

for his portion of the store and since that time he has been the sole owner of the store.  Wojtishek 

became a wealthy man because in addition to owning the drugstore and grain store he is a 

stockholder in one bank in Cedar Rapids and for some time he was also its chairman.  He also is 

the owner of 275 acres of great soil in Linn County.   

 

He has a three living children.  His son, Fr. J. Wojtishek, is a popular physician in Cedar Rapids 

and a daughter Marie works as a teacher in the public schools there.  The youngest daughter, 

Anna, still lives with her parents. 

 

However, Wojtishek is a coolheaded man who always works with invincible energy.  This is the 

reason for his successes in business and in farming, too.  His wife is alive too and she like to talk 

about their hard beginnings in this country that they overcame. 

 

Around Riverside and Richmond in Washington County, Iowa a lot of Czechs have settled who 

spent a great many years and started there as pioneers. They can tell a lot of interesting stories 

about their beginnings in this area when they were without a penny, without any knowledge of 

English, but full of good will and energy.  They struggled with all difficulties and finally 

prevailed there.  Almost all of them became wealthy enough to spend the last years of their 

lifetime not in luxury, but in quiet satisfaction. 



 

One of the aforementioned pioneers is Martin Nový from Riverside, who was born in 1822 in 

Všenice, Plzen kraj, where his parents had a small farm.  Until he reached the age of 11 years he 

attended school at a nearby village and helped his parents as he was able.  His older brother was 

drafted into the army and Martin had to work for the landlords of Radnice Domain because at 

that time there was an obligation (called "robota") to work in the landlord’s fields and any 

defiance shown to the noble landlords was punished with their catchpoles made of hazel rod at 

an oak bench.  

 

Nový was trained to be a bricklayer and carpenter and later he worked in the coal mines until he 

was twenty years old.  Later he would have to wear the tight jacket of the Austrian soldier.  He 

served in the military for a long time and after ten years and eight months, he was finally 

released from his obligation.  With his regiment he served at many different places and in 1840 

battled in the military campaign against Italy.  When he came back home in 1852 he married and 

as a military veteran he was rewarded with a job as a forester. 

 

This occupation was not very well suited to him and Nový served in this post for only three and a 

half years.  Thanks to the military service he knew about another countries and their people and 

because he wished to improve his situation he decided to leave his home for America, which was 

seen as ‘El Dorado’ for all unsatisfied men in those times.  

 

He sailed in 1856 together with wife and 3 children, accompanied by several other families.  

They boarded in Bremen and went to Baltimore.  They arrived there after only nine weeks of 

good sailing.  But they were hit by disaster in Bremen because one of their cildren became sick 

and died shortly after their arrival there. 

 

From Baltimore they went to Chicago and from that town continued, together with the families 

of Smidl, Blecha, and Kalous to Iowa City, Iowa.  But Nový did not stay there and continued on 

to Washington County, where together with Mat. Blecha, he bought 40 acres.  

 

Their beginnings were very hard, but both of them were trained carpenters and those skills 

helped them a lot.  They chopped down trees, transported them to a saw mill, and from the 

boards and leftovers they built buildings for the newcomers.  But the work paid poorly often just 

twenty cents a day and sometimes it would happen that they would not get paid at all.  After 

about three years of this hard work and saving all they could Nový bought 120 acres near 

Riverside, where he lives today around several other old, retired Czech farmers.  They meet each 

other at drugstore of Mr. Triska, where they enjoy talking and joking a lot. 

 

His marriage was blessed with seven children, but only five of them are still living at this time.  

His oldest son was kicked by a horse during the Civil War and he died from his injuries a short 

time after that.  All of the living children are married and Nový can afford to rest a bit now.  

 

Despite the fact that his health is not well he still likes to get up early in order to fish in a river 

located nearby because fishing is his favorite sport. 

 



Jan Heck from Riverside, Iowa, was born in 1838 in Hvozdany, Tabor kraj, where his parents 

had a small farm.  He attended a school until he was 12 years old.  This was when his father 

transferred his farm to Jan's older brother, Vaclav, and went to America.  

 

They went via Bremen to New York and then they continued by train to Rock Island, Illinois and 

then by wagon to Iowa City.  They spent one winter there.  Then in the spring the father bought 

40 acres located about 4 miles to the north of the aforementioned town.  The parents and three 

sisters of Jan’s worked on the farm.  Jan was employed for about two years first at a home for the 

blind.  He where he worked for clothing and bad food.  Because he was not satisfied there he left 

that job and started to work as a farm hand, which he liked, despite the fact that his monthly 

wage at first was only $6.00.  He worked at various farms until 1862, when he joined U.S. Army.  

He left the quiet of farm life and hurried with his regiment to the battlefield.  He served in 

company K, of 32nd Regiment of Iowa, where another twenty-five Czechs also served.  

 

This regiment joined the army of General Grant and fought in numerous battles under his 

command.  They received their first baptism by fire at Port Gibson, Mississippi.  Later they 

fought at Champion Hill, Black River, Vicksburg, and then moved to Jackson, Mississippi.   

From that location were sent to Texas where they fought several times against the furious and 

wild Texas Rangers. 

 

Later they moved to the Shenandoah Valley where they joined the army of General Sheridan. 

Under the command of this famous general they battled in some of the cruelest fights, because 

the courage shown by their commander made heroes of them too.  Heck had good luck for long 

time because the bullets of the Southerners did not hit him.  But later, at the Battle of Fisher's 

Hill, (Ed: September 21-22, 1864) he finally tasted the rebel's lead.  They shot off two of his 

fingers and part of his thumb.  Because this injury was very dangerous and painful, Heck could 

not serve any longer.  He spent some time in a hospital in Pennsylvania and from this location 

was moved, together with many other sons of Iowa to Davenport, Iowa.  In January, 1865 he was 

released from the hospital and returned back home to his parents.   

 

In May of that year he married and moved to neighboring Washington County where he bought a 

farm near Riverside where he lives to this day together with his numerous family members.  

 

Seven of his children live with him and two others are already married. He is satisfied, merry in 

his character, and rightly proud for his military experiences.   

 

He moved to this country as a poor, thirteen year old boy.  He did not spend a lot of his lifetime 

in the Old Country and therefore his experiences in America are plentiful.  And for his new 

country he did not hesitate to risk his own life when it called its sons to fight under the flag of the 

star-and-stripes. 

 

***END*** 

 

 


