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In the previous issues of Kalendář we brought you mostly the life experience of farmers and peasants as 

they were the ones who began to move to our country. Afterwards, also the craftsmen moved to 

America in greater numbers; some of them became rich or at least achieved better financial status than 

they used to have in the old Europe. Some of them were driven to leave their craft and many had to 

become laborers, having hard times even then. 

However, Tomíška is one of those lucky men who found America the land of milk and honey. His life was 

quite eventful and this is the reason why we want you to read about it. 

Anton Tomíška was born on June 13, 1824 in Heřmanův Městec where his father kept a gunsmith’s 

shop. When little Toníček became young Tonda, he was brought to the shop and started absorbing his 

father’s strict lessons. He was lead to learn his lessons well and succeeded, which made him a 

journeyman at the age of sixteen. As the habit was, he was sent to journey with many instructions about 

his discipline from his father and a bundle of home-made cakes from his mother so that her beloved 

Toníček would not suffer from hunger. 

As there was abundance of game everywhere, a gunsmith had always a lot to do. Soon he got a job in 

Brno and later in Morkovice, Kroměříž, Travník, Bejkovice and many other Moravian towns. Everybody 

wanted to have a gun of his make. He lived easily until 1847 when he was conscripted to the infantry, 

aged 24.  From this point, Tomíška tells his story himself: “We had to walk to Josefov where they taught 

us a little how to march like soldiers. Then they rushed us to Italy where the whole nation was in 

ferment. We were supposed to take their minds off things which we did really badly as the people were 

infuriated against us. A soldier alone could not walk around the place because he might just disappear; 

Italians were really great at this. The rebellion was everywhere; when they sent us to Milan where it was 

the same. As soon as we arrived a wild battle broke out between the people and the army. There was no 

mercy on either side, so it was a very murderous fight. The massacre in that city was a horrible sight.” 



He spent long eight years as a soldier in Italy; only then he was allowed to return to Austria. He went 

straight to Vienna where he got a good job with the court gunsmith. After some time he felt like going to 

Prague, so he moved there, worked in several shops and lived well. At that time he got the idea of 

working on his own but his masters did not favor that, trying to discourage him by ordering him to make 

a gun very hard to make; a few of them would be able to make it themselves. However, our Tomíška 

succeeded and achieved true mastery in his craft. He bought an ancient shop from Josef Kubát and kept 

it for twelve years. At first the shop was very successful but in the course of time there was less and less 

work and freshly made guns lied on the shelves unsold. 

“I often heard,” continues Tomíška his story, “that gunsmiths are really well paid in America, so I was 

getting ready to emigrate, too. I was still single then and did not want to move out alone so I got 

married and in 1865 I left for America.” 

First he settled in Cleveland, Ohio. There were only seven Czech families at the time. From Cleveland, he 

moved to Pittsburgh, Pa. where he got a good job and had it been stable, he would be a rich man. After 

five years the business got weaker and Tomíška moved to Chicago. He established his own shop there; it 

was two years before the big fire that scorched the city. During the fire his shop was burglarized to the 

last gun without him having the chance to protect it. Robbed of all his fortune, he left for Iowa City, Ia. 

where he started to work on multiple inventions. He gave up after six years of effort seeing that with his 

inventions he would only die of hunger. He packed whatever there was left and went to Nebraska; he 

settled in Kearney. Being the only gunsmith far and wide, his business throve so much he could not 

satisfy all the orders. Now, with a lot of money in his hands, he built a hotel and started to make more 

and more in both his businesses until new competition appeared and he began missing Czech people; 

for long twelve years his was the only Czech family in Kearney. He learned that many Czechs were 

moving to Ravena so he established a hotel there called “The Palmer”. It is not as big as “Palmer House” 

in Chicago but big enough for Ravena.  He does not carry on his gunsmith trade anymore; he says it is 

not worth it. 

His masterpiece, the gun made in Cleveland, is said to be still there, owned by a German brew master 

and kept like a precious stone; it cannot be used because the cartridges are different these days. 

As he longed so much to live among the Czechs he has a wonderful opportunity to show his patriotism 

with his acts; he is rich enough to do so. We hope he will. 

A.V. 

Matěj Lenz. This settler is not old yet but has lived through a lot and maybe more than some greybeards 

who think that getting old and grey or even bald in America means a miracle in itself; some people arrive 

to this country and just grow fat and benefit without taking part in the public and community life. The 

true reason may be that a man moves here to improve his personal situation but he should pay the 

country back for the same reason; although many of them mean well while working in the opposite way. 

It is not always through their fault as demonstrated by Matěj Lenz’s life. He spent the whole Civil War on 

the Confederacy side. 



Matěj Lenz gave his first war cry in Bohemia as early as in 1839 when he was born in Týn nad Vltavou 

and his grandmother foresaw: “This boy is gonna be some soldier, he knows how to cry…”. Her prophecy 

came true. Lenz arrived to America with his parents as a young boy in 1853. The journey by ship took 

sixteen weeks and they experienced all the terrors of the rough sea. Having recovered from the trouble 

on the ship, they went to Cleveland where they made their living by woodcutting as this was the only 

work the father could do. His son helped him – not exactly a preparation for his military career, was it?  

After nine months both Matěj’s parents fell seriously ill. He could not cut the wood alone, being still a 

weak child, and he had to go begging to support his parents. When they recovered, the family moved to 

St. Louis to work as woodcutters again. In 1855 the young Lenz started to learn coopery; his father was 

rich enough then to buy forty acres of land which he put under the plough. The country there was still 

very empty. Every day Matěj finished his coopery work and helped his father on the farm; such was the 

routine until 1860 when he decided to go and explore the world. He found himself a job in Warren 

County, Mo., where he worked on a farm till June 1, 1861. The world around was hit by war then. Lenz 

never occupied himself by what was going on in America, he only focused on his work. But on that day 

some light-armed men came to him saying that he, like every man, had to join the army. He saw more of 

his friends among the soldiers and believed it – but even if he had not believed, he would have had to 

go. It happened in the afternoon. They took him to a farm where he got some food and then he had to 

set out for a journey with the others, only thinking of who would be plowing the fields for his former 

employer. All his fortune was some clothes he had tied up to a headscarf. They gave him a double 

shotgun with cartridges and the soldier was ready. On the same evening they reached Walnuttown 

where they slept the night. In the morning they marched to Spreeprairie and Springfield, Mo.  

Lenz tells his story: “The first battle broke out close to Wilsoncreek. The Confederacy won and the Union 

troops disappeared. Later on, we marched to Lexington, Mo. where again we crashed into one another 

and again we were the victors. After a bit of rest we were sent to Warsow and had another small 

collision. Then we marched slowly to Springfield where we spent the winter. Early in spring we had to 

leave Springfield and march to Arkansas to join more of our troops: Mornanquick was our commander. 

A great force of Southern army was located around Pierage. There a bloody battle broke out and we 

were terribly defeated. 

We got the order to march to White River, further to Memphis, Tennesee, and to Corren, Tennesee. The 

Confederacy force was joined and we continued to Vicksburgh where there was another battle. The 

Union army, with their commander Rosencrans, was defeated.  

After that battle the Unionists avoided us and so we reached as far as Port Hudson, Louisiana. 

There we got the order to go to Jackson, Miss. where we were thoroughly defeated as the Unionists 

outnumbered us greatly. 

From Jackson we were retreating until we got close to the railway. We had to get in the trains waiting 

there for us and traveled to Ringo, Georgia. Immediately after getting off, without eating anything, we 

joined a fierce battle. It was on Friday when both sides started the shooting and it lasted till Sunday 

when the surrounding forests were set on fire. The fire was endlessly spit from both sides with terrible 



ferocity: many, many wounded died in the forest fire because there was no one to save them. Finally the 

Unionists retreated and we followed them to Chicamauga, Tenn. They got significant help there and in 

the battle that broke out we were defeated. After that, our regiment was sent to Alton, Georgia where 

they left us waiting till spring. Then the Unionists drew near us and it started all over again at the Rosac 

(Rosaco, Rosaca? illegible) station. 

Since then we hardly got out of clashes while we still had to retreat until we were driven by General 

Sherman to Atlanta. There, after a fierce and, let me say, heroic resistance we lost the battle again. We 

ran for sixteen miles then but they caught us and made us fight and lose again. 

Now we had to face a lot of long and painful marching, suffering from hunger and illnesses. We were 

pursued and we did not have a quiet moment as the Unionists were pressing us from all sides. As soon 

as we arrived to Nashville, Tenn. we got another thrashing and retreated hopelessly. Many fellows just 

wanted to die in the battle to quit their horrible suffering.  Once I went to steal some cabbage in the 

field, ignorant of the Unionists being located around as reserves. Suddenly I heard bullets whistling 

around my ears. Of course, I forgot about being hungry and ran for cover which I probably would not 

manage if there was not a little house I hid behind. 

Finally, the hour of salvation came for me. When they transported us to Hamburg, South Carolina, we 

were told we might be released. We found it hard to believe because they still held us in strict check. I 

rather thought I would lie down my tired bones somewhere in the field. 

One day we were called and told that we were released, free to go anywhere we liked. 

To make my further travels easier, I pinched an army mule and I rode two hundred miles on its back to 

Afton, Mississippi. There I sold the mule for 55 dollars and took a train to Nashville, Tenn. and then on 

the river to St. Louis where I finally got in 1865. 

In St. Louis, I started to work as a cooper again and it has been my occupation ever since.”  

Today, after all the military hardship and hard work, Lenz is looking much older but remembers 

everything to the last detail. He keeps hoping that one day, the Confederacy soldiers will also receive 

some gratuity; it is his belief that he is entitled because he did not join the army in his free will. 

Otherwise, he enjoys good health and tells his seven children stories about the suffering of soldiers in 

the Confederacy army. 

A.V. 

Jan Hypša. One of the sorely tried Czech settlers in America is also old Mr. Hypša who lives now in Bloff 

City, Kans. 

Jan Hypša was born in 1832 in Velký Újezd, Prague district. His youth already being no bed of roses, he 

was also supposed to suffer the torments of soldiering. He had no desire to join the military knowing he 

would have to spend long years there; but he had found himself a fiancée by then who he would not 



give up for his life. For that reason, he quietly set out for America in 1854. They traveled by a sailing ship 

for a long time to New Orleans and up the Mississippi river and then by train to Milwaukee, Wis. They 

had arranged to meet Mr. Kostomlatský there. More fellow countrymen joined them: Suchomel, Krajník, 

Abt and Pech. They arrived to Milwaukee at Christmas but could not linger there for long as they could 

not find any jobs. However, people were hired for work in the forests and so they set out to the 

Manitowoc area where they succeeded. They cut the trees and made shingles, working hard for two 

years. But there was less and less work and he left with his wife for Dodge Co., Wis. We have to note 

here that he married his lover immediately upon their arrival to America. They both had to work hard to 

make thirteen dollars a month. 

They saved money as much as they could and after some time they managed to lay aside enough to rent 

120 acres of land from his brother who had been their employer, too. 

Their beginnings were distressful because they were short of many things. But they labored and slowly 

added to their fortune. They farmed on that land for ten years. Later on they rented four hundred acres 

and started a greater farming business; they owned three pairs of strong horses and quite a large 

number of pigs and cattle. They were hoping to make enough to buy their own land. 

But then there were three years of poor harvest and Hypša, although he was putting all his effort in 

fighting the bad situation, dropped lower and lower until he lost everything he possessed. He was left 

with nothing but a pair of weak horses and a wagon. He could not rely on help from his neighbors as all 

of them were doing their best to keep themselves. For this reason, he loaded his wagon with all his 

movables and traveled to remote Kansas where he and his sons occupied three quarters of a land 

section and began farming again. But their horses, exhausted by the long journey, could not bear the 

hard work for long and died soon. Hypša and his sons were left without a team but they managed to 

borrow thirty dollars and his son offered his watch he had bought in Wisconsin for his modest earnings. 

“We bought a pair of Texas pony. The sum we had was not sufficient so we had to mortgage them and 

were expecting with fear what was there to come next – shall we be able to pay back or not? The 

harvest was good, but not very good, and after we paid our debts we had nothing to live on. To help us 

out, I worked as a wagoner. I took people as far as Indian Territory and to the other side to Wichita, 80 

miles away, where we also had to buy all household goods. On the way back from Indian Territory, we 

gathered buffalo bones as there were lots of them everywhere; we sold them to merchants. Wanting to 

deal with the lack of money as fast as I could, I rented a hotel room in Freeport where we stayed for two 

years until Bloff City was established close to our land. 

We moved to Bloff City and set up a restaurant there, keeping our farm at the same time.” 

In that period, Hypša’s wife started to suffer from tuberculosis. They both had to leave the restaurant 

and went to live on their farm. Hypša spent two years by his wife’s bed without leaving her even for a 

while. But his wife, a woman so hardworking and candid, deceased. 



With his sons already working on their own lands, Hypša had to keep his farm on his own which cost him 

more and more. He had to cook, do his washing and all the other chores himself. He was growing older 

and could not work the same as he had done before. 

When Hypša realized that continuing like this, he would only wear himself out without any enjoyment, 

in 1891 he gave up his farm and opened another small restaurant with a grocery shop in Bloff City. He is 

visited by many local settlers who often listen to his narration on his beginnings in America. Most of all, 

Hypša is annoyed by the wicked prohibition though he is hopeful to live long enough to see Kansas freed 

from this embarrassing nightmare. 

His sons are doing well and keep bringing their children to grandpa’s for candy. They wish they could 

keep seeing him for many years in future. 

A.V. 

Martin Urban. One of the longtime Czech settlers in Chicago was the ancient M. Urban, now living in 

Omaha, Neb. He was born in the Czech town of Kunvald in 1816. 

After finishing school he was a dyeing apprentice in Wimberk where he also settled with his wife later 

on. After 1850 the migration to America started as a result of very promising news coming from New 

World. Urban, among others, also decided to leave for the Promised Land and did so in 1855. After a 

seven-week stormy voyage the ship reached the New York harbor and he immediately set out to meet 

his friends in Massachusetts where they worked in the Holyoke loom-house. But Urban could not find 

any job there despite his willingness to do any kind of work. 

Facing a poor future in that town, he resolved to leave for Chicago. He arrived there on July 1, 1855. 

Chicago only had the population of 84,000 – the size of today’s Town of Lake. The Czechs lived there in 

the vicinity of Quincy and Jackson streets; the areas where they live today used to be barren prairies. 

Most Czechs lived in northern Clark Street but altogether their number was quite small. The only Czech 

public house was a meeting place for all. 

“I could not get a job that would suit my profession,” tells Urban, “so I got hired by a lumber trader. I 

was not used to such hard labor and did not speak a word of English. But I spoke German which helped 

me to learn English quite fast. In 1858 I already worked as the interpreter at the court inquiry of the 

unhappy Tercl case.  

Ms. Terclová went to collect firewood to the river bank and fell into the water among the boats. She was 

heavily injured but that was not all; at the same moment, a pile of planks collapsed and her five-year-old 

boy was dead on the spot; such was the unhappy fate of a poor Czech family. Another sad case in which 

I interpreted was the first Czech murder in Chicago. A joiner called Nehasil, in a fit of madness, killed his 

own child. A daughter of his had died earlier and he was making her a little coffin in the backyard. He 

went to get something in the room where the little girl was lying lifeless and he found his younger 

daughter playing with her sister’s hair.  Suddenly such a mad fury overtook him that he smashed the 

girl’s head with one swish of his axe and probably would have killed others if they had not disarmed him 



soon enough. The inquiry revealed that he acted in a fit of madness and Dr. Valenta and Dr. Slavík 

achieved Nehasil’s acquittal. He left Chicago forever and we never heard of him again. 

I spent some time working as the investigating officer of the poor fellow countrymen. A lot of them 

needed help from the county council but many abused it, too; sometimes I felt ashamed of their 

insolent behavior. I also kept my job at the lumber-mill where I worked as a measurer; I stayed there for 

twenty years. 

When the Czech population in Chicago grew bigger we founded Slovanská Lípa (The Slavonic Lime 

Society) and I remained with it till its end. I was also a member of the Sokol Unity until we left for 

Nebraska. In those times it cost us some sacrifice to help our countrymen live well – but many of those 

who arrived later would not believe it. 

We did not have any newspaper until Mr. Náprstek visited us and organized a fund-raising campaign so 

that a newspaper could be published; they managed to do so in St. Louis. Today’s people do not 

appreciate anymore having the opportunity to subscribe an inexpensive newspaper. In 1875 we were 

struck by misfortune: my wife died and left me alone with our three children. Today all of them are well 

provided for and I am enjoying my numerous grandchildren. I have lived with my son-in-law for some 

years now. He used to have a butcher shop in Chicago and when he sold it in 1882 we went to live on a 

farm in Nebraska. Later on, he started a butcher shop again in north Omaha which is keeps on thriving. I 

take care of the grandchildren and remember out beginnings in Chicago. It has grown into such a big city 

that it seems like a dream to me. How could all that develop so extraordinarily just in my lifetime? None 

of us has ever thought that there would be so many Czechs in Chicago and that this city would be twenty 

times larger before I close my eyes forever. Having spent twelve years in Nebraska I came to see this 

miraculous city to once again meet my children and old friends. All of them have filled me with joy for 

the rest of my life. 

A.V. 

Matěj Rybín. These days, the United States are home of fewer and fewer participants of the 1848 

revolutionary commotion. A small number of them still live scattered around the whole country and we 

seldom hear about them. And yet, their life experience is so rich that if spread among public, it could 

teach our younger generations. 

Last year I stopped on my travels in Keokuk, Iowa where I met the old Mr. Matěj Rybín who told me to 

be an old forty-eight revolutionist. For that reason, let me submit here his narrative.  

Matěj Rybín was born on March 13, 1827 in Strakonice, the town of his happy childhood years.  Then 

the first bitter years of apprenticeship followed: he learned to become a founder in Vienna. After serving 

his apprenticeship he remained there working until the revolutionary times arrived. All young people 

were passionate about freedom and Rybín belonged to one of the clubs that resolved to take an active 

part in the fight for liberty. He helped to build barricades and eye-witnessed Latour when he was pulled 

out of his house in his underwear and hanged on a street lamp. Rybín fought in the streets side by side 

with his brother who was older and had better knowledge of the movement, being a well-known 



personality among the revolutionists. Those were strange times in Vienna: the lower class experienced 

times of abundance suddenly followed by terrible poverty. They were frustrated and needed no 

encouragement to join the fight. Every one of them took a weapon and lined up with the crusaders. 

“Those were horrible moments,” tells Rybín, “especially when we besieged the military quarters of the 

Emperor’s grenadiers. They were all strong and tall men but that did not save them from the turmoil of 

the furious masses. Besides that, we also conquered other quarters. The military equipment was 

distributed to the citizens to protect them from the besieging forces. 

However, people were finally defeated and young men were being taken to the army in Vienna 

wherever they were or came from, no excuses accepted. My brother was taken before me and sent 

immediately away from Vienna. We never saw him, never heard of him again, although we had the 

authorities officially searching for him. He was no doubt put away in one of the forts. I would have 

preferred to disappear from Vienna but that for absolutely impossible. And so there was my turn. I was 

taken but first I was allowed to spend a short holiday with my family; then I was obliged to join the 

army. I used this opportunity to run away to America. Fortunately, I was able to get to Hamburg where, 

for a high payment, I could board an English ship that took me to London. I did not stay long. At those 

times, there were thousands of fugitives in London and each of them wanted to travel further as we still 

did not feel safe from the claws of the Austrian eagle. 

I went to Liverpool and boarded a ship heading to New York. From there, I set out for St. Louis and 

further to Chicago which was still a town at that time. When we arrived there we got off the train on the 

prairie because no railway station was built yet. There was only a kind of platform so that people would 

not jump to mud and water right from the train. I think it was then the only railway to those parts of the 

country. All around me I saw nothing but swamp and water so I decided to go back to St. Louis where 

the environment was livelier compared to Chicago. There were yet some Czech families in St. Louis but 

no church or public buildings for Czechs. 

Later on, we used to meet at Motl’s who established a saloon. That was where we founded a club; our 

meetings took place in the attic above the saloon main room. But someone informed the priest about 

the place serving as a church for Czechs; that German reverend visited us, berating and forbidding. That 

raised our hackles and although a few of us agreed with the priest, we eventually established a society 

called Česko-Slovanský Podporující Spolek (Czechoslavonic Support Society).  

In St. Louis I worked as a machinist for long until I got a very good job in Keokuk, Iowa where I made four 

and a half dollars a day. I was the only Czech there until my future wife’s brother Fialka moved in.  

We were doing quite well but suddenly the Civil War broke out and there was no other remedy but to 

go and fight. I joined the third regiment of the Missouri infantry. We spent two weeks learning the 

exercise and then were sent to Camp Jackson where the first captives and injured soldiers were. When 

they found out I was a machinist, I went to join the railway service. There was a great lack of people who 

understood the locomotives. For three years they kept me at the Missouri Pacific railway; most of that 

time I spent in Fulton and Jefferson City. Finally the war was over and I could return to my family who 

were anxiously waiting for me in St. Louis, Missouri. When we met in the end, we were filled with joy. 



When I got enough of St. Louis I looked for another job which I found in Keokuk, Iowa. I worked for the 

Des Moines Valley R. R. and I spent nine years there. We were able to amass a nice amount which I used 

to set up a big locomotive workshop.  

I was the only mechanic in the city and was doing very well. These days there are more workshops here 

so I let go of the big shop, which cost me a lot of money, and only kept a smaller one. 

We lived a quiet and happy life but that was supposed to end. My wife got sick and although we took 

her to the best doctors there was no helping her. So my dear companion died. Two of my daughters are 

married yet, my older son works as a machinist on the railway and the younger one had to stay at the 

locomotive workshop.  

I often miss Czech company but I am too old to move anywhere else. It makes me happy that all my 

children have learned to read and write in Czech and I hope they will keep teaching their children the 

language their beloved grandmother used to speak.” 

At the end, he also told me: “If you meet another forty-eight revolutionist on your travels, give him my 

best regards. Believe me, all of those people were true and sincere lovers of freedom and those who fell 

will always be remembered with gratitude.” 

If only the current generation paid more attention to freedom and wanted to propagate it among the 

conservatives! Their ideas have spread around lately in a terrible way and in certain places they even 

take control of the whole districts. The American people should be liberated from them, and that is my 

ardent wish. 

A.V. 

Jan Skořepa. Some of our fellow countrymen travel through a great number of states until they get 

permanently settled and Jan Skořepa is one of them. He was born in 1840 in Pečky, the district of Čáslav. 

His father settled later in Vienna where little Jan learned the needlecraft, too. But he grew weary of 

sitting all day and wished to return to his birthplace. In Pečky he worked in sugar factory but soon he 

came to the conclusion he would never do much better this way. So he was thinking what to do and 

decided to go to America. He did so in 1863, travelling via Brehmen to New York. He did not like it 

though because he longed to live in the country: so it did not take long and he left for La Crosse, Wis. He 

worked in the city for a year and then he set out to travel around Minnesota where he wanted to settle 

down. He traveled for three months there and then followed to Iowa. And then, we finally meet Skořepa 

at Cedar Rapids where he and his business partner established a grocery shop and a saloon. But the 

results of the business were not considerable. He gave it up and took a job as a foreman at La Grand 

Quarry, Marshal Co., Iowa while his wife ran a large restaurant, so they both earned good money.  

After his contract expired he moved to Bond Borrow. He started to trade land but lost a great amount, 

so he occupied an estate to become a farmer. But it did not take long and he sold the land to the North 

Western Chicago railway company and had to move out immediately. He started to sell out all the 

farming equipment; however, people did not have much money then and he was forced to sell on credit 



which has not been repaid yet. Very frustrated, he left for Nebraska. He occupied 80 acres in Saline 

County and worked very hard. Suddenly a good buyer appeared and Skořepa decided to sell again. Then 

he went to Sommer County, Kans. and bought a government estate and some other land until he owned 

a half of a section. He ran a farm and bred livestock making good money. He had a large herd but also 

lost a lot. It happened once that he lost livestock for seven hundred dollars in one day. 

When Oklahoma opened he sold all his assets out and left to try his luck there. And he finally found it 

buying land in the center of Kingfisher city, the price of which has risen high these days. He built houses 

there and collects fair rent. He also built a nice house for himself to live his old age comfortably. But still 

he has a plan to buy more government land when Cherokee Strip is opened for public. 

A.V. 

 


