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partly covered by subsequent texts.

The history o f Iowa may be likened to a pal
impsest which holds the records of successive 
generations. To decipher these records o f the 
past, reconstruct them, and tell the stories which 
they contain is the task o f those who write history.
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A  T rip  to Iowa in 1841

On the twenty-ninth of July, 1841, Alfred West 
Gilbert, a young surveyor of Cincinnati, set out 
for the West. Having just finished surveying a 
number of Kentucky and Ohio turnpikes, he had a 
comfortable savings account and no employment. 
To try to forget a disappointment in love and to 
gratify his curiosity, he “determined to see a little 
of the Great West of which Iowa was the prom
ised land”.

Boarding a steamer at Cincinnati, he proceeded 
to Saint Louis, where he remained long enough “to 
take the dimensions of the giant of the West.” 
He then took passage on a steamer for “the upper 
country”, landing at Keokuk at the foot of the 
lower rapids. He found Keokuk “a small, mean 
looking place, in what was called the half breed 
tract, belonging to the Indians”, in which as yet 
no title to the land could be secured. Not liking 
the appearance of the place, he left on the first 
stage for Fort Madison. This town he considered
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well situated, having a fine landing, a high & 
gently sloping site & a back country’ which 
[could] not be surpassed for fertility & beauty”. 
From Keokuk to Montrose, at the head of the rap
ids, the country was high & rolling, presenting 
some beautiful lands, prairies & timber.” Some 
large mounds, “the graves of the red men,” were 
observed near Montrose.

Gilbert called on a grocery firm to whom he had 
a letter of introduction, stayed all night in Fort 
Madison, and left the next day for Burlington. At 
that time Burlington was still the capital of the 
Territory of Iowa, though Iowa City, in the inter
ior, had been chosen as the permanent seat of gov
ernment. It was thought that the land back of 
Burlington and Fort Madison, lying along the Des 
Moines and Skunk rivers, was as fertile as any in 
the Territory and “probably the most settled of 
any other portion.” Burlington was decidedly the 
center of business in the Territory. The citizens 
seemed to “understand their own interest by en
couraging an extensive system of internal im
provements.” Owing to large swamps in the vi
cinity, Burlington was not considered “so healthy 
as some other places along the river.”

From Burlington the young surveyor took a 
boat for Davenport. On the way, the steamer 
stopped at Bloomington [now Muscatine], a place
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of importance because it was “the nearest port on 
the river to Iowa City.’ Bloomington seemed to 
be a thriving little place which would become “the 
depot of the produce of the Country above the 
City’ & also for the goods for the ‘City’.” Be
tween Burlington and Bloomington he noticed a 
large slough and several ponds near the river — 
“certain causes of fevers & agues.”

The country along the river between Blooming
ton and Rock Island, a distance of about twenty 
miles, was “very beautiful & well adapted for 
farming purposes.” From the top of the bluffs, 
which were from half a mile to a mile and a half 
from the river, the land sloped gently to the bank 
of the stream which formed a fine pebble beach. 
“The graceful round of the bluffs covered with 
timber, & the prairie & meadow sloping to the 
river,” presented a diversified, rich, and novel 
prospect which charmed many an eye. Neverthe
less, a person might grow weary of “its beauties 
upon a more familiar acquaintance.”

Of the country in the vicinity of Rock Island. 
Gilbert wrote: It is “the most beautiful of the kind 
I ever beheld, the views from innumerable differ
ent points embracing the vast valleys of the Mis
sissippi & Rock rivers, the noble Mississippi stud
ded as it is with innumerable islands, the villages 
of Stephenson, Davenport & Rockingham with
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the island of Rock Island & its fort, the handsome 
residences of Messrs. Le Claire & Davenport all 
tend to render the scene one of delightful interest. 
It is in fact one of those quiet domestic kind of 
views which the eye loves to contemplate, useful
ness 6 comfort are the prominent features of the 
landscape/’

At Davenport there were several homesick fam
ilies from Cincinnati. They found this ‘ small & 
quiet town of the Territory” a great change from 
the bustling city. Founded by Antoine Le Claire, 
a half-breed Indian, the village was growing rap
idly. Le Claire, “of french extraction, tho a na
tive,” was described by Gilbert in 1841 as “a large 
portly very dark complexioned man.” The Le 
Claire House had been built at a cost of more than 
twenty thousand dollars and was the best hotel in 
the country. There our traveller stayed a day and 
night. By that time he had found a friend of his 
father’s, Thomas Wood, a former Cincinnati 
brewer, who invited him to stay at his home.

Adjoining the town lay a tract of eighty acres 
which could be bought for $800. “It was very 
beautifully situated on the river & on the upper 
side of town.” The land was “mostly prairie,” 
with “clumps of trees dotted over it” like a gentle
man's park. “I spent nearly all one Sunday feast
ing my eyes upon the beautiful landscape”, wrote
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Gilbert, “but I could see no money in it.“ As he 
was gauging its possibilities as a sheep and cattle 
farm, rather than a town site, he did not purchase, 
thus missing a good investment.

After spending almost a week in Davenport, 
Gilbert started for Iowa City on foot. He left his 
saddle bags at the hotel and travelled light, with 
a clean shirt in his pocket and an umbrella to ward 
off the hot sunshine of the prairies. The umbrella 
proved to be useful in killing snakes, for the prai
ries were infested with rattlesnakes about two and 
a half feet long. On the prairies a certain weed 
with a small white blossom grew in profusion. The 
Indian name for it meant “rattlesnake's master”. 
Indians would come to the agency, he was told, 
and for ten cents would allow themselves to be bit
ten by rattlesnakes. They would then chew the 
weed, swallow part of it, apply the rest to the 
wound, and suffer no ill effects from the bite.

Gilbert spent the first night on his journey to 
Iowa City at a settler's cabin. The next day he 
dined at a solitary house in the midst of an exten
sive prairie, and stopped for the second night at 
Moscow, a settlement on the Red Cedar River 
consisting of but two log cabins with “their re
spective out houses.” The land along the Cedar 
was very rich, producing fine tobacco. It was at 
the beginning of hay harvest, “a cheering sight to
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see how amply nature had provided.’’ All the far
mer had to do was “to select the choicest spots, 
cut, dry, & take home” as much hay as he wanted.

West of the Red Cedar River, the country 
gradually became high and rolling. Gilbert saw 
few settlers until he came to the Bloomington road 
near West Liberty. All the timber land was 
claimed and a great deal of it was entered.
WLerever there were groves” there were settlers. 

Along Wapsinonoc Creek the land was very su
perior in quality with a fine growth of timber on it.

On the fourth day, Gilbert rode into Iowa City 
with a farmer, with whom he had stayed the night 
before. Iowa City had a personal interest for him 
because his dearest friend, Denman Ross, had 
helped to shingle the first house erected in the 
town. There he found the capitol in the course of 
construction, being built of native stone, which 

takes a fine polish & is filled with a very peculiar 
fossil that gives it a very pretty appearance, when 
polished.”

In his journal Gilbert wrote: “Iowa City the 
seat of government for the territory is handsomely 
situated on the bluffs of the Iowa river & is a high, 
dry & healthy site; the position of the state house 
is very fine, commanding a view of the surrounding 
country; it is a good, substantial building composed 
of limestone of excellent quality, part of which is
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marble, obtained from quarries near the City. 
The general arrangement of the town reflects no 
little credit upon the Commissioners appointed to 
lay it out. The streets are wide & regular; the 
state house has large grounds allotted for the 
benefit of the public; there is also a park of forest 
trees, in which will soon be the centre of the town, 
& several donations to Colleges & other institu
tions of a public nature. They have in fact dis
played good taste & a liberal spirit, & such will be 
appreciated by a generous public. Iowa City is 
improving rapidly at present & will do so for some 
time having a surrounding country of great fertil
ity & being well situated with respect to timber. 
Three years ago the site of this City was an un
broken wild, known only to a few hunters & the 
Indians. It now contains a population of about 
nine hundred. It was selected as the site for the 
Capital of a territory whose population were prin
cipally along the Mississippi & was thought to be 
too far back; now it is almost surrounded by set
tlers. The Iowa river is a beautiful clear stream 
& abounds in fish. An Engineer of U. S. & party, 
had gone up the river to see how far it was navi
gable, or rather, I suppose, to ascertain the proba
bility of its being navigable at all.”

At Iowa City a young lawyer invited Gilbert to 
join a party then being formed to go west to the
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Des Moines River on a buffalo hunt. After think
ing it over, he decided to see the more settled 
parts of the country, and so, after spending four 
days in Iowa City, he started to walk to Dubuque.

The few settlers in that part of the country lived 
in a very rude and primitive fashion. The first 
night was spent at Ivanhoe on the Red Cedar 
river, the principal building of which was a miser
able double log cabin; the family consisted of three 
generations, the very old folks were both sick 
abed. The night was sultry & being upon the 
river” there were plenty of mosquitoes, “& to 
mend the matter,” Gilbert had to sleep with his 
host in a narrow bed, which with “the heat, mos
quitoes, & the occasional shrill cry of a sick baby,” 
which his “bed fellow had to get up & nurse now 
& then, made it anything” but a restful night. He 
rose early the next morning and after a good bath 
in the river, paid his bill and “jogged along”.

The appearance of Linn County, “the finest part 
of the territory,” pleased him very much. There 
was some doubt “whether this County or Van 
Buren on the Des Moines river” had the fairest 
lands, but Gilbert was certain that Linn County 
afforded the greater facilities to farmers.” There 

was sufficient timber for building purposes and the 
land was beautifully undulating, so that drainage 
was good. The prairies “seemed boundless in ex
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tent with occasional clumps of trees or sometimes 
winding lines of trees whi£h skirted some stream/* 

After looking around Linn County, Gilbert went 
on his way to Dubuque, where he arrived on Sep
tember 5th, having travelled from Iowa City in a 
leisurely fashion and quite alone. He noticed that 
the soil was more sandy near Dubuque than it had 
been near Iowa City, though the general topo
graphy of the land was about the same.

On the way Gilbert saw one place that he would 
have liked to own. It was at the crossing of the 
Mosquito River [probably the north branch of the 
Maquoketa River at Cascade]. Situated on “a 
clean sheet of water of ten foot fall & about 30 ft 
wide,” was a small mill with comfortable buildings 
and good farm improvements around it. There 
one might spend a lifetime in "peace & plenty.” 

Dubuque was a city of considerable size and 
looked quite venerable in comparison with other 
Iowa towns. There, near the Catholic convent 
were old apple trees, said to have been planted by 
the early missionaries. But Dubuque was “a 
place of importance only from the fact of its being 
in the region of the rich lead mines; the appearance 
& location of the town anything but prepossess
ing”. The population was "composed partly of 
french, old settlers, partly of Americans who 
[were] generally in commercial pursuits”. A large
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portion of the Irish worked the mines. The “gaity 
of the french & the hilarity of the irish prevail at 
one end of town on Sunday while at the other end 
the sober & staid Americans go to church/'

Thus far on his trip Gilbert had found the peo
ple of the Territory “unusually intelligent & indus
trious, mostly from the eastern states, tho many 
were from northern Illinois, whose parents were 
from the eastern states/’ He made the interesting 
observation that few old people had come into the 
Territory, the larger part of the settlers being 
young or middle-aged.

After spending a very pleasant Sunday in Du
buque, Gilbert left the next day in the company of 
a young dentist for Galena. In those times a den
tist provided himself with a horse and buggy, 
packed his equipment into the buggy, and trav
elled from place to place to practice his profession. 
Galena was situated in a “ rugged country all torn 
up with mining for the lead ores.” It was a town 
of considerable business and wealth, being im
proved at great expense.

The next afternoon they left for Dixon on the 
Rock River, sixty-five miles distant. The country 
along the Rock River was generally flat, ‘‘the soil 
very rich & light & the Causes for fever & ague 
very numerous.” The country immediately about 
Dixon was ‘ rolling & handsome, the river beauti
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ful in the extreme but the Demon Ague stalked 
o'er the land," unaffected by pioneer remedies.

A sudden change in the weather and an insuf
ficiency of clothing caused Gilbert to catch cold 
and he arrived at Dixon quite ill. Nevertheless, 
he took the stage for Rock Island and Davenport. 
When the stage stopped at Crandall's Ferry for 
supper, however, he was so ill with congestive ty
phus fever that he was obliged to remain with the 
Crandall family for five weeks. Gilbert's bed was 
in the same room where all the meals were cooked 
and eaten. Since the stage stopped there for 
breakfast and supper, a quilt was hung around his 
bed to afford him a little privacy. The Crandalls 
gave him every attention within their power and 
Doctor Maxwell came to see him every day. 
Some days the doctor himself was so ill with ague 
that he was barely able to make his round of calls. 
When asked why he did not give himself a little 
rest, the valiant doctor replied that he did not have 
time because he was the only doctor in the com
munity, so he "took quinine & let her shake."

For seventeen years the Crandalls had shaken 
every year with the ague, but they were confident 
that in time they would "outgrow it". Mr. Cran
dall's favorite occupation was fishing at night in a 
boat with a light at the bow, spearing the fish 
while they were dazed by the light. Eventually,
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Gilbert became strong enough to continue his 
journey to Davenport. He bade the Crandalls 
farewell with feelings of regret, making them such 
little gifts as he happened to have with him. To 
Mrs. Crandall s niece he gave his prayer book.

Returning to Davenport, he went to the home of 
Thomas Wood, where he had a slight relapse. By 
this time Gilbert was homesick, thinking that he 
would rather work in the rain in Ohio than in the 
wind in Iowa. He was heartily tired of the prairie 
breezes. W^hen a boat, the Galena, finally came 
down over the “upper rapids”, he gratefully em
barked for Saint Louis. WLen the water was low, 
the rapids were a serious inconvenience because 
they caused the boats so much delay. The Galena 
passed down to the head of the lower Des Moines 
rapids and could get no farther. The passengers 
and freight were transferred to a keel-boat which 
carried them to Keokuk. Again Gilbert was de
layed by the Indian Queen which dallied five or 
six days before starting. A great deal of business 
might have been done at Keokuk had it not been 
for the deplorable conditions regarding the estab
lishment of land titles.

On the twentieth of November the Nonpareil 
from Saint Louis arrived at Cincinnati. Gilbert 
was glad to get home again, but the Iowa country 
had made a deep impression upon his mind. He
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wrote in his journal: “With respect to the Ioway 
Country I would only remark that I believe no 
country presents so great facilities for the farmer; 
no country holds out such inducements for the cul
tivation of its soil teeming as it is with the most 
luxurious vegetation, at the same time having an 
atmosphere pure & sweet; no country presents to 
the eye a more beautiful prospect of rich prairie & 
timber land & no country is settling or will settle 
with the like rapidity.

“The population of the territory are generally 
intelligent & industrious, more so I think than has 
usually been found in settlements of so recent a 
date. A farmer of three years' standing here is 
considered, and is, an old settler, & his farm, when 
he has used common industry & discretion, pre
sents the appearance of a farm of 20 years stand
ing in Ohio, with the exception of an orchard. 
Vegetation of every kind grows with surprising 
luxuriance; at present the want of mills is felt, but 
they will soon be supplied as capital comes into the 
country. It is surprising to see the quantity of 
produce shipped this season from the upper Mis
sissippi, when last year there was scarcely any. 
In a few years the trade of the upper Miss, alone 
will engage as many boats as the Ohio at present."

O phia D. Smith



A n Am ish Migration

My mother was born and raised in Stonycreek 
Township, then Bedford County, now Somerset 
County, Pennsylvania. Both of her parents died 
when she was in her teens. When she married in 
1848 she went with her husband across the State 
line into Alleghany County, now Garrett County, 
Maryland, into the pineries on the southeast slope 
of the Meadow Mountains, some eight miles 
southeast of Grantsville, Maryland, known as 
New Germany. Her husband, Frederic Swartz- 
endruber, was engaged with his father, Jacob 
Swartzendruber, in the milling business. They 
had both a sawmill and grist mill.

When she came there she found that the neigh
bors had already contracted the “western fever“, 
for the reason that my father had a half-brother liv
ing in the wilds of Iowa, and they were keeping up a 
correspondence with him. He had moved there 
with his family in the spring of 1846, and was one 
of the first two Amish families locating in Johnson 
County, Iowa. This man's name was Daniel P. 
Guengerich. He was one of the two sons which 
my Grandmother Swartzendruber had by her first 
marriage. Joseph Swartzendruber, my father's
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oldest full-brother accompanied this family to their 
new location in Johnson County, Iowa, where he 
spent the summer. The season being sickly that 
year, mostly chill-fever and ague, Joseph con
tracted this epidemic, and in the fall started to re
turn to Maryland. He stopped in the southeast 
corner of Iowa, Lee County, where he succeeded 
in getting work for a while, but was unable to do 
much on account of the ague. After shaking sev
eral weeks, he returned home much discouraged, 
expecting never to try it again.

Later Grandfather Swartzendruber was in
duced to take a trip to that far-off country to visit 
his step-son, Daniel P. Guengerich. He returned 
very favorably impressed with the country, and 
from this time thought strongly of locating there 
with the rest of the family. “If I mistake not that 
country has a great future in store”, he wrote in 
his notebook. “The soil is very rich black loam, 
and has no stones or gravel on the fields. The 
land is timbered and prairie land mixed. The tim
ber and brush lands seem to be the richest. It is 
cleared off and plowed with a very sharp steel 
plow, which cuts the roots as it strikes them. The 
land raises enormous crops of wheat and corn the 
first year, without any fertilizers. The wild 
Grasses on the Prairies and the sloughs make good 
hay for the stock, but cattle feed on the prairies all
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winter unless there is too much snow on the 
ground."

Grandfather was considered a very truthful and 
conservative man; yet these reports were too good 
to be fully believed. People in western Maryland 
could not comprehend that there could be a coun
try so fertile and fields so entirely free of stones 
as to be plowed with a sharp steel plow.

Grandfather also spoke of the disadvantages of 
that far-off country. Some of these were: "There 
are bands of roving Indians strolling over the 
country. Yet friendly as they are, they might 
most any time take on a hostile attitude and be
come perilous to the Whites. But the main draw
back is that the people are all newcomers and all 
are poor. There is no Money, no wages, and no 
income. They simply have hard times in the full
est sense of the word. The climate is very 
healthy, with the exception that at certain times of 
the year there is much malaria caused by stagnant 
water in the Sloughs and pools, causing chills or 
‘Fever and Ague’. However annoying the mala
dies are, they hardly ever prove fatal."

Within the following two years another brother 
of my father, a young single man, ventured out 
west. His reports were very favorable, with the 
single exception of hard times. The desire grew 
in the minds of my father and his parents to go
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west and grow up with the country. In the sum
mer and the fall of 1850, several other families of 
their acquaintance ventured to settle in the new 
location, which raised their own fever to the cli
max. The decision to emigrate was announced 
and the preparation made. However much mother 
was opposed to the project, she finally yielded. 
During the winter of 1850-1851 their few belong
ings were reduced to money, excepting what they 
decided to take along. These were packed in 
good strong boxes the size of large trunks.

Mother had an inheritance due from her fa
ther’s estate of some six or eight hundred dollars, 
which she received in twenty dollar gold pieces in 
time to take along. It was sewed into pasteboard 
eight inches square, packed among the bedding 
in one of the boxes, and arrived safely. No 
doubt these twenty dollar gold pieces helped to 
relieve the hard times in Iowa for the Swartzen- 
drubers. This was not as reckless a way of trans
porting money as it might seem. Banks were then 
very few and were not considered safe at all. 
Post-office arrangements were then not developed 
as now, and sending money by mail and other 
means was then unknown. People carrying 
money hid it in their clothing or in their grips, 
and were usually armed with a pistol. Robbers 
and pickpockets were numerous and dangerous.
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The company consisted of six persons: my
grandfather and grandmother Swartzendruber 
and their youngest son George, who was then 
twenty years old; my father and mother and their 
only child, fifteen months old.

On the 14, of April 1851/' wrote grandfather 
in his German notebook, "we bade adieu to our 
many friends at Grantsville, Maryland, and were 
taken by teams following the National Turnpike 
to Brownsville, Pennsylvania, where we boarded 
a steamboat to Pittsburgh. Here we took another 
Boat to Wheeling, Virginia, on the Ohio river, 
then another to St. Louis, Mo. where we boarded 
another one and went up the Mississippi river to 
Muscatine Iowa. Here we hired two teamsters 
with team and wagon each to take us out, by the 
way of Iowa City/' to Daniel P. Guengerich’s 
place.

This departure from friends and relatives was 
appalling to mother, and things looked dark to her. 
She felt as if she were going away from home and 
relatives to a dreary and dismal country, a country 
of want and poverty, where they were likely to be 
massacred by the Indians.

One morning on the Ohio River, between 
Wheeling and Saint Louis, she ventured a glimpse 
out on the water and noticed the box in which her 
money was packed, with other boxes, loaded on a
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flatboat and fastened on behind the steamboat 
with a rope. Her box was piled on in a slanting 
way, apparently ready to slide off into the river. 
This frightened her so that she screamed out 
loudly, and fell down and fainted.

The reason they went by steamboat was be
cause there were no railroads west of Chicago. 
Iowa City was then the capital of Iowa, about 
forty miles northwest of Muscatine. There was 
considerable transit by team between these two 
towns, and in dry weather the roads were fairly 
good, but when the Swartzendrubers arrived it had 
rained nearly every day for two weeks or more 
and the mud was deep. As the Pennsylvanians 
put it, ‘The Iowa mud was as sticky as shoemak
ers wax.”

The scenery along the road was entirely differ
ent from that back in Pennsylvania. The farm 
houses were very few and far between, and built 
away from the road. No orchards were to be seen 
anywhere. The landscape was prairie, interwoven 
with strips of timber, groves, and patches of hazel
brush. This being early in May, 1851, all the 
livestock was roaming at will out on the green pas
tures of the prairies. Every cow and every horse 
seemed to be carrying a bell. The groves were 
putting on their new coat of green; every shrub 
was putting on its holiday dress of various colors.



348 T H E  P A L IM P S E S T

Song birds were warbling their sweet melodies. 
All nature seemed to be endeavoring to greet the 
emigrants and cheering a welcome, excepting the 
roads. These seemed to delight in throwing mud 
all over them, and in stopping the wheels in their 
progress.

Among the blooming shrubs and trees of that 
day were the wild blackberry, the wild plum, and 
the crab-apple. With all that the skill of man has 
done to improve the varieties of fruit by selection 
and propagation, the horticulturists have not, in 
my opinion, succeeded in bringing out a better all
purpose variety of blackberries and plums than 
those natives which then grew wild, and still grow 
in isolated places and along the fences. And sure 
croppers they are, as is also the wild crab-apple. 
The latter was much used for apple butter.

On Saturday, May 3rd, on the second day of 
their drive, they had only one more big slough to 
cross. They were within a half mile of the first 
Amish home, but did not know it. This was the 
home of Uncle Peter Miller, who had located on 
the prairie about three years before, beside the 
trail to Iowa City. After planning a while, they 
decided to double hitch to the wagon upon which 
the ladies were seated and take it over first. 
Though spring seats were then unknown, a spe
cial comfortable seat had been prepared for the
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ladies. There was not much need for springs, as 
the wheels rolled on soft ground. In they went, 
the men folks trying to push a little, boot-top deep 
and in some places deeper. They got into the mud 
better than out. Two of the horses got down and 
would not get up till they were unhitched. Then 
they double hitched to the other wagon and took 
it through on a roundabout way, for all the land
scape was theirs. While the teamsters did this, 
the other men managed to carry mother and the 
babe and the boxes of household goods across to 
dry land. The empty wagon was finally pulled 
out too. All the men and horses were about as wet 
and muddy as they could be. By this time the sun 
had set and it was getting dusk.

Everybody was out of humor. They decided to 
stop for the night at the first farm house they could 
find, regardless of whose it was, and would not 
leave unless driven away by dogs and shotguns. 
Mother was treated very kindly by all, and now 
felt more like smiling than she had for a long time. 
In the still of the evening they heard the noise of 
dogs and swine ahead of them. This brought 
cheer to the company. In a few moments more 
they heard the voices of men singing songs. So 
on they hastened, and soon came to a lowly farm 
house, or hut.

A few grown boys were outside, and their
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mother soon appeared on the scene too. After the 
barking of the dogs was stilled, one of the team
sters ventured to ask to be taken in for the night. 
But the woman declared this to be impossible, as 
it was Saturday evening, and the boys had all 
come home for Sunday, so they were full. After 
a little while the man too came out, but bareheaded. 
He had only one hat for Sunday and for other 
days and could not find it in the dark. The team
sters then explained that they were bringing immi
grants from Pennsylvania, that they were all 
strangers though they themselves lived in Musca
tine. They said they had had hard luck and it was 
impossible for them to go farther.

These people were then anxious to know who 
the newcomers were, half suspecting they were 
Amish. The name of Swartzendruber opened 
wide the doors of hospitality in the humble home 
of Uncle Peter Miller. Only they were sorry that 
they could not entertain better. And in fact, the 
accommodation, as well as it was meant, was very 
limited.

The Millers had already had supper and had 
been about ready to retire. At that time of the 
year a light was seldom used after dark. But the 
hostess managed to find half of a candle, and pro
ceeded to set the supper table for the guests. 
Their fare was mostly corn bread and corn cake,
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sauerkraut and "speck” with potatoes for a 
change. But on this special occasion this family 
chanced to have wheat bread to last them over 
Sunday provided the boys would not eat too much. 
This bread, with salted lard or salted tallow in
stead of butter, answered for supper.

While the immigrants were seated at the table 
enjoying their supper as best they could, the host
ess noticed that the candle would soon burn out, 
so she managed to fix up an old-fashioned lard 
lamp to illuminate the room after the candle light 
gave out. Those of our young readers, who do 
not know what candle lights, candlesticks, or lard 
lamps are, will please ask some old grandma who 
is seventy or more years old, and let her explain 
it to you. Coal oil and oil lamps were then un
known, and gas and electric lights unthought of.

This family consisted of father and mother, two 
girls in their teens, and seven boys. Several of the 
older children were of age, yet they were con
tented in the paternal home. The youngest was 
five years old. They were a jolly set of boys, al
ways in good humor. There was apparently no 
end of vocal music and whistling. Their needs 
were but few and easily supplied, and I dare say, 
as I have known them since, they lived more con
tented than the ordinary person does to-day with 
all the improvements and modern conveniences.
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After supper was over the tired guests were 
ready to retire, and probably the generous family 
was just as ready to show them to bed on account 
of the scarcity of lamp power. The boys usu
ally slept “upstairs” when they were at home, but 
the men guests were given these beds — all ex
cept one which the host and his two youngest 
sons wanted to occupy. There was only one bed
stead in the house, and this was for the parents, 
but it was given to grandmother and the young 
mother with the babe in her arms. The larger 
boys slept somewhere out of doors.

Before the larger boys were allowed to retire 
for the night they were required to bring in some 
fence rails to the wood place and reduce them to 
firewood for preparing the Sunday morning break
fast. This they did singing and whistling merrily 
while they worked. The strangers were requested 
to sleep as long as they wished on Sunday morn
ing, which they gladly did.

The next morning when the host heard some 
noise among the strangers, he rose as quietly as 
possible, went down the ladder, and kindled a fire 
in the cookstove. The hostess also appeared at 
the same time preparing to bake biscuit for break
fast as their store of wheat bread had been nearly 
exhausted for supper. But lo! when the smoke 
ascended the stovepipe, the strangers raised a
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scream and came down the ladder very sparingly 
clad. The pipe by some mishap had become dis
connected and they were smoked out of their beds 
like squirrels out of a hollow tree. After this was 
corrected preparations for breakfast continued.

If they had been alone, corn cake would have 
been good enough, but these very welcome stran
gers had to have the best that could be provided. 
Very sorry were the hosts that they had no genu
ine coffee, but had to make rye coffee instead. 
When the hostess went to get flour, she found the 
host s lost hat in her wheat flour barrel. The bar
rel stood in the corner of the room, covered with a 
cloth tied over the top. Some wooden pins were 
driven into the logs of the house on which to hang 
hats and coats right above the barrel. The hat 
was removed rather on the sly and taken out and 
given a hasty dusting.

The flour sieve was considered as necessary in 
the household as the coffee mill. Corn meal and 
wheat flour were supposed to raise more lightly if 
sifted; and so this flour received a thorough sifting, 
and the table was set. One of the boys was sent to 
bring in the cows, two in number, while two other 
boys were awaiting them with milk pails to furnish 
milk for breakfast. When all was ready, the new
comers were invited to help themselves to their 
hearts’ content of what was set before them.
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The breakfast table was entirely minus any 
dainty dishes: the hostess probably considered
the hot biscuits as such but the teamsters did not. 
Aside from the biscuits, there was a plate of hot 
corn cake, an every-day dish and with some peo
ple in Iowa an every-meal affair, just as wTeat 
bread is to-day. There was a large dish of boiled 
potatoes with the jackets on, another one with 
brown gravy, and one with salted lard instead of 
butter. Rye coffee served for a beverage. One 
of the teamsters ventured to ask for sugar for 
the coffee, but they had none. The hostess went 
around offering more coffee and biscuits, but no 
one wanted any more.

While they were eating they had an opportunity 
to notice the house and its furniture, better than 
they had the evening before. If I remember moth
er’s story correctly, the house was built of logs, 
with a sort of “upstairs”, which ordinarily con
sisted of about two extra rounds of logs above the 
lower story. This gave room for a floor bed or a
low bed under the roof. In this home this oart of

*

the house was considered the boys’ dormitory. 
Yet in it were stored away many things that were 
in immediate use. In one end stood a spinning 
wheel, a flax wheel and a reel, which was consid
ered more necessary in the home of those days 
than an “ABC Book”.
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The main part of the house in the lower story 
had two apartments, of which the largest was 
called the ’ room”. It had a fireplace in the gable 
end, a large dinner table, a chest, the only bed
stead in the house, three short benches, two chairs, 
and a sewing chair. There was no rocker, for 
there was no room or time for an easy chair. The 
other apartment was called the kitchen, which con
tained the cookstove and a few other very neces
sary articles of furniture. Beside the kitchen door 
was a ladder fastened to the wall, which served 
as a stairway to the second floor.

The house also had an additional part, which 
was called a “leanto”, on one of the long sides. 
This was the girls’ dormitory. The walls of the 
leanto were made of prairie, or probably slough, 
sod turned over with a plow, and laid up some
what like a brick wall. It may have been plastered 
on the inside. The floor was of mother earth”. 
The roof formed the ceiling.

This being Sunday morning and breakfast over, 
the men folks began to think of cleaning their dirty 
clothing. Besides, they had not shaved since they 
left home nearly three weeks before. They 
thought they had properly cleaned their cowhide 
boots in the dark the evening before, but it seemed 
to be a very imperfect job by daylight, so they 
went at it in good earnest trying to look well when
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they arrived at Daniel s. But lo! this rich Iowa 
soil proved to be as adhesive when dried as it was 
when wet. The girls came to assist the women a 
little with knives, but they had kept comparatively 
clean and their job was soon finished. The men 
folks, however, finally gave it up for some future 
time. Mother smiled at them and proposed boil
ing the garments in soapsuds or lye.

By this time the boys had brought in the oxen. 
They had three yoke and had contracted for two 
more — ten oxen altogether. Each ox carried a 
bell, so he could be more easily found. The boys 
put on the yokes and then fed them some corn 
every morning. This was to train them to the pro
cess of being yoked. The young oxen would be 
broken to drive when spring plowing began in the 
latter half of May. A team of five yoke of oxen 
would be used on the heavy breaking plow.

The wheels of the immigrant wagons were set 
in motion, and about ten o’clock on Sunday morn
ing, May 4, 1851, the Swartzendrubers arrived at 
their destination without any more mishaps. They 
were very kindly received, and tears of joy were 
shed. After the touching commotion was over, 
Daniel’s wife asked where they had lodged for the 
night. When she was told, she asked: “Well, 
did you have breakfast?’’ Both of the teamsters 
answered at the same time: one in the affirmative
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and one in the negative. Then they asked for an 
early dinner, as they wanted to start back so as 
to get home by Monday night.

This ends the story of my parents’ migration to 
Iowa as mother told it to me. I suppose the men 
folks succeeded in cleaning their dirty clothing, for 
they were not of the dirty kind. My parents 
bought what was called “Elm Grove”, consisting 
of eighty acres, for two dollars per acre. It had 
several small fields and a log house, fourteen by 
sixteen feet in size. They bought three more 
eighties of government land at $1.25 per acre.

It may not be out of place to mention that 
Grandfather Swartzendruber was a minister. The 
day after these folks arrived in the new colony, 
another minister, John Gingerich, came. He, his 
wife, a single son, two older sons and a son-in-law 
with their families, all came at the same time, over
land with teams and wagons from Lancaster, 
Ohio. With their coming, the Amish Church in 
Iowa was organized, and by the grace of God still 
exists.

John Gingerich was the ancestor of nearly all 
the Gingerichs in the vicinity of Kalona. And 
Grandfather Jacob Swartzendruber was the an
cestor of at least half the Swartzendrubers at this 
place.

J. F. Swartzendruber



Comment by the Editor

AGUE

“A touch of fever and ague caught on these 
rivers, I dare say/’ proclaimed Mark Tapley, 
but bless you, that's nothing. It’s only a season

ing; and we must all be seasoned, one way or an
other. That’s religion, that is, you know.”

Martin Chuzzlewit lay wrapped up in a blanket 
on the ground in a miserable shack at Eden. “He 
was to all appearance, very ill indeed, and shook 
and shivered horribly; not as people do from cold, 
but in a frightful kind of spasm or convulsion, 
that racked his whole body.”

According to the emaciated inhabitants of Eden, 
the malady came from a “fetid vapor, hot and 
sickening as the breath of an oven,” which rose 
from the black ooze of the marshy ground. It 
came forth at night, in misty shapes, and creep

ing out upon the water,” hunted whom it might 
infect like a spectre until day.

“The night air ain’t quite wholesome, I sup
pose?” said Mark.

It’s deadly poison,” was the settler’s answer. 
It was typical of immigrant guides that the

358
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agents who induced Martin Chuzzlewit and his 
friend to seek their fortune as architects at Eden 
did not mention the prevalence of malaria out 
west in the new country. Speculators, explorers, 
and other geographical reporters usually de
scribed the climate of the upper Mississippi Val
ley as being salubrious. Albert M. Lea declared 
that, away from the sloughs along the Mississippi 
below Rock Island, the Iowa country was “as 
healthy as any can be” where there was so “much 
vegetable matter to decay.” There is scarcely a 
hint of chills and fever in the literature of western 
allurement.

The diaries, correspondence, and reminiscences 
of the pioneers tell a different story. Few early 
settlers escaped the dreaded “shakes”. A candi
date for the legislature in 1838 was sure that, of 
the hundred voters in the Half Breed Tract, “at 
least eighty of them had the ague; so that it was 
almost impossible to get anything to eat.” The 
army surgeon at Fort Dodge in 1852 reported 
that malarial fever was the most common ailment 
among the soldiers at that post. Observation and 
experience with the disease often discouraged 
prospective immigrants like A. W. Gilbert and 
Joseph Swartzendruber. But the early settlers 
generally seemed to accept the ague as one of the 
natural hardships of pioneering.
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Neither doctors nor patients suspected that 
mosquitoes were to blame for the misery of ague. 
They thought malaria emanated from the soil. Be
cause the disease seemed to be more prevalent in 
newly settled districts, it was supposed to be 
caused by “miasmatic poison generated by vege
table decomposition“ which was released from 
freshly broken sod. Not until 1898 was the mos
quito convicted of disseminating the ague parasite. 
By that time most of the swamps in Iowa had been 
drained and malaria was following the wild ducks 
into oblivion.

J. E. B.
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