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When did your Czech and Slovak ancestors immigrate, where did they leave, why did they leave, and how did they get here? This book discusses the history of Czech and Slovak immigration and gives some insights into possible answers to these questions about your ancestors' immigration. 

Each immigrant carries a story all their own, and our task as researchers is to uncover as many of those details as we can. Every fact you find—no matter how small—is a clue that often leads to the next discovery. As you work, compare the reasons for immigration outlined in this book with the stories preserved in your family’s oral history. When those pieces begin to align, you’ll gain a clearer picture of your ancestors’ journey. My hope is that this book guides you in the right direction and helps you add even more depth and accuracy to your family history.

Our immigrant ancestors form the bedrock of our roots in the United States. Our lives today would look very different had they not endured the hardships of leaving their homeland and beginning again in a new world. Their contributions should never be underestimated. Whether they labored in factories, worked the fields, or built communities, their efforts were woven into the fabric of American history. They may have left behind some material possessions, but their greatest legacy lies in their descendants and the work they accomplished. Their lives became building blocks in the growth of their adopted country.

The chapters that follow explore the history of Czech and Slovak immigration and offer insights that may help you better understand your own ancestors’ experiences. You’ll find information about the conditions in the Czech and Slovak lands that may have influenced their decision to emigrate, as well as brief histories of the European ports from which they departed and the American ports where they arrived. Each port has its own story, and understanding these histories may help explain why your ancestors traveled the route they did. The book also describes life in a ship’s steerage section and the examination and admission process that immigrants faced upon arrival. These stages of the journey were daunting, and recognizing what our ancestors overcame deepens our respect for their courage and resilience.

Enjoy the book—and let it help you bring your family’s story to life.
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CHAPTER 1: Emigration – When and Why 
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Czechs in Early America

Before Jamestown rose from the Virginia marshes, before England had even secured its first permanent foothold in the New World, a Czech stood among the daring few who attempted to carve out a settlement on the wild shores of Roanoke Island in present-day North Carolina. It was the late 1500s—an age of risk, ambition, and fragile dreams—and a Czech was already there, more than twenty years ahead of Jamestown’s founding in 1607.

Joachim Gans was the first documented Czech in America. He was a brilliant mining expert born in Prague. Living in England at the time, he was hand-picked by Sir Walter Raleigh in 1584 to join an expedition charged with a bold mission: to establish a permanent English presence in the New World. Gans carried with him not only his technical skill but the quiet audacity required of anyone willing to cross an ocean into the unknown.

The group founded the Roanoke Colony in August 1585. Within a year, however, the colony was struggling: supply ships were delayed, and increasing conflict with Native peoples threatened its survival. 

When Sir Francis Drake stopped at Roanoke on his return from the Caribbean, the colonists chose to sail back to England with him. Archaeological excavations at Roanoke have uncovered smelted copper and a goldsmith’s crucible—evidence of Gans’s metallurgical work.

A second group of 115 colonists arrived in 1587, but when relief ships returned in 1590, the settlement was deserted. This group became known as the Lost Colony of Roanoke.

The next Czech known to reach the New World was Augustine Herman (1621–1686), a surveyor and skilled draftsman. He arrived in New Amsterdam in 1640 as an employee of the West India Company, eventually holding various positions. He quickly became influential in the Dutch colony. He served on the Council of Nine, advising Governor Peter Stuyvesant, and built a successful career as a planter, enterprising merchant, politician, diplomat, and land developer. He was fluent in several languages. After moving to Maryland, he was commissioned by Cecil Calvert, 2nd Baron Baltimore, to create a detailed map of Maryland and Virginia. In recognition of his work, he received a hereditary title and a large estate he named “Bohemia Manor,” located in what is now St. Augustine, Maryland.

Another early Bohemian immigrant was Frederick Philipse (1626–1720). Born in the Netherlands to an aristocratic Protestant family that had fled Bohemia after the Thirty Years’ War, he arrived in New Amsterdam around 1653. After marrying a wealthy widow, he became a merchant, tavern owner, and eventually one of the richest landowners in the Dutch colony.

Large-scale Czech immigration began in 1735 with the arrival of Moravian Brethren in Savannah, Georgia. Additional groups soon settled in Pennsylvania. This religious community had been forced into hiding by Catholic Habsburg rulers and later found temporary refuge in Saxony under the protection of Count Nikolaus Zinzendorf. When political and religious pressures increased—and Zinzendorf’s successor proved less supportive—they chose to emigrate.

The Moravian Brethren established settlements in Pennsylvania and North Carolina, giving rise to the modern cities of Bethlehem and Lititz in Pennsylvania and Salem (now part of Winston-Salem) in North Carolina. Their trumpets and horns introduced the first Moravian instrumental music to America, enriching the cultural landscape of the colonies. By 1776, more than two thousand Moravians lived in America, and after the Revolution they expanded into other states, especially Ohio.

Mass Czech immigration accelerated in the 1840s, driven by political and economic instability. The failed revolutions of 1848 added further urgency. Those who supported or participated in the uprisings—known as the Forty-Eighters—fled to escape persecution by the Austrian Habsburgs. They sought democratic reforms, human rights, and national self-determination; when these hopes collapsed, many chose to emigrate. Educated, respected, and often prosperous Germans, Czechs, Hungarians, and others left Europe and went on to build successful lives abroad.

Czech immigration to America increased rapidly in the 1840s and 1850s as letters home described abundant jobs and inexpensive land. Many came from rural regions suffering from economic decline and limited employment. Older sons inherited family farms, leaving younger children with few prospects. Factory jobs were scarce, and many families simply could not survive if they stayed. Czech arrivals continued to grow through the late 1800s, peaking in 1907 when 13,554 Czechs entered U.S. eastern ports.

These emigrants left with a dream of a better life. Most came from small villages and had rarely traveled beyond church, school, local fairs, or nearby markets. Leaving meant abandoning family, friends, and everything familiar. Yet they chose courage over comfort. In some regions of Bohemia, half the population departed for new countries.

Slovaks to America

The first known Slovakian immigrant was Isaac Ferdinand Sharoshi, who arrived in 1695 to join the Mennonite religious community in Germantown, Pennsylvania. Before Isaac returned to Europe after two years, he served as a teacher and a preacher. 

Two other immigrants of Slovak origin were Maurice Benyovszky and Jan Polerecky, both of whom were soldiers in the American Revolution. Benvovszky was part of the cavalry corps led by General Pulaski and fought in the siege of Savannah. After the war, he left for Madagascar, where he died in 1786. Major Jan Polerecky trained at the French Royal Military Academy and was part of the company of the 300 "Blue Hussars." After the defeat of Cornwallis at Yorktown, the British formally surrendered their weapons to Polerecky’s company. After the war, Polerecky settled in Dresden, Maine.

Mass Slovak emigration did not begin until after the American Civil War. It began after the formation of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1867, when the Austrian Empire granted the Hungarian nobles their autonomy. Under this agreement, the Austrian monarch granted the Hungarian nobles autonomy in local matters, and this change was not favorable to the Slovak people. Now a part of Hungary, the Slovaks felt the effects of a new Magyarization policy. This change caused the Slovak population to emigrate in large numbers to escape the new policies implemented by Hungarian nobles. 

United States immigration officials did not distinguish among the different ethnic groups within the Austro-Hungarian Empire and counted them all as Austrians. The immigration officials recorded Slovak immigrants as Austrians, making it impossible to determine the exact number of Slovak immigrants arriving in America. However, U.S. immigration officials estimate that approximately 500,000 Slovaks immigrated to the United States between the 1880s and the 1920s.​[1] They settled in Slovak neighborhoods in urban areas in Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, New York, and New Jersey. They found jobs in major industries such as steelmaking and other manufacturing. They also found unskilled work in the coal mines. 

Most Slovak immigrants who arrived before World War I could not read or write. They came from rural farming areas where the Hungarian government discouraged literacy among Slovaks. Most became industrial laborers. Further, once in America, parents encouraged their children to seek secure jobs rather than professional work, which required higher education. 

Map of the Austrian Empire Provinces

Below is a map showing the massive size of the Austrian Empire, which governed the Czech and Slovak peoples. Bohemia and Moravia make up what is now the Czech Republic. The northern part of Hungary includes present-day Slovakia.
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Lands of our Czech and Slovak Ancestors

[image: ]

Why did the Czechs and Slovaks leave their homes?

Many factors caused Czechs and Slovaks to emigrate. Some were factors that pushed them out of their home country:


  Poverty was one of the main reasons people decided to leave home and seek a better life in America. The Austrian government invested in the development of manufacturing and mining in Bohemia in the 1800s. However, many areas had poor economic development and deplorable living conditions in the last half of the 1800s. These conditions forced most farm families to live with 8 to 10 people in one-room cottages, and work outside the home was hard to find. As a result, young family members had to emigrate to America to find work, help their parents survive, and build a new life in a new country.  
  Another factor for emigration was related to the military nature of the Austrian rulers. The Czechs and Slovaks were part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which was aggressive in expanding its military in the 1800s, and the Austrian army took part in most of the actions in Europe. The Austrian Army filled its ranks through conscription, and all young men were required to serve. Although Austrian officials refused to allow young men permission to leave until they had met their military service requirements, many men found a way to emigrate.


  Slovakian lands were part of Hungary, and after Hungary gained some autonomy from Austria in 1867, Slovaks began emigrating in large numbers to escape the Magyarization policies of the Hungarian nobles.



More reasons to leave were pull factors that promised better conditions in the new lands:


  New farmland was available to immigrants in America as the government opened cheap western lands to settlement. They obtained the land for a nominal filing fee or very low prices. After the American Civil War, the Homestead Act attracted immigrants who hoped to find cheap farmland that relatives had written home about. The Czechs were leaving Bohemia when the Homestead land became available. The Slovaks left their homeland too late to claim any free land, and they did not have the funds to purchase any. Instead, the Slovaks found jobs in the coal mines or urban areas. 
  The United States was going through a period of massive industrial development. The growth of the United States needed more labor, and immigrants were needed to fill the demand. 


  The new farmland demanded the expansion of the railroads to carry farm products to the urban areas in the east. The expansion of the railroads increased demand for workers.


  Building the railroads required building steel mills and increased mining of raw materials such as coal, iron ore, and copper. This, too, added to the demand for more workers.


  The need for railroad equipment, farm equipment, textiles, and other goods demanded the building of factories to manufacture the equipment. This demand also created more jobs.


  Another significant development was the introduction of low-cost steerage passage on ships, making immigration to America possible for the impoverished immigrants. The shipping companies published advertisements in regional papers, offering safe and cheap crossings. They also hired agents who recruited the emigrants. The lower fare allowed more immigrants to make the voyage.


  The most crucial factor was the magnetic pull of chain migration. Letters home to parents and friends described conditions in America as far better than in Europe
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