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Introduction

 


 


Do you love genealogy? If so, then this story
is for you. I am the grand-daughter of a Belgian immigrant who came
to America in 1910 and this book describes my efforts to find and
reunite with my Grandfather’s family in Belgium after a breakdown
in communication for twenty-five years. The quest for my Belgian
relatives began in earnest in 1974 when my grandfather died and my
mother found some letters from his family in Belgium. My mother
carried on a brief correspondence with the wife of her first cousin
in Belgium until the letters stopped coming. In 1983, I wrote to my
mother’s Belgian pen-pal saying that my husband and I would be
coming to Brussels and hoped to meet the family. The letter was
never answered. Finally, in 1998, I took advantage of the
genealogist’s new best friends: the internet and email.
And--Eureka! I found four Belgian relatives right away and they
wanted to see me as much as I wanted to see them. When I made a
pilgrimage to meet my relatives in the old world, they pulled out
all the stops and treated my husband and me like movie stars for a
family reunion like no other.

The second part of this book
is about my father’s family. His family stories include Quakers,
buried treasures of gold coins, fighting Indians, homesteading, and
owning slaves.


Part I: My Mom’s Family

 


 


In 1910, my grandfather, Alphonse Salaets,
and his brother, Victor, both in their twenties, boarded the Red
Star Line in Antwerp en route to Ellis Island, New York. It was
their dream to immigrate to the United States. Before they left,
they had formal portraits taken in a professional studio. They both
wore their "Sunday best." These photos were to be mementos for
their family in Belgium whom they were leaving behind. They doubted
that they would ever see their loved ones again, so they wrote on
their pictures, "Au revoir ou adieu." A final farewell? Little did
they know, but they would never see their family or Belgium
again.
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When my grandfather died, my mother went
through all of his pictures and letters from the "old country" and
found a correspondent who spoke English: she was the wife of Mom’s
first cousin, Rene Salaets from Brussels, Belgium. My mother and
her Belgian correspondent wrote back and forth to each other for a
while, but suddenly, all correspondence mysteriously stopped. When
my husband and I went to Belgium later, we tried to get in touch
with Rene and his wife but had no luck.

Twenty-five years later, with the advent of
the Internet and e-mail, I put out an "all-points bulletin" to
every person listed in the Belgian White Pages who had the same
last name as my grandfather's. I received four hits and all four
correspondents were related to me! One of my Belgian cousins from
Aarschot had even researched our family tree going back to the
1500s!!

After this, I knew that I had to make a
pilgrimage to Belgium to explore my roots. My husband and I met my
Belgian family for the first time in 1998. Upon arrival there, my
husband and I were welcomed with open arms at the home of my
cousin. He would not allow us to stay in a hotel; not only did he
insist that we stay at his home, but he also wanted to pay for all
our meals and all our souvenirs.

The highlight of the trip was spending the
day with the three sisters-in-law of my mother's Belgian pen pal.
They ranged in age from 84-96 but acted years younger. My cousin
had arranged the visit and drove us to their home in Chatelineau,
in the French-speaking part of Belgium. My cousin served as our
translator. The little ladies had planned a day full of food and
memories. When we arrived at their door, they greeted us with big
hugs and many, many “European air kisses." Over aperitifs and hors
d'oeuvres, I learned the fate of the unanswered letter that I had
sent their brother: he had passed away and no one else knew enough
English to reply to us. They had felt great remorse about the
breakdown of communication across the ocean. They also told me
that, in preparation for his immigration to America, my grandfather
had spent practically every waking hour learning English when he
wasn't working in the coal mine.

While they were busy preparing lunch, I
walked through their small, quaint house, which looked straight out
of Edwardian England. This was the last house that my grandfather
had lived in before he came to America. ‘My grandfather also walked
these floors,’ I thought with amazement.
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After an exquisite four-course French meal
and several glasses of wine, the little ladies entertained us with
French and Belgian folk songs. When it was time to say goodbye,
they stood on their doorstep crying and waving their lace hankies
at us.

Our adventures continued when we left their
house. My cousin took us to a restaurant to meet the rest of my
relatives. My husband and I walked into the reunion and were
applauded by at least fifty relatives who had all gathered to meet
their "California cousin." Presents were given and speeches were
made. We felt like movie stars.

The following night, we were invited to the
home of another relative, who had earlier promised in his e-mail to
provide us with a "genuine Belgian meal." Each family member had
prepared a dish. The main course was rabbit and they later
confessed to fearing that it might be too "foreign" for us and that
we might have felt like we were "eating the Easter bunny." When we
left for the U.S., they loaded us down with Belgian beer,
chocolates, and the white asparagus that is so hard to find in
California.

I now have several more Belgian pen pals and
plan further trips to the country of my ancestors. As I said in my
speech at the family reunion, "I've been looking for you people for
a very, very long time and now feel like I've finally come
home."

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


My husband and I went back to Belgium to
visit my family again in September 2001. My Belgian cousin, who
teaches History, took us on a tour of the beautiful city of Ghent.
We saw the famous Flemish altarpiece and the castle, complete with
its torture chamber implements. The view of the sea on the rooftop
was amazing. They took us out to lunch and most of them ordered
mussels and Belgian (not French!) fries. We didn’t try the mussels
at that time, but on our last night in Brussels, we did have some
along with some wonderful Trappist beer. We had this last dinner in
the beautiful Grande Place in Brussels, one of my favorite places.
When we exited the restaurant, a band was playing American soul
music like “Mustang Sally” and “Soul Man” and we felt a little
homesick. The band was really good and everyone was dancing. My
American cousin travels to Belgium a lot on business and he is a
musician. Sometimes he plays in the Grande Place along with the
other buskers. I would love to see him in action.

On September 11, we were on our plane,
strapped in our seatbelts, ready to fly home, when the captain came
on and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, normally at this time I’d be
welcoming you aboard, but I’m afraid I have some very bad news.”
That was how we found out about the terrorist attacks at the World
Trade Center. We had to get off the plane, gather our luggage, and
wait to see what would happen next. Four days later, we were
finally able to come back home. Meanwhile, we had to pay 3 nights
of a hotel bill that we weren’t planning on, so we were financial
victims of 9/11. We were so lucky that we weren’t on one of those
planes: it could have been us.

In 2000, my cousin Willy and his wife brought
to America two of the wonderful little ladies from Belgium who had
entertained us with Belgian folk songs on my earlier visit. They
were thrilled to meet nine of their American first-cousins and
their families. They brought Belgian chocolate, lace, and lavender
to give to us. It was so great to see them again. What made the
reunion especially poignant was that the son of my grandfather’s
brother, the one he came to America with in 1910, was able to join
the reunion, too. The descendants of three brothers from Belgium
were able to meet for the first time at one grand reunion in
California, all thanks to the genealogist in our family, Willy
Salaets.


Part II: My Dad’s Family

 



Chapter One

 


Sometimes when you learn about your ancestors
and see all of the family trees they’ve collected through the
centuries, your head starts swimming. “These are too many names and
dates,” you tell yourself; and after a while, your eyes start
glazing over everything you’re reading.

Did you like your history classes when you
were in school? Or did you just get sick and tired of having to
remember all those dates and battles for your upcoming pop-quizzes?
When I was in grammar school history classes, I had trouble
remembering dates and places of major battlefields in the
Revolutionary War. Lots of times I thought, “What do we have to
learn this dumb stuff for? When will we ever use it in the ‘real
world’?”

Then, in the 1970s, the mini-series “Roots”
came on television and everyone in America including me was all of
a sudden hooked on the story of a black man trying to trace his
family history back to Africa. Suddenly, people were interested in
genealogy.

I think it takes a certain kind of mindset to
do genealogical research. You have to be patient, tenacious, and
detail-oriented. Most of all, you have to have the desire to do it.
My husband has been interested in tracing his family’s roots for
years. His ancestors have been in America since the early years of
our nation, but he’s never been able to pinpoint where they came
from “across the pond”. He says that he’s “German, Scottish, Welsh,
English: there’s so much mixed up in there.” He calls himself
“Heinz 57” when it comes to ancestry. This is probably the case for
most Americans.

I’ve not had to do as much leg work as he’s
had to do. I’ve been very lucky that most of the work has already
been done. On my mother’s side, not only did I have a cousin in
Belgium who had spent years going into churches and pouring over
their records to get birth and death dates; but on my father’s
side, I also had Quaker ancestors who took meticulous records as a
part of their heritage.

I’m an English Major, but I probably have
enough college units to minor in History. In college, what I loved
the most about my history classes was learning how the people lived
their daily lives and how they had to overcome war, dust storms,
attacks from Indians, and getting drafted into the colonial army in
the Revolutionary War when they were peace-loving Quakers. My
family on my Dad’s side endured all of those hardships.

I didn’t know from where in Europe my Dad’s
family came until the day that I visited his sister, my Aunt Erma,
who has just celebrated her 102nd birthday. Twenty years ago, she
showed me an amazing collection of stories and family trees that
people in our family have been documenting since the 1600s. “Wow!
This is fantastic,” I told her.

She told me that my family was from England
and that they were Quakers. In school, I always thought the story
of the Quakers was interesting. When elementary school students in
America hear that their ancestors came to our country to escape
religious persecution, I now know that it was the case for my
ancestors. This amazing book of family history that my aunt gave me
is a gold mine for genealogists.

Here’s some of the information I was able to
piece together with the help of her book. The tradition of the
family history dates back to the days of Charles II of England. The
Brown’s (my family) were Quakers who, being persecuted for
conscience sake and denied religious and civil liberty, left
England, “the land of their nativity and the graves of their
fathers, to settle in a howling wilderness, filled with savage men
and beasts, undergoing all the hardships of a new country.” They
came to America in 1680 under William Penn.

It’s funny how family history can get
misconstrued sometimes as it’s passed down from one generation to
another. I have told this story to my nieces and later heard one of
them tell someone that our family came over in the Mayflower. Not
quite the Mayflower; but close enough. Some of the written stories
of my family suggest that we came over on the boat with William
Penn. I’m not 100% sure of that, but it makes a good story. We will
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