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Felix Welk stepped into the post office; hat in hand a smile on his face.  He held in his hands what he was sure would be the key to his family’s future in America. Finally, all the hardship of the travel from Bavaria and the hunt for work would pay off. After months of worry and doubt, Felix could now send word back home that his family would be taken care of.

The disappointments of the previous few months would finally be righted.  Their future lay further west, and Felix would soon be prepared to go on the great journey. With a broad smile, he approached the clerk. He began speaking in his halted English and was relieved that the clerk gave him a patient smile as he explained his request. “I am sending a letter home. To Bavaria. Family back home.”

The clerk nodded. He spoke slowly so that Felix could understand as he accepted the letter and the money for postage. “Sending word home, eh? How are you enjoying America?” 

“At first, not so good. New York is not fond of Germans. But here, people are very nice. We will soon be going west. Very excited.” Felix beamed as the clerk gave him his change.

“Yeah, I heard the big cities aren’t too happy with the newcomers. Here, we got plenty of space,” the clerk smiled and gestured as if encompassing the whole town.  Then he continued, “West, are you now? Do you know where exactly? I can put a return address, in case they want to write back.” The clerk had a pen at the ready.

Felix shook his head. “I’m not exactly sure where yet. But we will be heading towards Fort Larned. After that, possibly further. I go to find my brother. He went ahead of us some time ago and just got word of where he is.” Felix had checked the telegram from Giacomo to make sure of the spelling and name of the fort. That would be the first leg of their journey.

The clerk raised an eyebrow. “Fort Larned? So you’re heading down the Santa Fe, eh? Well, a word of caution. That trail goes through a lot of Indian Territories, and not all of them are happy with whites coming into their land. It’s not exactly the friendliest journey.”

Felix straightened as if the clerk were proposing a challenge. He could feel the hairs on his Kaiser mustache bristling. “Do not worry my friend. I was a soldier in the Prussian army. I know how to fight.”

The clerk raised a hand in acquiescence. “I believe you, my Bavarian friend. If you are planning on heading out that way, you probably already know the dangers. I reckoned I would just give you a word of caution. I’ll just put Fort Larned on the envelope for now. If you settle in the area, they’ll find you. If you move further on, just make sure to give them an idea of where you’re headed. And good luck to you.”

Felix tipped his bowler to the clerk as he exited the post office. He had an extra jaunt in his step. West held the key not only to his success in this new world but something else. He knew where his brother Hans was and knew what direction to head. 

The letter that his friend Giacomo had sent was in his pocket and he unfolded it and read it again as he walked. The Italian spoke German better than he could write it, but he was able to decipher what his friend needed to tell him. Hans had been found. And now Felix would go to find him. It was to be a less than a happy reunion.
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When he had first brought his wife and children across the treacherous Atlantic, he had believed the words of his brother Hans that there were endless opportunities to be found if he were he to only come and join him. Having fought for the Kaiser during the Austro-Prussian War, Felix leaped at the prospect of living a life of peace and wealth without the constant wars of the Fatherland.

While his wife Magda was thrilled at the prospect of starting a new life, Wilhelm and Hilda, his two children took more convincing. Wilhelm had dreams of joining the army as his father had done and serving the Kaiser in his goal of bringing all of the German peoples together. Felix did not wish that future for his son; he tried to push him in his dreams of being a doctor or teacher. Wilhelm finally relented when his father agreed that after he finished school or turned sixteen he could join the United States Army; by then Felix was certain the new nation would be done with their wars and his son would relent.

Hilda was another story. She had fallen in love with a boy at school, and at twelve was certain he was the one she was destined to marry.  Felix could not get through to her that it was nothing but a childish infatuation and that she would easily forget this boy once she was in America. It was finally Magda that talked sense into the girl. “You know, when I was your age I was in love with a boy as well. Do you know what his name was?”

Hilda shook her head. “What do I care about some boy you were in love with? He was not papa. He is no one of consequence now.”

“Ah-ha,” her mother said with a knowing smile and raising her index finger. “My point exactly. You think right now that this boy is the only one for you. That is because you are becoming a young woman, and this is the first time you have felt this way. It is natural to have these feelings, as you are now seeing boys as not some icky thing, but as potential partners in life.  But in time, you will find that this is only a passing thing. After I met your father years later, I barely remember what that boy looked like. It will be the same as you, this I know.”

“But what if you are wrong, mama? What is he is the one for me? What is Dolph is my one true love?” Hilda had tears in her eyes as her mother put her arm around her shoulders, comforting her.

“Well, then I suppose he would have to follow you to America, eh? If he did that, then you could be sure the boy is indeed your true love. If not,” Magda gave her daughter a tight squeeze and smiled, “then I am sure there will be some handsome boy in America who will follow you anywhere.”

In the end, Dolph did not follow Hilda to America. Much to Hilda’s dismay, he seemed to not care as much as Hilda thought he would at her departure. Felix was not too upset at this as it made the process of leaving easier, but he gave his daughter some semblance of sympathy.

With a final goodbye this his mother, father, and youngest sister the Welk family began their long journey to America. Felix promised to write as soon as he could to let the family know that they had arrived safely.  He would also send word once he had heard from Hans and would begin their next part of their journey to St. Louis. Felix took it as a good sign when the weather was fair on their journey. If the seas were bad, it could take up to fourteen weeks to make the journey; but the wind and weather were in their favor and they reached the New York coast in a little over six weeks. us

His first letter home was full of excitement. Felix told his father of the sea voyage, and the other people had met on their long trip. He met different people from all over Europe; Italians, Germans, Irish, English, Swedes; all of them seeking the same thing, a new start.  When he had met an Italian fellow named Giacomo Pazzi who mentioned he would also be traveling to St. Louis, Felix invited Giacomo to travel with him and his family. Giacomo knew German, so he was one of the few non-Germans that Felix was able to talk to. When it was revealed that they had both fought on the same side of the war with Austria, Felix knew he had found a new friend. Pazzi was an amicable man in his late twenties, clean-shaven with swarthy good looks that Hilda took a liking to. Felix was glad to see that Giacomo did not encourage the young girl’s infatuations; though he did have a charm and away with the ladies.  

Giacomo had been a shoemaker back home and was now meeting his cousin to try their luck starting a business in America. They planned to use Italian leather working techniques with the leather of the American cattle to produce quality footwear. “One day, my friend, you shall see. Every man in America will be having a pair of Pazzi shoes and boots in his wardrobe. And what takes you to America?”

“My brother; he came to America after the war to start a new life. He opened a saloon and sold that and is investing in other properties.  He wants to get in the cattle business, and I know a thing or two about farming and the livestock business. Our family has raised cattle for generations, and I look forward to continuing the family tradition in this new world.  So I am bringing my family to give them a better life.” Felix breathed heavily as he thought of home. “Europe is no place for a man that wants peace. I am tired of the killing, and the wars. I just want to raise some cattle and watch my children grow.”

Giacomo nodded and took a swig from the bottle of wine the two men had been sharing as they stared at the approaching dock that would be their gateway to the New World. “Yes, Italy is much the same. If I had stayed, I’m sure I would have been conscripted into someone else’s war. Here, if you don’t want a fight, you don’t have to find it.  I will tell you one thing though, I would be happy to use Welk hides to make my shoes.”

Felix took the offered bottle and tilted in salute and agreement.  “I believe this is the beginning of a great journey, my friend.”

The day that Felix and his family disembarked the ship and set foot on America was close to an election day. Felix’s English was not all that good, and the New York accents of the men pressing bread into his hands did not help him. He could decipher that the smiling bearded men with top hats at least seemed happy to see him and the other immigrants, bellowing “Welcome to America!” as they shook their hands. 

Giacomo, who also knew some English, later translated for Felix when he asked what they had been saying. “This is an election in a few days. These politicians want to garner as many votes as they can; and what better way than endearing themselves to the new arrivals.” He waved his loaf of bread, smiling as he tore off a piece and stuck it in his mouth. “Too bad for them we will be long gone on our journey by then.”

Felix nodded as the pair waited for Magda and the children. Hilda stared around slack-jawed and wide-eyed at the bustling city around her. Wilhelm eyed the blue-uniformed soldiers patrolling the docks with a longing admiration.  Magda worked at herding the two towards her husband and Giacomo.  She smiled at her husband, but he could see the exhaustion on her face. Ocean travel had not agreed with her, and she was still a bit pale from bouts of seasickness. As if reading his thoughts she said, “Thank God we are back on solid ground!”

Giacomo gave a laugh that almost caused him to choke on a bite of bread. Felix gave him a sharp blow on the back, dislodging the chunk of bread and sending it flying to the cobblestones. This in turn caused the children to laugh, and Hilda teasingly say, “That is what you get for laughing at Mama!”

Red-faced Giacomo gasped in air and gave her a sheepish smile. “Very true, Hilda. My apologies, Frau Welk.”

Magda waved him off with a smile. Instead, she turned her attention to her husband. She looked around at their small group of travelers. They had brought very little except the clothes on their backs. She carried a small suitcase of cherished family possessions, and the children were allowed to bring a few personal items; everything else of value had been either sold to finance their journey or left in the care of Felix’s family back home. He had wisely told her and the children to discreetly hide what money they brought with them, and to not let on that they carried anything worth stealing. They were just another poor family trying to make it in a new home. She gave him an anticipatory look.

“So what now my husband? Shall we find a place to rest and get cleaned up? I would have to have a nice bath, a hot meal, and sleep in a bed that does not sway with the waves.” She gave a glance to Giacomo, who stopped mid-chew of another bite of his bread to shake his head that he had nothing to add.

Felix nodded in agreement and turned his attention to Giacomo. “Your English is much better than mine. Let us ask around for somewhere cheap that we can find some rooms. Then you and I can find a telegraph office to send work to my brother and your cousin. In the morning we can ask about transportation west.”

Giacomo led the way through the maze of streets and people. The travelers stopped at several street vendors and locals, asking about lodgings. While some people were friendly, if not exactly helpful, Felix noticed on the faces and tones of some of the people that Giacomo stopped to talk to that they were less than happy to see these new arrivals to their home. Most just spoke angrily and pointed them off in some direction away from them, but one particularly angry butcher shop owner raised his cleaver to Giacomo as he beat a hasty retreat.  

After this encounter, Felix noticed a souring of his friend’s mood. As they walked in the direction the butcher had pointed he grabbed his shoulder to urge him to stop. “We have been walking for quite a bit, maybe we should take a short break. I smell the distinct odor of sauerkraut coming from one of these shops. I can give you a break if we find some fellow Germans and get a hot meal, eh?”

Giacomo nodded, and Felix felt his demeanor change. Some of his good humor returned when he teased Felix, “Though I would prefer some good Italian wine over a German beer. I don’t know how you drink that awful stuff.”

Wilhelm slapped Giacomo on the back, “Don’t worry Uncle Giacomo, we’ll make a good beer-drinking American out of you before we reach St. Louis.”

That was the first time that Felix had heard his children refer to Giacomo with such endearment. While he was surprised, he saw the smile on Giacomo’s face that it was the perfect sentiment at the moment. After all, the Welk family would be his family at least until they reached St. Louis.

They followed Felix’s nose and rumbling stomach until they found a small corner restaurant. The family entered and were greeted by a large smiling, red-faced man. He spoke to them in German, “Welcome, welcome! I can tell you are weary and hungry, yes? And you are my people, of this I am sure. The smells of home always bring fellow Germans to Gunter’s.” He eyed Giacomo with a friendly smile, “And sometimes our Italian friends, I am guessing?”

Felix nodded and gave Gunter a broad smile. “The smells of home indeed. May we have some sausages and sauerkraut; and a round of your best beer? We have had a long journey and a hot meal is just what we need to brighten our spirits.”

Felix nodded and lead them to a table near the back of the crowded shop. Once they had settled in, Gunter gave them another broad smile. “You are in luck today as well my friends. First, my lovely daughter Inga will be around shortly with your drinks and to take care of your needs,” A young buxom blonde girl turned from another table of customers and waved, “and since you are new to America, and my fellow Germans, you get the new customer discount. The first round of beers is on the house! You just have to promise you will buy a lot of beers!” His stomach jiggled as he bellowed a heavy laugh as he walked away.

Inga came around them shortly, placing steins of frothy beer in front of the group. Touching Wilhelm on the shoulder, she addressed the group, “I will be back soon with your food. If you need anything else, just shout for Inga, I will come running.” She smiled at Wilhelm and turned to take care of her other guests.

Giacomo gave Wilhelm a knowing smile. “I think that one may fancy you.”

Wilhelm blushed in embarrassment. “Yes, well, it wouldn’t do to try and pursue her. What with us only being here a day or two.”

“Well,” Magda said with a glance to Felix. “That would all depend on how long it takes for your Uncle Hans to get back with your father in the morning. It would not kill you to talk to the girl.”

Giacomo urged on by Magda’s words added, “And you can tell her that you will soon be the son of a rich cattleman. And one day you will send for her to join you and make beautiful blonde-haired babies!”

“They won’t be beautiful if he’s the father,” Hilda teased her brother.

“Okay,” Felix interjected before Wilhelm’s famous temper boiled up. “That’s enough. Leave off the boy,” he put his arm around his son’s shoulder. “Let’s have a toast. To America, our new home!”

“America!” The group shouted, and they were joined by an echoing chorus of others in the restaurant. The atmosphere and the beer put everyone back in high spirits. Even Giacomo had to admit that the beer was not that bad. 

After a filling meal, Felix sat back and took a deep drink from his beer.  Looking at Giacomo, he saw that his friend was not in as jovial a mood as he attempted to present to his friends. He wiped the froth from his mustache and leaned forward, catching Giacomo’s attention. “Something about what that butcher said upset you. I couldn’t follow it, but he was not pleased by our presence. What was it?”

Giacomo glanced around their abilities. Hilda and Magda dosed in the booth, leaning on each other. Wilhelm had gotten enough beer and courage and was talking to Inga in hushed tones, but from the smile on her face, the boy was doing okay for himself. He leaned closer to Felix and spoke in a low voice, “Some people here are not happy to have Germans and Catholics here. In no uncertain terms, he told us to go back home and to never return to his shop; or he would use his clever on us.”

“Why would he be so angry? Is this not a land that welcomes all people with open arms?” Felix remembered now some of the looks that the people of the city gave them as they walked past. Their faces told them they were not at all welcoming, nor pleased by their presence. 

“Nativists,” Inga said, interrupting their conversation. Her usual smiling face had taken on a serious look. “I apologize for eavesdropping, but that is the answer to your question.”

“Nativists? What are those?” Felix asked. The word did not sound inviting.

“They are a group that formed not too many years ago when many of our people and others from Europe first began arriving in large numbers. They believe that the only real Americans are descendants of the original settlers after their War of Independence. Anyone else is seen as an outsider. They hate the Germans because we wish to hang on to our language and culture; they hate the Catholics because they are loyal to the pope over the country.” Inga paused and lowered her voice. “You are lucky they only used words and threats. Years ago, things became very violent. Our shop was broken into and they tried to burn it down, but some neighbors saw and saved it before it was destroyed; my father was almost ruined from the damage they caused even still. “

“Is it like that everywhere? These Nativists?” Magda had spoken up, roused from her slumber. Hilda still dozed beside her. 

Inga shook her head, “Luckily no. Mostly in the cities where large groups settle. The smaller communities are mostly left to themselves. From what your son was telling me, you are heading west. That is good. They seem not to care out that way, there is so much space.”

Magda relaxed a bit after hearing Inga’s reply. Felix was gladdened too; though it was still concerning, they would not be in New York for long. And they now knew a place where their own people lived, so he took comfort in that. 

Suddenly, Felix did not know if it was the beer or the excitement from the day, but he felt tired. He caught Giacomo yawning as well. He turned his attention back to Inga. “Thank you so much for your family’s hospitality. And for sharing what you know with us. Might you know where we can find lodgings for a few days? We have to wait to hear from my brother before making arrangements to travel.”

Inga’s smile returned. “Why yes, I do. There is a boarding house two blocks down this street. It is owned by the Dachstein family. A very nice Jewish couple. Their rooms are very reasonable; and if you need help paying, they usually will let you work off some of the payment.” She stole a glance at Wilhelm. “That is also where we live.”

The smile on Wilhelm’s face told Felix that the decision was made. He took out his money to pay the bill. “I am assuming the German currency is acceptable.”

“Preferred,” Inga said with a smile. “Though, you will want to see a bank about converting your money. The American dollar is gaining favor and is better than carrying around gold coins.

“Thank you again, Inga. Tell your father is hospitality is greatly appreciated. I’m sure we will see you again before we leave.” Felix rose from the table, and the others followed suit, gathering their belongings.

“I certainly hope so,” Inga replied again, stealing another smile in Wilhelm’s direction. Yes, Felix thought, this girl is smitten by your son. And from the look that Wilhelm was giving her, the feeling was mutual. He had a feeling his son was forgiving him more by the second for bringing them all the way from home.
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