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Out in Salt Lake City, the Mormons have on display
a pedigree chart on their f01me1 president, George Adbert
Smith, This genealogy goes back fifty two oenemtmns, to
abouf the year 480 A. D., to a Frankish King of Cologne.

Jach generation of this long and unusuual pedigree hﬂS

been proved to the complete satisfaction of the Church.

While that pedigree may give DBro. Smith a slight
edge over Mr. Peter Gfeller, I want you to lmow that our
Swiss Record also goes back move than 600 years. A cer-
tain Burchard Geveller is the oldest known member of the
clan, Tn the year 1301 he was living on his own farm, three
miles south of Walkringen, the little Swiss village where
Peter Gfeller later taught school. Incidentally, the year 1301
was fifty-two vears Dbefore DBerne joined The Everlasting
League, which later developed into the present Swiss Cone-
federation. So, 1t is obvious that the Gfellers were well es-
tablished, over in the valley of the Emme, long before there
was a Switzerland.

The name means a slope or hillside, and in ancient
times the spelling was “Gevelle”, There are two places bear-
ing this designation in the neighborhodd of Landiswil and
Walkringen. Tn the Swiss dialect the name also means luck,
and Gfeller “lucky man™ Tn the Prussinn province of West-
phalia, on the railway to Dusseldort, there is also a town
called Grevelsberg.

When we understand its original meaning, “Gfeller”
simply becomes anocther place or locality surname: such ns
Underhill, Beaverbrook, or Roundtree. And it was much
easier to pronounce in the days of Burchard Geveller.

“The homors of a mame 'Lis just to guard; they are a
trust but lent us, which we take, and should, in reverence to
the donor’s fame, with care transmit them down to other
hands.”

And now I want to tell you something about Peter
Gfeller that even Anna Maria didn’t know. For one reason,
it happened before they were married. Detter still, it is
based on a confidential report, that just came to light this
year. Here's the situation——the date is October 23, 1833 and
vesterday the School Board at Walkringen, Canton Bern,
selected its new teacher. Reverend Kohler, the School Com-
missioner from Worb, tells us that there were four com-
petitors—two of them being better than the others.

There was Peter Gfeller from Landiswil, 28 vears
old, and unmarried. He was trained by Muhleim—a famous
teacher before 1830, and afterwards by Langhans--a Na-
tional Church Minister and afterwarvds Dirvector of the Nov-
mal School. Also by Weluli—one of the best teachers of his

time at Hofwil, near Berne. I'or the preceding four years
Peter Gfeller had been a teacher at Obergoldbach, parish of
Biglen.

Also, there wag Chris l\hﬂlex from Eggiwil, 31 years
old, unmarried who had been a tencher at Signau for the
alecedmg ten years.

Rev. Kohler writes “Both are capmble men, with just
a little difference in knowledge. Muller has more capacity
in asking the children questions. This is due te his longer
practice. He is also better in arithmetic, on the blackboard.
On the other side, Gfeller is better for methodical teaching,
accurateness, and lifefulness in teaching. He wrote a better
thesis, is more accurate and exacé in singing. Finally, Gfel-
ler has more modesty and more aptitude in learning, So I
put Gfeller in first rank, and Muller in the second. The
School Board was present the whole day, W1th much at-
tention, They agreed with me.

You might now be interested in learning a Jittle more
about that position, as originally announced to the four
candidates at Walkringen. The duties inecluded five hours
of teaching daily, except for eight weeks vacation. Special
Church Services for the young folks at the School House,
every Sunday. In addition to the nsual school subjects, the
tencher was expected to teach history, especially Swiss His-
tory, also geography, and the elements of popular nature
science. The income included free lodging in _the school
house, a earden, six carloads of spruce el Wood, and. 300
Trancs ($375)—half in the spring and half in the fall. The
teacher was not allowed to have any outside trade or busi-
ness that would cause him to neglect his school duties, or
get him into “dependence to other people”.

Six years later the Commissioner of Edueation initiat-
od & complaint against Peter Gfeller, Here’s what he wrote
to the Board of Edueation: “Peter Gfeller, teacher at Wall-
ringen, living at Bigental, snme parish, owner of real estate
there, was elected Purser by the Walkringen Township
Council. This function makes necessary much interruption
in school and my advice is that it is incompatible with
school teaching, The competitive conditions of 1833 said ex-
pressly: The teacher must not take any function which
would be an obstacle to his teaching.—Please answer as soon
as possible.”

According to the record, the Board of Iducation
checked with the County Governor. His reply suggests the
belief that the complainant was slightly nuts. Here’s how
the letter translates from German into polite IJinglish:
“Reverend Hess, Commissioner of Schools, in his report of



December 26, 1838 does not mention a very important fact.
If Peter Gfeller were just a school teacher, and nothing
else, he would be right in refusing to take the office of
Purser. But he is also an owner of real estate in Walkringen
Parish. He married a wealthy, clever, and handsome farm-
er’s daughter and afterwards bought a good farm there. In
his quality as a landowner, he might verv well care for
Parish emplovment anyhow. To be Purser takes much less
time than to be a Township Clerk—as many teachers ave
in this County—without anybody, as far as T know, claim-
ing anything against it.” This report appears to have satis-
figd the Department of Education and Peter continued
teaching at the same place, fourteen more vears.

Then under date of January 28, 1853 we find this
report from the School Distriet of Walkringen: “Our teach-
et, Peter Gfeller, is going to emigrate. So we must have a
new teacher. If possible he must be able to play the organ.
(Peter was also a plago tuner and could play several string
instruments). As fa¥mers have bad times right now, we
want to put the wages down. They will still be higher than
they are at most other places with 90 to 100 chlldren In-
stead of six carloads of stove wood, we want to give 60
Franes cash ($75), as the school stove can be heated with
turf at a very cheap rate. Tt is available at Walkringen.”

For these unique and historic documents, we are in-
debted to Mr. Christian Lerch of the Cantonal Axchives in
Berne. Stories about the Swiss Guards at the Vatican may
have suggested my inquiry about the possibility of a mili-
tary rvecord on Peter Gfeller. Mr. Lerch replied that school-
masters, at that time, were exempted from baring arms. As
& conmsequence, no such records were in existence. But the
idea of a get-to-gether, by the Scions of Peter Gfeller, to
commemorate One Hundred Years in America, sparked his
enthusiasm and initiated this fruitful search through his

dusty records. And by way of explanation Mr. Lerch wrote:

As T have been a Bernese teacher myself for about 18 years,
until 1930, T guite understand what pleasure -1t might be to
all of you to learn something about “Schulmeisters Frenden
und Leiden”, ie., “The Joys and Sufferings of a School
Teacher” a hundred years agoe, even in Henry DPestalozzis
Country.”

The only picture we have of Pefer Gfeller in 1853 is
the description that was filed by the now forgotten clerk
at the Passport Office, over in Switzerland. Here is what
he wrote: Age—44 years; Height—5 feet and & inches;
Hair-black; Forehead—-high; Eyebrows—black; Eyes—
brown; Nose—average; Mouth—average (lower lip thrown
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up a little) ; Chin—round; Face—rather long.” Here is the
balance of the report:

“Laut Passkontrolle Band 4, Nr. 953, wurde am 12
Marz 1853 ein Pass ausgestellt fur Peter Gfeller, Lehrer,
van Landiswil, in Walkringen, 44 Jahre alt, mit Bhefrau
(Mame fehlt) und 11 Kindern (Namenr Fehlen), ferner mit
dern Magden Anna Mariz Riser von Ursenbach, und Mag-
dalena Inabnit von Grindelwald, und dem Knecht Friedrich
Schneider von Biglen. Reisesiel: Amerika, nber Holland.
Zweck der Reise: Ansiedelung.”

Now in addition to the two maid-servants and the
man from Biglen, the Gfeller Party also included a cook. Each
party had to take along its own foodstuffs and prepare its

own meals. This cook was a young school {eacher from the:

nearby village of Worb. 1 find that he 'was the secend pas-
senger to board the ship at Antwerp. So it follows that he
had an early choice of the meagre accommodations that
were available. Some of you will remember him as Pastor
Peter Lehman, who married Elizabeth Gfeller in 1855, final-
Iy moved to Allda. subsequently organized the St. Paul’s
congregation at Linn in Washington county, and for seven
years served the two conaregatzons Some of you may also
remember him as the stern teacher that taught those Satur-
day classes in German.

Those of you who have crossed the Atlantic, or whose
sons or daughters have gone abroad, must have wondered
about that ship to which the Gfellers entrusted their lives
and our future. We have found a picture of it for you-—a
reproduction of a painting that hangs over the old square
piano, in the Skolfied Mansion, back in Brunswick, Maine.
Master George Skolfield built this ship and his son Captain
Alfred served as ifs skipper. The reproduction was made
several years ago by the photographer for the Pejepscot

i

‘Historical Society at Brunswick and fortunately he still has -+

the plate. This picturs shows the ROGER STEWART, just #

as it appeared 100 years ago—with all sails BilTowi ‘ing in the
wind and the Stars and SLupe’s flying at the stern. The
ship is about to meet and pass a similar vessel off the coast
©of England. Small eraft are upon the sea, including a dis-
tant steamship shorewand bound.

She was built of oak and hackmatack; almost all the
labor was done by hand. The carpenters had but few tools
besides the broad ax, saw, adz, and pod auger. The ship
smith, with the help of his strikers, worked his own iron.
She measured 180 by 36 by 18, draft 20 feet, and carried. 425
passengers. And her skipper must have been just as sturdy.
The story is told that he once quelled a mutiny by dnwmg
a challc line across the deck and threatening to shoot any







man who dared step across that boundry. No one did!

) The Skolfield Family still treasures a card advertis-
ing “The fine first class American Paclket Ship ROGER
STEWART—A fast sailer and a fine conveyance for goods
—Will sail punctually on the 10th of September  1853-—
Liverpool to New York.” Obviously this referred to the very
next crossing, following the Antwerp to New York run—

only that time it was to be used for goods instead of
Gfellers.

This part of our story would be incomplete with out
a report on what finally happened to the ROGER STEW-
ART. In 1860 she was sailing from Mobile, Alabama to
Liverpool, loaded with cotton. All went well until she
reached Cape Hatteras, off the coast of North Carolina. A
severe gale of wind was encountered that lasted for several
days, a leak was discovered, the ship took a nose dive—and
never came up. She was then only eight years old.

An eastern writer who did a wonderful feature on
the Skolfield Family, several years ago, made this observa-
tion: “What a pity so splendid a vessel as the ROGER
STEWART had to meet a watery fate! But this may have
been better than to rot away at some neglected wharf, for-
gotten, and unsung.”

We have all heard about the SANTA MARTA that
brought Columbus to the New World. T wonder if you re-
member that his voyage from the Canary Islands to the
Bahamas, where he first landed, required only 36 days. On
the 84th day Columbus wrote in his Journal:

“Iere the people could no longer suffer the jouruney,
They complained at the long voyage—but the Admiral en-
couraged them as well as he was able, giving them good
hope of the henefits they would receive, and adding that
for the rest it was useless to complain”,

Remember—these were hardened sea-faring men, pre-
sumably as salty as Popeye the Sailor. What must those
295 Swissmen on the ROGER STEWART been thinking.
after 84 days at sea, cooped up betwixt decks “there can
hardlie a man fetch his breath??

Their arrival at the Port of New York was reported
in the NEW YORK DAILY TIMES for Monday, May 80,
1853 as follows: “Arrived, Sundasy May 29, Ship Roger
Stewart (of Brunswick) Skolfield, Antwerp, 38 days, mdse
and 41 passengers to Perkins & Delano”. Fortunately news-
papers in those days were made of better stock than they
are today. That issue is still in good condition at The Li-
brary of Congress in Washington D. C.

The typewritten record in the National Archives in

Washington is now known to be incorrect. The recorder was
simply unable to make out Captain Alfred Skolfield’s fig-
ures on the required Ship’s Manifest, when he docked at
the Port of New York,

At this point we might well ask: “Just what did
those ancestors bring with them, to the New World?” Prob-
ably very little in the form of chattels. But they did bring
with them memories and experiences of an older social order
and a cultural pattern that was much more advanced than
that which they found over here. Their folk songs, tradi-
tions, and customs mirrored a civilization much older than
what they found. It is to be regretied that they so quick-
Iy and completely conformed to the “American Standard”
and so successfully forgot their heritage . . . . the heritage
that we now attempt to rediscover and reconstruct—bit by
hit.

Perhaps you have read of the long-lived Dane, Chris-
ten Dragenberg who took part in the wars of three Kings
against Sweden, was sold as a slave by Algerian pirates in
his 60’s, escaped after 15 years, and at the age of 84 served
another hitch in the Danish Army. The story goes on to
say that at 111 Dragenberg married a woman of 60, outlived
her, proposed at 130 to several more, was rejected, but lived
on for 16 years, undismayed. This is supposed to be true, but
it seems to me that the family record of Peter Gfeller and
Anna Maria is equally remarkable. And it certainly tles in
with that question regarding what they brought to America.
There was Frederich, Gottfried, Gottlieb, Adolph, Karl,
William and Peter whose life span totaled 530 years. There
was Klizabeth, Lina, Anna, Barbara, Emilis, Louisa, and
Christiana that scored a total of 545 vears. This makes a
total of 1075 vears for their fourteen children, and longev-
ity is one of our best yardsticks of stamina and physieal
vigor.

You wili vecall that the Swiss Passport Control was
dated March 12, 1853. Four months later Peter Gfeller was
a landed proprietor in the State of Illinois. He had acquired
a 148 acre farm for $1300, just west of Chicago. Today
that farm s part of Bensenville; in reality, an integral part
of Greater Chicago. But even then it was a well chosen
site——astride one of the three main plankroads leading to
town . . . and plank roads were considered very ultra.

As commonly constructed, & roadway sixteen feet wide
was graded and on this eight foot planks were laid cross-
wise. This was deemed -sufficient for a single track road,
the remaining portion of the grade being available for
teams to turn out in passing. The toll rate allowed by law



was 244 cents for a man on horseback, double that for a
single team and wagon, and 714 cents for a four-horse ve-
hicle. By 1851 some of the plank roads were paying their
investors as much as forty per cent. But soon those heavy
plavnks became warped and loosened, wagons passing over
them could be heard for miles, and the plank roads passed
out of existance.

We can well wonder how those newcomers managed
to get by for that dirst year or so, in that strange untamed
aren, with even the elements seeming to conspire against
them. For example, that hail storm they experienced in the
summer of *54:

“We turn aside from our unsual articles on culfure to
record ome of the most destructive hailstorms within our
knowledge . . . The entire crops of grain and potatoes are
completely broken <lown and ruined anfl muech of it is not
worth cutting, The corn is completely stripped of its leaves

and mostly broken off near the ground. Fruit and shade -(f;\(vﬁ-'- 4

trees are nearly defoliated, badly bruised and in many cases
targe strips of hark knocked off. At one house in Addison,
a pile of hail stones accumulated in an angle of the build-
ing, three feet deep, and at five o’clock next day, hail stomes
were measured from this pile from three to five inches in
circumference.

“All the windows on the south and west sides of the
houses had the glass broken. Catile ran bellowing through
the fields—horses broke from their fastenings, and ran with
whatever was fast to them. The ten minutes the hail was
falling were of fearful grandeur, alarm and rapid destrue-
tion. The dark mass of clouds streaked with lurid light-
ening—the roaring of the hail like the pouring out of a
thousand torrents might well inspire terror and dismay,
in a few short minutes the hopes of husbandman were
gone; the broad ears of beautiful waving grain fast ripen-
ing for the reaper and which were destined to feed and
clothe those he held most dear, were uutterly ruined and
prostrated before him.”

Peter Gfeller probably read this account in the Chi-
o Democrat or its German counterpart, for the Demo-
cratic Press Equgwed the foreign-born voter, dencunced his
Whig enemies, and generally supported ploposqls to print
official documents in the German language. In the Auto-
biography of P. H. Gfeller we find ev1dence that this loval-
ty to The Party continued long after the Whigs were for-
gotten : “T recall now the evening as Father was reading the
weekly paper, he looked up and “announced that Lincoln had
been shot. As it seemed to me that more of the neighbors
were Democrats than Republicans, T was not sure if I
should feel sad over this loss or not” Litile “P. H.” was

then a lad of but =ix,

Perhaps at some other time we may continue this
Gifeller Saga of courage and adventure, suffering, self-
sacrifice, idealism, blindness, .and clear-vision—much of
which some of voi must know far better than 1. Peter
Gieller had the spirit and tenacity to distill the essence of
other men’s dreams into reality. Our only possible eriticism
might have to «do with the innate modesty that kept him
from recording that strnggle in minute detail . . . . The
same modesty that caused his sixteenth child to be named
after a neighbor, instead of the father,

We know that the need for “belonging” is perhaps
the deepest instinet in the human animal. The clan and the
tribe began, not as economic units. Fhey arcse from the
physiological necessity of separvating one’s friends nnd
neighbors from the rest of societv. in mdet to identify one’s
qelf with thiz unique solidarity. The Secions of Peter Geller
should therefor look forward, and plan on these Annual Re-
uniong, year after year, and world without end!

George Santayana fells us that the barbarian is the
man who does not know his derivations, nor perceive his
tendencles, but who merely feels and acts, valuing in his life
its force and its fillings, but being careless of its purpose
and its form.

Tt just doesn’t make good sense to be constantly anid
entively occupied with the thlngﬁ; we can touch, taste, WEIU‘h
and count. Life would be horribly cdull if its onl_v meaning
were to be found in the fishtail car, the winter tan, or ac-
quiring the neighbor’s northwest eighty. Meetings such as
this seem to float fo the surface some of life’s deeper, more
fundamental, and lasting values for all of us to ap-
preciate and enjoy.

I am told that at the end of the midway, that dom-
inated the Txhibition of Zurich in 1939, there stood one of
the most magnificent symbols of its destiny that any people
has ever fonnd There was the cross of the Swiss flag., There
was the Red Cross, which is its daughter. And there was
the Cross of Christ, which is their sternal origin. Fortunate
are the people that have these symbols and understand their
true meaning. Even more fortunate are the Gfellers who
have still a fomth symbaol . . in the name, memory, and
example of DPster G.-—-citizen of Landiswil, ploneer of the
West, and honored father of this sturdy clm T '

— by
Gladwin A. Read
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