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Prefatory Note

The theme of this issue of the Review is the 19th Century SAHS emigration from
Canton Valais of Switzerland to the United States. All the materials in the issue were written
by Valaisans or by American descendants of Valaisan immigrants. My own article, "Nineteenth
Century Swiss Valaisan Immigration to the United States," developed from · a desire to
understand the experience of my great-great grandparents who left the canton in 1854. Their
final destination, according to the ship's manifest, was Mishicot, Wisconsin.
For the most part, these Valaisans joined the tide of European immigrants pouring into
the midwest, clearing and claiming the land for their farms. It cannot have been easy to make
such a challenging break with all they knew and to migrate to vast areas where constant
innovation was necessary to survive. The Carrons speak eloquently of the courage of the
immigrants in their great adventure and cite this as a major theme for their book series,
discussed below in "Our American Cousins."
"Profiles of Immigration" presents brief accounts that illustrate the
emigration/immigration process in the 19th century. Although economic pressures were an
underlying cause of the departures from Switzerland, the individual stories reveal a diversity of
personal circumstances and motivation.
Valaisans are known for their warmhearted hospitality~ In 1991, they demonstrated this
by inviting descendants of those who emigrated back to learn about and renew their ties to the
Valais in celebration of the 700th anniversary of the Swiss Confederation. In reciprocation,
descendants from Argentina, Brazil, Canada, and the United States presented trees native to their
countries to the canton to commemorate these ties of ancestry. Reflections on the symbolic
meaning of the trees are presented in the poem "Valaisans All" written by Gordon Chapman for
the occasion. The trees have been planted in a grove in Sion with a bronze plaque that states:
These trees are dedicated to the ·memory of those who
emigrated, with thanks to Valaisans who invited their
descendants to return to restore the bonds of blood
and friendship.

--Jane Adele Roberts Chapman
Guest Editor
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3

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 29 [1993], No. 1, Art. 8

3

Colonie Suisse
Crystal City - Festus, Missouri
August 3, 1890

The above photograph of Swiss immigrants to the United States is from the family history
archives of Leonard Closuit of Martigny, Valais, Switzerland. Paul Closuit, a 19th century
immigrant to the United States from Martigny is shown in the top row, holding the Swiss flag.
Other Valaisans are also included in the picture.
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I.

OUR AMERICAN COUSINS

Alexandre and Christophe Carron

In the article which follows, Alexandre and Christophe Carron, uncle
and nephew, of Fully, Canton Valais, tell of their own adventure in
discovering and writing about the Valaisans' immigration to North an~
South America. They have published two books, with a third under
way, under the series title, Our American Cousins
(Sierre,
Switzerland: Edition Monographic).

Volume I (1986) presents the problem of the Valaisan emigration of the
nineteenth century. It describes diverse expeditions to Algeria and
Argentina, in addition to the founding and history of the Valaisan
colony of San Jose in Argentina. Volume Il (1991) covers the
colonization of the Argentine provinces of Santa Fe, Rio Negro,
Buenos Aires, as well as the colonization of Brazil and Chile. Volume
ill, which is in preparation, will feature Valaisan emigration to North
America.

Throughout the nineteenth century, Valais, like other European areas,
experienced a significant wave of emigration. Scarcity of land, growing population,
and economic pressure affected an increasing number of the canton's families. In
search of better living conditions and better futures for their children, our compatriots
responded to North and South American solicitations for immigrants. Great spaces
were ready to till, to conquer, to cultivate; and a prosperous future was guaranteed
to brave colonists.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1993
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Over a period of several generations, more than 20,000 Valaisans joined their
compatriots, who left the old world for the Argentine fields, for the forests of Brazil
and Chile, and for the expanse of the United States.

Then the flow stopped as

economic conditions improved and the growth of modem Valais mobilized available
domestic resources. The phenomenon of mass emigration ceased. Sustained growth
slowly diminished the memory of the past and contacts between cousins on either side
of the ocean weakened. For immigrants, thoughts and memories of the Old World
diminished.

Remembrance of Emigrant Stories

It was during this later growth environment that the elder Alexandre Carron,
working in his vineyard with his son, retold the stories of his contemporaries'
departures for America, and stories of those he had heard spoken of in conversation.
These emotional histories and dramas touched the younger Carron so much that he
promised to learn more-about the fortune of his former countrymen. Interviews, trips,
and research helped to create a large database of documents and information. My
uncle's passion in tum stimulated my study of history of that time period, and together
we embarked on a significant study that led to many discoveries about the varying
conditions of comitries in the New World.

During the 1980s, Valaisan emigration was poorly understood within the
canton, consisting mainly of the collective memory of those who stayed behind. A
few books continued to make allusions to the emigration phenomenon. Wanting to
return to the emigration story the valor and courage that it merited in history, we
began to write down the first chapters of a piece of work that we thought would be
around 150 pages. But, with each meeting and discovery, the surprise and the volume
of the data grew. We put together a tome of about 300 pages that required a second
volume of 400 pages.

A third book was later designed exclusively for Valaisan

emigration to North America. Today we are beginning to realize this third book
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thanks to the remarkable research of the U.S. and Canada by Jean-Paul Roduit. He
has traced a great number of descendants from Valaisan emigrants and has been able
to reconstruct the emigrants' destinies, thus saving their stories from the erasure of
time.

The Concept of "Our American Cousins"

The work that we have begun on the history of emigration is not an abstract
scientific study.

Yet without ignoring the analytical aspect, it gives the reader a

sense of the human epic experienced by their compatriots abroad. It describes their
migrations, their trials and tribulations, their dreams. This story proposes to retell
their adventures, putting this aspect first. It makes real people the heros, the men and
women whose merciless fortunes sometimes crushed them, but who more often
overcame their limited resources to master the new physical--moral and spiritual
obstacles..;-foreseen and unforseen of.their new existence.

The two books already written establish the panorama of Valaisan emigration
to South America and their dispersion once there. The books expose the conditions
of the time and identify trends that future historians can follow. Various specialists
have enhanced the work with their studies. This has added the necessary detail to
complete the sketch drawn by our work.

·F or our part, .we feel that we have cleared the way, similar to the pioneers who
cleared rough lands to leave cultivatable and workable lands for posterity. In the
same way that the colonists were armed with the skills of their trade, our database has
a similar quality. Through the years it has come to fill a dozen boxes. In these
boxes are stored travel journals, hundreds of letters from descendant families,
photographs, and papers and notes with an address here, a date there, or a name,
reference, trip contracts, colonization contracts, transport documents, sales receipts,
diplomas, passports, birth and death certificates, newspaper clippings, stories of visits,
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inspection reports of the colonies, memoirs, "gold books," propaganda articles by the
agencies of emigration, various files, photocopies of cantonal, community and parish
registers, circulars from the time, brochures, stories, anecdotes, prayers, poems,
songs, books--resources gathered from descendants of the emigrants.

A Testimony to Courage

The aforementioned material constitutes the base from which we have written
the history of our American cousins and traced the destinies of their families. From
this group, we have renewed life and given spirit to an historical experience almost
swallowed up by time.

We like the people who have come out from under the shadow of history.
Through all their strengths and weaknesses, their humanity, their tragedy and success,
we feel a bond with those whose paths we have traced. This amity comes from
natural goodwill to fellow humans, and from admiration for the human spirit that
refused to die and accepted the risks of a life chosen because of great ambitions. It
is for this reason that, beyond the story of Valaisan emigration, our book represents
the stories of the Valaisan emigrants. More than the analysis it presents, it is an
adventure story.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol29/iss1/8
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II.

NINETEENTH CENTURY SWISS VALAISAN IMMIGRATION
TO THE UNITED STATES
Jane Adele Chapman

In writing this paper I have had before me a mental picture of
a young couple who left Martigny-Bourg in bas-Valais in the summer
of 1854. They sailed from Le Havre with their small son on the new
American ship Brother Jonathan to the Port of New York and
continued overland to Wisconsin. The study of Valaisan emigration,
of which this paper is a part, is my attempt to put this rather blurry
mental picture in focus.

The family had moved several times by 1861 when the wife,
Adele, died at the age of 29 leaving four small children but no record
of her American adventure--not even a notice of her death has
survived. Antoine fought in the Civil War, married ·twice again and
died in Kansas in 1900. His obituaries cited his great love of his
adopted country, his 3 years of military service during the Italian war
and remarked (incorrectly) on his Swiss birth "in the canton of
Geneva." He was buried in his Civil War uniform in St. Mary's,
Kansas, in the parish founded by the Valaisan Jesuit missionary, Father
Maurice Gailland.
Antoine and Adele's four children lived long lives and spread
their descendants throughout the United States. But the heritage of
Valais was almost lost. Some family members stoutly maintain that
"our people came from France."
By the tum of the century, the third child of the immigrants,
· Henri Emanuel had metamorphosed into Henry, a quiet, sunburned
farmer who in 1898 had marched his entire herd of horses and
livestock over 200 miles from Kansas to claim the best bottom land
farm along the North Canadian River in the new Oklahoma Territory.
In 1937, Henry's granddaughter had her first child. Responding to
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1993
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who knows what--a dim recollection of family names, or the whisper
of someone long dead and lost, she chose:--Adele.
The name was the sum total of my Valaisan heritage. Many
years and many moves later, at long last it spoke to me. I answered
the silent call of Marie Angelique Adele Aubert-Moret, whose family
·lived in the commune of Martigny for centuries-and still do--to find
and restore her broken link with Valais, "the fiery jewel" of
Switzerland.

This article examines the history of · those Swiss from Canton Valais who
immigrated to the United. States in the 19th century. Valaisans. also migrated within
Europe and to South America, but the immigration to North America was in some
ways the most permanent rupture with the Valais.

Canton Valais at mid-19th century was a pre-industrial society susceptible to
economic depression and upheaval as it moved to a more balanced, less agriculturally
dependent economy. Initially this upheaval squeezed alpine farm families out of the
economic system, and many immigrated to what they expected to be more favorable
circumstances. Toward the end of the century, Valaisan emigration to the United
States both increased and changed in character; more professionals and middle class
emigrants moved to America for employment opportunities, some returning to the
Valais to retire.

Economic forces are crucial in the process of emigration. However, it is also
important to note the "psychology" of the 19th century Valais and what is referred to
as the "autarchy of the Valaisan valleys" (Arlettaz 1975: 49). The canton is known
for its contradictions, as a land of extremes. It is a 100-mile-long valley circled by
the Alps which isolated the 19th century Valaisans for months of the year. Yet it is
also an international thoroughfare It has the highest mountains, the remotest valleys;
a polar climate at high elevations and a dry plain covered with orchards and flowers
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below. It has been described as a mixture of Spain and Provence with glaciers like
mythological

beasts

and

a

warmhearted--yet

reserved--population

that

is

"Mediterranean in spirit." It was one of the last cantons to join the Confederation and
its tradition of independence dates back to Celtic tribes which inhabited the area long
before the Romans arrived for a 400-year occupation; it was a religious entity--the
Bishopric of Sion-- before it was a political one.

The Valaisan economy has now been transformed by the construction of
railroads, by the damming and rechanneling of the Rhone River and by electric power
and communications technology. But in the nineteenth century it was among the less
. developed Swiss cantons and many of its citizens undertook the step of permanent
emigration overseas.

Why Valaisans Emigrated

There is a consensus of opinion that prolonged economic distress drove the
migration of Valaisans overseas in the nineteenth century. The agriculturally- based
economy consisted of small, subsistence farms.

In 1820 there were only three

factories in the canton; by 1866 there were nine but they employed a total of only 179
workers (Bridel 1820:327) (Haenni 1908: 327) as reported in Wiegandt. Even into
the twentieth century farmers in the mountains worked the land with rudimentary tools
like those used by their ancestors. A prominent Swiss philanthropist, Jean HuberSaladin, commenting on the alpine farm population from the perspective of a city
dweller, stated that
People emigrate from Switzerland today neither for religious nor
political reasons, these two great and powerful causes for the
migrations of other countries; an emigrant leaves the fatherland today
in disgust because he cannot own there enough soil to live reasonably
well... (Metraux 1941: 8 quoting from Discours prononce devant la
Societe d'Utilite Publique Federale. le 18 Septembre 1844).

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1993
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Economic Transformation

The Valais has been a source of agricultural production since before the
Roman occupation. Certain aspects of Valaisan communities such as communal
pasture lands and water rights were supportive of the subsistence farming economy.
However, the challenges posed by natural conditions were formidable--a mountainous
terrain, short growing season and the recurrent flooding of the Rhone River which
stripped away the topsoil of the plain. An observer noted that "prodigies of skill and
endurance are required of the Valaisan farmer . . . . "

Vines can be seen growing

from rock (Russell 1950: 68). Added to these natural conditions in the 19th century
was a growing population and a system of inheritance which led to division of family
farms into smaller and smaller plots. As the result of this division, the majority of
farms in the 19th century were under 12 acres in size and "most people struggled to
\.

manage even a miserable existence."

Reviews of the period point to the hardships of the alpine farm life. Foreign
visitors who travelled through the passes of Valais between France and Italy reported
their experiences. Often writers, painters and poets, they were entranced with the
Valaisan Alps, but they also "encountered poverty and misery" (Allet-Zwissig 1988).

It was particularly hard for the women who had large families and had to participate
in hard farm work as well. Women worked the vines and the fields as did the men,
and in the evening "while the man reads his newspaper or drinks his glass and talks
peacefully of_politics, war or the next harvest the woman is tending the fire, washing,
making dinner" (Zermatten 1941: 19).

The Valaisans were both diligent and

ingenious but periodically found themselves victimized by the forces of nature, and
the undeveloped economy provided few alternatives to the farming life.

Inheritance and Property Ownership Systems

The system of inheritance and land tenure coupled with the subsistence
_agriculture economy put pressure on the population to seek work outside the Valais.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol29/iss1/8
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During the 19th century, the Valais followed a "partible" inheritance system which
essentially provided that, at the time of an inheritance, a family's assets would be
divided equally among the children. Daughters and sons inherited equal shares. The
system, in part legislated, in part following "village ideology", conformed to local
Valaisan custom dating back several centuries. Women descendants were guaranteed
their rights as property holders in Valais; the Articles of Naters in 1446 specifically
made it illegal to treat women differently from men in regard to sharing the parental
estate (Gremaud 1875: VIII, 294-295 as cited in Wiegandt 1977: 145).

Partibility affected farm size and, ultimately overseas emigration.1/ In the
19th century as farm families grew larger, the land was divided among more heirs
which led to smaller farms. It became increasingly impossible to have a farm large
enough for a viable operation (Arlettaz 1976: 17).

The conditions of life were further affected by the failure of the cantonal bank
in 1870, cited as an economic disaster for the area.

The radical newspaper, Le

Confedere, insisted that the difficulties in the conditions of life in the Valais came
from the burden of taxes and the bank failure. However, the conservative Nouvelle
Gazette challenged this saying taxes were not the main cause of emigration but rather
the subsistence economy to which a large and growing share of the population was
bound.

All views concurred that economic opportunity fueled the engine of

emigration (Arlettaz 1976).

Overseas Qm>ortunities

Ultimately the strong economic pressures of the nineteenth century could not
be met entirely by short term emigration. In addition, the practice of contracting of
young people to foreign military service or as domestic servants became increasingly
unsatisfactory.

The increase in permanent, overseas emigration led to a national

debate over government policy regarding emigration. The highly influential policy
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analysis group, Societe d'Utilite Publique Federale, studied Swiss emigration in 1844
and concluded that encouragement of emigration constituted a conservative, short term
and ultimately ineffective approach to the underlying economic problems of the
country (Metraux 1941). The Swiss Federal government was weak during the first
half of the century, reflecting the character of the loose federation of relatively
independent cantons. Following considerable public debate, Federal emigration laws
were made neutral with regard to encouraging or discouraging emigration. The law
did regulate the process of emigration for the purpose of protecting emigrants from
fraudulent land agents and preventing the departure of persons who had insufficient
funds to reach their destination. Some of the pressure for such protection came from
the governments of the countries of destination (Arlettaz 1975).

Valais was one of the cantons most protective of emigrants, requiring deposits
from emigration agencies and proof from emigrants of sufficient money to make the
move. Those who did not possess the intelligence or resources were sent back to their
communes. The canton's legislative body articulated the protective position:
We think that the state ought neither to encourage nor forbid
emigration, but it ought to regulate it · to protect citizens from
exploitation, profiteering, and help to instruct our emigrants on the
same points, so that they can maintain relations with their fatherland
which will mutually profit (Arlettaz 1976: 16).
As overseas emigration increased, debate grew over the practi~ of "riddance"
or use of emigration as a means of ridding Switzerland of poor people rather than
developing solutions to poverty (Arlettaz 1979:45). At the canton and commune level,
emigration was occasionally considered a solution to the problems of pauperism and
delinquency. Some "undesirable" elements were "literally deported to America by the
granting of special travel funds and the donation of railroad and ship passage."
Communal archives are full of documents relating to "riddance," a practice which
was also known as "the sale of souls" (Metraux 1941: 17). There is some evidence
that the Valaisan authorities did allow some poor, undesirable or retarded people to
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emigrate. Communes were known to give certificates of emigration more easily in
some instances, in the hope of ridding themselves of problems (Bassi 1978: 31).
However, the practice was by no means widespread in Valais. Furthermore, in the
receiving country, American authorities more often spoke of the desirability of the
Swiss as immigrants (Sutton 1990).

2/

Immigrating to the United States

Between the years 1820-1900, an estimated 17 .3 million Europeans emigrated
to the United States. A fraction of these were Swiss; for the period 1821-1930,
290,137 Swiss departed for the USA. North America was the overwhelming choice
of Swiss emigrants overall, but a minority of Valaisans immigrated there initially.
Instead, they chose to migrate to South America. The cantonal registry of emigrants
shows a total of 6,629 persons departing from 1849-1880. Of these, only 753 went
to the USA (Bassi 1978, 11 and Table 3).J/ The proportion of immigrants to the
USA increased substantially in the latter part of the century, however, and during the
period 1880-1919, 53.2 percent of Valaisan emigrants went to North America and
45.9 percent to South America~ Even so, the Valais still ranked considerably below
the Swiss departures for the USA which stood at 85. 3 percent during the same period
(Arlettaz 1976).

Over the 30 year period, 1850-1880, overseas departures from the canton
averaged a little over 200 a year. The largest numbers of North American departures
(1850-80) were from the communes of Conches and Entremont (Bassi 1978: 14, Table
3). While in absolute terms, the numbers are small, they had a significant impact on
the canton. The widespread departure of alpine farmers transformed the economic
and social structure of Valais and depleted the labor force. In fact, by the end of the
century it was necessary to import labor to work in agri-business on the plain.
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Family Migration

The predominant purpose of Valaisan emigration to America the first three
quarters of the 19th century was to replicate the subsistence farm life style which was
increasingly untenable in Valais. Based on the information available ·to Valaisans,
North America appeared to_provide excellent prospects for doing so.

The exodus to the USA was primarily an emigration of family groups, 80
percent of them farmers or farm workers (Bassi 1978: 18-19). A large family was
an asset in establishing a farm in the American Midwest. A Swiss-American farmer
in Wisconsin wrote urging his brother not to emigrate because farming would be
difficult for him as he had only one son (Buhler 1922-23:324). Data indicate that,
during the exodus of farmers there was always a large percen~ge_of women among
Swiss immigrants to the United States, up to 45 percent of the total. After 1880
however, the percent of women immigrants decreased as immigration for the purpose
of farming declined.

Choosing the USA

As more and · more Swiss headed for the •united States, several Swiss
settlements were established, among them the current towns of New Glarus,
Wisconsin (1845); Vevey, Indiana (1802); and Tell City, Indiana (1887). While some
Valaisan colonies were established in South America, this was not to be the pattern
in the United States. Rather, there was a gradual accumulation of Valaisans in several
areas.

Several kinds of information influenced Valaisans to choose America, among
them press accounts, literature circulated by emigration agencies and letters from
earlier emigrants. Periodicals known as "almanacs" were widely read in Switzerland;
they carried accounts of life and opportunities in the United States including glowing
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letters (some of which may have . originated in the editorial office) attributed to
previous emigrants. In 1871 there were 43 almanacs published in Switzerland, and
through them the Swiss gained much of their knowledge of America and the story of
its ever westward settlement. The Messager Boiteux of 1797 pointed to it as the .
source of "authentic liberty" where the new arrival is not asked "what is your religion
... but what can you do?" (Trumpy: 1979).

Emigration agencies handled arrangements for those wishing to emigrate
overseas. They advertised widely in the Valais and their offices in Sion, Martigny
and other Valaisan cities recruited immigrants for midwestern locations in the USA.
For example, for the sum of 160 Swiss Francs the firm Zwilchenbart offered to
arrange for transportation from Valais to Le Havre and passage on a boat bound for
New York or New Orleans, including shipboard provisions (40 pounds of biscuits, 5
pounds of rice, 5 pounds of flour, 4 pounds of butter, 14 pounds of ham, 2 pounds
of salt, a hectoliter of potatoes and 2 liters of vinegar). The emigrant was responsible
for providing a bed and utensils (Carron and Carron 1986: 32).

After 1860,

advertising directed at Valaisans both intensified and diversified. The new territories
and states of the American midwest wanted settlers. In addition the railroads recruited
emigrants to develop the lands given them by the United States Federal government.

To encourage settlement of the west, Europeans and Americans alike were
presented with depictions of the western/midwestern areas as ready for farming and
family life when in fact much of it was remote wilderness where new arrivals such
as the Valaisan Maurice Deleglise family were expect¢ to displace the Native
American population. The almanac Le Messager de Schaffhouse of 1866 compared
the lives of American farm women with the Swiss, claiming that, unlike Swiss
women, American women did not have to work in the fields but only in their homes.
Furthermore, it went on to say, American kitchens were havens of comfort--"pleasant,
clean, warm, white and clear" (Trumpy: 12). Depending on the location of the farm,
the truth could be very far from this, and the sorrow and hardships of women in the
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plains states and the west are documented in current literature which draws on their
own voices, speaking through letters and diaries (Kolodny 1984; Schlissel 1982).

Perhaps the most persuasive information for the Valaisan population was letters
from earlier immigrants sent back to friends and family in the Valais describing their
large farms and growing herds. A Swiss farmer in Tennessee began his letter to
friends and relatives in Vaud canton "Venez ici!" (Come here!!), (Metraux 1941: 13).
Valaisans in Louisville, in the 1850's wrote back to their friend and relative, Auguste
Filliez, not only of their wheat harvests and growing herds of livestock, but also of
social contacts with the other Valaisans in the community. Maurice Deleglise arrived
in Wisconsin in 1848 with only seven dollars. But he soon established himself in the
new village of Theresa and wrote back to Valais to report of his land which had been
set aside by the government at a low price for immigrants.

Other Valaisans emigrated to the USA drawn by the experience of the first
immigrants. Soon Deleglise' s young nephew arrived and in his first letter home spoke
of visiting fellow Bagnards Benjamin Delarze and Etienne Miret: "we spoke of Bagnes
and compared our absent homeland with our new one" (Pellouchoud:329). Some
immigrants stayed within the Valaisan settlement. networks for considerable time.
Etienne Clement Roserens (Rosera) first emigrated to the Michigan peninsula in 1853
because of a family connection. A few years later he began to divide his time
between Michigan and Gibson Township, Wisconsin, where a number of emigrants
from the commune of Orsieres had settled. Twice he married Valaisan women --first,
-14-year-old Rosalia Tessier and when she died her aunt Vitaleen Tessier with whom
he had 15 children.

The Country Life

The 19th century Swiss farmers, including Valaisans, migrated particularly to
the American Midwest. In 1870, ~e states with the largest Swiss populations were
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Ohio, Illinois, New York, Missouri, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Indiana, Iowa and
Michigan. Swiss emigrants were concentrated mostly in agriculture. By 1870 there
were 75,000 Swiss in the United States, 60,000 of these living in rural areas.

· Valaisan settlement patterns in the USA have not been studied systematically
but available documentation suggests that they were even more rural and Midwestern
in choice of destination than their Swiss confederates. The canton's list of emigrants
for the years 1849-79 cites destinations of Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois, Kansas,
Minnesota, Indiana, Missouri, California, Arkansas and Colorado.

Eastern

destinations (New York and Philadelphia) are cited only twice.~/

In America the Valaisans found plentiful land and a government that facilitated
its acquisition. But the American Midwest was, to say the least, very different from
the Valais. The new country with its sparse settlements and frontier mentality posed
new kinds of hardships that had lasting effects on all emigrants. European immigrants
came to a country in the throes of formation and "The trip changed all who made it"
(Schlissel 1989).

Nineteen year old Pierre-Francois Deleglise left Martigny in

September 1849 and 36 days after sailing from Le Havre he reached New York and
reported back to his family that Broadway was bigger than the main street in Sion.
When he left New York and traveled west, "the adventure began" (Pellouchoud :327).

By and large, Swiss immigrants, including Valaisans, were not among the first
wave of westward pioneers who crossed the continent breaking new land. The Swiss
Societe d'Utilite Publique advised as early as 1844 against pioneering ventures
involving land clearing (123). Even so, the Valaisans did settle in rural areas which
were at the time on the border of the frontier. The Ribordy and Roserens family
histories confirm that their forbearers cleared land in Wisconsin during their first year
in America. Furthermore, the barely organized townships were far different from
their Valaisan communes.

The Valaisan immigrants had come from close knit

communities with civil institutions which had been centuries in the making. Those
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institutions exerted considerable control over individuals, but they also provided
important services and a social network. As the Swiss Romande writet Ramuz wrote,
"they still live as a community (that is what makes up for the hardness of their lives)"
(Russell 1950:69). Thus they acquired the land they had left home and traveled
thousands of miles for; the American farms of 160 acres, truly enormous by Valaisan
standards. But they also acquired new forms of isolation. Neighbors were miles
away and the towns and villages were rough and new, without the communal services
known to the Valaisan farm families. In 19th century America, once the settlers had
been encouraged onto the land, the government did nothing more for them--there was
"no public transportation ... no schools or hospitals; no agency other than real estate
companies provided information about farming conditions and agricultural methods
appropriate to the northern plains" (Schlissel 1989: 226).

Maurice Deleglise and his family wrote with enthusiasm of their move to
Theresa, Wisconsin, in 1848. But it was very nearly a frontier environment. The
land was still occupied by indigenous (Indian) people. The village was founded the
year they arrived, with five or six houses. But it was along the fur trappers' route,
and soon differed from the Valley of Bagnes in other ways.

"There were three

breweries, a distillery, twelve saloons, bowling alleys, pool halls and various other
diversions" (Gard and Sorder, 1968).

The break from Valais was often made more final by continued migration.
Families did not always remain in the original American destination. Communities
in the western states and territories had low decennial persistence rates--30 percent or
less. In Sugar Creek, Illinois, for example, at least two thirds of heads of households
moved elsewhere over the course of a decade (Schlissel 1989:246). There was
always the lure of better land further on and many new Americans quickly learned
that "the desire to move is the national condition" (Schlissel 1989: 239).
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Valaisan Antoine Aubert and his family lived first in Mishicot, Wisconsin, but
moved on to Portage, Indiana, then to South Bend, and later Georgia, before settling
into St. Mary's, Kansas. His descendants have widely dispersed and have struggled
to recover the most basic family information, such as where his first wife, Adele
Aubert-Moret died in 1861. The chance for retaining a heritage is diminished when
migration continues to cut off links with its source. Continued moving on and the
harshness and isolation of the western states took a toll on immigrant families, as has
been pointed out in recent interpretations of the American westward migration
(Schlissel 1989: 240).

It was important to new arrivals to be part of a network of other Valaisans.
The town of Mishicot, Wisconsin had nearly 150 Bagnards by 1873. This doubtless
was a factor in the decision of the family of portrait painter Joseph Brouchoud to
relocate from Bagnes to Wisconsin. Nearby Gibson Township had a concentration of
immigrants from Orsieres. When immigrant Jean-Antoine Dayer and his wife MarieCatherine Tournier arrived in Conway, Arkansas, in 1896, they were relieved to be
met by a family from Val d'Herens who helped them to find a cotton plantation.

Links with the Valais survived more easily in areas with relatively low
turnover in population.

When Camille Dayer from Heremence visited Conway,

Arkansas, in 1976 for a reunion of 120 descendants of the original Dayer emigrants,
he also met descendants of other Valaisan families (Moix, Mayor, Massery,
Germanier, Troillet, Favre, Dussex, Rudaz).

He reported that the Dayers "all

remember their native Valais and remain fervent Catholics" (Dayer 1984).

One

couple not only still spoke French, but also the dialect of St. Martin. But more often
the effects of time, distance, and mobility worked to obscure family ties and
knowledge of the Valais. The letters, family histories, and a recently developed list
of American descendants invite further study of the persistence of the Valaisan
heritage in the USA.
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Descendants of the 19th century - Valaisan emigrants are now dispersed
throughout the United States.

For example, when six generations of the Ribordy

family held a reunion in Clyde, Kansas, in 1989, descendants traveled from 12 states,
as far away as Hawaii, and from the four comers of the country.

But initial

indications are that, with only a few exceptions, these individuals do not have strong
ethnic identity. Many know little or nothing of the Valais. While

Yalaisans

are

known for strong attachment to their homel~d, many who immigrated to the USA
were apparently less likely to retain cultural identity and strong links with those at
home. This may have been especially so in the case of the early waves of Valaisans,
many of whom moved quickly on from Swiss settlements into the mainstreams of
American society, losing their cultural and even religious identity and connections
with the homeland in the process.

Rural isolation and the level of development of 19th century transportation and
communication were impediments to maintaining contact between the immigrants and
their homeland, and when they parted from their families in their home commune it
was often the last sight they would have of both. Most Valaisan emigration was by
individuals, families or small groups and did not involve establishing settlements.
Most emigrants were farmers and they tended to settle in sparsely populated areas.
In general, they did not tend to retain the group identity of the Swiss colony of New
Glarus or of two other French speaking groups in the US· which have shown great
ethnic persistence-- the Cajuns of Louisiana and the French Canadian immigrants to
New England.

It has remained for the canton of Valais itself to rekindle these latent ties more
than a · century later. Through a project -known as "Valaisans of the World," the
Canton undertook to identify descendants of Valaisan immigrants and to reintroduce
them to their Valaisan families as well as to their Valaisan heritage. The several
hundred descendants directly identified in the United States are only a small portion
of the total pool of those descending from the 19th century immigrants. But they
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provide an opportunity to learn more about the immigrant adventure and the effect of
Canton Valais on those who descended from it.

Notes
1. Land, pasturage and water rights, and other assets necessary to operate a farm
were divided into equal parts for each generation. An estate in theory existed only
for one generation. It came into existence through a marriage at which spouses
pooled the shares from their family holdings. It evolved during the lifetime of both
partners as they acquired or sold land and assets. It began to break apart as the
children married and established new households. Parents could give some land to
children when they married, or they could relinquish it when they became too old to
work it (Wiegandt 1977: 147).
2. See Albert B. Faust, Guide to the Materials for American History in Swiss and
Austrian Archives (Washington, DC, 1916). The nativist American minister in Bern
protested the practice, which represented a minority of emigrants.
3. This is thought to be an undercount of emigrants because some emigrants departed
alone without contracts and without registering with the Valaisan government. There
were also some clandestine departures to escape justice, debts or family situations
(Bassi 1978, 14 and 146, note 10).
4. Several destinations are unclear, i.e.: Whitefish, Cheriaco, St. Anthon, Julitta.
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m.

PROFILES OF IMMIGRATION

Jane Adele Chapman

There is a story to tell for every Valaisan immigrant of the 19th
century, but only a few can be presented below. These profiles were
written by Swiss Valaisans, by American immigrants, or their
descendants. They vary greatly as to source and level of detail. But
even the simplest account of the facts of departure and travel reveal the
enormity of the steps these immigrants took and the effect it would
have on them and the generations to come. .
·

The Jose,ph Brouchoud Family

Joseph Brouchoud was a painter .of the Bagnard School who emigrated, along
with other members of his family to the USA in the nineteenth century. The painter
descends from a very ancient family of Bagnes; this surname was listed in the archives
as early as the beginning of the 14th century. When young Joseph was 17 years old
he married Marie-Rosalie Maret who lived near him on the village square in Villette.
Brouchoud's family was like most Bagnards of the period, simple folk who earned a
meager living. But how came Joseph to a career as a painter? The explanation
resides most likely in the fact that, in his native village of Chable, he had the
opportunity to come directly into contact with the painters and work of the Felix
Cortey workshop. In the 1830s Cortey was a renowned artist throughout the Canton
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of Valais. Any ties Brouchoud might have had with the workshop as a youth and
young man would have been strengthened in 1841 by the marriage of his brother
Pierre Brouchoud and Marie Cortey, granddaughter of the celebrated painter.

The first known work of Brouchoud was religious painting for the chapels of
the valley of Bagnes. But his primary reputation is as a portraitist. His career in
Valais lasted 30 years, and from the beginning he sought to acquire a clientele spread
throughout the canton. At one point he moved his family from Bagnes to the village
of St. Leonard.

After having lived for almost 20 years at St. Leonard, Joseph Brouchoud and
his family decided to leave everything and emigrate to North America. That a man
of 60 years old would launch himself on such an adventure may be surprising at first
glance. In fact, he does not depart without undertaking some assurance. The project
of establishing a family across the Atlantic seems to have been carefully thought out.
There is no doubt that his children have urged the voyage.

The fascination of

America for the younger generation was at this time very strong. The perspective of
a much easier life, and the lure of a quickly gained fortune attracted all kinds of .
people, and not only the most disadvantaged. One must add the strong propaganda
from the emigration agencies which had installed representatives in Valais in order to
recruit emigrants. Moreover, news and encouragement from prior emigrants was a
decisive factor with the Valaisans.

r

After the death of his mother in 1859 and his father in 1867, nothing held
Joseph Brouchoud in the Valais. His only brother, Pierre, living in Bagnes, decided
to leave for North America, with his whole family. Moreover, many of his cousins,
friends or acquaintances had preceded them to American soil.

The family of Joseph Brouchoud emigrated from St. Leonard in two stages.
First of all the two sons, Joseph Junior and Maurice, departed to prepare the territory
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in 1873. Joseph Junior stopped in New York for a few months and worked as a
painter, decorating the Windsor Hotel. Maurice went to Wisconsin, the favored state
of Valaisan emigrants, especially the Bagnards. In the little city of Mishicot, north
of Milwaukee he found most of the 150 Bagnards who had emigrated to the North
American continent since 1848.

The community of Mishicot, which owes its name to an Ottawa Indian chief
and. which was formed in 1852 by its separation from the community of Two Rivers,
was first colonized by Scandinavian and German emigrants, so much so that it briefly
took the name of Saxonburgh (in 1853). It rapidly became an agricultural center. It
is in this region of good earth that the Brouchoud sons decided to establish
themselves. It took very little time, from then on, to convince the other members of
the family, who remained in St. Leonard, to join them. In August 1875, the painter
Joseph Brouchoud embarked for Mishicot, with his wife Rosalie, his son Camille, his
daughter Mathilde (whose husband had emigrated to Uruguay in 1873) and ·his 3-yearold granddaughter also named Mathilde.

Brouchoud' s brother Pierre appears to have left Valais at about the same time.
Neither his name nor that of.his wife and children are on the list of emigrants, but he
reappears on the 1880 census of Wisconsin, along with his eldest daughter Marie- ·
Euphrosine. Joseph Brouchoud Junior stayed briefly in Wisconsin, but the other
members of the family took root there. They established several farms which still
exist near Mishicot. The census of 1880 indicates that Joseph and Rosalie lived with
their son Camille, who had married around 1878 a Valisanne of Martigny-Bourg,
Marie Cochenet, who had emigrated with her entire family to Mishicot in 1859.
Mathilde and her daughter lived with them several years.

Then in 1880, she

remarried Louis Cochenet the brother of Marie. Thus two sets of Valaisan brothers
and sisters have married. (It is not known what fate befell Edward Gay-Barmaz in
Uruguay, or if Mathilde had further news of him or of his death). The newly formed
family moved to Oconto Falls, 75 miles from Mishicot. Most of the other children
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of Joseph and of Pierre Brouchoud married other Bagnard emigrants, which
demonstrates very well the strength of Valaisan ties among the first generation in the
new land.

Son Maurice, for example, in 1876 married Philomene Charvoz, originally of
Chable and who had been in Mishicot since 1869. After the birth of their first child
they moved to Kansas in 1877, then on to Oklahoma Territory after it was opened for
settlement through a land run in 1889. They lived near Guthrie. It·is there that he
died in 1892. Thus Joseph and Pierre Brouchoud are the progenitors of numerous
descendants who have dispersed throughout at least 10 states.of the Union.

Joseph Brouchoud continued to paint in his new country. Based on research
done by his contemporary descendant, Bernard Brouchoud, we can attribute to him
a portrait of his granddaughter Mathilde, at age 15 years as well as portraits of
Maurice and Philomene Charvoz, possibly painted on the occasion of their marriage,
around 1876. These are only a few of his American productions; Joseph Brouchoud
probably painted more works, but little is known of his American career.

His son Joseph-Frederic Brouchoud Jr. was also a painter; he was a talented
artist whose celebrity even surpassed that of his father. Considering the similarity
of their names, there may have been confusion in attribution of some of their works.
The few letters by the senior Joseph's own hand, recovered at the homes of the great
grandchildren, give us a moving account of the last years of his life. His wife Rosalie
died in Mishicot in 1885, at the age of 70. He survived her a few years and passed
away on the 11th of April 1892 at Francis Creek, not _far from Mishicot.

-Joseph Junior was trained as an artist in France, and worked and married
there. He emigrated to the USA in 1873. The Register of Emigration shows that he
departed from the village of St. Leonard the same time as his brother Maurice. He
remained in New York City long enough to participate in the decoration of the Hotel
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Windsor. The newspaper Gazette du Valais published an article in January 1874
about the "eminent Swiss artist of St. Leonard" who is in New York. Shortly he
proceeded on to Mishicot and owned a farm there. However in 1881 he departed with
his family for San Francisco. He decorated several churches in the city. A few of
his drawings, caricatures and comic figures remain and a self portrait done in 1900.
Joseph Junior died in 1916 in California. His elder son Pascal continued the artistic
tradition of the Brouchoud family. A prominent architect, he designed important
constructions in San Francisco, among them some university buildings. He was also
a known artist and taught at an art school for children. As is evident from this brief
history of the family's emigration, the creative gift of the arts was transmitted through
several generations of the Brouchoud family.

Source: Joswh Brouchoud, Peintre de l'Ecole Bagnarde, Centre de Recherches
Historiques de Bagnes, 1984, Commune de Bagnes, Valais Canton, Switzerland.
Excerpted from pages 17-43, with permission.

Pierre Felicien Bruchez and Joswhine Analie Lugon

Josephine Analie Lugon was born in April 1867 in Riddes, Canton Valais,
Switzerland. As a child she lived in a castle near Riddes, called" La Vidonde" which
was part of her mother's family's estate~ Her father, Pierre Laurent Gabriel Lugon,
had been raised by a French count and was considered to be well educated. At the
time that he married Josephine Analie's mother, Marie Josette Noir, he was a
commissioned officer in the Swiss army.
-

A short distance away in Saxon, Pierre Felicien Bruchez was born in January
1872 in his family's house across from the Catholic church. He had red hair, which
was and still is unusual in the Valais. His father was Pierre Joseph Bruchez and his
mother was Louise Henriette Michellod.
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The two villages Saxon and Riddes were only 3 miles apart and the two
children knew each other. The village schools had singing contests and the Saxons
always won, so Analie, loyal to her village, reportedly didn't like "Felix" very much.
His family's lands were near those of the Lugons. Pierre Felicien took his dogs with
him to do the farm chores and ·would encourage them to fight each other, which
Analie thought was "mean."

Pierre Felicien's father at one time bought a bible from a traveling salesman.
It was leather bound and had many pictures which he thought were beautiful. When
the local priest was visiting he noticed it and because it was not a Catholic bible,
threw it in the fireplace. Felix's father pulled it out and ushered the priest out of the
house. Later he told the family he thought that because of differences of opinion in
religious matters, that he could no longer make his livelihood in the village and the
family would have to leave.

They were socially ostracized, and very soon did

emigrate.

The Bruchez family came to the USA in 1884 and settled on a farm near Rolla,
Missouri, in Phelps County.

Apparently there were other Valaisan immigrants

nearby, as attested by the photograph (p. 2 above) of the men of the "Colonie Suisse"
of Crystal City-Festus, Missouri ·(from the archives of Leonard Closuit of Martigny,
Switzerland). The picture includes immigrants from the Closuit and Bruchez families
as well as other Valaisan families.

The Lugon family left Riddes and came to the USA in 1890 and settled on a
farm also in Phelps County Missouri. One day Analie saw a young man walking up
the road. He had red hair and several dogs and she thought-"it couldn't be Felix
Bruchez", but sure enough it was. Later, after getting reacquainted, they got married.
Felix remained fond of dogs and always had one the rest of his life.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1993

33

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 29 [1993], No. 1, Art. 8

33

About 1895-96, they moved to South Fork, Colorado beginning a series of
moves back and forth between Colorado and Missouri. In Colorado they experiencd
the depression of the 1890s and lived the life of pioneers. They were living in a tent
while Felix was prospecting when twins were born in 1896. Felix had told Analie
if she went into labor to fire the rifle three times -as a signal. She tried, but was
unable to do this as she was very weak with malaria. Analie had the babies alone and
they died. In fact, only three of the couple's nine children lived to maturity.

Their final home for many years was Twin Lakes, Colorado at the bottom of
Independence Pass, on the Continental Divide. It reminded them of their homeland
in Valais, which they never visited again.

Source: Prepared from information collected by Felix and Analie's granddaughter,
Jacquelyn Williams, Moreno Valley, California, through conversations with her
gran4parents and mother as well as genealogical research.

Etienne and Marie Josq,hine de Chastonay

Etienne and Marie Josephine de Chastonay and their daughter Angelique left
Canton Valais in the fall of 1882, bound for the United States. They passed through
Little Rock, Arkansas, and continued on to the small town of Conway, their final
destination.

In December of 1882 the newspaper Arkansas Gazette reported that "A party
of French people 27 in number went up the Fort Smith Railway yesterday to settle at
Conway. This is the first party of French settlers in that part of the country and they
represent the best class of thrifty laborers."

The "French people" were in fact a group of Swiss immigrants from Canton
Valais (Wallis). Among them were Etienne and Marie Josephine de Chastonay who
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took up farming near Conway, as did most of the others in the group. Seventy six
years later, in 1958 their grandson corrected the record in an interview with the same
newspaper. J.J. "Jake" Biegel explained that the Valaisans had come to Arkansas
after learning through church papers and other sources that "virgin farm land was to
be had at comparatively little cost along the new railroad."

The Valaisans came in family groups and put down permanent roots. The
records of the local parish, St. Joseph's church, as well as its cemetery attest to the
number of Valaisan emigrants in the area~ for example Mr. and Mrs. Maurice
Anthamatten who moved to Conway from Sion; Peter and Carolina Briggeler with
their six children; Baptiste and Crescentia Zimmerman and five children; Baptiste's
brother John Ignaz Zimmerman; and two brothers, Alois and John Ambort. A great
many of the settlers came from the village of Visperterminen, but other villages,
among them Emdt, Eyholz, Mund and Stalenried were represented as well. Many
people with Swiss-Valaisan forebears still remain in Faulkner County, as evidenced
by the names of Favre, Nabholz, Dussex, Troillet, and Dayer in the telephone
directory for the town of Conway.

Source: Ernie Deane, "Swiss Immigrants Settled and Stayed," Arkansas Gazette,
March 12, 1958.

Marguerite Cortey

Marguerite Cortey was the youngest daughter of the celebrated Valaisan painter
Felix Cortey. She was born in 1811 and married Pierre-Louis Filliez from Bruson.
She was a painter and despite family obligations, attempted to continue the tradition
of portrait-painting. She gave birth to eight children beginning in 1834, with the first
two dying shortly after their birth. Marguerite, as a painter, does not seem to have
been as much associated with the work of her father as her brother Eugene. It is only
after the sudden death of both father and brother in 1835 that she really starts
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painting. It is thought that she began in order to finish the canvases already begun,
perhaps to honor certain orders. At the present state of research, one can assign to
her only a dozen portraits. Marguerite was not a professional artist. She painted .
conscientiously but with great spontaneity, more for her own pleasure and to satisfy
her clientele, exclusively local, than to search for fame.

The works which she

executed between 1835 and 1849, the date at which she left Bagnes for North
America, show an original and very expressive style.

In 1849 Marguerite emigrated to the USA, to the state of Wisconsin with her
husband Pierre-Louis Filliez, her six children and her nephew, 22-year-old Vital
Cortey, the son of her late brother Eugene. As it happened, Vital was the only male
descendant of the painter Felix Cortey. The life of Marguerite Cortey in the new .
country is something of a mystery. Her letters written from America do survive.
However, they reveal nothing about whether she took any of her paintings with her,
whether she continued painting, nor even where the family of Filliez-Cortey
established themselves. They relate only to financial and inheritance problems and
the continuing financial difficulties under which the new immigrants lived.

Marguerite Cortey's arrival in America in 1849 constitutes the first contact
between the Bagnard school of painting and America. There were to be many others
in the future!

Source: Joseph Brouchoud, Peintre de l'Ecole Bagnarde, "The Brouchouds", pp 18-23 .
. Centre de Recherches Historiques de Bagnes, 1984. Commune de Bagnes, Valais
Canton, Switzerland. Excerpted with permission. ·

Jean-Charles Luyet and Marie Veronique Coup_y

On December 9, 1881, 40-year old Jean-Charles Luyet and his wife Veronique

Coupy and their six children left the village of Ormone, in the Commune of Saviese
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for the United States. The children ranged in age from 10 years to 10 months. The
party also included Jean-Charles brother Francois and his wife Marie Marguerite.

· At this time the commune of Saviese consisted of 2,100 inhabitants. Of this
population, 43 households carried the name Luyet. Between 1881 and 1882 more than
500,000 immigrants departed for New York, an average of 10-15,000 per week. The
Luyet brothers and their families were part of this immense wave of immigration.
Once in America, the two Luyet families traveled by rail (in cattle cars) along with
other immigrants, to the state of Missouri. They arrived at St. Louis on New Year's
Day 1882, and the city offered them a meal. From there the Luyets continued to the
small town of Conway, Arkansas.

Jean-Charles bought a farm and established

himself. Francois and his wife, however, soon returned to Switzerland.

Why did they choose Conway? After the construction of the Little Rock to Ft.
Smith railroad in the 1830s, several small towns sprang up along the train route,
among them Conway. Brochures describing the region--its good land and agreeable
climate--circulated in Europe, including Valais Canton, to attract immigrants to the
area. Those who came had the typical Swiss character traits including determination
to cultivate the land and establish themselves.

The Luyets were not the only Valaisans in Arkansas.

The Little Rock

Arkansas Gazette of December 12, 1882, reported the arrival by train of 27 "French"
immigrants bound for settlment in Conway. In fact they were French-speaking Swiss
from the Valley of ·the Rhoµe.

These 1882 colonists included, not only the de

Chastonay family, but the Balmaz, Constantin, Imbaden, Meyer, Mayor, and
Riematten families.

Source: This profile was adapted from Fou Kye Chon Parti, l'Equipe J.E.U.N.E.S.,
1991, page 47, with permission, based on the research of Wallace Luyet of Little
Rock, Arkansas, grandson of Jean-Charles Luyet.
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Jean Antoine Dayer and Marie-Catherine Toumier

Farming the steep land of the Val d'Herens in Canton Valais was e~tremely
demanding work, and the small Dayer farm could not support a large family.
Therefore, Jean Antoine and his wife Marie-Catherine (nee Tournier) decided at the
beginning of 1896 to emigrate to the United States of America.

They sold their

house, small fields and cattle at Plan-la-Croix above Euseigne to pay for the voyage
and to buy a cotton farm in the state of Arkansas. But they kept their ·farming tools
and household utensils and one day loaded them all, together with their five children-Joseph, Charles, Nicolas, Marie and Eugenie--on a cart to travel down the steep road
to Sion, where they took the train to the port of Le Havre in France.

The 2-week ocean voyage to New York was very trying,- and the mother and
two girls were ill when they arrived in the harbor of New York and disembarked at
Castle Garden, the reception facility for immigrants that preceded Ellis Island.

At Castle Garden, they showed their money (which had to be in gold coins)
at the Immigration Office to prove that_they could support themselves during the first
days in the U.S.A. Afraid of being robbed on the way, the wife and two daughters
had hidden the coins in the folds of the wide skirts of their Valaisan costumes. At the
Customs Office, the officer spied among their household utensils a still--used for
turning fruit into alcoholic spirits. He refused to let them bring the still into the
U.S.A. But ingenious father Dayer quickly explained that this was the cooking pot
to make the soup needed for his big family, and he was allowed to keep it!

After a long wait in New York, they took the train to Detroit, St. Louis, Little
Rock and finally after 3 days of traveling they arrived in Conway near the Arkansas
River. There, they were met by the family of Jean-Baptiste Moix of St. Martin in the
Val d 'Berens, who had emigrated some years before and who helped them to find a
cotton farm. But after the difficulties of the sea voyage, they, who had come from
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the dry Valais, suffered terribly from the damp climate of Arkansas. Their cotton
fields were often flooded. Two years after their arrival, mother Catherine and her son
Charles died of fever.

Two of the children, Marie and Eugenie, later had small families. But Joseph,
married to Victoire Moix of St. Martin, ·had nine children and a further eleven in a
second marriage with Phylomene of Heremence.

As cotton plantations were later abandoned in this region of Arkansas, the
descendants of Jean-Antoine Dayer became merchants, traders, craftsmen or cattle
breeders.

Many have since moved to other states, but all remember their native

Valais and remain fervent Catholics.

One couple, Dany and Jenny,

still speak

French, as well as the quaint dialect of St. Martin.

Nicolas, the youngest son, came back to the Valais in

1906 when he was 20

years old. That same year, his father died at the age of 56 in Heremence. In 1908,
Nicolas married Euphrosine Genolet with whom he had 11 children; he died in 1977,
aged 91. From 1911 to 1961, he was the guardian of the Alpine Club's "Cabane des .
Dix" at 1915 meters above sea level. What a contrast was the clear dry air of his
high perched shelter near the glaciers of the Mont-Pleureur after the humid plains of
Arkansas!

At the occasion of the Bicentenary of the United States of America in 1976,
Mr. and Mrs. Camille Dayer of Martigny went to visit some of their relations in the
United States. They had always exchanged letters with some of their cousins of
Conway and Los Angeles.

They flew from Zurich to New York, Philadelphia,

Atlanta, Memphis and Little Rock to Conway, Arkansas. There they stayed 2 weeks
with Mr. and Mrs. Dan Dayer and other relations and were honored at a dinner party
and family reunion of 120 persons at the home of Mr. and Mrs. James DaughertyDayer, who are all descendants of Jean-Antoine.
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During their visit to Arkansas, Mr. and Mrs. Camille Dayer met the families
Moix, Mayor, Masserey, Germanier, Troillet, Favre, Dussex, Rudaz and Dayer, who
are descended from Valaisans who emigrated to the States between 1800 and 1900.
They live on big farms in the plains area of Arkansas.

When passing through New York, Mr. and Mrs. Dayer visited the Museum
of Immigration lodged in the Statue of Liberty. They were very impressed by the
documents about the difficulties endured by the people of Europe who went to the
USA hoping to find an easier life. Such difficulties have always existed, not only
with emigrants from the Valais. Some succeeded and acquired big fortunes after some
years of hard work, others led a miserable life or came back home poorer than when
they left. The Dayer family, however, was one that prospered and multiplied.

Source: Interview with Camille Dayer of Martigny (Valais), Switzerland (1992), and
his personal account in the periodical 13 Etoiles, March 1980.

Father Maurice Gailland

A special form of emigration from Valais to all parts of the world was that
undertaken by religious missionaries. Certain parishes in the region of Entremont
participated actively in this type of emigration, particularly under the direction of
Abbot Pierre-Auguste Bruchez of Villette. Maurice Gailland was born in Verbier in
1815 and studied with the abbot when he grew older. Eventually he joined the Jesuits
in Fribourg in 1844.

According to his biographers, Father Gailland had long hoped to travel to
North America as a missionary. Following a period of religious and political upheaval
in Switzerland, all Jesuits were removed from the country. Eventually, in 1848 he left
for the United States with 15 minutes notice. He sailed on the American ship the
Tennessee bound for the port of New York. By September of that year he had studied
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both English and the Potawatomie l/ language and had made his way to the site of a
mission for the Potawatomie Indians in Kansas territory. He and a small party of
Sisters of the Sacred Heart arrived at the site on the northern side of the Kansas River
on September 9, 1848. Two log cabins had been erected, but they had no doors,
windows or floors. He lived at Mission Sainte Marie for 30 years and in letters to
friends and family in Valais said that he would not change places with anyone ·and had
no plans to return to Valais.

The relationship of European missionaries and Native American peoples is now
controversial. But, by all accounts Father Gailland was devoted to the health and
welfare of the Potawatomie, assisted them in their negotiations with the Federal
government, and wrote that he feared that the whites would "swindle them out of their
little property and cast them forth as dogs not worthy to be among them , and that
they will be obliged to leave their reserve ... [now] ... settled on. "21

Gailland kept a diary of his experience in Kansas; it was intended. as a mission
record but, in addition, it reveals much about the man himself and the drama of the
westward development. He saw Kansas first as an Indian territory during a time when .
the Potawatomie confronted the Pawnee. He was situated on "the great California
road" and saw gold seekers passing through in 1849.

The Potawatomie newspaper, How Ni Kan, reprinted the diary of Father
Maurice Gailland in installments, beginning July 1990. Over the years a school was
built at St. Mary's Mission; the Territory became the State of Kansas.

Father

Gailland developed a dictionary of the Potawatomie language and became adept in
speaking the language. His diary records what he called "the gloomiest page of the
Potawatomie mission", the Indians selling their land to the whites and dispersing.

He is buried in St. Mary's, Kansas the towri which grew up around the original
mission. St Mary's College still functions on the original site of the mission. Other
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Valaisan immigrants settled in the town of St. Mary's, and many of their descendants
live there to this day.

1. There are many spellings of this name, but this is the preferred, modem spelling.
2. de Vriendt, Bro. Louis. Biography of Father Gailland, (Archives of st.· Mary's
College, St. Mary's Kansas).

Source: Based on" A Diary of St. Mary's Mission", How Ni Kan, July 1990, Vol 12,
No. 7 through August 1991, Vol 13, No. 8, and the Archives, Potawatomie Tribal
Office, Shawnee, Oklahoma.

Gaspard-Nicolas Ribordy and Louise-Henriette Favre

Gaspard-Nicolas Ribordy was born at Sembrancher in 1811. He was the son
of Jean-Nicolas and Victoire-Marie -Joseph Maillard from Orsieres.

He married

Louise-Henriette Favre, daughter of Jean-Georges Favre and Marie-Joseph Sexty of
Sembrancher. Their marriage was celebrated on the 17th of ~ecember 1836. By the
time Gaspard-Nicolas and Louise-Henriette decided to leave Switzerland for North
America in 1856, efforts were underway which would eventually alleviate the
economic distress.

Yet emigration increased, in part due to massive propaganda

efforts of emigration agents. From 1850 to 1890, about 200-300 Valaisans left each

year~ .
It is thus that Gaspard-Nicolas and his wife Louise and their seven children
decided to leave Switzerland for North America. They converted their goods and
lands into money for a total of $1200 in gold. With a few clothes and personal
properties which they could take with them, they embarked from Le Havre, ·France
at the beginning of 1856. They had to bring their own food on board and prepare
their own meals. They navigated thus for 8 weeks. According to the Application for
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Naturafuation they disembarked at the harbor of New York in March 1856. Then
they traveled to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, hired an ox team and went to Gibson
Township

near

the village of Mishicot (a settlement that drew many Valaisan

immigrants, including the Brouchoud family some 30 years later).

The Ribordy family settled on 40 acres of mostly timbered land. They built
a log cabin, 16 by 18 feet which was their first home in America. They worked as
best as they could by hand to clear the land until they were able to buy an ox team.
Two more children were born here.

In the 1870s Gaspard-Nicolas and Louise-

Henriette moved to the state of Illinois where several of their children had moved.
They are both buried ·in the cemetery .of Odell, Illinois.

The eldest son, Gaspard-Ferdinand (born at Sembrancher in 1837) left Valais
at the age of 19 years, with his parents. In November of the year of his arrival
(1856) he married a Swiss widow, Louise Pellouchoud-Deslarze. Six years later,
when America was engaged in the Civil War, he enlisted as a Private in the 6th
Regiment Illinois Volunteers and was honorably discharged in 1862. He and his
family were farmers in Illinois, living many years in the community of Odell where ·
they are buried. Their son Camille-Ferdinand continued his family's tradition of
. farming, adding to their already successful holdings and became a prosperous member
of the community, displaying many of the strong and salient characteristics of his
Swiss ancestry.

Another son of Gaspard-Nicolas, Joseph-Ambrose was 16 years old when his
family left Sembrancher. He and his wife Lerose F.ortier lived in Wisconsin for many
years, having nine children there. Around 1880 they moved south where there was
reported to be plenty of land to farm. They stopped in Nebraska for a few months,
but eventually continued on to Kansas where they purchased 160 acres northeast of
Clyde, Kansas. The Catholic church was in the little town of Clara, which no longer
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exists. Ten more children were born to the Joseph-Ambrose and Lerose. Tragically
they lost 10 children in a diphtheria epidemic; all are buried at the Catholic cemetery
of Clara, Kansas.
Jean-Etienne Ribordy left Sembrancher at the age of 14 when his parents,
Gaspard-Nicolas and Louise-Henriette left for America. In the Civil War he enlisted
as a substitute for his brother Ambrose and served in Company G, 7th Wisconsin
Regiment. After receiving his honorable discharge from the army he took up a 40acre tract of land adjoining his father's farm. In 1865 he married Mary Boutott.
They had eight children, five of whom died in infancy. Eventually he sold his tract
to buy 100 acres of unimproved land 2 miles west of Mishicot, where he built a
modem brick house and continued to a farm until 1909 when he sold his property and
retired to the village of Mishicot.

Marie-Clotide was only 11 years old .when she left_Valais and emigrated to
America. She lived at Mishicot, the family's new home, until she married Gaspard
Reuse another emigrated Valaisan. They had seven children.

Jules-Maurice-Benjamin, child of Gaspard-Nicolas and Louise-Henriette
emigrated to Wisconsin at the age of 8 years. At the age of 23 he married Lena
Olson, a native of Norway. They too were farmers, living near Odell Illinois. They
were the parents of six children.

Antoine-Camilie was an infant when he travelled to America with his parents
in 1856. Little is known of his life, except that he married a Martha-Philomena
Fortier whose parents were French Canadian and Norwegian.

Two children were born to Gaspard and Louise after they emigrated to
America--Rosalyn in 1858 and Joseph-Henry in 1862. It was Joseph Henry who
bought the final farm of Gaspard and Louise, near Odell, Illinois. They then retired
to the town of Odell.
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Source: Ribordy, Essai de Genealogie et D 'Histoire, "Descendance de GaspardNicolas, pages 127-179, 1991. Summarized with permission.

Etienne Clement Roserens (Rosera} and Rosalia and Vitaleen Tessier

Etienne Clement Roserens (born Rosera) was the son of Anna-Marguerite
Roserens of Commeire. He was born as the result of an extramarital liaison and his
mother gave birth to him in the home of his maternal grandparents, Emmanuel
Nicolas and Anne-Marguerite (Projan) Roserens. Two factors lead one to believe that
the natural father of Clement was someone of renown and power within the area.
First, Clement was baptized in St. Nicolas church in Orsieres 10 days after his birth
with Vicar Louis Barras officiating and Etienne Joseph Michelod and Marguerite
Tissieres as godparents. It was not customary for children born out of wedlock to be
baptized in the church and certainly not so soon after birth. Second, the husband of
Anna-Marguerite Roserens, Emmanuel Nicolas Rossier, by whom Anna-Marguerite
already had two daughters, continued to live with her as her husband until 1849 when
he emigrated to the state of Illinois in the USA. Clement was raised in the house of
Emmanuel Nicolas Rossier.

According to Clement himself, he joined the Swiss army at the age of 17. As
a mercenary fighting against the Italian patriots of Garibaldi, Clement took part in the
battles of Naples and Sicily in 1849. He is reported to have recalled the deaths of
many comrades due to cholera.

In 1853 Clement left Switzerland via Le Havre and came to the Michigan
peninsula. His choice of this destination seems to be because his mother's husband
Emmanuel Nicolas Rossier had settled in northern Michigan when he immigrated in
1849. Reportedly, Clement went to work on the Rossier farm near Marinette. In
1856, while on an extended visit to friends or relatives living near Mishicot,
Wisconsin, in Manitowoc County, Clement met and married (January 16, 1857) 14-
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year-old Rosalia Tessier. Many of the settlers in Gibson Township, near Mishicot had
originally come from Orsieres, Clement's Valaisan district.

Clement returned to Michigan each spring, leaving his young wife at the home
of her parents, Michel and Elizabeth (Le Clair) Tessier. He returned each fall after
the harvest and wintered at the Tessier farm outside of Mishicot. In February of
1860, a son, Henry, was born to Clement and Rosalia. He, too,. continued to live on
the farm of his grandfather in Mishicot.

In 1859, Clement's half sister Anne Catherine Rossier joined him and her
father Nicolas Rossier in America. She brought with her 12-year-old son, Emmanuel
Rossier, who like his half-uncle, Clement, was the result of an extramarital liaison.

Sometime between July 1860 and February, 1862, Clement's wife Rosalia
Tessier Roserens died. Clement remarried on February 16, 1862, and his bride was
Vitaleen Tessier, the aunt of young Rosalia. Together Clement and his wife Vitaleen
had 15 children, 12 of whom grew to maturity. The family lived on a farm near
Larabee, Wisconsin, in Manitowoc County, probably on land owned by the father of
Rosalia.

In August of the year of his second marriage, Clement joined the Grand Army
of the Republic to fight in the Civil War; he was 31 years old. He enlisted at Two
Rivers, Wisconsin, as a private in Company D of the 27th Wisconsin Volunteer
Infantry. The regiment trained in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, before leaving for active
duty in March of 1863. He participated in the Battle of Vicksburg and in August
1863 was shot in the leg during the Battle of White River in Arkansas, which caused
him to walk with a decided limp for the rest of his life. During a second enlistment,
his Company was assigned as honor guard to General Ulysses S. Grant.

After

participating in one of the last major battles of the Civil War, the Battle of Mobile,
he was mustered out of the army in July 1865.
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Clement and his family continued to live on the farm near Larabee until 1872,
when the government granted him 160 acres in northern Wisconsin. The land had
never been cleared and for the first 6 weeks, the family lived in an abandoned oneroom logger shack while they built a home of hand-hewn logs.

Supplies were

obtained from Oconto, a 13-mile walk away. In the spring of 1873 Clement and his
two oldest sons walked back to Mishicot (60-miles one way) to secure the oxen
needed to help clear the land.

The entire family worked clearing the surrounding woods, so the land could
be prepared for planting. Another task, even during that first spring, was to make
maple syrup which could be used to trade for other items in Oconto. Clothing was
home-made, made from flour sacks and deer hides. Shoes were in reality leathersoled stockings improvised by Vitaleen.

The first log cabin was added to until it contained five rooms. In 1880 a twostory frame house was built across the road from the log house. This house burned
in 1911, but the log house stood until it was taken down in the 1920s. A third house
was built near the site and is standing today.

Seven more children were born to Clement and Vitaleen after they came to
their new farm.

At some point the spelling of the family name changed from

Roserens to Rosera. (The great grandson who researched this family's history found
16 other spellings as well). In 1894, Clement retired and lived in peace and comfort
until his death on November 22, 1911. He had donated land from his own farm for
the site of a church, when fire had destroyed the existing one in 1897. The parish
church now stands on this land, which abuts the Rosera farm, and the farm is still
operated by a descendant of Clement.

Although no picture of Clement exists, he is known to have been five feet 10
inches in height with dark complexion, blue eyes and brown hair. In later years he
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grew a beard. Emotionally he has been described as somewhat volatile. According
to his son Stephen, he was "quick with the switch", particularly when the children
failed to memorize their religious teachings.

His marriages resulted in 959

descendants, 858 of whom are still living. The family is proud of their Swiss heritage
and reaffirm this by gathering on the second Sunday each August to renew their ties.

Source: Prepared by Robert Louis Klimko, Jr., August 4, 1984, great grandson of
Etienne Clement Rosera (nee Roserens).
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IV.

VALASIANS ALL

Gordon Chapman

Like seeds blown on winds of change .
These trees are evidence,
People, ideas, some piece of the ancient soul
Of this place, this valley, this passageway
Produced these trees across mountains, oceans,
Strange and unsettled lands,
And yet are rooted here like Romans, Etruscans,
Celts, Gauls, Germans, Neolithic bones;
Valasians· all
Born here from ancient seeds
Even as we are.

Valasians are known for their warmhearted hospitality. In 1991, they
demonstrated this by inviting descendants of those who emigrated back to learn about
and renew their ties to the Valais in celebration of the 700th anniversary of the Swiss
Confederation. In reciprocation, descendants from Argentina, Brazil, Canada, and the
United States presented trees native to their countries to the canton to commemorate
these ties of ancestry. Reflections ont h~ suymbolic meaning of the trees are
presented in the poem "Valasians All" written by Gordon Chapman for the occasion.
The trees have been planted in a grove in Sion.
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V. .

ORGANIZATIONS CONCERNED WITH
SWISS EMIGRATION

Association V alaisanne D 'Etudes Genealogiques
V alaisan Genealogical Association
Case postale 58
1951 Sion
Switzerland
The Valaisan Genealogical Association is open to American members at a cost of 20
Swiss Francs per year. The organization meets regularly in Valais and presents
programs on a range of genealogical topics. Bulletins are published in french and
german for members and past issues included a list of parish registers of Valais and
an article on how to trace Valaisan emigrants and their descendants.

Centre Regional d 'Etudes des Populations Alpines
Regional Center For the Study of Alpine Populations
Jean-Charles Fellay, Director
Case Postale 16
1933 Sembrancher
Switzerland
Telephone (026) 85 22 20
The Regional Center for the Study of Alpine Populations (CREPA), located in
Sembrancher, Valais Canton, developed from an earlier project known as the Center
for Research on the History of Bagnes. This local history center was formed in 1975.
The objective was to reconstruct the genealogies of families from the comune of
Bagnes in the Canton of Valais. Parish registries, land registries, private archives,
and other sources were examined going back to 1640.
Numerous activities developed out of the original project, including discovery
of a Bagnard school of painting. Several exhibitions of paintings by historic Bagnard
artists as well as related publications have resulted from this discovery. A multidisciplinary team is now completing the Bagnes population research and is preparing
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publication of final results. Emigration to other regions of Switzerland and to other
countries was a major theme of the study. While emigration from some parts of Valais
was predominantly to South America, the Bagnes and the Entremont migrated
primarily to North America.
. CREPA was formed in order to extend the scope of the original center beyond
Bagnes. In 1991, an exhibit titled "Those who left. Emigration from the valleys of
Entremont and Trient" was sponsored at the Museum of Bagnes. The exhibit
coincided with the 700th aniversary of the Swiss Confederation and the Valaisans of
the World reunion in which 1600 descendants of emigrants returned to the canton to
renew their ties. An international, multidisciplinary colloquium on emigration was
sponsored by CREPA and the University of Geneva, also in 1991. Bulletin No. 3,
published in September 1992, presents proceedings of the Colloquium and is titled
"Emigration: A Universal Response to a Crisis Situation?" Swiss American Historical
Society members Jane Chapman and Delbert Gratz participated in the Colloquium.
Jane Chapman co-chaired a panel on Women and Emigration. ·

Association Valaisans du Monde
Valaisans of the World Association
Roland Gay-Crosier, Director
Case postale 948
1920 Martigny 1
Switzerland
The Association was originally created to commemorate the 700th anniversary of the
founding of the Swiss Confederation, which occurred August 1, 1991. Marthe
Carron of Le Chable conceived the idea of a reunion of descendants of Valaisan
emigrants. For 10 days in July and August of 1991, 1600 descendants returned to
discover their roots in Switzerland, meet their Valaisan families, and visit the cultural
and historic sights of the Canton. The organization is currently encouraging more
exchanges between descendants and Canton Valais and will provide a monthly
periodical, 13 Etoiles to those on the the association's mailing list.

L' Archives d 'Etat du Canton de Valais
Cantonal Archives of Valais
7, rue des Vergers
1950 Sion
Switzerland
The Archives are open to students, researchers, and those seeking genealogical
sources. The institution is a central repository for Cantonal records, including the
Register of Emigration. Historical files of Valaisan periodicals are available as well
as correspondence to and from emigrants. Photocopying facilities are available.
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1993
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CALL FOR INFORMATION

Interest in Swiss heritage and culture is growing each year. As a consequence,
a listing of Swiss-American organi7.ations and events around the country is being
compiled for the Swiss American Historical Society by member Donald Tritt. Dr.
Tritt asks anyone with the following information to forward it to him for inclusion in
the listing.

o Swiss American cultural, historical and beneficial organi7.ations in the USA.
(Please send name, address, telephone/FAX, and brief description of the
organi7.ation.)

o Regularly occurring Swiss cultural events in the USA. (Please send name,
address and telephone/FAX of contact person, date or season for the event.)

Donald G. Tritt
4072 Goose Lane, S.W.
Granville, Ohio 43023-9670
(614) 587-0213
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