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INTRODUCTION 

This paper is an attempt to synthesize information dealing with 

foreign immigration and domestic migration into the state of Indiana. 

Although this "tide of immigration" did not reach its peak until 

approximately 1850, it is necessary to examine the period from roughly 

1800 to 1920 to understand causes and trends. The United States Census 

Reports and specific highway routes used during this time span are the 

only readily available reference sources. Information regarding 

movements of different groups is sketchy and frequently nonexistent. 

Therefore, an exhaustive appraisal was not attempted; instead, several 

distinct aspects of immigration into Indiana have been selected for 

close examination. 

The religious community of New Harmony in Posey County, Indiana, 

(Figure 1) was founded and settled by the Rappites - German peasants 

who had left Germany in protest over the existing state of religion 

in that country. Preceeding and instigating this emigration was 

George Rapp, who sought the religious freedom offered in the United States 

as early as 1803. In 1813 Frederick Rapp, his son, was delegated to go 

farther west from the original Rappite settlement in Pennsylvania in 

search of a new home. He chose a tract of land a few miles above the 

mouth of the Wabash River in Indiana. The migration of the Rappites to 

Posey County is one aspect of Indiana immigration with which this paper 

is concerned. 

The town of Mishawaka in St. Joseph County, Indiana (Figure 1), 

presently maintains a sizeable Belgian settlement. Three distinct 

periods of Belgian emigration have been established, from 1869 to 

1. 
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Figure 1. ~ap of Indiana showing the locations of the Rappite and Belgian 
settlements. 
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the early 1920's. There is still much speculation and myth surrounding 

the reasons for this phenomenon, primarily because many believe that 

the Ball Band (now Uniroyal) actually recruited Belgians to work in 

the rubber and woolen mills in Mishawaka. The origins and reality of 

the Belgian settlement in this part of northern Indiana will also be 

explored here. 
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GENERAL BACKGROUND: 1800-1860 

The first American pioneers that came to Indiana were the squatters 

or landless people. Before the formation of the Indiana Territory, 

Governor St. Clair had noted the presence of such settlers along the 

Ohio River to the west of the Great Miami River. Nearly one thousand 

also gathered near the village of Vincennes, where the majority of the 

inhabitants were French. Soon other pioneers came down the Ohio from 

western Pennsylvania and Virginia or crossed over the Ohio from 

Kentucky. The new arrivals settled along the north bank of the Ohio 

and gradually penetrated the back country, especially along the trails 

forged from the river to Vincennes. 

In 1801 Moravian missionaries discovered settlers along the lower 

Whitewater River, probably in Ohio. The site of Brookville was at 

that time an Indian campgrpund, but two years later John Conner opened 

a store in that area above the mouth of Big Cedar Grove Creek. The 

first settler in Brookville was Amos Butler who came in 1804, the same 

year the Carolina settlement was established higher on the Whitewater. 

The following year locations were made as far north as Wayne County, 

where the Kentucky settlement was founded. From this time on immigration 

occurred rapidly, especially from North Carolina. This movement was 

largely comprised of Quakers, but Baptists and Methodists also began 

organizing churches • 

... Dissatisfied with the spread of slavery into the 
Piedmont of North Carolina and even among their own people, 
the Friends carefully considered the incompatibility of 
the institution with their faith. Large numbers left 
North Carolina and the Whitewater country became the des
tination of so many of them that it developed into one 
of the leading Quaker strongholds. The settlement of this 
area was an important political development in the history 
of the territory.l 
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According to the census of 1810, over seven thousand people were 

living in Dearborn County. More than half of these were most likely 

living along the East Fork of the Whitewater River. The remainder 

were probably situated along the bank of the Ohio where Aurora,Lawrence-

burg, and Vevay were being settled (Figure 2). 

Several persons who later were prominent in Indiana history 

crossed the Ohio River from Kentucky and settled in Harrison County 

during the early part of the nineteenth century. Among these were 

Dennis Pennington, Davis Floyd, and some members of the Boone family. 

A ferry across the Ohio was established by Frederick Mauck, and soon a 

trail was marked northward by way of Corydon, which was laid out in 

1808, to the Buffalo Trace which extended from the falls to Vincennes • 

••• (the Buffalo Trace) ran from Clarksville to Vin
cennes, where it connected with the trace to the Illinois 
Country. Over it came many of the settlers of southwestern 
Indiana. Its various names epitomize its history, for 
it was called the Old Indian Trail, the Buffalo Trace, 
the Governor's Road, and the Kentucky Road. 2 

The resumption of Indian skirmishes and the commencement of the War 

of 1812 caused prospective pioneers to postpone their migration and 

outlying settlers to move to older communities near the Ohio River. 

Those settlE~rs who came regardless of the disruption occupied areas 

close to the river which had been overlooked during the previous decade. 

The first permanent settlement at the site of Evansville is thought to 

have been established in 1812. Land sales went back up over the next 

two years, however, with new settlements at Rising Sun and New Albany 

being started (Figure 2). 

The territorial census, taken in 1815, gives an indication of 

Indiana's population at the end of the early period of migration, which 
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Figure 2. Early Indiana settlements and population centers. 
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coincided with the beginnings of the Great Migration, 1814-1819, 

and the attainment of statehood. The following table (1) shows the 

importance of the southeastern part of the territory. 

Table 1 
Indiana Population - Territorial Census 1815 3 

Southeastern 
Counties 

Population 
1815 

Southwestern 
Counties 

Population 
1815 

Clark 7,150 
Dearborn ................... 4,424 
Franklin ••• .••••••••••••••• 7,370 
Jefferson ••.•.••.......•••• 4,270 
Switzerland .•.••.••.•••••.• 1,832 
Washington •••.•.•••••.••.•• 7,317 
Wayne. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . .. 6,407 
TOTAL 38,770 

Gi bson .......••........... 
I<.nox •••••••••••••••••.••••• 

5,330 
8,068 

Perry ...•........••..•..... 1,720 
Posey ...................... 1,619 
Warrick. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 1,415 
Harrison .•••••••••••••••• ~.~.~6~,~9~7~5 __ 
TOTAL 25,127 

In 1813, Harrison carried the war into Canada, reducing the danger of 

Indian attack. A large migration to the West began which lasted until 

1819. During this time, the Indiana legislature created twenty new 

counties (Figure 3). Several communities were founded, including: 

Richmond, Leavenworth, Rockport, Terre Haute, Bloomington, Spencer, 

Gosport, and C1inton. 4 The lands obtained by Harrison in the Treaty of 

Fort Wayne (1809) were settled, and the "advance guard" of the settlers 

of central Indiana soon occupied the New Purchase of 1818 (Figure 4). 

Incentives to leave the east coast and travel to Indiana were many 

and varied. Indiana's good features were described by former soldiers, 

and the defeat of Indians removed the danger of attack. In the southern 

Atlantic states, the spread of the plantation system and slavery into 

the Piedmont counties added to dissatisfactions already existing because 

of other economic and political policies of the southern states. Soil 

exhaustion was a further incentive to leave. The land system of 

Kentucky, inherited from Virginia, caused many poor settlers to leave 
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in hopes of owning land elsewhere. 

Accounts written by various travelers tell of the 
immigrants who crowded Forbes' and Braddock's roads over 
the mountains, of large numbers who came by way of Boone's 
Trace, and of others who floated down the Ohio. The 
census of 1820, when compared with that of 1810, indicates 
that more than a half-million new settlers came to the 
North Central States during the decade. Approximately 
one-fifth of these, or more than one hundred thousand, came 
to Indiana •... The migration during the latter half of the 
decade is seen to account for almost three-fourths of the 
total for the ten-year period in Indiana. These figures 
justify calling the movement of new settlers during the 
years from 1814 to 1819 the Great Migration. 5 

10. 

A knowledge of the highways over which these numbers of pioneers 

travelled provides an interesting background to the Great Migration. 

The earliest of these routes was the Great Road that led from Phila-

delphia southwestward to the Shenandoah valley and along the western 

foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains to the Roanoke Gap and into the 

Piedmont of southern Virginia and the Carolinas. Great quantities of 

Germans and Scotch-Irish came into the valley of Virginia by this 

route, creating a "back country" differing spiritually and materially 

from that of the plantation owners. Some of these moved into the 

valley of east Tennessee and Kentucky. 

When slavery and the plantation system became more expansive, 

thousands of Scotch-IriSh, Germans, and Quakers left Virginia and the 

Carolinas for the Ohio valley. The route most frequently followed was 

that marked by Daniel Boone from the upper Tennessee valley through 

Cumberland Gap to central Kentucky. The eastern end of this trail was 

connected with the Great Road through the valley of Virginia and with 

many other routes passing through the Blue Ridge Mountains (Figure 5). 
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Another important highway was built by General Edward Braddock. 

This road connected eastern Pennsylvania and Virginia with the Ohio 

valley. To the north of Braddock's route, General John Forbes improved 

a road leading from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, to the forks of the Ohio 

(Pittsburgh). The Quaker Route, as it came to be called, was the route 

along the New-Kanawha River through the mountains of Virginia. 

During the 1830's migration to the west continued. The settlement 

of areas adjacent to the Great Lakes absorbed a considerable portion 

of the emigrants from the New England states. Barnhart states, 

"Probably only a few of the 50,000 South Carolinians, who were estimated 

to have left their native state in a six-month period in 1832-1833, 

came to Indiana.,,6 

Indiana was partially settled from the Ohio River to the northern 

border by 1840, except for the land reserved for the Miami Indians and 

the Kankakee valley area. A narrow strip of country containing an 

average of forty-five to ninety persons per square mile extended from 

New Albany east along the Ohio and up the Whitewater River to Richmond. 

The land along the Wabash River from the Ohio to Lafayette was similarly 

settled. 

The large movement of people to the West which began 
in the late twenties and continued until checked by the 
Panic of 1837 has been known as the Jacksonian Migration •.. 
Altogether the twenty-year period within which this great 
movement of people occurred brought into the West approxi
mately four million settlers - a mass migration of vast 
extent and importance. Almost two and one-half million 
came north while a little over one and one-half moved 
south. Not to see the connection between the great 
growth of the North Central States and the shift in 
control of the nation that occurred in the sixties is 
impossible. 7 
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A study of the highways utilized for the Jacksonian Migration 

reveals changes and additions of routes. A new route along the Erie 

Canal was added bringing great numbers of New England settlers to 

Michigan, Wisconsin and northern Illinois, in addition to Indiana. 

The migration of thousands from eastern Pennsylvania through the Valley 

of Virginia was deflected westward over the National Road (Braddock's) 

and the Pennsylvania Turnpike (Forbes'). The extension of the National 

Road in the thirties opened up the central parts of Ohio, Indiana, and 

Illinois; it provided a better land route than Zane's Trace, for 

example. 

time, 

Barnhart describes trends that began to develop at this point in 

.•• Routes to the Lower South drained off the planters 
who wished to continue as slave owners in the Gulf States. 
The yeomen who hoped to escape the baneful effects of slavery 
continued to follow Boone's Trace or the Ohio River to the 
Old Northwest. The whites of the South by substituting 
Negro slaves for the white yeomen tended to become more 
homogeneous, while the North Central States became the 
home of New Englanders, Middle States people, the foreign
born, as well as southern yeomen. Indiana participated 
in this development but was unique in that it received 
more southerners and fewer New Englanders than its neighbors. 
This distinction was caused in part by the proximity of 
Indiana to the routes from the southern backcountry and to 
the lack of a suitable lake port that would have given the 
New Englanders easy and direct access to its northern 
counties. 8 

Information from the 1850 census reveals that two of every five 

people living in Indiana were natives or children of natives of southern 

states. This fact is reflected in the origins of political leaders in 

Indiana. Twenty-seven of the forty-three delegates to the state consti-

tutional convention of 1816 had lived for a time in Kentucky before 



moving to Indiana, thirty-four had lived in the South at some time, 

and twenty-six were natives of southern states. 9 The majority of 

14. 

those moving into Indiana during the period from 1800 to 1850 were former 

natives of southern states, representing the farmer class, and were not 

generally in favor of slavery (Table 2). 
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TABLE 2 

Many of Indiana birth were descendants of the early southern stock: 

Kentucky - 68,651 

Virginia - 41,819 

North Carolina - 33,159 

Tennessee - 12,734 

Maryland - 10, 177 

Ohio - 120,193 

Pennsylvania - 44,245 

New York - 24, 310 

United States Census-1850 
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CASE STUDY: THE RAPPITE COMMUNITY IN POSEY COUNTY 

One spring day in 1815, eight hundred Wurtemburg peasants entered 

the Wabash River, and went ashore near the present town of New Harmony, 

dedicating "Harmonie" to the uses of a Christian brotherhood. George 

Rapp, leader of this group, was a zealous lay worker and leader of 

PietismlO in Wurtemburg, Germany, at the end of the eighteenth century. 

Before leaving Germany, Rapp and a number of his 
followers had been brought before the King for the teach-
ing of heretical doctrines and refusal to attend the services 
of the established church •••• "If we could only find a land 
where religious toleration is enjoyed," declared the Rappites, 
"we would wish to be there even if we might for a while have 
to live upon roots."ll 

In 1803 George Rapp and several associates, including his adopted 

son, Frederick Rapp, set out for the United States to locate a new 

colony. They selected and purchased a large tract of land near 

Zelienople, Pennsylvania, and three ships, carrying one hundred and 

twenty-five families followed Rapp to the land of religious liberty. 

Approximately one-third of these joined Joseph Haller, also a leader of 

Pietism from Wurtemburg, in founding a settlement in Lycoming County, 

but six hundred members remained with Rapp and settled upon five thousand 

acres of uniflproved land. 

In 1805 the "community of equality" was established, in which 

members pledged to combine all possessions for common use. One 

hundred and fifty acres were cleared the first year, and forty to fifty 

log houses erected, besides a church, mills and shops. The next year 

four hundred acres were cleared, a sawmill, tannery, storehouse and 

distillery built, and vineyard planted. 

But the Rappites soon realized the disadvantages of a situation 

twelve miles away from navigation, and discovered the inadaptability 

of their land to fruit cultivation. They were in favor too of a 
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warmer climate. In 1813 Frederick Rapp traveled west to look for a 

new location. He purchased twenty thousand acres of government land, 

and several adjacent farms on the Wabash River, a total of nearly thirty 

thousand acres. The property in Pennsylvania was sold in 1815, and 

the village of "Harmonie" founded. 

Most of what is known of the Rappite community on the Wabash 

comes from the accounts of travelers who visited the settlement, which 

immediately attracted much attention in the West, and became the largest 

town in the Indiana territory. 

The Rappites were well situated on the Wabash, with a grist-mill, 

sufficient land for pasturage, and ample territory for vineyards. In 

accord with Rapp's ideals, they were farther removed from enervating 

contact with the outside world, and the followers were less liable to 

become dissatisfied with their mode of life. 

George Flower, one of the founders of an English settlement in 

Edwards County, Illinois, describes the village as he saw it in 1819. 

"This singular community of Germans," Flower writes, "had little or no 

communication with the outside world, except through the miller, the 

storekeeper, the tavern-keeper, and Mr. Rapp.,,12 William Herbert, who 

visited New Harmony in September, 1823, thus describes it, 

The place is characteristic of the society and the 
people settled here. This singular community consists of 
about 700 individuals, chiefly from Wurtemburg and neigh
boring places, and have been here seven years. They have 
relinquished a similar society in Pennsylvania because it 
was too thickly settled to suit their peculiar tenets, or 
the peculiarities of their society. These good people have 
literally made the barren wilderness to smile, the town is 
regularly laid out into squares, the streets crossing each 
other at right angles (Figure 6). The log cabins are giving 
way as fast as possible to commodious brick and frame buildings ••• 
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Plan de New-Harmony, par C. A. Lesueur 

Figure 6. Plan of New Harmony, Indiana, circa 1831. 
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A later pictorial map of New Harmony, Indiana (1901). 



The house of Rapp has large parlors, a fine garden and out
buildings attached •••. They have mills, public ovens, grana
ries, factories, barns and a church with a tall steeple. l3 

20. 

John Woods, a member of the settlement at English Prairie, twenty 

miles from "Harmonie" on the Illinois side of the Wabash, visited the 

Rappites in 1820. He describes the dress of the Harmonists as "un-

commonly plain." "The men wear jackets and pantaloons, with a coarse 

hat; the women a kind of jacket and petticoat with a skullcap and straw 

hat made in the factory here. As this society do not marry, I presume 

they depend upon immigration from Germany to keep up their numbers, as 

the Americans are not likely to join them; most of them regard the 

Harmonists with jealousy on account of their engrossing most of the 

business of this part of the country."l4 

Connected with George Rapp in the leadership of the Harmonists was 

Frederick Rapp, who for many years served as manager of the business 

interests of the Rappites. George Rapp controlled internal, Frederick 

Rapp, external affairs. Through Frederick Rapp the community held 

business and political connection with the outside world. Frederick 

Rapp was a member of the convention which met under the elm at Corydon 

and framed the first constitution of Indiana. He was later a member of 

the State legislature. Among the important committees of which he was 

a member was that which located the state capital at Indianapolis in 

1820. 

Ten years after the Rappite "advance guard" reached "Harmonie," 

the Harmonists made way for the start of another interesting social 

experiment. Strong reasons must have compelled Geonge Rapp to move the 

colony back to Pennsylvania, for the sale of the land was made at a 
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tremendous loss. Removal also meant losing a trade network extending 

down the Mississippi to New Orleans, and stores at Vincennes, Indiana, 

and Shawneetown, Illinois. The Rappites'reasons for leaving are recorded 

as unpleasant neighbors, fever, ague, and remoteness from business centers. 

With funds from the sale of Harmony, land was purchased in Beaver County, 

Pennsylvania, not far from the original settlement. A village was built 

there, called Economy, and the Rappites ascended the Ohio River in de-

tachments to it. The Harmonist society remained in Economy, and expe-

rienced an uneventful history, until membership dwindled and much of 

the land area was eventually sold. 

Robert D. Owen gives the last existing information dealing with 

the Rappites in Indiana, describing them as his father found them before 

their departure to Pennsylvania, 

Harmony was a marvelous experiment from a pecuniary 
point of view, for at the time of their emigration from 
Germany, their property did not exceed twenty-five dollars 
a head, while in twenty-one years, a fair estimate gave them 
two thousand dollars for each man, woman and child ••. Socially, 
however, it was doubtless a failure; as an ecclesiastical 
aristocracy, especially when it contravenes an important law 
of nature must be. Rapp was an absolute ruler, assuming 
to be such by virtue of a divine call, and it was said, 
probably with truth, that he desired to sell Harmony 
because life there was getting to be easy and quiet, 
with leisure for thought, and because he found it 
difficult to keep his people in order excepting during 
the bustle and hard work which attended a new settlement. 1S 
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INDIANA IMMIGRATION: 1860-1920 

Many significant changes in the number, composition, and distri

bution of those living in Indiana occurred between 1860 and 1920 (Table 

3). Immigration from Europe expanded, especially from the southern 

and eastern portions, though the western and northern regions still 

supplied the majority of those who came. Arrivals from other states 

proceeded as in past years, and the Negro population increased size-

ably. Along with these changes came the rapid development of urbanization. 

The evolution of urban communities and the factory syst'em contributed 

markedly to the arrival of peoples from southern and eastern Europe, 

most of whom apparently settled in the emerging towns and cities. 

Foreign immigration continued at a constant volume from 1860 

through 1900 (Table 4). The "old" immigration from western and northern 

Europe continued to exceed the "new" throughout the years from 1860 

until 1900, but the increasing diversity and volume from eastern and 

southern Europe gradually became more important during the last quarter 

of the century (Table 5). 

A large scale migration from other states also helped to swell the 

number of residents in Indiana cities. In 1900 nearly five hundred 

thousand Hoosier residents had been born outside Indiana, including 

about twenty percent of the native white Americans and over half of 

the Negroes. The neighboring states of Ohio and Kentucky led in fur

nishing settlers, followed by Illinois, Pennsylvania, New York, and 

Michigan. 16 

By 1920 Indiana was found to have the highest population (92.1%) 

of native-born whites in the entire United States. The foreign-born 



Census Year S£udhern n ~ana ---
186O 538,881 

1870 644,735 

1880 737,215 

1890 784,447 

1900 855,344 

TABLE 3 

INDIANA POPULATION 

2eatra1 
n ~ana 

525,518 

651,316 

77 8, 465 

880,159 

1,056,240 

N£rdhern n ~ana 

286,029 

384,586 

462,621 

527,798 

604,878 

Grand Total 

1,350,428 

1,680,637 

1,978,301 

2,516,462 

2,516,462 

N 
W 



24. 

TABLE 4 

FOREIGN BORN IN INDIANA: 1880 - 1920 

Year Number Percent 

1880 144,178 7.3 

1890 146,205 6.7 

1900 142,121 5.6 

1910 159,663 5.9 

1920 151,328 5.2 



Country of Origin 1850 

Germany . . ~ .••••••.•••••..•••••• 28,584~ 
Prussia ....................... 740 
Ireland ....................... 12,787 
England ................ , ...... 5,550 
Great Britain (Unspecified) .•• 
British America •.•...•.......• 1,878 
France .......... I ••••••••••••• 2,279 
Swi tzerland ................... 724 
Sweden ........................ 16 
Scotland ...................... 1,341 
Poland ........................ 
Holland ....................... 43 
Wales •...•••.........•.. I ••••• 169 
Belgiwn ....................... 86 
Austria ....................... 17 
Denmark ....................... 10 
Italy ......................... 6 
Sardinia ..... I •••••••••••••••• 

Russia ..................... , .. 6 
Hungary •.....•...........•..•• 
Bohemia ....................... 
Norway ........................ 18 
China ......................... 
Luxembourg ............... I I • I I 

Turkey .. I I •••••• I •••••••• I •••• 

Finland ...... I •••••••••••••••• 

TABLE 5 

TRENDS IN FOREIGN IMMIGRATION: 1860-1900 

1860 1870 1880 1890 

66,705 78,060 80,756 84,900 

24,495 28,698 25,741 20,819 
9,304 9,945 11,093 11, 19~3 

21 560 16 
3,166 4,765 5,569 4,954 
6,176 6,363 4,473 3,297 
3,813 4,287 3,695 3,478 

329 2,180 3,121 4,512 
2,093 2,507 2,731 2,948 

91 523 917 3,114 
450 873 1,368 1,157 
226 556 927 888 

92 462 503 733 
443 511 544 

109 315 583 718 

9~S 95 198 468 
329 
101 61 320 576 

36 77 436 
141 306 288 

38 123 182 285 
2 6 41 91 

98 130 25 
3 166 3 

1900 

73,546 

16,306 
10,874 

5,934 
2,984 
3,472 
4,673 
2,805 
6,067 
1,678 
2,083 
2,576 
2,089 

783 

1,327 

1,215 
1,379 

526 
384 
201 

18 
74 

109 

Total 

413,291 

128,846 
58,563 

26,266 
25,572 
19,469 
14,831 
14,425 
10,712 

5,569 
4,849 
4,452 
3,604 
2,518 

2,515 

2,279 
1,928 
1,261 
1,030 

341 
271 
246 
109 

N 
VI 
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white population in the state, however, possessed a significance dis

proportionate to its numbers because of its heavy concentration in 

certain cities, especially that portion deriving from eastern and 

southern Europe. Although the total numbers were relatively small, 

an interesting shift occurred in the distribution of European immigration 

in the early twentieth century. Germans remained the dominant foreign

born and foreign-descended stock in Indiana but other segments of the 

earlier immigration from northern Europe declined. By 1910, for 

example, Poles and Hungarians outnumbered Irish and English immigrants 

in the state. At the same time, numbers of those born in Belgium, 

Canada, France, the Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, and Wales fell 

drastically while those coming from Austria, Greece, Italy, Rumania, 

and Russia increased. The majority of these newcomers from eastern and 

southern Europe were unskilled workers and their families, most of 

whom settled in the heavy-industry complex ~n the Calumet Region and 

in a few other manufacturing cities in the central and northern sections 

of the state. 

In 1910, at roughly the height of this wave of immigration, a 

majority of the residents of East Chicago and Whiting, nearly half of 

the citizens of Gary, and a quarter of the popUlation of both Hammond 

and South Bend had been born abroad. The cities of Clinton, LaPorte, 

Michigan City, and Mishawaka also contained a considerable body of 

foreign-born residents (Figure 7).17 
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Figure 7. Map of Indiana showing manufacturing centers which attracted 

great numbers of foreign immigrants in 1910-20. 
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CASE STUDY: THE BELGIAN SETTLEMENT IN ST. JOSEPHY COUNTY 

Mishawaka, Indiana, has one of the largest Belgian settlements in 

America outside of large metropolitan districts. Some residents mis

takenly believe that Uniroyal recruited Belgians specifically to work 

in the rubber and woolen mills; no evidence of this alligation has ever 

been discovered. Through personal interviews, it has been determined 

that the majority of Belgians living in Mishawaka carne to America "to 

better themselves" and to Mishawaka specifically, because "work was 

available.,,18 

Early manufacturers, Alanson M. Hurd, William L. Earl, and Elias 

Smith located a blast furnace in the Mishawaka area in 1833. The men 

were attracted to the area by the discovery of iron ore and the water 

power possibilities of the St. Joseph River. In the same year a town 

was laid out around the factory called St. Joseph Iron Works. 

Henry Barbe from Ohio arrived later and laid out a settlement on 

the east side of Mishawaka called Barbee village. John Taylor established 

another village on the west side of the city and a fourth, called 

Indiana City, was also created. Those four villages were incorporated 

into one called Mishawaka in 1839. 

Early settlers of Mishawaka arrived from Monroe County, New York, 

Quebec, Canada, the eastern United States, and Europe. The area grew 

steadily and in 1899 voted to become a city. Foreign immigrants con

tinued to arrive, primarily from Belgium and Italy adding measurably 

to the econony of the city. 

One of many successful businesses in Mishawaka and an employer of 

many Belgian immigrants was the Mishawaka Woolen Manufacturing Company, 
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owned by Martin V. Beiger. Beiger, along with Adolphus Eberhart in

vented the all-knit boot in 1816. The boot was such a success that the 

manufacture of flannels and yarn was discontinued. The characteristic 

design and construction of the boot explains the origin of the company's 

new name - Ball Band. In 1872 Beiger toured England, France, Germany, 

and Switzerland to make an exhaustive study of woolen manufacture. 19 

He was then inspired to create an all-wool knit boot which caused the 

company much success. By 1893, the mill employed 150 people and pro

duced 250,000 pairs of boots per year. 

It is difficult to ascertain when the first Belgians arrived in 

Mishawaka, but three general periods of emigration have been estab

lished. 20 The first period was from 1869 to 1904, about which very 

little is known. The second period dates from 1904 to the beginning of 

World War I. The third period from the end of World War I to the 

present (Table 6). 

Two Catholic Churches serving mostly Belgians were organized in 

Mishawaka in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It can 

be estimated that over ninety percent of those attending both churches 

were of Belgian origin. The parishioners of St. Bavo's Church requested 

a Belgian priest and received two in a row from the Bishop of Ghent in 

the persons of Father Steur and Father Achille Schoekaert. When Father 

Schoekaert left and another priest took control of the parish, the 

Belgian members threatened to leave the church which would have caused 

it to close. 21 

Census information through the early 1900's reveals the size of the 

Belgian settlement in Mishawaka. Of 3,468 foreign-born in 1930, 1,485 



Year 

1850 

1860 

1870 

1880 

1890 

1900 

1910 

1920 

1930 

1940 

1950 

1960 

TABLE 6 

POPULATION GROWTH AND PERCENTAGE CHANGE 1850-1960, 

MISHAWAKA, INDIANA 

Population 

1,412 

1,488 

2,617 

2,640 

3,371 

5,560 

11,886 

15,195 

28,630 

28,298 

32,913 

33,361 

30. 

Percentage of Change 

5.4 

75.9 

0.9 

27.7 

64.9 

113.8 

27.8 

88.4 

-1.2 

16.3 

1.4 
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were Belgian and 471 were Italian born. From 1920 to 1930 the illiteracy 

rate increased because of foreign influence. In the early fifties, 

forty-three percent of the total foreign-born whites in Mishawaka were 

of Belgian origin. The next largest group of foreign-born whites in 

Mishawaka was the Italians with eighteen percent. 

The Belgian community was and is an important part of the city of 

Mishawaka. It is bounded on the north by Third Street, on the south 

by Twelfth Street, on the east by Spring Street and on the west by 

Smith Street. This area is well-kept and evidence of the contribution 

these people have made to the city. Those who came from Belgium did 

so usually at the urging of relatives, because work was available, and 

above all because Mishawaka was like "a Belgian town. ,,22 
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CONCLUSION 

The information provided here substantiates the fact that the 

origins of Indiana's first settlers have contributed significantly to 

the cultural, political, and religious identity of the state. Indeed, 

this statement can be made with regard to the settlement of the entire 

United States. Yet Indiana is situated such that the individual "waves" 

of immigration can be readily scrutinized and understood. The early 

tide of immigration from the southern states was prompted primarily by 

the spread of slavery, and the evolution of the plantation system. As 

more territory in the central portions of the state opened up, larger 

groups such as the Quakers from North Carolina migrated in. Rich 

riverine areas such as those along the Ohio, Whitewater, and Wabash 

Rivers attracted great numbers of early settlers, in particular the 

Rappites. The forging of new trails and highways made long distance 

travelling a reality bringing more immigrants to Indiana. 

With the expansion of major cities in Indiana and the growth of 

industrialization came an influx of foreigners particularly those from 

southern and eastern Europe. These unskilled laborers and their families 

migrated to northern Indiana's Calumet Region to work in steel mills and 

factories such as the Ball Band in Mishawaka. Concentrations of 

various ethnic groups grew up in these towns, having a profound effect 

upon their flavor and identity. 

While only two such "foreign concentrations" within Indiana were 

chosen for study here, the possibilities for further investigation are 

boundless. It is apparent that the beginnings of the state of Indiana 

have determined its present composition. Studies such as this one 
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aid in making clear the forces that have molded and shaped the early 

days of this country. It is only through the examination of past 

influences, be they cultural, political, or religious, that one begins 

to understand the present state of the world. 



FOOTNOTES 

1. John Barnhart. Valley of Democracy. p. 164-65. 

2. Ibid. 

3. John Barnhart and Donald F. Carmony. Indiana From Frontier to Industrial 
Commonwealth, Volume I. p. 164. 

4. Ibid. 

5. Ibid. p. 165. 

6. Ibid. p. 173. 

7. Ibid. p. 176. 

8. Ibid. 

9. Ibid. p. 151. 

10. Pietism - The seventeenth century German prototype of Puritanism made 
popular through the work of Spener, Gerhardt, Franke, and Arndt. A reform 
movement in the German Lutheran Church which strove to renew the devotional 
ideal in the Protestant religion. 

11. George B. Lockwood. The New Harmony Movement. p. 11. 

12. Ibid. p. 18. 

13. History of Posey County, Indiana .••• p. 385-86. 

14. Lockwood, Ope cit. p. 23. 

15. Ibid. p. 28. 

16. Clifton J. Philips. Indiana in Transition. p. 367. 

17. Ibid. p. 369. 

18. Robert Kovach. Belgian Immigration To Mishawaka, Indiana. p. 2. 

19. Memoirs of Elkhart and St. Joseph Counties, Indiana. p. 357. 

20. Kovach. Ope cit. p. 9. 

21. Ibid. p. 11. 

22. Ibid. p. 18. 
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