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Czech Political Refugees
in the United States
during the Nineteenth Century

Twice in the nineteenth century and
four times in the twentieth century
(1914-18, 1938-39, 1948-49, and 1968-
69), Czech patriots and advocates of
political liberty and social equality
have fled persecution in their homeland
and come to the United States to work
for the realization of political programs
designed to promote the welfare of
Czechs in Europe as well as in the
Americas. Articles by Josef Opatrny,
Joseph Svoboda, and Frederick Luebke
in this issue of Nebraska History ad-
dress general questions in the history of
Czech emigration to America during
the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury.! This article more specifically
discusses the aspirations and fate of
many well-known Czech political
refugees in the United States who were
representative during the 1850s of
participants in the 1848 Revolution and
during the 1880s and 1890s of the first
generation of socialist workers. Some
emphasis will be given to the work of
these political refugees in the United
States as leaders and journalists in
Czech-American or international so-
cialist organizations.? Although not
nearly so important in American his-
tory as the several hundred thousand
farmers and artisans who constituted
the mass immigration of 1870 to 1914,
these refugees continue to interest
historians as intellectual or organiza-
tional leaders in Czech democratic and
socialist movements in their native and
adopted countries. Many of the reform

Dr. Zdenék Solle is a historian and the
former chief archivist (1990-91) of the
Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences in
Prague, Czech Republic.

By Zdenék Solle

Fig.26. Liberal and patriotic journalist
Karel Havlitek-Borovsky, commemo-
rated on the proscenium curtain at the
Kolldar Hall near DuBois, Nebraska.
(P. Michael Whye, NSHS C998.1-497)

programs they first articulated and
published in the United States were
realized decades later by adherents in
the Czech lands.

The first large wave of Czech immi-
grants came to the United States from
Bohemia and Moravia after the Revolu-
tion of 1848. At that time, most emi-
grants were peasants who, after the
revolution and consequent abolition of
forced labor (robota) and the manorial
system, could freely move or sell their
land (fig. 27). This first major wave of
emigrants crested in the years 1853-55
at the height of absolutist rule by the
Bach-Schwarzenberg ministry of the
Austrian Empire. Frantifek Kutnar, a
fairly recent analyst of this Czech
emigration, has contended that it re-
sulted from “economic pressure and
social discontent clearly combined with
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political dissatisfaction” and was “a
convincing expression of the people’s
active opposition to conditions created
by capitalist means of production and
by the political absolutist of Bach.”™

Vojta Néprstek, a Czech student and
advocate of democracy, who fled to the
United States in the fall of 1848 to
escape persecution by the Austrian
police for his participation in the revo-
lution of the spring of that year, be-
came the first Czech to organize the
emigration of his fellow countrymen to
America (fig. 20).* Néprstek was the
scion of a wealthy Prague bourgeois
family and a conscientious Czech
patriot. Since his youth, he had been
convinced that the emancipation of the
Czech nation in the framework of free
and sovereign nations could not be
achieved solely by the activities of
poets, artists, and philosophers but
must be:advanced by economic im-
provement and political emancipation
culminating in social change. In this
advocacy, Néprstek was a disciple and
an ardent follower of the patriotic
Czech political realists, led by Palacky,
Havli¢ek, and Rieger (fig. 26). In the
1840s, when he was only a student, he
worked industriously in Havlidek’s
spirit for the establishment of a Czech
industrial school.’ Later, he supported
with enthusiasm the economic expan-
sion of the Czech nation through his
plan to set up an industrial museum.
During his stay in the United States, he
was animated by the same values and
pursued the same objectives.

In a farewell letter to his mother,
Néprstek expressed the main thing he
sought to find in taking refuge in
America:
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I don't know where in Europe in these
revolutionary times [ could obtain so
peacefully and so well as I can in
America an education so very useful for
the future. I am not going there in
search of adventure or to enjoy life!
Actually I consider America the best—I
should even say the unique—school that
offers a true education. This is rather
sad indeed! But everybody who consid-
ers the (sorry) state of our Czech nation
and of our neighbours must certainly
agree with me. As for me, North
America is the ideal of human develop-
ment. The way Americans care for
education demonstrates their interest in
their nation’s culture. Their aim is to
prepare young people for their future
social and civic activities. . . In
America, knowledge is not looked upon
as an end in itself but as a mere means
to provide advice and support in the
needs and difficulties of life. An Ameri-
can will look everywhere for things that
are useful and answer his needs. . . .
Public education in America has reached
an admirably high standard. Every-
where, schools are being supported by
representative government, as citizens
generally concede that a free community
can flourish only through the education
of the people. Everybody in America is
politically educated because its citizens
agree that civic spirit, patriotism and
conscientious nationality are unthink-
able without political enlightenment.”

Although Néaprstek was an ardent
Czech patriot, he was no chauvinist and
was eager to work with anyone who
shared his love of liberty and educa-
tion. During the 1850s he lived in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, at that time the
main cultural center of German immi-
grants. Naprsiek, described as a Czech
by birth and an Internationalist by
sentiment, took an active part in local
and state civic affairs. At the Arbeiter-
bildungs-und Leseverein (Workers’
Educational and Reading Society)—
later the Verein freier Manner (Asso-
ciation of Free Men)—Néprstek, with
his friends Gustav Aigner, Peter En-
gelmann, and others, gave or sponsored
many lectures on various social prob-
lems. His bookshop and lending li-
brary contained representative works
by philosophers like Voltaire, Rous-
seau, and Franklin, together with the

works of the utopian socialists and Karl
Marx. Naprstek’s bookshop and li-
brary became a gathering place for
progressive-minded people from a
wide neighborhood.

In the years 1852-54, Naprstek
published the magazine Milwaukee
Fliigblatter, whose columns criticized
religious obscurantists and propagated
the ideas of Thomas Jefferson and
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Fig.27. Artwork by August Petrtyl for a cover of the Hospodar contrasts the liberty
enjoyed in America with the chains of bondage enforced by the Old Country regime.

(NSHS Museum 638P-6, C998.1-584)
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Thomas Paine. He published it in
German, a language almost every
Czech immigrant could read, rather
than in Czech because at that time too
few Czechs resided in the United States
to make any Czech publication profit-
able. Though compelled by these
circumstances to print his magazine in
German, Naprstek never ceased to be a
loyal disciple of the liberal and patri-
otic Czech journalist Karel Havli¢ek-
Borovsky. Many Czech immigrants
scattered throughout the United States
also read the Milwaukee Fliigblatter,
and in its pages they often exchanged
information and opinion.

In Wisconsin, Néprstek took his
civic responsibilities seriously. In 1855
he became a notary public and began to
serve as a member of the German
Society for the Support of Immigrants.
In the spring of 1856 he took part in an
expedition charged with resolving the
land claims of Indians living along the
Minnesota River. His detailed diary
about this expedition still exists.®

At the same time Naprstek began to
turn his attention more intensively to
the Czech immigrants, whose numbers
were growing steadily in the 1850s. To
aid their political acculturation and
organization in the 1856 presidential
election campaign, he mobilized Czech
support for the Republican candidate,
John Charles Fremont, whose platform
advocated the abolition of slavery. In
encouraging Czech immigrants to
endorse Republicanism and abolition-
ism, Néprstek reminded them of their
struggles in the 1848 Revolution to
abolish the manorial system and feudal
servitude in the Austrian Empire (fig.
27). At the same time, Naprstek began
to collect money to establish a Czech-
language press in the United States.
This goal his colleagues realized in
1860, after he had returned to Bohemia,
when they began to publish the news-
papers Slowan amerikdansky (The
American Slav) in Racine and Ndrodni
noviny (National News) in St. Louis.

In the next year, the latter merged with
the weekly Slavie published in Racine.’
Karel Jon4s, who settled in the United
States in 1863, was a friend of
Naprstek's and continued his work,
first as an editor of Slavie and then in
the later 1880s as the U. S. consul in
Prague.!©

Even after his return to Prague,
Naprstek—sometimes called “the
unofficial American consul in the
Czech lands”—never interrupted his
relations with his countrymen in
America. Although he could not make
use of his American citizenship in
Austria-Hungary, he always was proud
of it. In the early 1860s the United
States experienced difficult times
during the Civil War. As the Czech
poet J. V. Sladek testified, American
Czechs, with one or two exceptions,
never sided with the South; and many
young Czechs fought as Union soldiers
to win freedom for black slaves.
Naprstek, during his stay in America,
supported those who advocated the
liberation of blacks. Later he said
about his attitude at the time of the
Civil War,

I followed the development of events
from Harper’s Ferry until the death of
John Brown, who was killed by the pro-
slavery people. He was an unusual
person, as was President Lincoln him-
self. Lincoln’s election made me happy
and content, that over there, on the other
side of the water, I had taken the road of
right, truth, and humanity. When the
first shot at Fort Sumter was heard all
the way over here, although | did not
approve of war, I recognized the need
for those bloody sacrifices of the Civil
War and rejoiced that Czech arms
participated in the preservation of the
integrity of the Union.!!

Naéprstek maintained written contact
with his American friends, sent books
to them, and told them about events in
Bohemia. They, in turn, sought his
advice on their concerns, worries, and
needs. When J. V. Sladek visited the
Czech settlement of Caledonia in Wis-
consin, he perused a library containing

“many newer Czech works donated by
the Czech Vojta Naprstek during his
stay in America, or later sent by him
from Bohemia.” At that time, Sladek
reported that Naprstek was still “very
fondly remembered by all older Ameri-
can Czechs.”!?

In the 1880s Naprstek’s house, “U
Halanki,” became the administrative
headquarters of two organized group
visits by American Czech krajané
(countrymen) to Bohemia (fig. 28).
The first occurred in June 1885, when
American “countrymen” came to visit
the recently opened National Theatre
(figs. 31, 46). The second visit took
place in June 1887, to the Pan-Sokol
Congress in which American Sokols
had planned to participate. However,
the Austrian authorities prohibited the
Czech Sokols from holding the con-
gress. Therefore, the Czechs instead
organized games and gymnastics on a
smaller scale in Cesky Brod, a town
east of Prague, and the Czech-American
Sokols took an active part.

In 1885 Néprstek’s old friend from
Wisconsin, Karel Jonas, was named
American’consul in Prague. The Aus-
trian government at first refused to
accept Jonés as consul because he was
a Czech ‘patriot who had left Austria
illegally and his weekly magazine,
Slavie, published in Racine, Wisconsin,
had criticized authoritarian Habsburg
practices. Only great efforts on the part
of Néaprstek and Czech National party
leader F. L. Rieger succeeded in con-
vincing the Austrian government to
accept Jonas’s appointment. Jonas was
active from the end of 1886 until 1889
as consul in Prague, where he worked
to strengthen commercial relations
between the United States and the
Czech lands.!?

In Naprstek’s house Jonas also met
T. G. Masaryk, who had moved with
his family from Vienna in 1882 after
having been appointed professor of
philosophy at the Czech University in
Prague. Masaryk later remembered
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Fig.28. Vojta Ndprstek's house, U Haldnkit, now the Naprstek Museum in Prague.

(Courtesy Naprstek muzeum, Prague)

that he had met frequently with
Naprstek after moving to Prague:
“America brought us together. I used
to go to his reading room at ‘U
Halank@’, and there once spoke to a
ladies’ circle about the study of po-
etry—out of which came my article
‘On the Study of Poetic Works.”” In
those years, while Masaryk prepared to
enter Czech politics, he used to meet in
Naprstek’s reading room with leading
personalities of Czech cultural and
political life, one of whom was F. L.
Rieger, leader of the Old Czech party
and a close friend of Naprstek.'*
Masaryk’s American-born wife, Char-
lotte Garrigue Masarykova, also had a
friendly association with Naprstek, one
based not only on their admiration for
America but on their support of femi-
nist and other political reform move-
ments. The oldest of the Masaryk’s
children, Alice, to the end of her life
fondly remembered Néprstek’s house,
“U Halanka,” where she used to go
with her parents in the 1880s."

In the Czech lands during the second
half of the nineteenth century, techno-
logical improvements in industrial
production and in transportation
changed the social composition of the

population to a considerable extent,
This transformation, of course, had its
social and political consequences.'d In
the late 1860s and early 1870s, as the
Czech labor movement began to de-
velop, there increasingly appeared
among emigrants not only peasants but
workers, craftsmen, and small busi-
nessmen. Some of these emigrants had
already been attracted to the ideas of
socialism, at that time most widely
represented by the First International.!”
As socialists, they recognized that they
could more readily establish organiza-
tions and express their opinions in the
free atmosphere of America than in
reactionary central Europe. Although
they had little success in propagating
socialism in the New World, this effort
helped them inspire and encourage the
formation of the first labor movement
in the Czech lands.

The oldest and most important repre-
sentative of the socialist movement
among Czech workers in the United
States was Lev J. Palda. He was born
in southern Bohemia in 1847 and came
to New York in 1867."® There in 1869
he became acquainted with the German
socialist movement represented by Dr.
Adolf Dousin. In 1870 Palda was
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appointed editor of the Ndrodni noviny
(National News) in Chicago. His
predecessor in this position had been a
well-known Czech poet, J. V. Sladek,
who in that year returned to Prague
after spending two years in the United
States. The very first issue of Ndrodni
noviny had announced that the paper
would represent the interests of work-
ing men, and Palda published it in this
spirit during his tenure as editor.'?

Even before Palda’s coming to
Chicago, a Czech workers’ union had
come into existence. [Its sole purpose
was to organize charitable activities.
As early as the second half of the
1870s, Palda’s influence appears to
have been instrumental in the transfor-
mation of the Czech Workers’ Union
from a charitable into a political organ-
ization. The union then declared itself
to be for international cooperation and
immediately began to work with Ger-
man socialists in Chicago and their
organization, the Central German
Workers’ Association (Der Zentrale
Arbeiterverein).

In 1871 Czech immigrants estab-
lished in Chicago a Czech section of
the International. The oldest and most
important Czech section of the Interna-
tional was one in New York founded
by Vilém Jandus and his friends.>® One
of these friends, who left interesting
memoirs about the Czech labor move-
ment of that era in the United States,
was Josef Buiiata. In New York in
1870 he had been one of the founders
of the Czechoslovak Workers’ Associa-
tion, which upheld the principles of the
International.

The Czechoslovak Workers® Asso-
ciation in New York, besides its close
ties to the Prague socialist newspaper
Délnik (The Worker), subscribed to the
Young Czech party’s democratic news-
paper Obrana (Defense), edited by
Jakub Arbes, and Svoboda (Freedom),
edited by Josef Barak.?! Of the impor-
tant German socialist newspapers, the
association subscribed to the Vienna
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Volkswille, the Leipzig Volkstaat, and
the Geneva Vorbote. The Czech Work-
ers’ Association in New York kept in
touch with L. J. Palda and his Ndrodni
noviny in Chicago, the German Work-
ers’ Association in New York, and
similar Czech workers’ associations in
Chicago and St. Paul.

The important international conflicts
in Europe in the years 1870-71 were
closely followed by Czech-American
workers, whose opinions about these
events influenced those of the labor
movement in the Old Country. The
Prague newspaper Dé&/nik acquainted
Czech workers with the denunciations
of the Franco-Prussian War by the
French and German sections of the
International in New York, as well as
with the condemnation independently
promulgated by the Czech section.
Délnik also informed its readers about
the International’s demonstration in
New York against the Franco-Prussian
War, during which the editor of the
Chicago Narodni noviny, Lev J. Palda,
made a speech.

In December 1870 these three sec-
tions of the International in New York
merged to form the Central Committee
of the International Workers’ Associa-
tion in the United States. The German
section was represented by F. A. Sorge,
the French one by B. Hubert, and the
Czech section by Vilém Jandus. Josef
Pastor, Palda’s successor as editor of
Ndrodni noviny, stopped publishing it
in January 1871 for lack of funds. At
that time, Slowan amerikdnsky became
the paper of record for activities of the
International.

At the beginning of 1872 a new
workers’ newspaper, Délnické listy
(Workers’ Journal), began publication
in Prague and became the platform for
democratic and socialist Czech work-
ers. Its first issue carried a report on
the funeral procession conducted by
followers of the International in New
York in 1871 in memory of the com-
munards executed following the

defeat of the Paris Commune.

In the spring of 1871 Jandus and
Palda founded a Czech bookstore on
Fifth Avenue in New York primarily to
distribute democratic and socialist
literature. They also published Lu-
cerna, the first Czech-language maga-
zine in New York; but due to a lack of
funds only one issue could be printed.

The total number of Czech immi-
grants in the United States who sup-
ported the International barely reached
one hundred at the time of its greatest

Fig.29. J. B. Pecka. (Courtesy Ndprstek
muzeum, Prague)

activity in 1871, As early as 1872,
news on the activity of the Czech
section of the International ceased to
be reported.

But Czech workers holding socialist
opinions remained organized from this
time on. At the end of 1874 two Czech
workers’ associations came into being.
In 1875 Lev J. Palda, together with
Josef Skarda, began to publish a work-
ers’ paper, Délnické listy, which fol-
lowed the tradition of cooperation with
the labor movement in the Old Coun-
try. A number of distinguished Czech
socialist journalists, like J. B. Pecka
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(fig. 29), L. Zapotocky, L. Kochmann
from Prague, and Matt Celler from
Vienna became regular correspondents
of the Cleveland Délnické listy.

The editorial staff of Délnické listy
declared itself in support of the pro-
gram of The Workingmen’s party of
the United States, which originated in
1876 and in 1876 and 1877 led several
big strikes. In 1885 Délnické listy was
replaced by the newspaper Délnik
americky (The American Worker),
whose editors published, in 1885, a
booklet by Palda on “The Paris Com-
mune,” and in 1882, the first Czech
translation of The Communist Mani-

festo, whose translator was Leopold
Kochmann. In 1884 Kochmann be-
came editor of the newspaper Proletdr
(The Proletarian).

Kochmann, the leading representa-
tive of the Czech Social Democrats in
Prague, had fled to the United States in
1882, and his escape had inaugurated a
new wave of socialist workers’ emigra-
tion caused by harsh Habsburg persecu-
tion of the socialist movement. Many
of the Social Democrats sentenced on
February 2, 1882, in the great anti-
socialist trial in Prague, later emigrated
to America. Among them were
Norbert Zoula and the oldest represen-
tative of the Czech socialist movement,
Josef Boleslav Pecka. Zoula began to
publish the newspaper Budoucnost
(The Future) in Chicago as early as
June 1883. J. B. Pecka intensively
collaborated with Budoucnost and in
October 1885 became its editor.

Pecka was a supporter of anarchism,
which he understood in the sense of
revolutionary socialism. He rejected
individual terrorism.?> American
anarchists were angry with Pecka for
his negative attitude toward individual
violence and assassination attempts and
set workers against him. In May 1885
Budoucnost ceased publication and was
replaced by Prdce (Work).

Of all Pecka’s articles published in
Prdce, especially remarkable is the one
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titled “Nihilism and Socialism,” in
which he described the character of the
Russian revolutionary movement of
that time and distinguished it from the
Social Democratic Workingmen’s
movement. Also in Prdce, Pecka
published his memoirs about the begin-
ning of the Czech labor movement.
Price ceased publication in 1887, and
even Pecka’s other newspaper,
Délnické listy, was not successful and
had to shut down its presses. Until his
death in Chicago from tuberculosis in
1897, 1. B. Pecka followed all that went
on in the Czech labor movement,
whose foundation he had laid twenty-
five years before.

The Habsburg persecution of Social
Democrats during the 1880s drove
many remarkable Czech and German
representatives of the workers’ move-
ment away from their native country.
At the beginning of 1887 FrantiSek
Choura, the representative of the so-
cialist movement among Czech miners,
left for the United States. Immediately
after his arrival in June 1887, Choura
wrote about mining and miners in the
Teplice region of northern Bohemia.
Because of its authentic and concrete
character, Choura’s short text remains a

valuable description of working and Vel m, s
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the 1880s. In 1901 the Cleveland Vaclav €lcoatovt

newspaper Volnost (Freedom) pub-

lished Choura’s memoirs on the begin- /Q"V“rw (ﬁafmc’ S “4 é - é‘m é .

ning of the Czech socialist movement

and his participation in it. 7 é (y (e’;éé&a Eéﬁé ’5-’6, s

In the 1890s many well-known

representatives of the first generation { 7 - i '
of socialist workers in the Czech lands %A L/f/ﬂ‘fﬁéﬁ %ﬂém‘a ..,':Zvuw
died. A twist of fate occurred in 1897 .0 4 ’ :

: e AT ILE > 5
when the oldest Czech pioneer of e A : v A Y I Perarns........
socialism, J. B. Pecka, died in Chicago ‘ﬂ( 4

f/’ =
; : ; Chicage, 4. lema 949
just as Czech Social Democrats in &

Bohemia achieved their first great

successes in politics with the publica- Fig.30. Tomds Masaryk, first president of Czechoslovakia. The portrait is affixed to

tion of the daily Prdvo lidu (People’s the certificate awarded to Omahan Vdclav Tesa¥, chair of the 1918 Liberty Bazaar
Rights) in Prague and the election of Committee, for his efforts on behalf of the Czech people. (Courtesy Czech Heritage
the first Social Democratic deputies to Collection, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Archives & Special Collections; NSHS
the Reichsrat in Vienna. Like many C998.1-148)

147



Nebraska History - Fall/Winter 1993

others of his generation, J. B. Pecka did
not live to see the achievements of
Czech Social Democracy just before
World War I or in the Czechoslovak
Republic. Some descendants of pio-
neer Czech socialists stayed in the
United States and participated in the
building of a strong American labor
movement, especially in Chicago,
Cleveland, and New York.

Vojta Naprstek to a great extent
symbolizes the democratic, reform-
minded, and patriotic character of
Czech immigrants from all walks of
life in the United States. A few, like
Naprstek, came from wealthy bour-
geois families, and many others of
modest means gravitated to the Social
Democratic Workers movement. But
all of them, regardless of their social
origin and ideological background,
constituted a strong community of
honest American citizens who gave
their greatest love to their adopted
country, while never forgetting their
native land in central Europe. They
proved this during World War I by
becoming the main supporters of
Masaryk’s struggle for Czechoslovak
independence and fighting for Allied
victory (fig. 30). In World War II their
descendants fought and helped defeat
Nazi Germany; after that victory, they
helped oppose Communist expansion.
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Fig.31. The National Theatre in Prague, symbol of the revived nation, depicted on the proscenium curtain

at the Cecho-Moravan Hall in Brainard, Nebraska. (P. Michael Whye, NSHS C998.1-518)
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