
PREFACE 

1 he Calvin College Library Archives, which have assembled the Dutch 

Immigrant Letter Collection, stem directly from institutions founded by 

nineteenth-century Dutch immigrants. Calvin College and its sponsoring 

denomination, the Christian Reformed Church, date respectively from 

1876 and 1857. The archives, begun in 1961, contain a wide spectrum 

of institutional and personal papers from the Dutch Reformed commu¬ 

nity and include four thousand linear feet of manuscripts together with 

a selected seven-thousand-volume collection of books, pamphlets, and 

periodicals to accommodate a wide variety of Dutch American studies. 

Although the archives’ holdings conform generally to the social and in¬ 

stitutional shapes of nineteenth-century Dutch Calvinism in North 

America, the Dutch Immigrant Letter Collection includes a wider spec¬ 

trum of Dutch immigrant experience—Protestant, Catholic, and secu¬ 

lar—and it is the only major collection of its kind. 

To assemble the Immigrant Letter Collection the archives conducted 

four major manuscript collection campaigns in the Netherlands and the 

United States between 1976 and 1990. These efforts accumulated at least 

eight thousand items—letters, travel accounts, immigrant memoirs, and 

photographs. Of the 4,970 letters gathered (1838-1930), 2,793 were 

American postings and 2,179 were from the Netherlands to the United 

States. Half of the letters from immigrants cluster between 1873 and 

1893, accurately reflecting the numerical configuration of Dutch immi¬ 

gration. Moreover, immigration peaks in 1848-1857, 1867-1888, and 

1892-1915 are followed a year or two later by peaks in correspondence. 

Unfortunately we acquired no useful examples of two-way correspon¬ 

dence. Furthermore, the immigrant letters represent at best 0.0032 per¬ 

cent of an estimated 889,000 letters mailed from the United States to 

Holland between 1820 and 1930.1 Of all these letters the most pertinent 

1 Based on calculations using Robert P. Swierenga, “Dutch International Labour Mi¬ 
gration to North America in the Nineteenth Century” in Dutch Immigration to North 
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for this publication are those of 482 correspondents who wrote between 

1850 and 1930. 

Nearly half of these correspondents are represented by one or two 

letters, which, because of their short time spans, disclose little about 

ongoing acculturation. Consequently, this book’s letters were taken pri¬ 

marily from the 263 correspondents who wrote three or more letters. 

Nineteen of the more lengthy correspondence series and four single and 

double letter collections have been reproduced for this book. The series 

range from three to thirty-five letters, with an average of twelve letters 

covering twenty-one years. One series spans fifty-seven years; two others 

persist for only three years. The correspondents who appear in this book 

represent every major category of nineteenth-century Dutch immigra¬ 

tion, and their letters represent every decade. There are three from the 

1840s, three from the 1850s, two from the 1860s, three from the 1870s, 

two from the 1880s, five from the 1890s, three from the 1900s, one from 

the 1910s, and one from the 1920s. 

The criteria for selecting the contents of this volume are, first, that 

the correspondents represent typical sending and receiving communities 

and, second, that the writings traverse sufficient blocks of time to disclose 

patterns of acculturation. Then, when alternatives were available, those 

who wrote with attention to significant and interesting detail received 

preference. Fortunately, correspondence by women is readily available 

within these guidelines. The major exclusions are letters published spe¬ 

cifically to encourage immigration—and that category includes flagship 

accounts written and published by such colonial founders as the Reverend 

A. C. van Raalte, the Reverend H. P. Scholte, and others. These pam¬ 

phlets have been publicly available since the 1850s and have heavily in¬ 

fluenced interpretations of the Dutch American experience. The private 

correspondence in this book, directed to families and friends, provides a 

candid expression of the immigrants’ experience, and should promote a 

reassessment of traditional interpretations. 

The primary objective of this book is to provide English-language 

sources that can personify the considerable accumulation of recent Dutch 

ethnic scholarship crafted principally from computer-assisted research, 

A?nerica, ed. Herman Ganzevoort and Mark Boekelman (Toronto: Multicultural History 
Society of Ontario, 1983), p. 2, which indicates that about one-third of the immigrants 

were letter-writing household heads or single adults, so that out of 380,000 immigrants 
about 127,000 probably wrote letters. Estimating that each correspondent wrote seven 
letters (the average series in our Immigrant Letter Collection is five), the total number of 

letters would be 889,000. Also see Annemieke Galema, “Now I Will Write You Some¬ 
thing about America,” in Images of the Nation: Different Meanings of Dutchness, 1870-1940, 

ed. A. Galema, B. Henkes, and H. te Velde (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993), pp. 105-31. 
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pioneered by Robert P. Swierenga and several of his doctoral students. 

These studies have identified more precisely than ever the various reli¬ 

gions, occupations, geographic mobility patterns, and vital statistics of 

the nineteenth-century immigrants. Their findings have made it possible 

to translate and publish an accurately representative selection of immi¬ 

grant letters. 

Furthermore, because so few scholars in history and the social sciences 

read Dutch, the English translations in this book are intended to facilitate 

a growing interest in comparative ethnic studies. Moreover, Dutch 

Americans in general cannot read their ancestral language, and this col¬ 

lection of letters will enable them to rediscover their own past. 

The translations are relatively free, that is, they are ordinary sense- 

for-sense translations. I have avoided literal renditions because they are 

almost always awkward and frequently misleading. Rather, I have at¬ 

tempted to retain the general style of the originals by reproducing either 

their simple or more complex syntax. In most cases punctuation has been 

inserted or modified to clarify meanings. I have followed the Dutch con¬ 

vention in the capitalization of surnames. 

Many of the correspondents spelled phonetically in their regional di¬ 

alects. Unfortunately, there is no way to capture these interesting vari¬ 

ations in translation, and linguists will not be well served. Still, several 

original manuscripts have been reproduced to exemplify this phenome¬ 

non. Doubtless anyone who wishes to retrace the translation process will 

discover some ambiguities or prefer alternative translations, but my guid¬ 

ing rule has been to provide the clearest and most direct meanings of 

each correspondent. Some letter segments were simply undecipherable, 

and other short passages were eliminated because they were repetitious. 

These instances have been identified by three ellipsis points. Several cor¬ 

respondents, especially Teunis van den Hoek, H. Koopman, and Klaas 

Niemeijer, penned lengthy and redundant passages, frequently of a pious 

nature. Some of these have been omitted, the elision indicated by three 

asterisks. In general, predictable salutations and closings are not repeated 

after the first letter in each series. 

Both the acquisition and the translation of the immigrant letters have 

required an extensive network of volunteers in the United States, Canada, 

and the Netherlands. In each of three major European projects Jan Nie¬ 

meijer, an author and journalist, directed me to proper media personnel 

to gain effective publicity. During a three-month campaign in 1990 An- 

nemieke Galema organized a nationwide effort involving contacts with 

provincial archives and local historical societies, television coverage, and 

radio and newspaper interviews to reach all sectors of the Netherlands. 

Arie Bor and Caroline Bor, both Dutch-language professionals, and Hans 
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Krabbendam from the Roosevelt Study Center in Middelburg teamed 

with Dr. Galema throughout the 1990 campaign. The Bor family pro¬ 

vided a home base for me during the three-week culmination of this 

project. The hundreds of Netherlanders who responded to this and two 

earlier letter-collection campaigns are too numerous to list. In the vast 

majority of cases we photocopied the original letters for deposit and 

research in the Calvin College Archives. 

At least sixty persons have assisted in the translation of the immigrant 

letters. George Kamp, Jan Driesten, G. H. Ligterink, Charles Green¬ 

field, David van Vliet, Egbert Post, and John Dahm Sr: are now deceased. 

Archivist Zwanet Janssens has organized and administered the ongoing 

translation of the Immigrant Letter Collection while also providing in¬ 

dispensable advice in many instances of linguistic ambiguity. Dutch stu¬ 

dents attending Calvin College have also helped with translation. In 

addition a cadre of about twenty volunteers, mostly post-World War II 

Dutch immigrants in Canada, have translated dozens of letters. In par¬ 

ticular, Leonard Sweetman, Maria de Groot, Peter de Gelder, Henry 

Baak, Suzanne Sinke, George Harper, Peter de Klerk, and Jacoba Dahm 

have been overwhelmingly generous with their time and talents. Appen¬ 

dix A is a list of those translators who were extraordinarily helpful. 

With consummate skill and even greater patience, Hendrina Van 

Spronsen prepared the complicated manuscript for publication. Conrad 

Bult, a librarian who loves rare books, neglected nothing to obtain ob¬ 

scure books and pamphlets from distant libraries. I have benefited much 

from the advice of Annemieke Galema, James Bratt, Leonard Sweetman, 

Robert P. Swierenga, Yda Schreuder, and Rob Kroes, who graciously 

consented to read segments of the manuscript. 

Research leading to the establishment of the Dutch Immigrant Letter 

Collection began in 1976 with combined assistance from the Bentley 

Historical Library of the University of Michigan, the Earhart Foundation 

in Ann Arbor, and a Calvin College sabbatical. The National Historical 

Publications and Records Commission funded my 1978 proposal, “Ac¬ 

quisition and Preservation of Correspondence from the Netherlands to 

American Immigrants, 1840-1930.” In 1981 the Fulbright-Hays Council 

funded my research in the Netherlands, and a Calvin College sabbatical 

followed in 1986. The last acquisition campaign (1990) had the assistance 

of two foundations, Meijer Inc. and Russel and Julia Bouws. Witte Travel 

and the Dutch International Society also contributed to the 1990 effort. 

Over these many years Calvin College has consistently funded the pro¬ 

grams of the archives, and this book is a tribute to that support. 

Herbert J. Brinks 

Grand Rapids, Michigan 
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1 Avink Borculo, GLD 
2 Bunnemeijer Naarden, NH 

3 Diemer Hoogeveen, DR 

4 Dunnink Staphorst, OV 

5 De Lange Deventer, OV 

6 Eringa Spannum, FR 

7 Heller Ulrum, GR 

8 Koopman Borger, DR 

9 Kuijt Amsterdam 

10 Lankester Middelburg, ZLD 

11 Mannee Zierikzee, ZLD 
12 Niemeijer Middlestum, GR 

13 Nijenhuis Winterswijk, GLD 
14 Plaisier Ridderkerk, ZH 

15 Schoonbeek Nieuwolda, GR 

16 Smith Finsterwolde, GR 
17 Van den Hoek Noordeloos, ZH 

18 Van der Bosch Gendrigen, GLD 
19 Van Hall Huissen, GLD 

20 Verstegen Zeeland, NB 
21 Wonnink Geesteren, GLD 

22 Zahn Amsterdam 

23 Zondervan Firdgum, FR 

The Netherlands 


