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New Home in Old Detroit: A Czech Immigrant’s Story
By Scott W. Phillips
America has long been a destination for European immigrants looking to find new opportunities to work, worship, and build a new life.
The fascinating story of one Czech immigrant who left his home in Bohemia to live in Detroit offers a lens through which we can see how
nineteenth-century immigration was a tense, perilous, and ultimately rewarding journey for those who came to settle Michigan.
In 1899, the Czech-American annual journal Amerikán Národní Kalendář celebrated its twenty-second year of publication. The journal, published in the Czech language for 79 consecutive years from 1878 to 1957, is regarded by academicians, historians, and researchers as the “Cadillac” of sources for first-person Czech-American history, culture,
and genealogy.
While Michigan was not known for having a huge Czech population, many Czech immigrants settled in Detroit
during the nineteenth century, and they and their families often flourished. One of those immigrants, Jakub Kudrle,
came to Detroit in 1854 to start a new life. His account was featured in an 1899 article in the Amerikán Národní
Kalendář, which describes his experiences as a Czech settler in the United States.
Planning an Exodus
Jakub Kudrle was born in Doubravě, Bohemia—located in the present-day Czech Republic—in June 1821. The son
of a cottager, he became an orphan at the age of seven and left school four years later. He first found work as a shepherd, then a farmhand, and next a bricklayer. Finally, he became a forester for Prince Dietrichstein, which allowed
him to avoid military service. After marrying, Kudrle inherited his late father’s house and one-acre garden.
It was not long, however, before Kudrle began to ponder other opportunities. He received many letters from friends
who had settled in America, and after deciding that his career in the service of the prince was too slow for his liking,
he made plans to emigrate to the United States.
On December 8, 1853, Kudrle left Doubravě with his wife, their two children, and his wife’s brother. They took a
coach to Prague, where they stayed for two days. Kudrle enjoyed the city and especially the German language that
was spoken there. The family then departed Prague and traveled to Hamburg, Germany. After three days in the city,
they sailed on the Elbe River and across the North Sea to Hull, England. From Hull, Kudrle and his family went by
train to Liverpool. During the entire journey, the passengers were packed into boats and trains like cattle, suffering
from hunger and thirst, without access to their luggage.
The family stayed in Liverpool for a period of two weeks, celebrating Christmas and the New Year there. Kudrle
was appalled by the conditions in Liverpool, remembering later that “the part of the city where we were accommodated was very dirty, just as its population was.” They joined 14 other families—3 of them from Bohemia and the
other 11 from Brloh—with a travel company called Lorenc von Valentin Mayer that would sail its passengers from
England to the United States.

A Hazardous Voyage
On January 1, 1854, the families boarded the English passenger ship Kristina and set course for America.
Though the Kristina was a large ship, it was overwhelmed by passengers. The Czech passengers received good
accommodations, staying in cabins right below first class, but people of other ethnicities were not as fortunate.
Many Irish passengers, for example, were not offered cabins and instead had to sleep on their clothing in the
bottom of the ship. During storms, the ship rocked violently and threw many people from their beds to the
floor.
The men and women traveling onboard caused a number of fights. There were also several thieves among both
the sailors and passengers. Kudrle lost a pair of new shoes to robbery, but even worse was the state of his family’s food. To prepare for passage, Kudrle had brought two barrels filled with soused herring, smoked bacon, potatoes, lentils, coffee, sugar, plums, wine, and butter onto the Kristina. Almost half of the food was stolen, made
easier by the fact that there was not a single light on the entire ship after 9 p.m.
One of the thieves who had stolen Kudrle’s meat was denounced by his companions and discovered. Fearful of
punishment, the thief threw the meat into the sea and later asked for Kudrle’s forgiveness. Kudrle forgave him,
but his German compatriots did not—they informed the captain, who punished the thief. Thieves aboard ship
were typically punished by being administered ten lashes each.
One Final Impediment
After 93 days at sea, it was announced to the passengers that they would at last arrive in America, landing in
New York that evening. The news came as a great relief to the emigrant families, who had grown weary from
the long trip.
However, there was one last cruel challenge to overcome. A sudden storm hit that night, which proved to be the
nastiest weather experienced in three months at sea. The weight of the ship’s anchors, already prepared on the
stern, caused the ship to rock back and forth, and water began to seep into the lower decks. Beds were soon
floating, and in the total darkness, passengers began to panic. The sounds of splashing water, grating ropes and
masts, shattering dishes, and crying women and children increased the chaos to an unprecedented level. Sailors
rushed to the lower decks to bail water out with buckets. By the next morning, the weather had cleared, but
since the storm had dragged the ship back out to sea, it would take another three days for the Kristina to reach
New York.
A Blending of Cultures
After docking in New York, Kudrle and his family traveled west by rail. They marveled at the splendor of Niagara Falls and America’s gorgeous landscapes, at last arriving in Detroit after four days. The family settled in the
city as tenants for two and one half years before Kudrle saved enough money to build a house.
Life in Detroit was not easy. In 1854, an epidemic of cholera hit the city and people began dying in droves. Two
years later in 1856, the forests around Detroit caught fire, which cast a thick smoke over the city and made it
almost impossible to breathe. Around the same time, another epidemic appeared—this time it was influenza.
Every single household in Detroit had at least one person affected, and sometimes entire families were stricken
by the disease. Kudrle, his wife, and their two children were ill with influenza for nearly a year, but all survived.
On November 11, 1857, Kudrle and a group of Czech Americans established a readers club named Slovanská
Lípa, which when translated means Slavic Linden Tree. It was the first Czech organization in all of Detroit.
There were only 11 members, since the number of Czechs in Detroit was still very small at the time. Kudrle’s
efforts to organize the readers club in Detroit impressed František Mráček, a fellow Czech American who
worked as the editor of the Czech national newspaper Národní Noviny and was visiting Detroit on business.

Building a Life in Detroit
Though Kudrle had worked for years as a bricklayer in his homeland, he was required to train for the job again
before finding work in Detroit. He soon purchased 20 acres of forested land and began cultivating it to make as
much money as he could—cutting timber, raising crops, and charring wood for charcoal. After seven years of
hard work, Kudrle was able to pay everything off. Next, he bought another 20 acres of land and cleared it. He
dedicated six acres to making a farm for himself and his family, planting more than 400 fruit trees and constructing new, large buildings.
Kudrle farmed there for 32 years, finally selling the farm for $14,000 in 1892. He later regretted selling his land so
soon because, as the economy fluctuated during the 1890s, it became apparent that his farm was located in the
best area of Detroit. Kudrle maintained that in his 41 years of living in Detroit, the last decade of the nineteenth
century was the hardest on Detroit’s working citizens.
Many Czech immigrants in the United States during the nineteenth century proved that they could build successful lives and livelihoods for themselves and their families. Jakub Kudrle’s experiences as a Czech immigrant
living in Detroit illustrate a willingness to work hard and assimilate as an American as well as a desire to retain
cultural connections with fellow Czechs. His story encapsulates the “American Dream” that has captivated so
many throughout history. Though he honored his Czech heritage, Kudrle was equally proud of the new life he
had built for himself in Michigan.
Scott W. Phillips is a genealogical historian and owner of Onward To Our Past® Genealogy & History Services
Company in Duneland Beach, Indiana. Scott and Onward To Our Past® specialize in Bohemian (Czech Republic), Cornish (United Kingdom), and Italian genealogy, as well as Midwestern United States immigration.

Sidebar: Czech Immigrants in Traverse City
Though Detroit was home to a large concentration of Czech Americans, there were other cities and
towns in Michigan where Czechs built successful lives. A 1908 article in Amerikán Národní Kalendář describes the exploits of 14 Czech pioneers in the Traverse City area.
One of the pioneers was an esteemed artist named Oldřich Farský, whose Michigan landscapes are still
highly sought after today. Born in Bohemia, he emigrated to the United States as a young man and split
his time between Traverse City and Chicago. In 1907, he was awarded a contract to retouch and repair
an entire art gallery belonging to a wealthy Chicagoan. Later in life, Farský and his wife moved from
Traverse City to Stevensville in Berrien County, where they lived out their lives.
Before leaving Traverse City, Farský spent nearly a year interviewing older Czech immigrants in the
area to preserve their stories. He learned that the city’s Czech citizens owned clothing stores, groceries, breweries, a harness business, meat markets, a bakery, and an opera house. Czech businessmen
sold cigars, jewelry, and vehicles, while craftsmen fashioned furniture, leather goods, and monuments
of marble and granite.

Page 3

The Sokol Detroit Endowment Fund would like to thank our members for their generous donations during 2018.
In particular, we would like to mention the following:
Alex and Meg Novacek: $1500
Doug and Sandy Mily: $1500
Nick and Joan Spiroff: $3000 in memory of parents: Suzanna and
Louis Wimmer.
In celebration of Jimmy Kalivoda's 90th birthday: Scott and Carol
Brandon: $90, Carolyn Sabados: $50 and Gorton and Renata
Greene: $90
Also, we would like to thank the following people for their $100
Golf Outing Hole Sponsorships: Maryann Fiordelis, Carolyn Sabados, Marty and Carol Eisenstein, Dave and Jeannie Heilman, Jan
Zboril, Gorton and Renata Greene.
Endowment Fund Chairman, Gorton Greene

Join Petr Peska on Saturdays at 9:00 a.m. at the Sokol
Cultural Center Club Room!
Email Petr if you have questions: ptrpeska@gmail.com

Calendar of Events!
Sokol Detroit Monthly Unit Meetings @ 7:00 @ Sokol Hall: Tuesday, February 5, 2019
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To donate ONLINE, CLICK THE LINK BELOW:
https://www.sokoldetroit.com/donate
OR
Donate By Mail:
Sokol Charitable Funds
36367 Dardnella
Livonia MI, 48152

GYMNASTICS
Bring your kids, neighbors, grandkids, & check out SOKOL gym
today!
Lots of information on the website:
http://sokolgymnastics.weebly.com/

SOKOL - Detroit Unit

Submit information for

Sokol Cultural Center

publication by the 15th
of each month to:
SokolDetNews@gmail.com

23600 W. Warren Ave.
Dearborn Hts. MI 48127
Sokol Camp
11641 Sokol Camp Rd.
South Lyon, MI 48178

Newsletter Editor is
open—contact Renata
Greeene

Address or email changes?
Please notify Alex Novacek
By phone: 586-918-8877 or
email: sokoldetroit@charter.net

Visit us @ SokolDetroit.com.
Find us on Facebook @ Sokol
Detroit & Sokol Camp

Sokol Detroit Unit Meeting Highlights

December 4, 2018

President, Sr. Renata Greene, called the meeting to order at 7:30PM. Seventeen members were in attendance. The Pledge of Allegiance was recited. There was a moment of silence for Eugene Fusetti, the
father of Sokol member, Sr. Amy Hollinshead.
Application for Membership: Sr. Maryann Fiordelis presented an application for membership for Karen
Hessler. Ms. Hessler is being sponsored by Sr. Joan Spiroff, who is out of town. Membership approved the
application, and it will be forwarded to Sr. Melanie Mily for interviewing. Sr. Mily interviewed Thomas Kolar
and Jaclyn and Kevin Michniak, who are being sponsored by Thomas’s and Jaclyn’s mother, Sr. Debra
Kolar. Sr. Mily recommended all three for Sokol Detroit membership.
Correspondence and Bills: Newsletters were received from Sokol USA Times, Sokols Greater Cleveland, St.
Louis, Spirit, and the Czech Catholic Union. Correspondence was received from the Friends of the Bohemian National Cemetery asking for donations for their Columbarium Restoration Project, and the National
Czech and Slovak Museum in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, is asking for year-end donations. Sr. Greene recommended that Sokol Detroit purchases a membership to the Museum, and this will be reviewed at the February 2019 Unit Meeting.
Sr. Carol Brandon presented a receipt for supplies that Sr. Kristy Brandon purchased for the puppetmaking demonstration at the November Czech Dinner Dance.
Executive Board Officers Reports: Treasurer: Sr. Ann Marie Hurych reported on the November 30, 2018,
bank balances and the proceeds from the Czech Dinner Dance.
Financial Secretary: Br. Alex Novacek was excused. Dues letters have been mailed, along with a request
for member update information.
Board of Instructors: Sr. Sharon Stanek reported on her participation in the October 27-28 ASO BOI Development Conference in Chicago. Team tryouts were held in November, and the team members have
begun their workouts. There will be practice on Tuesday and Thursday evenings. Open gym has begun
and will continue on available Fridays. An average of forty children are in attendance. There was a special open gym on Black Friday that was well attended. Adult classes began in October and include cardio drumming, aerobics and cal. A holiday camp will be held January 2-4, 2019. A new coach was
hired.
Unit Property Committee: The next UPC meeting, a teleconference, will be held at the Center on Thursday, December 13, at 7:00PM.
Sokol Detroit Newsletter: Sr. Carilyn Wolski has resigned her position as non-member newsletter subscription chair. Beginning January 2019, no printed copies of the Sokol Detroit News will be mailed via USPS.
Sr. Fiordelis and Br. Larry Swinkey volunteered to make hard copies of the newsletter and mail them to the
members who have no access to email.
Br. Bruce Singley reported that the 2018 Sokol Detroit Poinsettia Sale was successful.
Sr. Greene will demonstrate the making of the Czech Nut Torte at 7:00PM on Tuesday, December 18,
2018, in the Center kitchen. Sr. Greene also recommended that Sokol Detroit makes copies of a small
Czech Cookbook, which is believed to have been compiled by a former Sokol Detroit member.
The November 6, 2018, meeting minutes were approved as corrected.
Sr. Greene reminded the membership that Annual Reports are due February 15, 2019. Please forward
them to Sr. Rose Wiggle, email: rosewiggle@yahoo.com.
The next Unit Meeting will be held at the Center at 7:00PM on Tuesday, February 5, 2019. As there was
nothing more for the good of the unit, the meeting was adjourned at 8:07PM.
Respectfully submitted, Sr. Rose Wiggle, Co-Recording Secretary

Sokol Detroit Unit Property Committee Meeting Highlights – October 11, 2018
Meeting called to order at 7:03 PM, nine (9) representatives present; Jim Michalek excused – one guest (Di Dunlap) arrived later
Dave Bares, Diane Hurych, and Jonathan Conrad were all re-elected for another term
at the October/Annual Unit Meeting.
Mark Couling asked to store his boat at the Camp over the winter – discussed and approved. Diane Hurych requested on behalf of Ken Molter for Ken to park his dump trailer
at the Camp for the winter – discussed, voted, and denied.
The September Meeting Minutes were approved as circulated.
Eric asked to relinquish being Treasurer – Bruce volunteered – voted and approved. Diane provided notice/will submit bill for refilling large propane tank for Camp kitchen.
Center Report: Gym program planned to resume in November – Health re-inspection
passed.
Camp Report: Cleanup is October 14 with October 27 as backup/supplement – Caretakers complete and leaving after hayride (~10/17) – Clubroom open and water on
through October.
Old Business:


Alex Novacek provide an update regarding Sokol Detroit’s insurance policies –
the Unit approved adding Directors and Officers coverage – renewals on track
before January



UPC received one estimate of $12K-$15K for tree trimming and is considering
renting a hi-lift/cherry picker to do some of the trimming away from power
lines and buildings.



UPC briefly discussed planning for the Meeting with Camp Users next May 4th,
2019. Chris Cortis then reiterated application of Sokol Camp rules equally to all
members noting reinforcement of rules and obligations should/will be major
topic at May meeting.

New Business: UPC reviewed a work-in-progress Responsibilities/Tasks chart – UPC also
reviewed and endorsed past and proposed liquor prices for the upcoming Haunted
Hayride.
Next meetings: November 15th at the Hall and December 13th (Hall vs conference call
TBR) Meeting adjourned at 8:54 PM.
Respectfully submitted, Dave Bares UPC Secretary
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2024 is the Next Sokol Slet in Prague – Are You Going?
BY CHERYL SINGLEY

Did you know that Sokol is the largest sports organization in the world? It was founded
in Prague in 1862. Bruce and I performed in the Loyal Guard number in the Sokol Slet in
Prague this past summer along with Renata Greene, Leslie O’Day Benyo, and Carrie
Tuskey from Sokol Detroit. It is hard to put into words the extraordinary experience of
participating in the Slet and being in Prague for a week of Sokol activities. 20,000 fellow
Sokols were there from all over the world. It was no surprise to see people from Canada, Slovakia and the Czech Republic, but we met people from Russia, Switzerland, Brazil just to name a few countries.
My grandfather, Frank Turchan, was born in 1900 in Ostrava, Moravia. He came to Detroit with his brothers and a sister in 1920. Like many young immigrants from the Czech
and Slovak regions, they joined Sokol Detroit. The Bohemian Hall was in Detroit at Butternut and Tillman. The Turchan family has continued to be involved with Sokol. I grew
up in the gym and became a member at age 18 and our boys have done the same.
In North America there is a Slet every other year alternating between American Sokol
and Sokol USA. The Slet is a forum for all Sokols to compete in gymnastic and other activities, culminating with calisthenic performances of all age groups. These gathering
are big but don’t compare to the Slets held in Prague. They were huge with over
20,000 participants, prior to WW2 and Communism. Sokols in North America kept this
tradition alive when the communists wouldn’t allow people to gather for Slets. In 1994
with the fall of Communism, Prague started hosting a Slet again. They host every 6
years with participants from around the world. Although the numbers are not as large
as 80 years ago, the Prague Slet is much larger than the ones held in North America
(American Slets are not held on a Prague year).
Sokol means falcon in Czech and it is based on principles of a “Strong Mind in a Sound
Body”. Google “Sokol” and read about Sokol in Wikipedia, this will give you an overview of the large history of Sokol. When Czechoslovakian immigrants came to this
country, they brought the Sokol belief with them and looked for the Sokol in their area.
Sokol Detroit is a unit in the Northeast District of the American Sokol Organization, which
has its headquarters in Chicago. American Sokol has nearly 30 Units around the country. Other North American Sokols include D. A. Sokol out of New York, also from the east
is Sokol USA, and to our north, Sokol Canada. The next Slet is in Buffalo NY in June 2019,
hosted by Sokol USA. American Sokol’s next Slet is in Chicago in 2020.
Bruce & I have been wanting to attend a Slet in Prague since they started back up in
1994 but kept putting it off. Last fall we decided to participate in the 2018 Slet in Prague. American Sokol had arranged a pre Slet tour and a post Slet tour with limited
space for those interested.

We decided to go on the pre Slet tour, which had 40 people, 13 of which were from Detroit. We were accompanied by 4 Brandon’s, 5 Tuskey’s and 2 Benyo’s. We flew into Vienna, Austria on Sunday morning and enjoyed walking around the old town area on our
own as all the other Sokol’s arrived throughout the day. Our bus tour started on Monday
morning, taking us around to palaces in and around town. On Tuesday morning we left
Vienna for Budapest, Hungry after visiting the Sokol Hall in Vienna. We did some site seeing and had dinner at a restaurant/winery built into the hillside. On Wednesday we
went to a market area in town and then to visit a couple very old churches outside of
town. Some Sokols stayed behind to enjoy the baths. We finished the day with a dinner
cruise on the river. Thursday morning, we went into Slovakia to visit a very old hilltop castle and then to Bratislava for lunch and a walking tour. We continued onto Cejkovice,
Czech Republic where we stayed in a castle and had dinner next door in the underground caves of a Knights Templar winery. Friday, we toured castles in Valtice and
Lednice that were once owned by the Liechtenstein family, but were taken away from
them after WW2 because they sided with Germany. Their largest property was of course
what became the country of Liechtenstein. On Saturday morning we continued onto
Prague. On the way we stopped at a highway rest stop to eat. The first building was a
fast food place but the building we stopped at was a cafeteria style with great Czech
food at great prices. Never would you expect such good food at a rest stop!
Prague was full of things to do and our Sokol passes granted us free access on all the
public transportation, which was easy to use and would get you within a couple blocks
of everything. On Sunday morning we participated with over 12,000 other Sokols from
around the world, in a parade that worked its way from Wenceslas Square to the Prague Astronomical Clock. It was unbelievable how many Czech and Slovak Sokols were
in the parade and participated in performances throughout the week.
For those that were not participating in any Slet performances, there were day tours outside of town to places like Pilsen. For those like us that participated in a performance
there is plenty to do and see in Prague between practices. Again, their transit system
made it super easy to get to Eden Arena where we practiced and performed, and then
back to the Old and New Town areas to site see and eat.
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The participants had several practices to attend starting on Monday. It is a massive undertaking to line up the groups in an outdoor field and walk them to the arena. After getting onto the field the first thing to review was all the marker moves during the performance. After we reviewed where to move to, we went through the program with the music. We participated in the Loyal Guard Calisthenic, with 1,152 people.

There were two programs at Eden Arena, the opening on Thursday evening and the closing on Friday. There were about 12 calisthenic performances in each program with groups
of 400 to 1,600 people. The opening and closing ceremonies had 2,000 partici-pants. The
two-hour Thursday night performance was live on Czech TV. Many videos from the Slet
week are on YouTube.
2018 was the 100th anniversary of Czechoslovakia as a country. The music we perform to
was written by Karel Hasler (10/31/1879 – 12/22/1941). He is best known for writing nostalgic, sentimental, and patriotic songs that promote Czech nationalism. Because of the kind
of songs he wrote, Germans arrested him during WWII and tortured him to death just before Christmas 1941. (The story of him and his music used for the 2018 Slet in Prague is in the
January 2018 issue of the American Sokol Newsletter.) Performing to his music in Prague on
the 100th anniversary of Czechoslovakia was very moving to eve-ryone in the stadium. On
the field we could certainly feel the emotions from everyone in the stadium. As we left the
field and headed into the tunnel, the children and young adults waiting for their turn to
perform were loudly cheering and giving high fives to their parents and grandparents
coming off the field.

We had the most enjoyable time throughout the whole 2 weeks. Our days were full, but it
was all so fun it was easy to keep going. Prague will be hosting the 2024 Slet and Bruce
and I are looking forward to participating again. Several of the other American Sokol
members are also planning to attend. It really felt good to be a Sokol in Prague in 2018,
and Bruce and I are strongly encouraging our generation to be-come part of the American contingent in 2024. See you there!
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Renata Greene
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Sokol Detroit
23600 W. Warren
Dearborn Heights, MI 48127

“ The Mission of the American Sokol is to provide
fitness and community for individuals and families
through physical, educational, cultural and
social programs.”
-A non-profit Organization

