
 

 

I n 1789 Switzerland found itself in the center of Europeôs 
military conflicts. The French Revolution had spread to Switzerland as 

revolutionaries sought reforms and the establishment of a strong 

national government in the Swiss region. At the same time a number 

of European nations joined forces in an effort to overthrow the 

revolutionary government of France and restore the rule of the 

monarchy. These wars, known as the Napoleonic Wars, extended 

from 1799 to 1815. 

Until this time the various Swiss territories had no central 

government but were held together by a loose defensive alliance. 

Napoleon Bonaparte unified the country under the name Helvetic 

Republic. In 1803, when Bonaparte withdrew his occupation troops, 

the Swiss adopted their own constitution.  

The period following the integration of Switzerland was one of 

adjustment to the newly won unity. It was an exciting time for the 

development of the country as a whole. They harnessed their 

mountain-born streams, opened factories, forbade their young men to 

enlist in foreign armies, and gave every family employment.  

Johannes Flick and Margaretha Gruber were born into this 

environment (1811). All the prospects for a bright future lay before 
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them, and in 1832 they married. Their first son John was born in 1838 

and their second son Fred in 1842. By 1844, when their third son 

Rudolph was born, the future did not look so bright.  

Over-production which caused a decrease in employment, a 

growing population in an infertile valley, and a partial failure of the 

main crop of beans and potatoes, brought on a depression with sudden 

and extreme poverty. In an effort to ease the economic crisis of the 

Swiss people, the Swiss government encouraged emigration to 

America. In 1844, one hundred and ninety-three Swiss families 

emigrated from Glarus and established New Glarus, WI. During this 

difficult and uncertain time, another four children were born to 

Johannes and Margaretha Flick: Henry in 1846, Jacob in 1848, 

Marguerite 1852, and Peter in 1854.  

The Swiss government continued to encourage emigration as 

conditions continued to decline. One cool evening in the early spring 

of 1856, Johannes Flick, upon returning home from his employment as 

a tanner, informed his family that several neighboring families were 

soon sailing for America. Fifty-two Swiss citizens were preparing for 

transportation from Interlaken, Switzerland to La Crosse, WI where 

several Swiss families had settled earlier. When Johannes Flick  

informed his family of the emigration about to take place, his oldest 
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son John Jr., then 18 years of age, expressed a desire to join them. 

Johannes and Margaretha thought over their sonôs request and all that 

this meant for the family. They weighed the loss of their son against 

the opportunity for a better future. John Jr. was granted permission to 

go and preparations were made for the journey.  

His old, rather worn suit was designated to be worn on the trip 

and then thrown away upon arrival at his destination. Two other suits 

were procured, one for ordinary wear, the other for Sunday best. His 

father arranged for transportation, which cost 200 francs or about $40 

in American money. With the equivalent of two or three dollars 

change in his pocket, he set out by boat from Brienz to Interlaken, 

from there by stage to Bern and Basel, and then by train to Le Havre, 

France, the port of embarkation. 

On Sunday morning, March 9, 1856, the party set sail for 

America. Among them were the following: Melchior Eggler, Ulrich 

Thomann, and the John Bernet family from Wiedelsbach; John and 

Peter Schild from Schwanden; John Flick, and the Peter Kienholz 

family from Brienz.  
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