
O ver millions of years, powerful forces, lying deep in the 
earthôs core pushed together the earthôs deep crusts. 

The immense pressure of these moving masses buckled an ancient sea 
bed, forcing it thousands of feet skyward. During the Ice Age, great 
glaciers plowed down the slopes sheering steep walls and scouring out 
lakes and valleys. The Alps were born. 

Land shapes people and the Alps shaped the Swiss. The Alpine 
mountains forced long periods of isolation upon its people. Winter 
snow fall choked the narrow mountain passes and in summer fertile 
highlands drew the Swiss to the solitude of mountain pastures.   

Germaine Necker (Mme de Stael 1766-1817) describes her 
Alpine prison. ñI loathe everything Swiss. These great mountains shut 
us off from the world as completely as convent gates. We lead the 
most dreadfully peaceful existence. We might as well be dead in this 
void.ò 

Albert Flick (not related) writes of his life spent on his 
grandfatherôs mountain pasture. ñOn this Egg property grandfather 
erected a small inn with barn and hayloft attached. At this inn and the 
cottage just above it, I spent the first seven summers of my life. Our 
sleeping quarters were in the cottage, but we ate our meals outside 
under a roof, unless the weather happened to be too cold. I did not 
like staying up there, as I had no company of my own age. In other 
words, it was lonesome.ò 
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For centuries the Swiss people passed these long periods of  
idleness and isolation by carving. They decorated their utensils, tools, 
furniture etc. with a simple, direct technique known as chip carving.  

After the Napoleonic War (1799-1815), a period of prosperity 
came to Switzerland. Attractive wages drew many people who had 
been engaged in small faming and Alpine pasturing to the newly 
formed factories. Home industries such as wood carving began and in 
1832 Brienz opened a School of Woodcarving.  

Peter Michel grew up in this setting most likely attending The 
Brienz School of Woodcarving. He later owned a woodcarving shop in 
Brienz.  

Albert Flickôs grandfather and father also owned a 
woodcarving shop in Brienz at that time. Albertôs grandfather 
recognized that more money was to be made by selling than 
producing. He gathered samples and went to Paris where he 
established business connections which lasted the remainder of the 
century.  

Business must have been good. Albert describes his 
grandfatherôs holdings. ñHe owned two houses, the factory building, 
two mountain pastures and a dozen cows. Land is expensive in 
Switzerland, and if the woodcarving business made it possible for 
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Grandfather to own land, houses and cows, free of mortgage, then that 
business must have been very profitable.ò  

Others were not doing as well however, as dairying and cattle 
raising could not sustain a population that had nearly doubled over 
the previous century. A failure of the main crop in the mid 1840s was 
the crowning blow that brought on sudden and extreme poverty. The 
Swiss government, desperate for a solution, encouraged and supported 
emigration to America. The canton of Glarus was the least fertile and 
hardest hit. Immigrants from there established New Glarus, 
Wisconsin. Other migrations independent of this one followed. 

It was during these difficult times that Peter Michel and 
Magdalena Stähli married and began their family. Their first seven 
children were all girls; Magdalena, Elizabeth, and Margaretha, 
Katharina, Marianne, Anna Barbara, and Karolina. Their eighth child 
was a boy, Friedrich. In 1865, when Friedrich was just 7 months old, 
he died of scarlet fever along with his sister Karolina age 3.  

During this time the economy continued to deteriorate and 
family and friends continued to emigrate. The emigration of the 

 
 Alpine Pasturing 

 
When the Alemannian families, in the late fifth century, began the settlement 

and distribution of territory in what later became known as Switzerland, not all the land 
was divided into farmsteads. A large part, the Allmende, belonged to the community as 
a whole and all had grazing rights on it. Albert Flick explains, ñEach pasture or Alp was 
good for so many cattle and the rights to pasture a cow were transferable like shares in a 
corporation. With the right went the privilege of using a certain hut for milking the 
cows, making cheese, or sheltering the cattle when snow fell.ò Sennhutte is the 
primitive chalet where the herdsman (Senner) or herdswoman (Sennerin) lived during 
the summer. The cheese manufactured in the Alpine pastures has a distinctive flavor 
from the Swiss cheese made in the United States, due to the herbs which the cows eat 
on the high pastures during the summer months. 

The cattle are called for milking by yodeling and blowing in the Alpenhorn. 
Swiss yodeling tunes differed from valley to valley and are of extremely ancient origin. 
The Alpenhorn, a curved, wooden, powerful-sounding horn, from five to twelve or 
more feet long was also used for signaling.  

In fall when pasturing in the highlands was over, the cattle were brought down 
the mountain side. As they descended bonfires were set along the way, which were 
visible from the valley below. The ñHeimgeissò was a time of great celebration. 
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Johannes Flick family of Brienz would have a direct impact on the 
future of the Michel family. In 1856 John Flick, oldest son of Johannes 
Flick, immigrated to America with the Peter Kienholz family. Over 
the next thirteen years, other members of the Flick family left to join 
the others in America. In late summer 1869 the last of the Johannes 
Flick family left Brienz. They were Johannesôs wife Margaretha, 
daughter Margurite and sons Peter and Jacob.  

Jacob Flick was the beau of Magdalena Michel, oldest daughter 
of Peter and Magdalena. I can only imagine the personal anguish 
Jacob and Magdalena must have felt when Jacob left for America 
leaving Magdalena behind. Jacob was 20, Magdalena was 18 and 
pregnant.  

 

 
 

Michel Genealogy 
 

Jakob Michel, Sr. and Catharina Fisher 
Born: November 9, 1760 Born: January 20, 1771 

Married: May 27, 1795 
Died: April 2, 1825  Died: July 12, 1841 

Children 
 1) Jakob Born July 26, 1795 
 2) Peter Michel and Margaretha Ryz 

Born: March 26, 1810  Born: December 1, 1799 
Married: May 9, 1828 

Died: November 8, 1864 Died: January 2, 1863 
Children 

 1) Peter Michel Jr. Born: February 4, 1829 
 2) Jakob Born: December 5, 1830 

 
 

Stähli Genealogy 
 

Melchior Stähli and Magdalena Grossmann 
Married: October 3, 1828 

Children:  
Magdalena Stähli Born: November 22, 1830 
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In early January 1870, their daughter, Magdalena gave birth to Robert Jacob. 
Magdalena Michel (The mother) was also pregnant. Later that same month she gave birth to 
a son. He was named Friedrich. For the next six months they shared their lives, knowing 
that in the near future they would be parting. 

In the spring of 1870, Peter and Magdalena said good bye to their oldest daughter 
and their first grandchild. Magdalena, age 
19, and Robert 6 months  boarded the G.G. 
Silecia and left to join Jacob Flick in 
America. They arrived in New York July 
13, 1870. Magdalena and Jacob were 
married 11 days later in Dunn County, 
Wisconsin. 

In Switzerland, children continue 
to arrive at the Michel household and 
children continued to leave. Arnold, the 
Michelôs youngest son was born in 1872. 
Two years later in 1874, Elizabeth, age 21, 
and Margarita, age 19, boarded the 
steamship S.S. Frisia at LeHavre, France, 
their destination New York. They arrived 
October 22, 1874.  

Two years later, six years after their 
first daughter left home, Peter age 47, 
Magdalena age 43, Marianna age 16, 
Friederich age 6, and Arnold age 4,  left 
Switzerland for America. They entered 
New York harbor aboard the S.S. Gellert 
on October 26, 1876. Anna Barbara age 
thirteen was not listed on the ship log. At 
some point she did immigrate, Maybe with 
her sister, Katharina who according to 
family story emigrated in 1880.  

 

 

 

Magdalena Michel and daughter Carolina 

 

Woodcarving 
 

According to Wayne Barton, a master of the Swiss style of chip carving, there are 

four types of woodcarving; whittling, in-the-round (statuary), relief and chip carving. 

Chip carving, ñwas a peasant art, a trait shared by all alpine peoples, where people 

decorated their utensils and plates, their tables and chairs. It involves the carving out of 

chips of wood, leaving a design cut into a flat surface.ò  
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 In February 1877, in Menomonie, 
Dunn County, Wisconsin, four months 
after the Michel family arrived in America, 
Carolina was born. From Menomonie the 
family moved to Downsville, Wisconsin.  
 In 1879 they moved to Richmond, 
Indiana. The city directory of Richmond 
(1879-1880) lists Peter Michel as a wood 
carver boarding at the corner of 9th and 
Pine. Then in 1881-1882, Peter, Miss 
Annie and Miss Mary are listed as 
residents of 1126 North J Street. The last 
city directory in which they are listed is 
1883, when Peter Michel and (Mrs. 
Mattie) are listed as residing at 615 N 8th 
Street. 
 Richmond had a large German 
population and, between 1877 and 1885, 
was a prosperous place with considerable 
building going on. There were a number of 
companies in Richmond that employed 
carvers, including Starr Piano, Wooton 
Desk, Haynes Spencer and Co. (makers of 
church pulpits and school furniture), 
William H. Middleton (which made doors, 

mantels, and other woodwork) and J.M. Hutton (which manufactured 
coffins). 

On September 18, 1880, in Wayne County, Indiana, Peter 
Michel became a Naturalized Citizen. He declared his emigration date 
to be 1874, two years earlier than his actual arrival. According to the 
1795 Naturalization Act, a five year residence period was required as a 
prerequisite of citizenship. Peter had only been in the U.S. four years. 

I wonder if Peter needed his citizenship in order to vote in the 
heated political battle of that time.  Eighteen-eighty was a presidential 
election year. President Rutherford B. Hayes was not running for a 
second term. The political battle was fought between Democratic 
Candidates Hancock of Pennsylvania and English of Indiana, and 
Republican candidates Garfield of Ohio and Arthur of New York. The 
political fever would have run high in the Ohio valley.  

In the early to mid 1880s Peter and Magdalena Michel moved 
to Saint Paul, Minnesota. In 1883, Anna Barbara married Hugh 

Peter Michel 
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Fred Michel 
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Dawson, a life long resident of Lakeville, a small community just south 
of Saint Paul. The St. Paul city directories of 1886-1887 and 1890-1894 
list Peter Michel ï Carver, residence 224 St. Anthony. One family 
story indicates he also lived in Stillwater. This may have been 
between 1888-1889, when the Stillwater Manufacturing Company, a 
wood products firm, was turning from convict labor to all civilian 
employment.  

Family stories state many of the old pioneer homes in Saint 
Paul contain staircases that were carved by Peter Michel. Two specific 
homes mentioned in numerous family stories are the Col. John 
Merriam house on the corner of Cedar Street and Sherburne Avenue 
and the James J. Hill house at 240 Summit Avenue. 

Col. John Merriam was one of the founders of Merchants 
National Bank of Saint Paul and the father of William Merriam, 
eleventh Governor of Minnesota. The home was built in 1887 at a cost 
of $200,000. Much of the wood was oak, carved by hand at the old 
Stillwater Manufacturing Company, in an oak leaf motif of the Rococo 
style of the 1880s and 1890s. In 1964 the mansion was razed to make 
room for new construction near the Capitol. Helen Diesslin insisted 
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room for new construction near the Capitol. Helen Diesslin insisted 
on going to the auction held at the Merriam home, to purchase pieces 
of the carvings her grandfather made. An ornate staircase, fireplace 
and buffet can be seen today at the Kings Inn, a retreat center in 
Buffalo, Minnesota. 

James Jerome Hill was the emperor of the Great Northern 
Railway. His home was built in 1888-91 at a cost of $931,275. The 
woodcarving alone cost $25,000. John Kirchmayer served as master 
carver and was paid $1.00 per day. Although most of the carving was 
done in Massachusetts and shipped to the site, many local craftsmen 
assisted in the installation and finishing of the interior. According to 
family story, Peter and Fred Michel worked on the Hill house project 
and may have been employed by Youngbauer & Son of Saint Paul. 
The James J. Hill house is a Minnesota Historic Site and tours are 
available. 

Personal carvings in the possession of the Michel family 
include grapevine picture frames Peter carved for each of his 
daughters and a pallet of roses Fred Michel carved as a wedding gift 
for Helen Flick and Albert Diesslin. 

 
 

 
Stillwater Manufacturing Company 

 
Seymour, Sabin & Co. was a contractor and one of the first to employ convict 

labor at the Stillwater prison. The company turned out a variety of products, including 
frieght cars, threshing machines, other agricultural implements, sash doors, blinds and 
cooperage. The Stillwater Manufacturing Company, a unit of the Seymour, Sabin & Co., 
made a specialty of high grade interior wood finishes for banks and stores, such as office 
fixtures, special cabinet work, billiard tables, etc., and almost anything made to order 
from wood. At various times there was considerable agitation against what was called 
the unfair competition of convict labor. In 1888, in order to placate this sentiment, this 
department was removed from the prison and a factory erected on Main Street, on the 
site of the old Stapleôs sawmill. Citizens only were employed. Sargent and Berglund, the 
new owners of the plant, built up a crew of expert woodworking technicians, and its 
products attracted a wide market. Many of the fine homes built in St. Paul and 
Minneapolis used interior woodwork turned out by the Stillwater firm. The business 
was fairly successful from the start, but on September 28, 1894, the entire plant was 
destroyed by fire, together with most of the lumber and manufactured stock on hand. It 
looked like a death blow to the firm, for the entire country was in a severe depression, 
and all types of manufacturing were hard hit. 
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Woodcarving however was not the goal of Peter Michel. Like 
other Swiss immigrants, owning your own land was of great 
importance. In Switzerland many could carve but few could own land.  

In the early 1890s, a number of events occurred which may 
have influenced the Michel family to move from Saint Paul to Addy, 
Washington. Financial panic swept over the nation in 1893, sending 
the country into the deepest depression it had yet known. Industrial 
over-expansion, dwindling profits, price competition and debt defaults 
forced banks to close and businesses to declare bankruptcy. The 
Stillwater Manufacturing Company, a business which made interior 
wood finishing, a business where Peter Michel may have been 
employed, burned to the ground in September 1894. On a more 
positive note, while working at the James J. Hill house, Peter and Fred 
Michel may have heard of the offers of cheap land and credit from 
western states, and railroads eager to promote the settlement of the 
west.  

Around 1890, Arnold age 18 and grandson Robert Flick age 20, 
left for Washington. Around 1894 Peter and Magdalena Michel, with 
Marianne and Caroline, packed up their belongings, boarded The 
Great Northern Railway and moved to Addy, Washington.  

On September 15, 1892, Peter Michel purchased, under the 
Homestead Act, 160 acres in Section 22, Township 33 N., Range 39, in 
Stevens County Washington. He paid $1.25 per acre and received his 
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Stevens County Washington. He paid $1.25 per acre and received his 
patent to the land on Feb 8, 1900. In order to receive his patent to the 
land he had to live on the land and cultivate it for five years. Arnold 
purchased 160 acres in Section 5 of the same township, April 28, 1896 
and received his patent September 26, 1902.  
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The Railroad and the State of Washington 
 

In the half century following the Civil War, railroads refashioned the American 
economy. Congress, in 1852-53, made appropriations for the survey of railroad routes to 
the Pacific Ocean. Later the federal government granted The Northern Pacific Railroad 
forty square miles of public land for each mile of steel track it built across the 
Washington Territory. James Jerome Hill, who out the wreckage of the 1893 depression, 
brought together both of the transcontinental railroads. He negotiated the greatest 
timber deal in history by transferring vast acreage from the railroad land grants to 
Frederick Weyerhaeuser. Forest land opened for homesteading and agricultural lands 
were available for $1.25 per acre. Eager for farm development, the railroad entered into 
partnership with the Washington state college at Pullman and developed a program of 
basic research known as the Farmers Institute. Hillôs agents took samples of soil and 
wheat to the cities of the United States and Europe, offering low rail fares and low prices 
on land, encouraging another great wave of immigration. Following the period of 1893-
1903, there were thousands of people in places where there had been only a few dozen 
before.  
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The 1900 census for Stevens County, Washington lists both 
Peter and Arnold as farmers. Peter and Magdalena built a two room 
log cabin without a floor. There they raised pigs and chickens. A 
second  larger frame home was built around 1917. 

Over the next decade, other family members joined them in 
Washington. Grandchildren, Victor, Alfred and Edwin Flick spent 
time there. In 1906, their oldest daughter Magdalena Flick died, and 
their second daughter Elizabeth Flick moved to New York to be near 
her children. Their fourth daughter Katharina moved to Washington 
to care for her mother who was ill. In 1909 Fred moved from Saint 
Paul to Addy and for $1800 purchased the home place. Anna Barbara 
Dawson remained in Minnesota.  

There, near the mountains of northeastern Washington, they 
lived out their lives. Magdalena died at her home, two & one-half 
miles west of Addy, at age seventy-nine and Peter died seven years 
later at age eighty-seven.  They were buried in the Addy, Washington 
Cemetery. 
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