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I 

Dealing with decisions members of a peasant family have made during the 
early part of the eighteenth century faces two sets of problems, one documen- 
tary, the other interpretive. Even for leading historical figures sources reveal- 
ing the reasons for actions taken are sparse or difficult to assess;1 materials 
for the so-called common people are scarcer still and at best allow only fleeting 
glimpses. More serious, however, are interpretive issues because the under- 
taking faces major ideological systems that touch upon the nature and sig- 
nificance of human decision-making in historical contexts or, worse, declare its 
exploration as aberrant. 

A first approach is the theory of modernization which has shaped much 
historical scholarship and continues to influence interpretations also of colonial 
North America.2 This view claims that the past has but one real watershed, 
that between a traditional and a modern phase.3 People in traditional societies, 
the theory holds, are objects of given historical forces rather than active agents 
who shape their destinies; they are backward-looking, remain tied to the ways 
of the past, resist innovation and bow to authority, be it male, parental, ecclesi- 
astical, or governmental. Traditional people supposedly rarely experience or 
respect individuality in spouse selection or childrearing, in contrast to modern 
people who are future-oriented, experimental, and individualist in choice of 
mates and life goals.4 

A second view is closely related to the first and deals with peasant life. It 
considers subsistence farming, the term used to describe it, as a lot marked by 
drudgery and bondage to the vagaries of climate, soil, and tradition, precisely 
because it remains basically outside the world-economy. As one commentator 
stressed: "Despite the idyllic image that many people have of the country 
side, the great majority of the world's peasants are in a state of culture shock 
produced by the hard conditions of rural life." 5 

A third proposition refers to immigration. Scholars have viewed migrations 
nearly universally as phenomena of crisis. Religious or political persecution, 
misharvests, socio-economic dislocations, or demographic pressures supposedly 
mark the background-world of people on the move. Migration is understood, 
in the phrase of an often repeated textbook cliché, as an effort of people to 

[ 7 7 ]  



better themselves, as the leaving of a world of bondage for a land of unfettered 
freedom.6 

A fourth problem relates to the religious movement called Pietism, under- 
stood here not as a general term, but as a historical phenomenon of the years 
1670 to 1750.7 Denominational orthodoxies as well as proponents of empirical 
rationality have called especially Pietism's radical forms Schwärmerei, that is 
a sort of sentimentality in the religious domain, often fed by supposedly re- 
pressed eroticism and tied to Wayward magical, alchemical, and hermeticist 
assumptions and practices. 

A final view involves the family. A recent source books proudly announces 
that "It has been long recognized that families have histories. But that the 
family has a history is a recent discovery." In this approach the family means 
foremost "such things [!] as fertility, nuptuality, and mortality, sexual ideas 
and behavior"9 that have been reified into causally determining forces. This 
absorption of family into historical demography and sociology—both surely 
valuable subdisciplines in their own right and of long tradition—has been cele- 
brated as new and exciting.10 

Such widely held views, however, are offset by a series of less accepted propo- 
sitions. People, be they high or low, formally schooled or educated by work, 
may be perceived, first, as people of choice, not merely in the sense of motiva- 
tional calculation but of existential decision-making, understood as obedience 
to what Socrates had named the daimonion,11 Jacob Boehme the "incorporate 
ground of grace," 12 and George Fox "that inward Light."13 This implies that 
each person is endowed with an irreducible "source of being certainty" (Seins- 
gewissheit), that is with "an oracle that intimates to each 'that what ought and 
the what not'."14 Second, peasant life, that is familial agrarian pursuits only 
marginally involved with the world-economy, may be viewed not as a lower 
form of socio-economic existence, but as a viable and satisfying way of life.15 

Third, migration may be considered as not necessarily embedded in crisis, but 
rather as a constant in human affairs resulting from all sorts of positive or nega- 
tive forces.16 Fourth, Pietism in all its forms may be interpreted as neither 
better nor worse than, but merely different from, denominational orthodoxies 
or enlightenment postulates.17 The family may be seen, finally, as only con- 
textually biological, but essentially as a unit of people who shape their lives 
by personal choice within the potentialities and limitations imposed by a given 
place, time, and tradition as well as by the irreducible imperative at the core 
of each given individuality.17 The following exploration will examine the data 
in the light of these two sets of propositions. 

The family chosen for this investigation hailed from Niederdorf, part of the 
parish Waldenburg, situated in a rather forlorn side valley of the back country 
of the Canton of Basel which in 1501 had become a member of the Swiss Con- 
federacy of semi-independent states.18 When this family left for Pennsylvania 
in 1736, it consisted of nine people: The parents Theodor or Durs Thommen, 
age 57, and Margareth, his wife, born Rickenbacher, age 55; the daughter 
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Catharina, age 34; the son Martin, age 32, accompanied by Barbara, his wife, 
born Mohler, age 36, and their small child Johannes; the son Johann Jakob, 
age 28; the son Durs, Jr., age 25; and, finally, Anna, age 16.19 

Historians sometimes state that "ordinary" people have left no or only few 
traces beyond what parish or civil registers preserved, but that numerical 
analysis rescues their history with reliable precision.20 The claim is question- 
able. Take, for instance, the emigrant lists presented by William John Hinke 
in Pennsylvania German Pioneers 21 or the Adolph Gerber lists of Basel emi- 
grants to the North American British colonies between 1734 and 1794:22 A 
methodical search will yield fragment after fragment for many, if not most of 
those listed, surely insufficient for full comprehension, yet granting revealing 
insight into the lives of those people.23 

The fragments left by the Thommens, for example, include personal letters, 
parish and governmental records, details about property transfers, and descrip- 
tions of observers. They are widely scattered in archives of Basel, South Ger- 
many, and Pennsylvania and highlight not only personal aspects, but also 
social and religious conditions of their time. This paper, however, will not ex- 
plore the Thommen's full story, but one aspect only, the nature and context of 
their choices. First their decision to emigrate shall be scrutinized, then their 
various choices at destination be portrayed. 

II 
On January 2, 1736, Niclaus Geymüller, bailiff of Waldenburg, informed the 

Basel authorities that Durs Thommen of Niederdorf and Christen Thommen 
and the Elder Schmitt of Oberdorf "were willing, if they could get the necessary 
permission, to remove with wives and children, also all their belongings, to Phila- 
delphia, allegedly a kind of province or city in Pennsylvania." 24 They would, 
of course, the bailiff explained, have their plans publicly announced according 
to custom, pay all outstanding debts as well as the removal tax—it was ten 
percent for going permanently abroad and five percent of the assessed property 
for leaving to another part of the Confederacy25—although the petitioners 
would be grateful if the tax could be waived or at least significantly reduced. 

The bailiff then reported in some tortured prose: 
As for the reasons that led these subjects to such a decision, they complain mainly 
that it was quite impossible, given the quite dear present times and that they had 
to pay such high interest on the money they had borrowed, just to draw the nec- 
essary sustenance from their properties because these were in good part quite 
rough and could be cultivated only with much expense and effort and because 
they had to pay the large interest they owed on borrowed capital as well as the 
mortgage and the tithe. 
To their grown children, furthermore, who in place of men and maidservants 
worked their fields which they themselves because of their fairly advanced age 
could not till anymore, they did not pay a cent in recompense, wherefore their 
children, some of whom were married, but had received little or nothing with their 
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spouses, did not want to stay with them under these conditions since they could 
not see anything else before them than that they could not only not save anything 
for their old age and their children, but also saw the parental property and wealth 
diminish from day to day which could not provide for all their needs and necessary 
interest.26 

The bailiff's statement is not easily interpreted. Taken at face value it seems 
to imply some creeping economic crisis, a gradual improverishment or, rather, 
threat of impoverishment of quite well-to-do people who had decided to re- 
move to Pennsylvania therefore, where fertile land was reported to be plenti- 
ful and for the having. On leaving in 1736, the Thommens had an assessed 
wealth of 3497 Basel pounds;27 eleven months after their departure they were 
to purchase "eighty miles from Philadelphia," as Durs Thommen wrote, "a 
place of 350 acres with two houses and barns, . . .  6 horses, 2 colts, 15 heads 
of cattle and about 35 sacks of oats, 46 sacks of wheat, 25 sacks of rye and 23 
sacks of Indian corn" for 2700 Basel or 360 Pennsylvania pounds.28 

On March 11, 1736/37, furthermore, Durs Thommen petitioned the "Hon- 
ourable President and Council of the Province of Pennsylvania . . .  in behalf 
of himself and others." The immigrants explained that, "having disposed of 
their old Household Goods and Utensils, which were very bulky, at their 
coming down the Rhine, for a very small quantity of new ones of the same 
kind, they were laden on board the Ship Princess Augusta at Rotterdam.' 
These goods, however, had been confiscated on arrival in Philadelphia on 
September 15, 1736, as illegal imports. That "very small quantity," of which 
Durs Thommen wrote, included however no less than "thirty stoves, five hundred 
and ninety six scythes, one hundred and three large . . . strawknives, twenty 
seven stewpans, . . . two dozen scissors, . . . two dozen and a half tobacco pipes, 
. . . three dozen spectacles" and many more such diverse items.29 

What shall one make of all this? The family clearly did not face an imme- 
diate economic crisis, but harbored a sense of possible future economic decline 
due to high taxes and interest rates. On January 10, 1735, the government had 
indeed fixed the interest rate at a five percent minimum and had assigned 
severe penalties for any transgression or circumvention.30 Yet the city's hinter- 
land was on the whole not oppressively ruled; the bailiff was the city govern- 
ment's sole representative, and local matters were in the hands of the local 
inhabitants.31 The Thommens clearly represented the "self-assured peasant" 
who liked his calling as tiller of the soil and cherished his "God-given place in 
the world order;"32 yet they weighed their economic future and took such 
measures that reveal imaginative foresight. 

The sources intimate that they had considered at least three options. They 
could stay at home in the hope of warding off a possible erosion of their economic 
status; they could decide to go to South Carolina, a province for which a Jean 
Pierre Purry (1675-1736) had launched a vigorous campaign, especially by his 
widely read pamphlet The Now in the New World Merrily and Without Home- 
Sickness Living Swiss;33 or they could, finally, go to Penn's province that had 
also become fairly well known in the Basel region.34 
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Shortly after arriving in Pennsylvania, Durs Thommen wrote to a friend: 

As far as Carolina is concerned, do not believe the little book of lies—the Lugen- 
buechlein—[of Purry] as to anything, because I have talked with honest Swiss 
people who have told me that there was in that country no other bread not even 
in Carl Stadt except from flower that had come from Pennsylvania. They had 
travelled 150 miles inland, but had been unable to get any bread; had baked Indian 
corn, rice and meat. It had been very hot there so that almost everything had dried 
out from the heat.35 

Also Hans Jakob warned in one of his letters: "There is in Carolina very rotten 
land, no decent fruit grows there, one must get wheat from Pennsylvania, other- 
wise they do not have any good bread." 36 

But why did the Thommens reject the first option in favor of the second 
that involved much uncertainty also and serious risk taking? The sources do 
not grant any insight but intimate that besides economic considerations very 
different forces had come into play which guided the family to Penn's province. 

Among the governmental papers on "Pietists, Separatists 1595-1785" is a 
report dated October 18, 1732, signed by Reverend Gürtler, pastor of the parish 
of Waldenburg. He had written it in response to a request from the ecclesiastical 
authorities to assess "the situation in his entrusted parish as to pietism or much 
rather separatism." Pastor Gürtler could report "thank God, that, as far as he 
knew, no such dangerous conventicula had been held in his parish nor had any 
such person that would give cause for such separatismo ascended his pulpit." 
There were, however, "some suspicious" people among his parishioners: "Jacob 
Meyer's wife of Oberdorf, then Margaretha Thoman, together with her daughter 
Cäthrina of Niederdorf." Although they did occasionally attend church, they 
"had stayed away from the Lord's Supper for quite some time and had joined 
such conventicles fairly industriously." Although they had been apologetic about 
it, the pastor stressed that most of it "could not make the mark with him;" yet 
he could not claim "that they were leading a godless life." 37 

In 1736, furthermore, the bailiff of Waldenburg had given quite a negative 
report on the Thommens so that the secular authorities felt compelled to ask 
the assembly of leading clergymen to pass judgment on the bailiff's "gravamina 
and remonstrances" against them. Their reply was quite brief and they denied 
jurisdiction for three reasons: They claimed, first, that the bailiff's report did 
not contain "a trace of items pertaining to religious matters;" they stressed, 
second, that their pastor had made no accusations whatever against them; third, 
they observed, "we are very much aware that in the newly built city of Phila- 
delphia in Pennsylvania, an English colony, all Protestant religions, including 
the Reformed, had their performance and practice."38 

This verdict is noteworthy in view of a 1742 entry in the "Ephrata Register: 
Names of Such as in the Lord Fell Asleep." It reads: 

Thoma (Tomasin), Sister Catharina . . . she was a loving soul, had in Switzerland 
much persecution experienced for God's sake.39 
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Historians prone to viewing emigration as a phenomenon of crisis will cite such 
a statement as proof of religious persecution of a pietistically inclined woman. 
Yet the response of the churchmen shows little of the supposed narrowness and 
denominationalism, but rather a latudinarian attitude comparable to that 
dominant in Penn's province. 

A postscript to the report of the ecclesiastical authorities, dated January 4, 
1736, strengthens this view. Hieronymus Burckhardt, the Antistes or chief 
ecclesiastic of the Basel Church, stated that the clergymen had not met with 
the petitioners; but that 

Durs Thommen, one of these people, had announced himself to me, the Antistes; 
with whom I have had an extensive talk about religion and especially those points 
in which Anabaptists, Quakers, differ from us; who, however, declared for himself 
and his companion Christen Schäublin, that he was totally devoted to our Re- 
formed Religion, and that he found in it not the least scruple, the same as his 
companion. They had always partaken in the Lord's Supper.40 

It seems that Durs Thommen was genuinely at home in the Reformed faith; he 
was certainly respected by the Basel authorities who were to rely on his reports 
from Pennsylvania and also accepted various attests he later wrote in behalf 
of fellow-emigrants.41 But how did Margareth Thommen, the mother, and 
the daughter Catharina influence the decision to emigrate? The sources do not 
allow a clear answer. It is certain, however, that both had been deeply touched 
by the Pietist movement and had known one of its most powerful proponents 
in Switzerland. The chronicle of the Ephrata community contains the follow- 
ing cryptic comment: "That is what a pious preacher in Switzerland named 
Lucius had advised when they took leave, namely that they were going to a 
country where there were many sects, but that they should keep close to the 
one that was most despised."42 The Reformed preacher Samuel Lutz (1674- 
1750)43 was the leading Pietist of the Bernese region, whereas Reverend Hie- 
ronymus d'Annone (1697-1770) 44 was the leading Pietist clergyman of the Basel 
Church. Both were the kind of pastors whom Reverend Gütler had been loath 
to admit to the pulpit of Waldenburg. Some of the Thommens had however 
dealings with both and kept in touch with d'Annone after their emigration.45 

In the light of the available sources it is impossible to determine how far 
the Thommen's decision to emigrate had been based on the desire for a safer 
economic future, and how far the separatist leanings of Margaretha and Cath- 
arina had provided the main force. Later events intimate, however, that spiritual 
values had outweighed material considerations. 

III 
At the very time when the Thommens purchased their homestead from a 

Johann Meili 46 in 1737, a monastic community was forming in their vicinity. It 
was led by Johann Conrad Beissel (1690-1768) who in 1715 at age 25 had 
experienced an awakening that led him into various Pietist circles. Eventually 
he joined the Brethren, gathered around Alexander Mack (1679-1735) ,48 and 
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followed them to America in the autumn of 1720. After some years, however, 
Beissel withdrew from the Brethren, proclaimed the Sabbath as the Day of the 
Lord,49 advocated celibacy,50 and began the life of a hermit. In 1737 he gathered 
his followers into a monastic community that soon attracted many followers. 
Among them was Johannes Meili who had sold his homestead to the Thommens 
in order to join the new community, named Ephrata, as Brother Amos.51 The 
various members of the Thommen family responded differently to Ephrata's 
challenge. 

In 1742 Anna Thommen sent a letter to her "dear worthy friend" Hieronymus 
d'Annone who in 1739 had accepted the pastorate of Anna's home parish Walden- 
burg. "My brothers in the flesh have departed from our community," she 
lamented, "although they are not against it."52 She referred to Martin, her 
oldest, and to Durs, her youngest brother. Both had their farms adjacent to 
that of their parents and opted to continue their accustomed life. They rejected 
celibacy and remained members of the Reformed faith. Durs, Jr., if the printed 
record is to be trusted, served in the so-called French-Indian War and held 
minor political office such as that of overseer of the poor in Heidelberg Town- 
ship.53 

Anna Thommen, in contrast, as the Chronicon Ephratense proudly notes, 
"was the first in the family to be chosen—die erste in der Familie, die in die 
Wahl kam—and in the blossom of her youth entered the sisters' convent." 34 

The Chronicon praised her as a "finely built, proportioned persons," endowed 
with "beautiful gifts of nature" and an exquisite voice.55 As Sister Tabea she 
soon gained the confidence of Vorsteher Beissel and assisted him especially in 
the important Singarbeit, the creation of sacred hymns when song had found 
an ever more important place in Beissel's evolving theology that strove towards 
the mystical union with the divine and the reconstitution of all things.56 Anna's 
spirituality remained however rooted in the Reformed tradition. Her compo- 
sitions reveal hardly a trace of Beissel's theosophist cosmology, but celebrate 
the Lord's kindness who asks his chosen to suffer many trials, but will reward 
them with eternal bliss. In one of her hymns Anna praised God as the "Great 
Heavenly King" and implored him to call many more into the fold of the chosen 
until "the number had been reached which the Lamb has decided upon." "O 
Du herrlich-schöne Pracht, in des Lammes Niedertracht," she exclaimed, "O 
Thou glorious-beautiful Splendor, in the Lamb's Debasement!" And she con- 
cluded: 

I will count my steps 
Everywhere in the Cross' Valley 
And choose nothing else otherwise 
But to stay among the number 
That is called twelve times twelve thousand 
Of those who have been drawn to the other world. 
And there, after so many trials, will I 
Praise God without time and end.57 
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A letter Anna wrote to Reverend d'Annone contains mainly news about her 
family. "It would take too many words to tell," she commented, "how an un- 
usual turn of mind and community had been born out of the witness of God's 
Holy Spirit. I would not know how to write it, but my spiritual brothers can 
surely give a better report."58 Yet later in the letter she summarized her 
spiritual outlook in these words: 

The foolishness of man in these our times is so great that almost nobody asks about 
God anymore, and nearly everyone lives in the security of the flesh. 
But blessed are those souls that learn to know the blindness of the heart and keep 
away from all falseness and sham; they will be able to prevail even when fear and 
terror sweep all of the earth. Meanwhile I am on guard and serve my God who 
has drawn me away from the world's vanity and life's lusts, to the praise of His 
Eternal Name.59 

Soon after, this "humble disciple of Christ," as she called herself at the end 
of her letter, underwent a severe test of her spiritual choice. The solitary 
brethren had purchased an indentured servant, named Daniel Scheibly, prob- 
ably an emigrant from the Canton of Bern.60 Anna and Daniel fell in love, 
exchanged secret letters and, finally, announced their intention to marry. The 
community was shocked. "Sister Tabea has thrown oil her yoke," the Chronicon 
commented. The brethren confronted her with the inquiry "why she had 
seduced their servant" whom they had hoped eventually to admit to the 
Brotherhood. They also demanded that she pay them the amount they had 
spent on his purchase, but "for conscience's sake they . . . cancelled her debt in 
the end." The Chronicon then reported the following scene: 

Finally the day of her marriage had arrived; a house-father was to officiate. As 
she now stood before him, in the dress of a house-mother after having put off the 
garment of the order, and the time had come to be married, the Vorsteher called 
her in a special way, received her again unto his tutelage, then she gave leave to 
her bridegroom and reentered the house of the sisters. 

Daniel Scheibly left the order, but Anna did penance with many bitter tears 
so that her name was changed from Tabea to "Anastasia which means someone 
resurrected from the dead." She renewed her efforts in choir work. When the 
sisters decided to quit singing after one of Vorsteher Beissel's enraged out- 
bursts, Sister Anastasia secretly took over the task of choir master, then sur- 
prised the community by leading the choir in singing one of her new compo- 
sitions, "God, we come to meet Thee, in five voices performed, which received 
such a reception in the Lager that everybody had his or her name entered 
in the choirs."61 

Anna remained at Ephrata for some thirty years. But the world beckoned 
once more. After Conrad Beissel's death on July 6, 1768, Sister Anastasia 
undertook ever longer journeys and, finally, left the community.62 On August 
27, 1771, she made a third major choice: She married the well-to-do John 
Wister, the 1727 immigrant from Heidelberg, Germany, whom the Thommens 
had befriended thirty-five years earlier on reaching Philadelphia in the fall of 
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1736. Anna was to die seven years later at age 59 and was buried in the Quaker 
cemetery.63 

Margareth Thommen, the mother, as well as the daughter Catharina had also 
joined the solitary sisters, but both died in 1742, Catharina in June, Margareth 
in December. "Catrina was ill for eight days only," Anna reported to d'Annone, 
"but she had been afflicted very hard in body and soul, yes so to speak in very 
difficult and great temptations because she sensed that she had to die in the 
half of her days." But finally she passed away "blissfully in quiet peace, and 
mother no less. . . . Both had greatly treasured the pure virginal life." 64 

Durs Thommen, Sr., joined Ephrata, if at all, only as a lay associate and 
continued to work his farm. He was greatly respected, especially by John Peter 
Miller (1709-1796), a leading member of the brethren who called him "a serious 
lover of all souls sanctified in God." 65 In his 1737 letter to the authorities of 
Basel Durs Thommen, Sr., expressed his spirituality in these words: 

Whereas I cannot think that I will see you again with my bodily eyes, so I will hope 
nevertheless that all of you will view and see in heaven the light of life who is our 
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Yes, there will be God in Christ the Alpha and 
Omega in you, the beginning and the end. Yes He will be the One and the All, and 
you will enjoy it very highly for eternity and without end. Halleluja, Amen. So 
be it, that I wish from the bottom of my heart.66 

Hans Jacob, the second son of the Thommens, had chosen yet another path. 
In 1738 the four Eckerling brothers had joined the Ephrata community. They 
followed a religiosity quite different from that of Vorsteher Beissel or John 
Peter Miller, yet the precise source of their outlook has not yet been deter- 
mined. Despite some similarities with the Mystic Order of Freemasons, no 
direct link has been established.67 The "Egyptian" orientation and the tone of 
their pronouncements allow the conjecture that they may have been immersed 
in the writings of Hermes Trismegistus whose work had appeared in a German 
version in 1706 as Erkenntnis der Natur und des darin sich offenbarenden 
Gottes.68 Hans Jacob seems to have been a close associate of Gabriel Eckerling 
who served as "Perfect Master" during the first 40-day retreat of the Zionitic 
Brotherhood. Benedict Juchli from Kirchenthurnen, Canton Bern, who had 
crossed the ocean on the same boat as the Thommens, had put up the money 
so that the brotherhood could buy a tract of land, de facto outside of Beissel's 
jurisdiction, and build there a unique structure called Zion. It was three stories 
high, with one large room on the groundfloor to serve as refectory; the second 
floor was a round, windowless chamber with a lamp-pedestal in the center to- 
ward which thirteen cots were arranged like rays in a circular fashion; the third 
floor was a plain room of eighteen square feet with an oval window at each 
cardinal point.69 

The Eckerlings had first hoped to build Zion near the Cocalico in the valley, 
but Vorsteher Beissel had insisted that it be built on a hill. "By this the spirit 
of wonders indicated from the very beginning," commented the Chronicon, "that 
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the Brotherhood would at first build its structure on the heights of reason, and 
thus soar aloft until at length by a great storm they would be cast down into 
the valley; all of which was afterwards fulfilled to the minutest detail." 70 

Hans Jacob Thommen and Benedict Juchli were both among the thirteen 
brethren who in May 1738 locked themselves into Zion for forty days, devoting 
daily six hours to silent reflection, three to common prayer, nine to the study 
and practice of mystic ritual, and six to "communion among themselves look- 
ing towards the regaining of the lost ineffable word."71 Unfortunately no 
account has surfaced that would reveal Hans Jacob's faith after he had joined 
the Zionitic Brotherhood. His stay was to be only very brief. In mid-1739 he 
fell suddenly ill and died, aged only 81. He had chosen the most radical Pietist 
path that led him furthest from the faith of his youth. 

We now must briefly return to Martin Thommen, the oldest son, to his wife 
Barbara and their son Johannes. On May 25, 1767, the Wöchentliche Philadel- 
phische Staatsbote announced that Martin Thommen "had decided to depart 
from here in four weeks and to return to his fatherland." He wanted his country- 
men to know that he was willing to take letters along for half a crown each.72 

By the fall of 1767 Martin and his people were indeed back in Waldenburg 
after 31 years. Why did he and his people take this step? The known sources 
do not provide an answer. It is perhaps significant, however, that after three 
decades Martin still spoke of the Basel region as his "fatherland." After review- 
ing various possibilities he had decided to purchase the homestead "Cholmatt," 
a fairly substantial property located within the jurisdiction of the parish of 
Zyfen.73. 

But then things changed once more. The bailiff Carl Kündig distrusted the 
returners and viewed them as secret emigration agents; thus he watched their 
every move. He also summoned those who had visited with the Thommens in 
order to cross-examine them. Among them was the blacksmith Michael Vogt 
who had applied for permission to leave for Pennsylvania: 

Q. What did the Thommens say about the New Land? 
A. He (the deponent) had asked about his relatives there, to which Johannes an- 

swered that they were in good health; he, deponent, then asked whether he 
would return again to the New Land . . .  To which the old Thommen replied 
that he was too old; the young Thommen, however, had said he did not know 
whether he wanted to go or not, he had not yet made up his mind. 

Q. Did the Thommens encourage him to emigrate ? 
A. The Thommens had rather made him hesitant about it than encouraged him: 

Die Thommens haben es ihme ehnders erlaydet als ihne darzuo angefrischt.74 

In the end, the bailiff's attitude was so bothersome that the Thommens decided 
to leave his domain, but their destination has remained unknown. They went 
possibly down the Rhine and settled somewhere in Baden-Württemberg.76 

IV 
What light do the decisions the Thommens made in their life time throw on 

the interpretive issues raised above? 
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First, the Thommens came undoubtedly from a so-called traditional society 
but their behavior conforms neither to the claims made by traditionalism nor 
by modernity. They simply followed their own paths which made them at 
times conform to the traditions of their age, at times choose radical innova- 
tion. None seems to have been unduly awed by constituted authority. Durs 
Thommen discussed matters of faith with Antistes Burckhardt with remarkable 
ease, corresponded with Hieronymus d'Annone, a leading Pietist clergman 
as with an equal, and wrote to members of the Basel government in a factual 
self-assured, respectful, yet by no means submissive manner. His wife opted 
for the life of a solitary sister without any known interference from her hus- 
band, although it meant the de facto dissolution of their marriage. The children 
too, chose quite separate paths, yet the sources do not indicate the least parental 
pressure on their decisions. Also Martin's son felt apparently totally free to 
decide for himself whether to stay in Europe or to return to Pennsylvania. 

Second, the Thommens were surely peasant folk, but neither Durs, Sr., nor 
his sons Martin or Durs, Jr., showed any desire to escape the farmer's lot. They 
were certainly astute in economic matters, but "individual gain was not the 
driving force behind their actions." 76 The documents rather intimate a firm and 
proud commitment to the Alemannic farming way of life that granted them a 
good measure of economic independence as well as personal satisfaction. 

Third, the Thommens were certainly emigrants and three of them were also 
returners who then moved on to unknown destinations. Yet they were in no 
way simply victims of immediate crisis. Rather, the establishment of Penn- 
sylvania and South Carolina as regions for white settlement had expanded their 
perimeter of choice. Letters of previous emigrants, reports of returners, and 
advertisements of entrepreneurs like Jean Pierre Furry had presented them with 
additional economic and religious options for the construction of their lives. 
They made use of them in partly similar, in partly quite different fashion in 
conformity with their own individual propensities. 

Fourth, the Thommens were surely Pietists, except for Martin and Durs, 
Jr., who remained content with their accustomed Reformed faith. The other 
followed various forms of Pietism, but none deserves the label Schwärmer 
Durs, Sr., stayed within the Reformed Church like his friend, the Reverend 
d'Annone, Margareth, his spouse, and their daughters Catharina and Anna 
however, chose separatism and adopted the solitary life, although their religiosity 
remained in outlook close to that of the South German and Swiss Reformed 
tradition. Only Hans Jacob joined a most radical branch, the Zionitic brother- 
hood, and immersed himself in its Hermetic, Rosicrucian, or gnostic theosophy. 

Fifth, the Thommens were surely a close-knit family, but do not conform to 
the postulated demographic patterns of the preindustrial family. Durs, Sr., 
and Margareth had six children, one of whom died in infancy.77 Martin had one 
son only, Durs, Jr., possibly seven children;78 the others died without issue. The 
life spans also varied: Durs, Sr., died at age 70, Durs, Jr., at age 65; Martin was 
64 of age according to the last known source that refers to him; Margareth, 
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the mother, reached age 61, Anna 59, Catharina 40, and Hans Jacob 31.79 Prop- 
erty rights, furthermore, seem to have been shared equally between Durs and 
his spouse Margareth, and after their passing between Martin, Durs, Jr., and 
Anna.80 The sources reveal, finally, not a trace of either parental or male 
authoritarianism, but simply men and women of independent views and actions. 
One may object that the Thommens were a quite unusual family, the exception 
that proves the rule. An inquiry into a host of other emigrant lives reveals how- 
ever that they were not unique as to their independent decision-making, but 
rather as to the relative wealth of available and known data. The portrait of the 
Thommens, sketched here merely from the angle of their decisions, shows that 
they simply shared the basic human condition that remains at the center of 
historical humanistic analysis: They were lodged between the spiritual and 
the mundane, between interdependence and individuality, between the trends 
of their time and their personal calling. Their varied decisions cannot be re- 
duced to either economic, social, religious or phychological forces. Within the 
common context of time and place they each remained ineffably people of 
choice. 
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"Durß Thommen, Dursen Sohn und Margareth Kickenbacherin, Inf. Hanß." 
78 Egle, Dauphin and Lebanon, 602. 
79 See appendix for documentary base. 
80 See above, note 46. 

[93]  



APPENDIX 
Genealogical Data of the Family of Durs Thommen of Niederdorf Near 

Waldenburg, Canton Basel-Land 

PARENTS 
Durs Thommen:     b.* 1679, September 211 

m.   1701, April 19 2 
d.   17493 

Margareth, born Rickenbacher:      
b.   1681, September 114 
m.   1701, April 19 2 
d.   1742, December5 

CHILDREN 
1 Catharina: b.   1702, March 14 6 

unmarried 
d.   1742, June5 

2 Martin: b.   1704, April 27 7 
m.    1729, August 16 8 
d. ? (returned to Switzerland 1767)9 

Barbara, born Mohler: 
b.    1700, February 1810 
m.   1729, August 16 8 
d. ? (returned to Switzerland 1767)9 

Johannes, son of Martin and Barbara: 
b.   1730? 
m.    ? (in Pennsylvania) 
d.    ? (returned to Switzerland 1767)9 

3 Hans Jacob: b.   1708, January 1 11 

unmarried 
d.   1739, June, at Ephrata 12 

4 Durs, Jr.: b.   1711, October 18 13 
m.    ? (in Pennsylvania): Regina 14 

d.   before March 13,1775 14 
5 Hans: b.   1714, February 1315 

d.    ? (in infancy?) 
6 Anna: b.   172016 

m.   1771, August 27 17 

d.   177818 

* b = baptized. 
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Notes to Appendix * 
1 Staatsarchiv Basel-Land (hereafter cited as StABL), Kirchenakten E 9, Waldenburg/St. 

Peter 1 (1660-1735), p. 298. Durs. (Durst, Dorst) derives from Theodore. 
2 Ibid., p. 36. 
3 Julius F. Sachse, The German Sectarians of Pennsylvania 1742-1800, Vol. 2 (Philadelphia, 

1900), p. 487. 
4 StABL, Kirchenakten E 9, Bothenfluh 2a (1675-1751), p. 30. 
5 Letter of Anna Thommen, Universitätsbibliothek Basel, Nachlass d'Annone F II, No. 921. 

printed in Leo Schelbert, "Von der Macht des Pietismus," Busier Zeitschrift für Geschichte und 
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