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Halfway Round the World 
By Douglas Fricke 
 
Even before the age of twenty, Joseph Hemann was planning to emigrate to America. While he was a 
student in Osnabrück in the Kingdom of Hanover, his decision to leave was probably influenced by the 
many stories floating around about peace and prosperity in the land of unlimited opportunities.[1] He 
always had a special interest in current events and in the founding of the new American Republic. 
 
His parents, Johann and Maria Hemann, lived with their children in the small village of Ösede, five miles 
south of Osnabrück. Joseph, who was born in 1816, was sent as a teenager to Osnabrück, where he 
received an excellent education at the Gymnasium Carolinum, one of the oldest and most celebrated 
schools in northern Europe.[2] He acquired a thorough knowledge of Latin, Greek, French, and English as 
well as mathematics and the history of the church. 
 
Joseph had talked about his plans for years and decided to interrupt his education and make the move. 
His parents had hoped he would find a vocation in the church and although they disapproved of his 
plans, they eventually acquiesced and purchased his ticket to America.[3] 
 
 Springtime departure  
In the early 1800s merchants from the city of Bremen had established a trading link with Baltimore, 
Maryland through the port of Bremerhaven. Just north of Bremen on the coast of the North Sea, 
Bremerhaven became Europe’s number one port of embarkation in the nineteenth century.[4] Ships 
would arrive from Baltimore loaded with fresh Maryland tobacco and return to the New World 
overloaded with European immigrants.[5] Joseph made preparations for his departure from this port. 
 
In the spring of 1837, the sailing vessel Favorite was one of many ships at Bremerhaven waiting for the 
ice to break up so they could safely begin their journeys. On the first of May, with Joseph onboard, the 
Favorite left Bremerhaven for the long and tedious voyage across the North Atlantic. 
 
During the first leg of the journey, while departing the North Sea by way of the English Channel, the food 
rations were still relatively fresh and plentiful. But once they entered the open ocean it was another 
four thousand miles to the Chesapeake Bay. Spending at least six weeks at sea in cramped and 
unhealthful conditions was certainly not a pleasure cruise, but the passengers entertained themselves 
during the best days with music and singing to lift their spirits. 
 
When they arrived on the East Coast of North America, where the major seaports are tucked away in 
protected harbors, their first glimpse of America’s shores was the low-lying coastline. They sailed along 
the coast and when they came upon the entrance to the Chesapeake Bay, the Favorite still needed to 
reach the harbor at Baltimore, over one hundred and fifty miles to the north. The final leg of the trip 
must have seemed endless and the crew and weary passengers were no doubt eager for the journey to 
end. 
 
As the Favorite sailed slowly up the wide and shallow bay, with a constant danger of running aground, 
the ancient Calvert Cliffs which dominate the western shoreline for thirty miles came into view. At the 
top of the bay they could see the stone walls of Fort McHenry, which became famous in 1814 during the 
Battle of Baltimore when the Americans forced the invading British fleet to retreat. Joseph had studied 
American history and was well aware of the events that had taken place there. He recalled the poem 



about “the rockets’ red glare” and was once again warmed with a love of freedom and republican 
institutions. 
 
Safe arrival  
The Favorite finally arrived in Baltimore on Monday, July 3, 1837. Although Joseph and his fellow 
passengers fully expected to be on solid ground by nightfall or first thing in the morning, they soon 
received disappointing news. Local health regulations required them to stay onboard until the 
quarantine officer made his inspection but since it was the Fourth of July weekend, the officer would not 
come aboard until Wednesday at the earliest. 
 
Baltimore was a busy harbor with more than one overloaded ship of unwelcome immigrants waiting for 
inspection. But during their extended stay onboard the Favorite the passengers were rewarded with an 
excellent view of the celebrations in the illuminated city. They witnessed a spectacular display of 
fireworks, an event that Joseph would remember for the rest of his life. 
 
After the inspection, the Favorite docked at the piers in Fell’s Point where the immigrants disembarked. 
Some continued their travels further into the heartland while others remained in the city. Joseph had a 
different plan. He fully intended to continue his education in the New World but he was uncertain as to 
where that would be. The first school he wanted to visit was located about sixty-five miles northwest of 
Baltimore in nearby Emmitsburg. 
 
While he was a student back home, his counselors may have suggested Mount St. Mary's College in 
Emmitsburg, the second Catholic college in America, as one of the options for continuing his education. 
He may also have heard about Mount St. Mary's during a visit to the Cathedral of the Assumption[6] in 
downtown Baltimore. In any case, visiting Emmitsburg was likely the end of his definite plans. 
 
After a short stay in Baltimore, Joseph traveled through the town of Frederick and then north to Mount 
St. Mary’s to meet with Mr. Caspar Beleké to present his credentials and discuss his situation. Beleké 
was an author[7] and professor of the German language and literature at the college. He was impressed 
with Joseph’s school records and advised him to go to Cincinnati, Ohio, where he might continue his 
studies at the Athenæum, the first Catholic institution of higher learning in the Northwest Territory. 
 
Beleké knew two alumni from Mount St. Mary’s who had transferred to Cincinnati. From 1830 to 1833, 
Mount St. Mary’s was presided over by the Rev. John B. Purcell, who was now the bishop of Cincinnati.[8] 

Since he also knew Dr. Joshua M. Young, the current prefect of studies at the Athenæum,[9] Beleké 
prepared a scholarly letter of recommendation for Joseph, wished him the best of luck, and sent him on 
his way. 
 
Part-time employment  
In July 1837, an article in the Baltimore Sun reported that one hundred and thirty miles of the 
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal were completed from Washington to Hancock, a small town about twenty 
miles west of Hagerstown, Maryland. More than three thousand laborers, mostly European immigrants, 
were paid from $1.12 to $1.31 per day. 
 
The canal, begun in 1828, was primarily for the transportation of coal and bulk agricultural products 
from the new inland regions west of the Alleghenies, products vital to the continuing prosperity of cities 
such as Baltimore and Washington. A series of short canals and locks were planned to circumvent the 
stretches of the Potomac River that were difficult to navigate and to bypass the Great Falls of the 
Potomac and other smaller rapids. 
 
Reflecting on his discussion with Beleké, Joseph began planning his adventure to cross the mountains 
and travel down the Ohio River to Cincinnati. He found himself in need of temporary employment to 



save enough money for transportation. Since the C&O Canal Company was hiring construction workers, 
Joseph accepted a manual labor position working on the canal in the Hagerstown area. 
 
He worked for a month and if he was earning not much more than a dollar a day, his monthly earnings 
would have been about thirty dollars. For comparison, four dollars would buy a ticket for a stagecoach 
ride[10] across the mountains from Cumberland, Maryland to Wheeling, in present day West Virginia. 
 
Meanwhile the C&O canal was not even completed as far as Cumberland and never reached the Ohio 
River. By the early 1850s though, the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad began carrying passengers across the 
Alleghenies, but of course that was years too late for Joseph. 
 
Crossing the mountains  
With Cincinnati as his destination, the best option for Joseph in 1837 was to travel on the Cumberland 
Road, later called the National Road, which had been completed in 1818 as far as Wheeling. Strategically 
located on the Ohio River, Wheeling then served as the nation’s primary route to the heartland with 
travelers arriving not only by way of the Cumberland Road but also from Pittsburgh upriver. 
 
With his savings from the canal job, Joseph purchased a one-way ticket to Wheeling and joined a large 
emigrant train of mountain wagons. Since he was the only one in the group who could speak English, 
Joseph acted as the interpreter for the others, bought the provisions, and was held in high esteem by his 
companions. He enjoyed the mountainous scenery as their horse-drawn wagons ascended the long 
steady grades on the eastern slopes of the Alleghenies, especially near the summit of Big Savage 
Mountain.[11] 
 
Ohio riverboat trip  
Once they crossed the mountains to Wheeling, Joseph and some of the others boarded a riverboat to 
continue their travels down the Ohio River to Cincinnati, known as the “Queen City.” Transportation on 
the inland rivers had just recently been improved with the invention of the steamboat, and trips from 
Wheeling to the Queen City were scheduled daily. 
 
According to the The Emigrants' Hand-Book from 1850, which provided a chart of the steamboat routes 
on the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, the distance from Wheeling to Cincinnati on the river was 392 
miles.[12] The scenery along the winding river was magnificent with dense forests and cliffs from one to 
two hundred feet in height. The ride on the riverboat lasted only a few days and our travelers landed 
safely at the port of Cincinnati on October 7, 1837. 
 
After a long, eventful five months, Joseph Hemann had traveled halfway round the world. From Ösede 
to Bremerhaven, to Baltimore and Wheeling, from Cincinnati’s riverfront to the Athenæum, he arrived 
at his journey’s end. Within two years he met and married a girl from Belgium and together they raised 
eleven children in Cincinnati. Mr. Hemann went on to become a prominent newspaper publisher and 
banker — a notable representative of Ohio’s successful German-American citizens. 
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