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rom Russia with courage 

Family answers America's call 
y Marie Doty 

Beaco~News 
"Times were so bad, the dogs were not safe anymore.'' Cather

ne Wetler begins. "I've seen this in my lifetime and I still shud
er." 
At 71, the· North Aurora woman walks. moves, like a woman 

half her age. 
"My family always walked proud." she acknowledges. "And we 

were always proud of what we had ... or of what little we had." 
It is this pride and an unswerving faith in God which enabled 

her family to endure, to survive, the night from Russia and the 
Bolsheviks more than 60 years ago. 

Weller pulls up a chair, folds her arms on the kitchen table and 
glances around the comfortable breakfast room as if to assure 
hersel f her world is st ill in its place. 

"My father - George Heinrich - came to the United States 
when he was young," she begins her story. "He worked and saved 
his money and sent for his wife Barbara. 

"They must have lived here for 15 years and three children 

were born. My brother George, who was 12 when they decided 
return to Russia, my brother Frank, who was 4 - and me. I w 
1 1;2 years old when we left." 

The village to which the family returned was Josefstall. a settl 
ment of German people. Josefstall cannot be found on Russi· 
maps today. Weller recalls only that it was near the Volga Rive 
a river that winds down to the Caspian Sea. 

And the family would have gone back in 1912 or 1913. a fe 
y~rs before Lenin led the Bolshevik takeover of the governme 
in the October Revolution of 1917. 

"All the people in the village were Catholic." Weller say 
"There was a beautiful church in the center of town. M • fath 
had saved a little money and bought a big, beautiful home with 
summer house away from the big hou~ . 

"The summer house was cooler than the big house. We- ate 
our meals there. Some people slept in their summer houses but i 
stead my father made half the summer house into a general stor 

"Things went along just fine. We had a good business." 

Catherine Weller I A 



Catherine Weller 
was 9 and living 

in a re'fugee 
camp in Poland 

when she 
received her first 

doll. Her 
collection of 

dolls seems to 
symbolize the 

good things she 
has found in . 

America since 
her family's 

escape from 
Russia more than 

60 years ago. 
Stoff Davis photo 



Catherine Weller:-
Sometime during this period Wel

ler knows that her father served for 
a time in the Russian army - dur
ing World War I - but came home 
safely. Her mother kept the store 
going during his absence. 
•. However, her brother George 
went away to a larger city to study, 

l>ecame sick and died. And a sister, 
Josephine, was born. 
, "Then after the war the Bolshe
wiks came into our town," Weller 
'says, her hands twisting together on 
the table. "They took my father's 
house and store away from him and 
made headquarters there. 

"My father had to find a piece of 
·land and build a clay house. It was 
one fairly good room and a kitchen. 
The floor was dirt. The way we 
:Used to make it pretty was take a 
brush and make it smooth. 
: "Times were so bad. Starvation 
:was already starting. We would see 
-children walking the streets ... 
:going from house to house, begging. 
• "The Bolsheviks took anything 
•they wanted to. People never knew 
;when some Bolsheviks would come 
-along and demand something. If 
·you had a pot of soup on the stove 
.with some meat in it, they would 
take the meat and leave you with 
nothing but the broth." 

Even during these difficult days, 
her family always gathered before 
they went to bed to say the Rosary 
and to sing. 

"My parents could see things 
were going to get worse and they 
rationed food out to us," Weller 
says, drawing a deep uneven 
breath. "In the meantime my 
father wrote to his nephew in Fort 
Dodge (Iowa) telling him what was 
going on. The nephew said he would 
help get back to America. 

"My father had two horses, one 
blind and one very old. He knew the 
Bolsheviks would not want them. 
One night there was a knock on the 
door and my mother said, 'George, 
don't answer' but pe had to. 

"It was a Bolshevik looking for a 
horse. Father took him out and 
showed him the two old plugs. My 
father was a lucky man, he was· not 
~illed. The Bolshevik went to an-
9ther house and made the man 
drive him. The next day the horse 
imd wagon drove into town with the 
man tied to the wagon. His throat 
was slit." 
: Her parents built a canvas top for 
the wagon and loaded all their pos
sessions inside. 

"We all got in the wagon," Weller 
recalls, her voice faltering. "Ever
yone in town ... oh, God!·· . 

She cries softly, th~n ·wipes her 
eyes: "Everyone said 'George, 
George, George, don't go. You' ll 

,never make it! My father said 'I'll 
just give myself into the hands of 
God and he'll get rrie to America.' 

"So off he went with my li ttle 
family and five other families. We 
had to go up hills, down hills and 
across rivers . At times we had to 
push upwaros to help and times we 
had to hold back. One family had 
built a wooden top for their wagon 
and it was so heavy, it broke up in 
the first river. They had to tum 
back. 

"Our wagons got stuck in one 
river. We had to push and. we had to 
hit the horses to get out." 

The journey toward Poland 
would take almost six months, be
ginning in the early summer and , 
ending in late fall. When their food 
ran out, Catherine with her brother 
Frank and sister . Josephine would 
beg for food. 

"Sometimes doors slammed in 
our faces," she sighs. "Sometimes 
the people would give us a couple of 
potatoes or a piece of bread. 
Mother would build a little fire and 
throw the potatoes in and we would 
eat them just as they came out." 

One night Bolshevik troops rode 
near their camp and two soldiers 
came over to see the horses. They 
waved a scornful hand at the Hein
rich horses but took a pair of fine 
horses that were the only thing of 
value owned by another family. 

"The woman and the two child
ren knelt and begged the Bolsheviks 
not to take their horses," Weller 
says. "The Officers saw them (the 
family kneeling) and rode over and 



"omA1--------~-------

Weller today 
"We got cleaned up and then the 

Red Cross brought us baskets and 
baskets of sandwiches. 

"In a week or two we were 
moved to a better barracks. There 
were big rooms with showers. We 
all went in and took showers in the 
nude. It was so embarrassing to 
mother." 

The .family - or what was left of 
it - would stay here for a long 
time. Catherine's mother had to go 
to the hospital, too. (She eventually 
lost the baby, nearly dyipg.) 

"My father was taken away for a 
little while," she says. "I alone had 
to take care of my little sister." 

She tried to guard their food al
lotment but another family, not 
knowing how to stretch their own 
food supply, would steal from the 
two little girs. 

But that Christmas was a bright 

one. Her brother and father were 
back again. "The Red Cross came 
in and gave us toys and goodies that 
we had never had before in our 
lives. 

"My brother had a little mouth 
harp and I got my first doll. After 
the New Year's my mother came 
home and my father made contacts 
and we went to Frankfort, Ger
many." 

The family stayed there in a 
large, more comfortable barracks 
for a year until her father's 
nephew, also a George Heinrich, 
could arrange for their passports to 
America. Her parents worked and 
saved a little money. 

Their troubles still weren't over, 
however. 

While on the ship, a huge storm 
came up and the water somehow 
broke through the hull of the ship. 

"Water was coming in and sailors 
were running around frantically 
telling everyone to put on life
jackets. They were lowering the li
feboats but the hole was fixed and 
everything was back to normal." 

One day, Catherine ·recalls, she 
was sitting on the deck when she 
saw a man chewing away. "He 
chewed and chewed and chewed 
but he did not swallow anything. I 
told my mother about him and she 
said 'That's gum. Go get a penny 
and buy a piece of gum for yourself. 

"'Put it in your mouth but, honey, 
don't swallow it.' So I did. I chewed 
and chewed and it didn't go away. 
That's how I became acquainted 
with gum." 

And she laughs at the memory. 
"Finally, we saw land," she says 

softly. "Then we saw the Statue of 
Liberty and knew it was New York. 
That was a happy moment. 



Postscript ... 
The years following her arrival in America were not 

entirely easy for Catherine Heinrich Weller and her 
family. • 

Despite the warmth of the welcome by family and 
' friends (all immigrants from Josefstall) when they 

rea~hed Fort Dodge, Iowa, the family had to find work 
immediately. The passage over had to be repaid. 

Catherine began working long before she was legally 
old enough, giving her father every cent of her wages. 

From Iowa, the family moved to Kansas, where her 
father worked on the Santa Fe Railroad for a time. 

By the time Catherine was 15 , the family had moved 
to Aurora and she was working in the International 
Corset Shop until her age was discovered. 

She would work as a seamstress in Aurora garment 
shops for several years, often walking long distances to 
work. Eventually she found a job at All Steel, still giv
ing her father her paycheck. 

Catherine and her husband, Lawrence, married in 
1943, starting out as farmers and then moving to .Sd
tavia in 1955. Her husband is retired now, from the 
American Can Company. 

They have three daughters, Barbara Weller of Na
perville and Ann Pepper and Kathleen Stege, both of 
Batavia, and five grandchildren. 

Unable to be idle, Catherine creates dolls. 
The little girl who got her first doll when she was 9 

and living in a refugee barracks in Poland. has the 
shelves in her breakfast room full of dolls. 


