
The Diary of Maddalena Pons 
 
The following are translated notes from Maddalena Pons, an eleven year old Waldensian 
girl who recorded her journey from Italy to North Carolina.*  
 
Tuesday, May 9, 1893 -  Today, leaving from Turin, Italy, we traveled across the border into 
France, to begin our trip to America.  We are a small group of 29. We are the first group traveling to 
the new land. Eleven in our group are men, five are women, and thirteen children. All five women 
with our group are all expecting a child. It will certainly be a new beginning for us in this new land. 
The captain of the ship just informed us that the ship would not be ready for 6 days. Although we 
were disappointed, we found lodging in the town to wait until time to go. 
 
Saturday, May 13, 1893 - This French town is beautiful and the people are friendly. However, it is 
difficult for us to enjoy this time of waiting. We have given up everything we had and we are leaving 
family members behind to begin this journey to the new land. My dad keeps saying we have to 
believe everything is going to be good, but I can’t help but be afraid. I’ve never sailed in a boat 
before, I’ve never been so far away from home, and I know I will never see the valleys again. 
 
Monday, May 15, 1893 - We boarded the steamship S. S. Zaandam today. It is a huge ship from 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Although it is a big ship, it is over-crowded with 1108 passengers on 
board. We later found out the ship was designed for 450 passengers. Since we are in the bottom of 
the ship with animals and cargo it is very uncomfortable and many in our group are getting sick from 
the rolling of the ship. The sickness is especially bad for the women and smaller children. 
 
Tuesday, May 16, 1893 - The sea sickness has overcome me as well. I don’t feel like writing 
today. 
 
Friday,   May 19, 1893 - We are finally getting used to being on the ship. Everyone seems to be 
feeling much better today. The ladies have become very close and we talk about many things: fear of 
the new land, the challenges we will face there, our religious beliefs, schools for the children, and all 
the ladies fear giving birth in what we know will be difficult circumstances. Jean Bounous and Louis 
Richard have told us the land is good but also that it is heavily forested and will be difficult to make a 
living there. We are hard-working people. If it is possible to make the land livable, we will find a way. 
 
Saturday, May 20, 1893 - The men, under the leadership of Pastor Charles Albert Tron, met last 
night. Pastor Tron is going with us but will return to our homeland to bring others to join us. The 
Morganton Land Improvement Company has helped us purchase the land, an old sawmill, some used 
farming equipment and some food until we are settled and can produce our own. Pastor Tron wanted 
the men to know about the work needed to be done to clear the land for farming. He also told them 
that the men in this first group should be able to provide shelter for the next group coming to 
America. This talk seemed to make the men even more anxious than before. Pastor Tron said nothing 
about the type of houses we will have. 
 
Wednesday, May 24, 1893 - The ship’s captain told Pastor Tron that the ship would be docking in 
two more days in New York City. We are all excited about the thought of walking on land again. 
 
Thursday, May 25, 1893 - We dock tomorrow! We will, however, remain on board the Zaandam 
until we are called to go through the gates at Ellis Island and then through immigration. Pastor Tron 
led us all in prayer that we might all be healthy and allowed to complete our journey to North 
Carolina.  
 



Friday, May 26, 1893 - We are finally here! We were allowed to leave the ship today. Our meager 
belongings had already been packed so it took us very little time to prepare to leave. Ellis Island was 
crowded with many people attempting to enter this new land of opportunity. We had to stand in a 
line for a very long time just to register our names. It was very tiring and the children especially were 
hungry and tired. Thankfully, every one made it through the medical check and we were allowed to 
leave. Ferry boats took us across the short span of water to New York City. Even though I knew of 
the large cities of Turin and Genoa in my own country, I could never believe such a place existed. It 
was big and noisy and teeming with people from all over the world. I am glad we did not have to find 
our way in this town. A man from the Morganton Land Improvement Company met us to lead the 
way to North Carolina.  
 
Saturday, May 27, 1893 - We boarded another steamship late last night to go to West Point, 
Virginia. We departed early this morning on the Richmond and Danville Railway. The gentlemen on 
the train are very friendly, especially to the children. It is difficult to try and communicate with them 
without knowing English. Pastor Tron is the only one of our group that can speak English. We speak 
both French and Italian but we are most comfortable speaking our own type of language—a mixture 
of the two called Patois. Most of the children slept through the night and now are up early to watch 
the land go by as the train moves through fields and forests and small towns that are truly foreign to 
us. The conductor is bringing food for us. The Richmond and Danville Railway is not charging us any 
money to ride the train to Burke County in North Carolina. We would have had no money left if we 
had paid. 
 
Sunday, May 28,  1983 - We have traveled into North Carolina. The conductor has told us we will 
arrive at the land we have purchased sometime tomorrow afternoon. We are all a bit excited and also 
a bit fearful of what we might find there. The ladies have unpacked our very best clothing for our 
arrival. We do not know what to expect. Will there be other people there? Will they be friendly? How 
will we speak to them? Will we have houses to live in? All of these things make us fearful of what we 
might find in this new land. 
 
Monday, May 29, 1893 - We have traveled through towns called Salisbury and Hickory. When we 
left Hickory we were told to gather up all of our belongings for it would not be long before we arrived 
at our stop. When the train began to slow, we were all peering out the train windows to get our first 
look at what would soon be our home. We were surprised to see that the land was very much like 
our homeland. Everything was lush and green and in the far distance we could see mountains. Of 
course, they were not as tall as the ones we left in Italy. It was just past midday when the train 
stopped and the children jumped from the train with joy. It was wonderful for them to be able to run 
and play after being cooped up on the ship and the train for so many days. People from nearby 
towns had come to see us arrive. Some had come in wagons, some on horseback, and others had 
walked. We were as curious about them as they were about us. Although we were tired and hungry 
our first thoughts were to praise God that we had arrived safely to our new home.  Pastor Tron led 
us in prayer and we sang a hymn before going on to the large home where we would be staying for 
some time. The Morganton Land Development Company had made arrangements for us to stay in a 
large white house just up from the area where we stopped. The children quickly began calling it the 
“Brick House” not because it was made from brick but because it had a large brick chimney that 
could be seen from far away. We are thankful for the kindnesses shown to us this day and wonder 
what the future will bring in this land so far from all that we have ever known.  
 
 
 
*Note: this is a Historical fiction diary based on, The Waldenses in the New World, George B. Watts, 
Duke University Press, 1941. 
   


