Family History 101: essay assignment.




Topic:  The Immigrant Experience




Subject:  Adam Hilton, Grandfather




I have never read anything by Karl May, and maybe I should.   Then, I might

know a little more about my grandfather. 


Karl May wrote tons of westerns.  He was kind of the Louis L’Amour of Germany, except that he never went west, except when he actually went west, and got buried.  It was a state funeral with hundreds of Germanic men and women dressed up as Hudson’s Bay factors, trappers, cowboys and various aboriginal tribes.  Things heated up when the men posing as white frontiersmen wanted to bury him, and the Indians wanted to put him up on a frame in the Black Forest.

Naturally, the Indians lost.


Karl May was my grandfather’s favourite writer, after the anonymous author of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, just reissued in a coffee table edition in an imitation-morocco binding.


My grandfather had eclectic tastes.


He also married his niece.  She was a German, and after the Great War, married her uncle to get out of Germany, which was full of starving, out of work soldiers,  communist and fascist gangs warring with each other, and night clubs run by beings of indeterminate gender.


He had come to North America before the Great War.  He left Austria for a whole lot of reasons, because he saw himself as a German, not an Austrian, because a college turned him down (they said it was a matter of talent, he figured it was that he was out of sync with the dominant esthetofascists), and, then there was Karl May.  He went to a lecture, on peace, by May in 1912.  Ten days later Karl May died, and my grandfather’s decision was taken.  He would make a pilgrimage to the west of Karl May.  


So, he ground out a pile of postcards and sold them to unwary tourists, and cadged some cash from relatives, and left for America.  He didn’t know Karl May had never been to America.


Maybe it would not have made any difference.


We do know what his reaction was, upon coming ashore in New York.  We also know that he got out of Gotham City as quickly as he could, the whole place being “filled with jews and other doubtful races”, as he put it in his diaries.  He never did get over that prejudice.  His descendents tried all kinds of arguments, to no avail.


Later, he wrote about being called a squarehead, but, since he didn’t understand much English at the time, he did not take offence.  He noted that there were a lot of squareheads around Montana and the Dakotas, so, he just thought them calling him a squarehead was their way of saying that he was one of them.


When the Great War  broke out, he thought of going back to Germany, but, it was expensive, and he was only just beginning to eke out a living painting greeting cards.  People loved his Christmas scenes…all snow and tannenbaums.  So, instead, he worked with pro-German clubs, until America belatedly lurched into the war in 1917.  He had to lay low until 1919.  That’s when he changed his name.


In our family album, there is a photograph of him sitting, rather cautiously, I think, on a pinto quarter horse.  He is wearing a very large ten-gallon hat, a bandana, plaid shirt, jeans, leather chaps, and cowboy boots with very ornate spurs.  There is a Winchester in a scabbard, but he does not have a six-gun.


There is another picture, from years later, of him and my grandmother, both sitting on pinto quarter horses.  She is dressed much like him, except for the chaps and the Winchester.  He is dressed as he was in the first photograph.  Still no six-gun, but he does have a lariat.  


That was from one of his many trips west.   He eventually bought out a bankrupt rancher and got a place near the Black Hills.   Yes.  The name probably gave him a warm, nostalgic feeling.


By then, he was a science fiction writer, focusing on alternative history,  and one of the most successful artists labouring at designing greeting cards.   You probably have some. His novels, however, are long out of print. 


I told you he had eclectic tastes.

