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Nestled in the plains of Southeast Iowa, along the Des Moines River, not far from Lake “Red 

Rock,” we find a city of 9300 souls with the name “Pella.” Here we find one of our own Protestant 

Reformed churches, as well as some very interesting history. 

Pella is a strange name for a city in these parts where names can usually be traced to the local 

Indian tribes or the nation from which settlers came. The name “Pella” may not seem that significant at 

first, but it is packed with interesting history. The name itself goes back to 70 A.D. when Jerusalem was 

destroyed by the Romans and some of the Christians fled across the Jordan to a town called “Pella.” 

Thus “Pella” has come to mean “a refuge” and meaning in this name was carried over to the city we 

find in Southeast Iowa. 

One would not expect such an epic history behind any town in Iowa. The city does not trace its 

lineage back to the days of the Romans, but simply declares that its heritage is Dutch. In fact in May of 

1995 it celebrated its 60th annual Tulip Time Festival dedicated to the memory of the 700 Hollanders 

who founded the city of Pella under the leadership of Dominie Hendrick Pieter Scholte. In Scholte we 

discover the connection between the ancient name of this Dutch settlement and its present existence in 

Iowa. Pella of Iowa is the place once considered a refuge for 700 Hollanders who fled from their 

Fatherland, the Netherlands, in order to be free from economic and religious oppression. 

But there is more to the name “Pella” than refuge from oppression. Just as the Jews fled the 

destruction of Jerusalem, Scholte claimed in 1845 that the Netherlands was ripe for the judgment of 

God. He wanted a decisive separation from the doomed Fatherland which involved establishing a new 

settlement in which all traces of the Netherlands were to be banished. This was to be a new beginning. 

It is ironic, therefore, that the residents of Pella today so zealously celebrate the heritage which was 

supposed to be destroyed! This curious paradox can only be understood when we make a distinction 

between Scholte and those whom he led to Pella. Pella is the flourishing of Dutch heritage amidst the 

glorious ruins of Scholte’s dream. 

First we consider the reason why the people wanted to leave the Netherlands. One source of 

discontent was the persecution that the seceders faced after the Afscheiding. The government declared 

the secession church illegal on grounds that the policy of freedom of religion applied only to 

denominations that existed in 1816 when the policy was adopted. Soldiers were sent to make life 

miserable for the seceders, disrupting worship services and demanded to be fed and housed by the poor 

farmers which they were persecuting. Those who wished to find employment could not do so because 

they belonged to an illegal church. This, of course, made life and worship very difficult for these 

believers. 

The persecution itself, however, was not enough to stimulate emigration to America. There are a 

number of reasons for this. For one thing, the persecution only lasted for five years (1835-40). The 

people hardly had time to think of leaving amidst all their troubles. Neither was the idea of emigration 

popular among the Dutch. For many Dutchmen, America seemed uncivilized, far away, and dreamlike. 

In addition to fear of the unknown, those who left for America were often thought of as outcasts and 

exiles. The people therefore endured the persecution, hoping for better times in the future. 

Better times did come for the seceders; but in the meantime, news of the wide-open space, 

freedom, and opportunities in America trickled into the Netherlands with letters from friends and 

relatives who had previously gone to America. This news made America more attractive to many of the 

poor in the Netherlands, but was not enough for those who would endure most anything for the security 

of their beloved Vaderland. But their security was soon to be shaken. In 1845 the land was hit with a 

potato crop failure and a cattle plague. Now there were many who were willing to leave, especially the 

secessionists who had persecution fresh in their memories. 



In response to those who wished to leave, associations were formed to help the emigrants. Soon 

there were many such associations, but of particular importance for this paper are the Utrecht, Arnhem, 

and Zeeland associations which 
 

“were headed respectively by the Reverends Scholte, 

Van Raalte, and Van der Meulen, all of whom were 

secessionist ministers. The charters of the associations 

contained detailed regulations pertaining to such matters as 

membership, financial obligations, conduct aboard ship, 

method of choosing a settlement site, and the manner in 

which a new settlement would be administered during the 

formative years. As might be expected, nonbelievers and 

Catholics could not become members of the associations, 

but their charters were quite liberal in accepting non-

seceding Protestants. Provisions were frequently made for 

transporting emigrants who had limited economic means, 

with the understanding that payment would occur at a later 

date on terms agreeable to all parties. Governing boards 

were established for solving problems that might arise 

before the emigrants left the Netherlands, and to supervise 

affairs en route and at the settlement site. A small, advance 

group was generally sent to prepare the way for the main 

party. It made inquiries and obtained information that would 

be helpful when the main body arrived.”1 
 

Scholte had been helping to organize emigration for some time and at first had no intentions of 

going to America himself. The Reveil movement out of which he came despised the idea of going to 

America because these men considered America to be an uncivilized and uncultured place. This may 

have hindered a decision to go but he proved to be quite willing to depart from the ideas of the Reveil 

when he seceded from the Hervormde Kerk. He had an independent impulse within him. He was an 

opportunist. He was looking for opportunities that would enable him to fulfill his own dreams. Until he 

could see some advantage to going to America, he preferred to stay put; but, he left the possibility 

open. Already on October 16, 1835 Scholte wrote to the King saying that “my fellow believers might 

be forced to seek a free place in the world to serve God according to the dictates of their consciences.”2 

But at this point he felt that spiritual conditions did not yet warrant flight. 

By 1845, the year of the potato blight, the spiritual conditions had become better for the 

secessionists, but the relations of the parties led by Scholte with the rest of the Secession began to 

wither along with the potatoes. Being twice an outcast, it was not long before Scholte himself decided 

to go to America. 
 

to be continued... ❖ 
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