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ELKHART COUNTY:
HOW WE GOT HERE  
Just about 250 years ago, while the 
Continental Army advanced its goals in 
the Revolutionary War, French traders 
named this area. 

The earliest appearance of “Coeur 
de Cerf” in print came about in 1779, 
according to “Taproots of Elkhart 
History” by Emil V. Anderson. “Elk’s 
Heart” described a Potawatomi area 
through which a river passed. 

To better understand who Americans 
are today, it's important to examine 
the migrations that gradually shaped 
the makeup and culture of this region. 
History, after all, is built every single day. 

A treaty in 1821 opened the area. Baptist 
missionaries Isaac and Christiana Polke 
McCoy led one of the first substantial 
groups through, bringing wagons with 
about 30 people, whites and indigenous.  

They didn't stay long, but Isaac’s wife did 
their laundry in the creek north of the 
river. He named Christiana Creek for her, 
but according to a March 1980 article 
by Virginia Mayberry in The Elkhart 
Truth, “Less flattering is the tale that the 
minister named it because it babbled and 
chattered so incessantly that it reminded 
him of his wife’s conversation.” 

Chief Pierre Moran of the Potawatomi 
took ownership of land in the Treaty 
of 1821, and he sold a portion to Dr. 
Havilah Beardsley in 1831. Beardsley’s 
1848 home is part of today’s Ruthmere 
Museum campus.   

continued on page 9

T housands of immigrant families live and work in 
Elkhart County. For many, navigating the United 
States’ immigration system is not only complex — it is 
deeply personal. 

At the Center for Healing & Hope in Goshen, that reality is 
part of everyday life.  

Jane Ross Richer, Immigrant Resource Coordinator, works 
closely with families trying to understand their options, 
resolve urgent needs, and, in many cases, simply stay afloat. 

Her connection to that work is not only professional.  

Jane herself is an immigrant. 

From Ethiopia to America 

Born in Ethiopia, Jane's British parents were missionaries. 
Her father, a doctor, worked with patients affected by leprosy, 
a group she describes as “some of the most marginalized 
people on earth.” At 6 years old, a civil war forced her family 
to leave. They were invited to the United States, eventually 
settling in New Jersey. 

Despite arriving with legal support and stability, the transition 
was not easy. 

“It was still stressful. It was still a culture change, especially 
for my mom. ... She was very depressed for a long time after 
moving here.” Jane recalls. 

The experience shapes her understanding of the immigrant 
journey today. Even in what might be considered a “best-
case scenario,” adaptation came with emotional and cultural 
challenges.  

That contrast is never far from her mind. 

“If it was hard for our family, who had everything laid out like 
a red carpet. I can’t even imagine what it’s like for others,” 
says Jane. 

Today, that perspective informs how she works with immigrant 
families in northern Indiana - many of whom face far more 
complicated circumstances.

A complex system 

To understand those challenges, it helps to look at how the 
immigration system itself is structured. 

Rubí Astello, a U.S. Department of Justice-accredited 
representative at La Posada Immigrant Aid in Elkhart, explains 
that immigrants generally fall into two categories: those who 
entered the country with authorization, and those who did 
not. 

Individuals entering with a visa or other form of legal 
inspection have clearer pathways. 
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Some may adjust their status through family petitions, 
employment sponsorship, or humanitarian protections such 
as asylum. Over time, lawful permanent residency — and 
eventually citizenship — may be possible. 

But for those who entered without inspection, the situation 
becomes significantly more complex. 

“They entered in a way that was not authorized. The key point 
is that they entered the territory without an inspection,” Rubí 
explains.  

Without that initial legal entry, individuals lack lawful 
immigration status within the country, limiting access to 
employment authorization, identification, and many public 
services. 

Even so, certain legal options may exist depending on the 
circumstances — including U visas for victims of crimes or 
family-based petitions.  

Still, Rubí emphasizes that every case is different, and 
outcomes are never guaranteed. 

That legal framework is something Jane sees 
play out in real time — not as policy, but as 
daily life. 

“People don’t know how many doors are 
closed to immigrants,” she says. “They think 
it’s being taken care of and it’s not.” 

Barriers facing families 

In her work, the consequences are often 
immediate and practical. Many of the 
people she meets are not unemployed, but 
underemployed — working inconsistent hours 
to just try and cover rent, utilities, and basic 
needs. 

“People are underemployed. They work one 
or two days a week and are just trying to make 
ends meet,” says Jane. 

Without access to stable income or safety nets, 
even minor setbacks can escalate quickly. A 
missed paycheck, an unexpected bill, or a car 
repair can disrupt an entire household. 

Something as small as a flat tire can trigger a 
crisis. 

“All they need is help fixing a flat tire and they 
can keep going,” Jane says. 

Language and cultural barriers add another 
layer. For many, the transition to life in the 
United States comes with a loss of confidence 
and identity. 

“When you're learning a new language, you 
feel like a kid again. You feel incompetent,” 
she says. 

That shift can affect not only individuals, 
but entire families. Traditional roles change, 
responsibilities shift, and stress can build 
in ways that are not always visible from the 
outside. 

At the same time, Jane is quick to point out 
what is often overlooked. 

“The immigrants who are here, come here 



...continued from page 7

Anderson documents several early land 
deals in his book, but also President 
Andrew Jackson’s policies like the Indian 
Removal Act. From the Trail of Tears to 
the Potawatomi Trail of Death, forced 
marches ended in tragedies and forever 
altered the human landscape of the 
region. 

Some white settlers were leery of the 
native inhabitants and made “hasty 
preparations ... to defend the area in 
case of an uprising,” according to the 
city’s 1958 centennial program. “The 
threat, the fear, the emotionality of the 
rumor ran rampant, but soon ran their 
course without incident.” 

The white population north of the St. 
Joseph River, served by the Pulaski post 
office, grew to 200 by 1836. On the 
high banks of Christiana Creek, a paper 
mill and flour mill were built. The tavern 
industry started, as well.  

Steamboats carried products away to 
Lake Michigan and brought in supplies, 
according to a centennial publication put 
together by Elkhart elementary teachers. 
The first train entered Elkhart in 1851, 
and a railroad roundhouse opened in the 
late 1860s.  

These mid-century developments 
brought Irish and German immigrants, 
followed later by Mennonite and Amish 
communities whose roots traced back 
to Central Europe. Population was 
starting to make significant gains, and 
the business and industry climate were 
growing.  

The building of dams in 1866 and 1910 
met the growing power demands. The 
waterways consistently provided the 
resources to live, work and play.  

By the mid-1920s, Elkhart's population 
was 35,000. This growth, in part, resulted 
from railroad companies recruiting 
significant numbers of Black workers to 
fill jobs during World War I.

Then and now, more people have been 
needed to fill jobs. From horse-drawn 
carriages to band instruments to medical 
innovations to recreational vehicles, 
employment is the tie that binds an 
area’s history. 

continued on page 11
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because they want to work,” she says. “They are tight-knit family people who 
take care of each other.”
  

'Love ... beyond anything’ 

In her experience, immigrant households are often defined by shared 
responsibility. Children help care for younger siblings. Teenagers step into 
adult roles when needed.  

Families rely on one another in ways that are both practical and deeply rooted 
in culture. 

“I had experience with two young men from different families. (Their) mothers 
had health issues, and I was just blown away by their love, care, and concern,” 
she says. “One of them, only 17, is now supporting his entire family. The love 
that these guys have for their mothers is beyond anything I’ve ever seen in my 
life.” 

According to Jane, the challenges for families begin long before arrival. 
“People don’t understand where (immigrants) came from, why they left, or how 
difficult it was to get here,” Jane says.  



Resources for immigrants 
Center for Healing & Hope – chhclinics.org 
La Posada Immigrant Aid – laposadaaid.com  
La Casa de Amistad – lacasaamistad.org
U.S. Citizenship & Immigration Services – 
uscis.gov/citizenship

Online resources at MyEPL.org/Info247
LearningExpress
HelpNow Brainfuse
Gale Legal Forms
Transparent Language

She recalls hearing stories of crossing deserts, witnessing 
violence, or experiencing separation from family members 
during their journey. 

“The trauma is incredible. And then they finally make it,” Jane 
says. 

New difficulties 

In many cases, arrival is not the end of hardship. It’s the 
beginning of a new set of obstacles. 

Understanding the full picture requires both perspectives – 
the legal structure and the human experience. 

Rubí’s work helps define the system — its categories, its 
processes, and its limitations. Jane’s work reveals how those 
structures affect real people, in real time, within communities 
like Elkhart County. 

Their perspectives offer a clearer understanding of 
immigration not only as a legal process, but as a lived reality 
shaped by uncertainty, resilience, and the search for stability. 

Because behind every case, every application, and every 
status — there is a human, a story. 
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In the last 50 years, the Elkhart region 
has experienced significant growth 
in its Hispanic and Latino population. 
Tied closely to the manufacturing and 
agricultural industries, Census data now 
shows roughly two in 10 county residents 
identify as Hispanic or Latino.  

Elkhart’s story, like that of so many 
across the United States, shows no 
community is static and history is never 
finished. Immigrants have reconfigured 
the social fabric across centuries. 

...continued from page 9

Explore the downtown library's 
extensive local history resources 
and check out these titles from 
the Elkhart Collection.

“Taproots of Elkhart” by Emil V. 
Anderson 

“Elkhart, the City with a Heart” by 
Patricia Geedy 

“The City with a Heart” 

“A Standard History of Elkhart 
County, Vols 1 & 2” 

“Stories and Sketches of Elkhart 
County” and “Pioneer History of 
Elkhart County” by Henry S.K. 
Bartholomew 

“Elkhart: A Pictorial History” by 
George E. Riebs

“A Twentieth Century History and 
Biographical Record of Elkhart 
County”


