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For many families living in Evansville, there are hidden connections to one of the city’s most well-known 
names—Mesker. 
 
Most people recognize George L. Mesker as the man who generously gifted land and money to the City 
of Evansville, helping create what we know today as Mesker Park and Zoo.  But for many local families, 
the connection to the Mesker family runs much deeper than public history—it runs through family trees. 
 
One such story is the story of Joseph Schell. 
 
Joseph Schell’s daughter, Elizabeth Katherine Schell, married George W. Mesker.   
 
No—not that George Mesker of Mesker Steel.  George W. Mesker was actually the first cousin, once 
removed, of George L. Mesker.  To make things even more complicated, both men were married to 
women named Elizabeth, which has created plenty of confusion in online family trees over the years. 
 
So, let’s untangle that story ... 
 
... and trace the journey of Joseph Schell—from his family’s roots in Hesse, 
Germany, to the farmlands of Dubois County, and finally to Perry Township in 
Vanderburgh County, where his family became part of the west side story. 
 
Joseph Schell was born on 2 October 1865 in Dubois County, Indiana, the second 
surviving son of Clemens Schell, a German immigrant from Hesse, and Maria 
Katherine Hatter, a native of Indiana.  Joseph was baptized the following day,  

 
Joseph Schell 

October 3, 1865, at St. Ferdinand Catholic Church in Ferdinand, Dubois County, by Rev. Fr. Chrysostom 
Hoffa.  His baptismal sponsors were Clement Muth and Barbara Mehling.  His birth and baptism were 
recorded in the parish register of St. Ferdinand Catholic Church. 
 
But to understand the story of Joseph, we must first begin with his father—Clemens Schell.  
 
Clemens was born on January 23, 1816, in Hesse, Germany.  He had two older siblings: Joseph, born in 
1810, and Mary Elizabeth, born in 1814. 
 
At age 35, Clemens made the life-changing decision to leave Germany.  In 1851, he and his brother 
Joseph departed Liverpool, England aboard the ship General Dunlap and arrived in New York City on 
August 14, 1851.  His sister Mary Elizabeth also immigrated, though the records of her journey have yet 
to be found. 
 
Like thousands of others, Clemens came seeking opportunity.  Indiana had become a land of promise—
affordable farmland, growing Catholic communities, and the chance for a fresh start.  Stories of German 
Catholic settlements in Indiana had spread all the way to Cincinnati, Philadelphia, and New York.  For 
immigrants like Clemens, Indiana offered something priceless: belonging. 
 
Within a year of arriving in America, Clemens and his brother settled in Dubois County. 
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Land Grant to Clement Schell by President Franklin Pierce 

15 April 1853, Certificate 36760 
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In 1852, at age 36, Within a year, Clemens had settled 
in Dubois County, Indiana, where he acquired forty 
acres of land in Ferdinand Township on 26 February 
1852.  He received the Certificate of Land Patent from 
the U.S. Bureau of Land Management on 15 April 
1853. This land—forty acres more or less—became 
the foundation of his new life. 
 
He farmed that land, built his future there, and in 
1856, he officially became an American citizen.  
Standing before the Circuit Court of Dubois County, 
Clemens appeared and was naturalized on 27 October 
1856, formally renouncing allegiance to the Duke of 
Kurhessen.  
 
According to the 1860 census, Clemens was listed as a 
45-year-old farmer living alone, with modest property 
and strong roots already taking hold.  His real estate 
was valued at $800 and personal estate valued at 
$300. 
  

Naturalization paper for Clemens Schell 
 
In June 1863, Clemens registered in Class II (married men ages 36-44) for the Civil War in the First 
Congressional District of Indiana, Dubois County.  By 1863, the federal government drafted and enrolled 
men into the Army.  The Conscription Act declared that men between ages of 20 and 45 were eligible for 
duty.  Aliens who had filed their declaration of intention to become a citizen were also eligible.  This draft 
lasted until 1865, when the war ended.  It was acceptable to pay a substitute to serve for oneself, with the 
rate around $300 to $1,100.  Clemens did not pay a substitute, nor was he a substitute.  He did not serve. 
 
But his life was about to change. 
 
Clemens was a devoted Catholic, and just ten days before his 47th 
birthday, married 19-year-old Maria Katherine Hatter at St. Ferdinand 
Catholic Church on January 12, 1863. 
 
Yes—the age difference was 28 years.  But during the Civil War era, this 
was far more common than we might think.  Many younger men were 
away fighting—or never returned. 
 
Their marriage was blessed by Father Chrysostom Hoffa.   
Maria Katherine, born 13 September 1843 in Indiana, was the illegitimate 
daughter of John Hatter and Barbara Kaiss (Rees).  Witnesses to the 
marriage were Georg Mehling, Anton Troll, Barbara Mehling, and Maria 
Eversmann.  Their marriage is recorded both in the parish register and in 
Dubois County civil records. 

 
Wedding picture 

Clemens Schell and  
Maria Katherine Hatter 
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The family resided on the forty-acre 
farm in the southeastern corner of 
Ferdinand Township near the Dubois-
Spencer County line.  Adjacent 
landowners included Clemens’ brother 
Joseph Schell and neighbors John 
Weber, Christian Mehling, Kasper Fleck, 
Valentine Licht, and Killian Leim. 
 
It was a close-knit farming community 
where neighbors were often relatives, 
and relatives were often neighbors. 

 
First Land owners 

Township 3 South, Range 4 West,  Section 36 
Located in the southeast corner  of Ferdinand Township 

 
Together Clemens and Maria Katherine built a family of five children:  
Mary Catherine (1864–1920),  
Joseph (1865–1942),  
John (1866–1866),  
Henry Joseph (1867–1947), and  
Andrew (born 1873).  
 
Let’s look at  the life of Joseph’s siblings:  
 
Mary Catherine was born on 16 January 1864, and baptized that same day by Fr. Wolfgang at St. 
Ferdinand Catholic Church in Ferdinand, Indiana.  Her sponsors were Christian Mehling and Maria 
Elisabetha Schell.  Mary had nine children – the first child, Frank Martin Kraus, was born out of wedlock.  
In 1890, she married Stephan Seng and had eight children in this union – Maria Catharina, Mary Rosina, 
John Christian, Peter John, Leo Frank, William J, Cecelia Maria, and Henry Clemens.  This family branch 
remained in Dubois county, with Stephan Seng purchasing the 40 acres from the heirs of Clemens Schell 
on November 30, 1906. 
 
John, born on December 5, 1866, died as an infant, living only one day. 
 
Henry Joseph, born January 14, 1867, in Dubois County.  He was baptized the next day by Fr. Eberhard 
at St. Ferdinand Church in Ferdinand, Indiana.  The sponsors were Henry Joseph Heck and Katharina 
Schwindel.  As an adult, Henry moved to Spencer County, Indiana, and in 1900, married Elizabeth Anna 
Ernst, a niece of his step-father.  This marriage resulted in 4 children – Christina, Simon, Leo and Adam.  
 
Andrew was born in July 1873 in Dubois County, Indiana.  No further record or documents have been 
located. 
 
No one could have known then that Clemens’ oldest son, Joseph Schell, would one day leave Dubois 
County and establish the branch of the family that would connect to the Meskers of Evansville. 
 
Alas, life on the farm was not always easy. 
 
But tragedy came early. 
 
On August 7, 1879, at age 63, Clemens died and was buried at St. Ferdinand Catholic Church Cemetery, 
Section E, Row 4, Grave 1.   His marriage to Maria Katherine had lasted just over 16 years.    
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Following his death, Maria Katherine and her children were enumerated in the 1880 U.S. Census in 
Ferdinand Township., Dubois County, Indiana.   The next year, on November  8, 1881, she remarried 
Andreas Ernst and later moved to Spencer County, Indiana, where additional children were born from that 
union, Francis (1882), Maria Rosalia (1884) and Katherine Maria (1886). 
 

 
1880 US Census – Indiana – Dubois County – Ferdinand Township 

 
Soon, young Joseph was no longer living in the household.  With his father gone and his mother 
remarried, and now half siblings, Joseph made a decision that would shape the next generation. 
 
He left. 
 
He traveled south to Vanderburgh County, settling in Perry Township, looking for work and opportunity.    
Like his father before him, he was building a new beginning.  He worked as a farm laborer, saving every 
dollar he could with one goal in mind: owning land of his own. 
 
And then—love entered the story. 
 
In those days, courting distance was usually about two to five miles—as far as a man could reasonably 
walk or ride a horse.  Most men married someone who lived nearby. 
 
And Joseph did exactly that. 
 
    On  April 15, 1890, Joseph married  
Elizabeth Stephan, daughter of Conrad Stephan and 
Margaret Schhlittenhart.  Their marriage united two 
established German Catholic farming families of the 
west side of Vanderburgh County. 
 
Together, they raised seven children on their own  
40-acre farm in Perry Township, near the 
Vanderburgh-Posey County line.  Their children 
were Elizabeth, Margaret, Cecilia, Joseph Carl, 
Mollie Rose, Clement Frederick, and Albert George. 
 
And yes —  
              this is where the Mesker connection enters. 

 
Joseph Schell Family 

front: Clement, Joseph, Elizabeth (Stephan), Albert 
back: Cecilia, Mollie, Elizabeth 

 
Their daughter, Elizabeth Katherine Schell, later married George W. Mesker, creating the family link to 
the well-known Mesker family of Evansville.  The Schell neighbors included Adam Hahn, Conrad 
Stephan, Henry Nurrenbern, Ben Steinkamp, and John B. Mesker. 
 
Neighbors marrying neighbors.    
It happens all the time.  



 6 

Joseph’s life reflects a common but 
important pattern in southern Indiana 
genealogy: the migration of German 
Catholic families from Dubois County 
into Vanderburgh County.  His story 
demonstrates how family connections 
formed not only through bloodlines, 
but also through neighboring farms, 
parish communities, and marriages 
that intertwined and tied families 
together across generations. 
 
And that is how one young farm boy 
from Dubois County became part of 
the larger west side story of 
Evansville—through hard work, 
family, faith, and the simple reality 
that history is often built right next 
door. 
 
Sometimes, the biggest stories are not 
found in famous names like Mesker… 
 
…but in the families  
        who married into them. 
 
And that is the story of Joseph Schell. 
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Mesker, Nurrenbern, Mesker, Hahn are  

Neighbors of Joseph Schell in  
Perry Township, Vanderburgh County, Indiana, 1903 

 

 
 
### The End 


