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Introduction
The maternal side of my great-grandmother's Michigan family descends from Jacob Struble Dodder 
(1830-1903) and his wife Sarah Mann (1835-1916), both of whom were born in Sussex County, New 
Jersey, and died in Argentine, Genesee, Michigan.  A good deal of information was handed down to me 
about the Dodder family1, but nothing whatsoever was recorded about the Mann family.  So began a 
research journey that has resulted in discovering five previous generations of the Mann family, all of 
which were previously unknown to us up to this point.   

This, then, is the story of a German family's journey to pre-Revolution America, how they arrived first 
in Philadelphia, which was then part of the British colony of Pennsylvania. As the American 
Revolution unfolded, the family moved up the Delaware River to Sussex County, New Jersey where 
they provided supplies to the Continental Army of George Washington.  Then in the 1830s, just as the 
Erie Canal was completed, the family migrated west, settling in Macomb and Oakland counties in 
Michigan.  So it was that several generations of the Mann families helped to pioneer a new country that 
would become in such large part shaped by their German heritage.

A Word About German Surnames

One of the biggest challenges in tracing the Mann family in particular was determining the origins of 
the surname.  Mann could be an English, German, or Dutch, so how could we know?  Many of the 
families coming to Michigan from Sussex County, New Jersey were of German origin, but even 
suspecting that, tracking the Mann surname proved to be difficult.  As we slowly began to accumulate 
documentation, however, we started to notice the occasional mention of the surname Man and then 
Mange, Mangen, Menge, or Mengen.  At first, we thought these were spelling mistakes, without 
realizing or even suspecting that perhaps the Mann surname was an Anglicized version of some other 
surname altogether.  As it would turn out, that was exactly case.

It appears that the Mann family name in America evolved from the original German name of Menge 
probably as a result of how English-speaking people heard a German-speaking person pronounce the 
name.  Menge was probably spoken as two syllables, something like MAYN-guh, with the emphasis on 
the first syllable.  In fact, the second syllable probably fell off fairly quickly as an English-speaker 
likely hardly heard it.  That left a syllable that sounded like “Man”, and in fact, in some early 
documents2, the spelling was exactly that. However, I think the family meant to keep its German roots 
by adding back the second N to the spelling.  Why?  Because the translation of the English word “man” 
into German is “Mann.”

1 The Dodder Family Record, self-published by Edith Gillespie.
2 In Ernest's will, he signed his name Earnest Man.
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The Menge Families in Germany
First, let's look at where the Menge families lived before the emigration to America.  Here is a map 
showing the current district of Wetteraukreis, which was formed in 1972 when the two districts of 
Friedberg and Büdingen where merged.  The district is located between the Taunus mountains and the 
Vogelsberg volcanic mountain. The main rivers of the district are the Nidda River and the Wetter River.

In this map, you can see the village of Wölfersheim highlighted.  Here is an enlargement of that area:
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Here you can see the neighboring village of Södel.  This is the place where the Menge family lived in 
the days before some of them decided to start the journey to America.
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Generation 1:  Johann Ernst Menge & Anna Catharina Riess

Johann Ernst Menge was the son of Balthasar Menge and his wife Elisabetha.  He was born in Södel in 
1681, one of at least 12 children.  In 1709, Johann Ernst married Anna Catharina Riess, the daughter of 
Johann Clemens Riess and Anna Margareth Kleberger, both of whom had died before their daughter's 
marriage.  This was the second Menge-Riess marriage in the same families to occur.  In 1695, Johann 
Ernst's older brother Johann Henrich Menge had married Anna Catharina's older sister, Anna Dorothea 
Riess.  Another sister, Anna Elisabetha Riess married Johann Ernst Christian Kreuter, and their 
daughter, Anna Catharina Kreuter3, would later also journey to Philadelphia.

Here is the record of the marriage of Johann Ernst Menge and Anna Catharina Riess:

Johann Ernst and Anna Catharina had 8 known children, shown in the following family group sheet.  
Johann Ernst Menge was a church elder of the local Lutheran (Evangelisch) church.

Anna Catharina died in 1753, and her husband died in 1760, both in Södel.

3 It was the obituary of Catharina Kreuter Gillman in Philadelphia in 1773 that lead us to make the connection to Södel.  It 
not only mentioned she was born in Södel and her parents were Joh. Ernst Kreuter and Elisabeth Ries (of noble class), 
but it also mentions her godparents were Ernst Menge and his wife Anna Catharina. 
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The Journey To America
It might not be hard to imagine what prompted the emigration of some Menge family to America.  
Ernst's mother had just died, and Ernst's father was over 70 years old.  My understanding is that the rule 
of primogeniture had long ago been introduced in the German state of Hesse, meaning that the firstborn 
male child would inherit the family estate.  In the case of our Menge family, Johann Georg Menge 
would, and probably did inherit the family lands, leaving 6 younger children to find their own way.  
Add to that the beginnings of what would be called the Seven Years' War, which started in 1754.  All 
the major European powers, including Great Britain, France, Spain, Austria, and Prussia were all in a 
struggle for power.  If the young men in the Menge family remained in Europe, they would likely have 
to become soldiers in one army or another.

For these reasons and maybe others, in the summer of 1754, three sons of Johann Ernst Menge and 
Anna Catharina Riess, namely Henrich, Johannes, and Ernst Christian Menge, and possibly one or 
more daughters (maybe Anna Margaretha), started the emigration journey.  Here is a description that 
tells how the journey probably started:

The trip down the Rhine River from the Palatinate to Rotterdam sometimes lasted for 
several weeks, much of the time being spent in complying with the regulations of the 
various German principalities which existed along that great river valley through which 
they were obliged to pass. They were normally delayed in Rotterdam for several weeks 
more, and again at one of the English ports (usually Liverpool) where the ships 
stopped to pick up English immigrant passengers. 

The sailing time for crossing the Atlantic from England to Philadelphia was from eight to 
sixteen weeks! Ships usually left in early summer to take advantage of calmer seas 
and balmy weather over the North Atlantic. 

Conditions on board the ships were usually horrible, with many passengers sick and 
dying. As many as 150 to 400 passengers were stuffed into the hold spaces of these 
small ships. Rarely was there sufficient food for the trip. Starvation and death stalked 
amidst stench, vermin, and filth. "Ship fever" (typhus), dysentery, smallpox, and scurvy 
ravaged the passengers. Many vessels were lost at sea in storms4.

What we know for sure is that Captain James Russell sailed the ship Edinburgh from Rotterdam, 
stopping in Cowes, England, and arriving in Philadelphia on September 30, 1754.  The names of Ernst 
and Johannes Menge were on the passenger list, while the name of Henrich appeared but was crossed 
out (we believe this might have happened because he was sick and could not take the oath of allegiance 
at the same time as other passengers).

Twenty ships sailed to Philadelphia in 1754, one of which was lost at sea5.  The following maps show 
the basic route of the journey our Menge family took to America.

4 Souls for Sale: Two German Redemptioners Come to Revolutionary America by John Frederick Whitehead, Johann Carl 
Buttner, Susan E. Klepp and Farley Grubb (2006)

5 From http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~pagermanpioneers/ships3.html and other sources.
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Generation 2:  Ernst Christian Menge & Maria Magdalena 
Sommer

Ernst Christian Menge6 was born around 1732, probably in Södel, Germany, the youngest child of 
Johann Ernst Menge and Anna Catharina Riess.  We have not been able to find his birth record, but he 
is recorded as the godfather of his brother Georg's twin sons, both of whom died almost immediately 
after birth in 1748.  

Ernst was 22 years old when he arrived with his brothers7 in Philadelphia in 1754.  Not long after 
arrival, his name started to appear in the records of the St. Michael's & Zion Lutheran Church in 
Philadelphia.  He is recorded attending several Lord's Supper's, which was a requirement for becoming 
naturalized as a British citizen.  Before taking the oath to become a citizen of Great Britain, an 
immigrant had to live in the colony for 7 years and could not leave the area during that time for longer 
than 2 months, and the immigrant had to produce Court Certificates that he or she had taken the 
sacrament of the Lord's Supper in a Protestant or Reformed church within the last 3 months.  For this 
reason, there are several records showing attendance at Lord's Supper's!

In 1759, when Ernst was 27 years old, he married Catharina Klockner, a 32-year-old widow with three 
children.  Why would a young man marry a woman with children who were not his own?  I believe it 
might have been because Catharina's first husband, Johann Georg Ernst, had been a tavern-keeper.  It 
seems likely that Ernst Menge took over the tavern when he married the widow.

Ernst and Catharina had two more children, daughters.  The first one died in infancy, and within weeks 
of the birth of the second daughter, Catharina herself died early in 1766.  Ernst then had a business and 
quite a number of children to take care of, so he remarried before the end of the year to a 17-year-old 
immigrant named Maria Magdalena Sommer.  Maria (or Mary as she would become known), not only 
became step-mother to a number of children, but over the next 25 years, she and Ernst had at least 8 
more children (see the following Family Group Sheet).

In October, 1774, the first convention of the Continental Congress took place in Philadelphia.  Life in 
the British colonies was about to change.  In 1775, Ernst's father-in-law purchased 414 acres of land on 
Scott's Mountain near Oxford Furnace in Sussex county, New Jersey.  Shortly thereafter, in May, 1776 
– just before the Declaration of Independence and the start of the American Revolution – Earnest Man 
(his Anglicized name) made a petition to run a “house of entertainment” in Oxford, citing his previous 
experience running a tavern in Philadelphia.

Here is a map showing the movement of the family to New Jersey.  It's most likely that the family 
traveled up the Delaware River from Philadelphia.  The highlight shows the course of the river.

6 We believe his full name was Johann Ernst Christian Menge, and that he might have been named for Johann Ernst 
Christian Kreuter, who was probably his godfather.

7 The death record in Philadelphia for Johannes Menge clearly names his brothers as Henrich and Ernst Menge.
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The highlight in this map shows the location of Oxford township in New Jersey, which lies on the east 
side of the Delaware River (Pennsylvania is on the west side of the river).

Oxford must have been a bustling place in 1776 and in the ensuing years of war with the British. Built 
up around the Oxford Furnace, one of the first producers of iron ore, Oxford was thought to have 
supplied Washington's troops with equipment. Indeed, in December of 1776, Washington would cross 
the Delaware River at Trenton and defeat a Hessian (German) army of 1400 (Hessians were recruited 
by and incorporated into the British army). What was going on in the mind and heart of my German 
ancestor in his tavern in Oxford?  We know that Ernest Man served as a juror in several sedition trials, 
and he provided supplies to the Continental Army of General George Washington.  Earnest Man was 
claiming himself to be an American.

In 1783, Earnest purchased 210 acres of land in Oxford township, and in 1785 after the death of his 
father-in-law, George Summers, Earnest and Mary also inherited part of those lands.  Earnest continued 
to buy and sell property until his death in April, 1813.  Johann Ernst Christian Menge, who had started 
his life in Södel, Germany, the son of a church elder who worked as a stocking weaver then crossed the 
ocean with his brothers, never to return again. In the course of his life in America, he married two 
women, fathered and adopted probably a score of children, became a tavern keeper, and then farmer 
who gave aid and support to the American Revolution, and finally died over the age of 80 with quite a 
sizable estate of his own in Oxford Township, New Jersey.  Johann Ernst Christian Menge to Earnest 
Man.  What a life.  What a rich and wonderful life.....
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Generation 3:  Earnest Mann & Catharina Cruts
Earnest Mann was baptized at the St. Michael's & Zion Lutheran Church in Philadelphia on June 20, 
1773, then the oldest son8 of Ernst Christian Menge and Maria Magdalena Sommer.  We don't have any 
other record of this Earnest Mann until possibly in 1793, when a Earnest Mann is recorded as serving 
with the New Jersey militia.9

In 1797, Earnest married Catharina Cruts, the daughter of Andreas and Maria Barbara Crutz.  Over the 
next 20 years, Earnest and Catharina had 10 children together.

This Earnest Mann was involved in his local community:  he was a trustee of the Scott's Mountain 
Presbyterian Church, a Justice of the Peace, and a supporter of the Delaware and Raritan Canal in 1828. 
In fact, I believe Earnest was very interested in the opportunities that became available with the 
opening of the Erie Canal in 1825.  This canal covered 363 miles from the Hudson River to Buffalo, 
New York.  Here is a map showing the route of the canal in 1840.

 

This canal made transportation to the west easier and more economical, especially since the roads west 
of the Allegheny Mountains were slow and Indians often attacked settlers who traveled that way.  In 
addition, the territory of Michigan needed to attract more population in order to apply for statehood, 
and so they were offering land at $1.25 per acre.  Thousands of settlers saw new opportunity by moving 
west, and Earnest Mann was one of them.  Having sold all his property in New Jersey, Earnest Mann is 
recorded buying over 100 acres of land in Macomb county, Michigan in 1836.  He was 63 years old.
 

8 A previous son, Johann Georg Menge, was born in 1771, but died in 1772.
9 Ernest Man, Sr. would have been 63 years old in 1793, while Ernest Jr. would have been 20 years old.  It seems more 

likely that the younger of the two served with the militia.
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Using the Erie Canal and then a steam ship on Lake Erie, here is the route that the Mann family 
probably followed to Michigan.

Earnest Mann wrote his will in Michigan on May 7, 1846 shortly before a trip back to New Jersey to 
visit those of his children who had remained behind.  On the way there, he died in an accident in 
Lockport, New York, one of the places along the Erie Canal.  According to the newspaper account, he 
was crushed to death.

In trying to understand what happened to Earnest, we must first think about how people traveled along 
the Erie Canal in what were called packet boats, which looked something like this:
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Here is one account of traveling conditions that might explain what happened to Earnest Mann:

"The Bridges on the Canal are very low, particularly the old ones. Indeed they are so low as to scarcely allow 
the baggage to clear, and in some cases actually rubbing against it. Every Bridge makes us bend double if 
seated on anything, and in many cases you have to lie on your back. The Man at the helm gives the word to 
the passengers: 'Bridge,' 'very low Bridge,' 'the lowest in the Canal,' as the case may be. Some serious 
accidents have happened for want of caution. A young English Woman met with her death a short time since, 
she having fallen asleep with her head upon a box, had her head crushed to pieces. 10

Earnest Mann, born in 1773 to German immigrant parents in Philadelphia – before America was 
even a country – met his end traveling through one of the most important engineering feats of that 
time (or maybe since).  In his 70s, his wife had recently died, and half his children were in Michigan, 
the other half were in New Jersey.  Caught in the middle of a rapidly changing world, one can 
imagine that he died painfully and alone.  But like his father, this Earnest Mann also had a vision to 
improve himself and his family in the New World, and he lived his life fully in that pursuit.

Earnest Mann was buried with his wife Catharine at Mt. Vernon Cemetery in Washington, Macomb, 
Michigan:

  

10 Traveling the Erie Canal, 1836,  http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/eriecanal.htm.

Page 19 of 29



Page 20 of 29



Page 21 of 29



Generation 4:  Ernest Mann & Margaret Rush

Ernest Mann was born in 1808 in Sussex county, New Jersey.  He was the second son of Earnest Mann 
and Catharina Cruts.  In 1833, he married Margaret Rush and just before the migration to Michigan, 
their oldest child, Sarah Mann was born.  Ernest Mann and Margaret Rush had 9 more children in 
Michigan.  

Ernest Mann bought a land patent for 90 acres in Oakland County, Michigan in 1837, and several of his 
siblings also bought property and lived nearby.  In 1843, Ernest donated one acre of his land to the 
public for use as a cemetery.  It's possible that Ernest might also have owned some horses because he 
was listed as a member of an association called the Lakeville Society for the Detection of Horse 
Thieves.  In a similar occupation, Ernest was also a civilian deputy associated with Leonard Davis who 
was the constable for Addison township.

Here is plat map of Addison township where the Mann families lived:

The map above also shows the land of Peter Dodder, whose son Jacob Dodder would marry Ernest's 
daughter Sarah in 1854.  
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However, there were big changes in America as the young country continued to grow.  In 1857, a 
financial collapse in the country caused unexpected hardships for pioneer families everywhere.  Then in 
1861, the American Civil War – also known as the War Between the States – started, and Ernest's son 
Jacob R. Mann enlisted with the Michigan Cavalry.  Jacob was taken as a prisoner of war, but survived 
to return to Michigan, and start a family of his own.

Margaret Rush Mann died in 1866, and shortly thereafter, Ernest returned to New Jersey for a visit, and 
there married Sarah Maria Huffman in 1868.  She was also widowed, and as it would turn out, after 
Sarah moved back to Michigan with Ernest, her youngest son from her first marriage would marry one 
of Ernest's daughters!

Toward the end of his life, this Ernest Mann apparently struggled with some form of dementia, because 
from 1878 until his death in 1890, he was twice declared by the court to be incompetent to handle his 
own affairs.  However, like his father and grandfather, he lived a long life – he was 81 years old when 
he died.  He apparently died without a will, and his properties were divided between his children's 
families.  He is buried in Lakeville Cemetery, which was the land that he had donated to his community 
for such purpose.
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Generation 5:  Jacob Struble Dodder and Sarah Mann
Sarah Mann, the oldest child from a long line of Ernest Mann's, was born in 1835 on Scott's Mountain 
in what was then Warren county11, New Jersey.  As a small child, she moved to Michigan with her 
family, and in 1854 when she was barely 19 years old, she married Jacob Struble Dodder and they 
moved to Genesee County in Michigan.  Over the next 20 years, Jacob and Sarah had 10 children.

Wedding Photo of Jacob Struble Dodder and Sarah Mann

Maybe the best account of her life was printed in the newspaper, the Flint Daily Journal, after her 
death in 1916.  It read:

“Mrs. Sarah Dodder, widow of the late Jacob Dodder of Argentine township passed out of this life at 
the home of her daughter, Mrs. George Judson, January 11, 1916, at age 82.

She was born in New Jersey and at the age of two came with her parents to Lakeville, spending her 
girlhood there and marrying Mr. Dodder.  In 1854 they came to Argentine to make their future dwelling 
place, and succeeded in building up one of the finest farm homes in the county.

Of the children born to their union, the eldest passed away in infancy, another in early manhood.  Those 
remaining are Mrs. Alpha (Frances) Fields, Mrs. Edward (Annie) Smith, Mrs. George (Genevieve) 
Judson, and Mrs. William (Abi) Gillespie.  Arnold, Morgan, Nye, Howell, and Ernest are the sons 
surviving their mother.

11 Parts of Sussex County became the new Warren County in 1824.
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She was a mother in the true sense of the term, which implies so much.  She was always patient and 
untiring in her efforts to make a comfortable and happy home for her large family.  She was of 
domestic tastes and virtues, a lover of the fields and flowers, of the golden grain and lowing herds. She 
was ambitious to do for herself and family and always ready to lend a helping hand to others less 
fortunate.

Mrs. Dodder was a great reader of books and literature and had read the Detroit Free Press about 70 
years.  She was one of the pioneers left in this vicinity, having passed the four-score milestone, and she, 
like others of her time and class, helped to convert the wilderness into a garden.

She occupied her farm home until a few years ago, when unfortunately her home with its contents, 
including a wonderful library, burned to the ground, thereby separating her from the environment in 
which she had been so long accustomed.  Destroyed were the many heirlooms and relics of the olden 
time that she had so treasured and carefully guarded.

And then, though compelled to change her dwelling place to her daughter's home, where loving hands 
and faithful hearts were ready and anxious to ease her burdens and relieve her of all responsibilities, yet 
she would plead for work to do, and in the late evening of her well spent life, she enjoyed cultivating 
the flowers that she loved so well.”
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The loss of all the Mann family heirlooms to fire perhaps explains why almost nothing about the Mann 
family was passed down to the following generations.  How we wish we had more pictures and stories 
about their pioneering lives!  And yet thanks to modern technology and some curiosity and 
determination, we have now pieced together fragments that tell some of the story of our proud German 
ancestors.  I dedicate their story now to future generations who might find a piece of themselves in the 
spirit of those who came before.
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