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THE EMERGENCE OF PENNSYLVANIA-GERMAN
IN THE 18TH CENTURY:

A MIXTURE OF ENGLISH AND GERMAN?#*
By
ALEXANDER WALDENRATH
Lehigh University

Pennsylvania was being transformed in the eighteenth
century from an English language colony to a German one. At
least it seemed so to many observers of the day. Governor
Thomas estimated that the Germans comprised three-fifths of
the colony’s population; Benjamin Franklin set the percentage
lower, at one-third. The exact numerical strength of the Ger-
man population at that time cannot be determined with
certainty; however, it did make up a sizeable part of the
colony’s total and was the majority population in rural south-
eastern Pennsylvania outside of Philadelphia and the environs
of the city. The large German immigration to Pennsylvania
resulted from the disastrous conditions in their homeland and
the advantageous ones in Pennsylvania coupled with her
religious freedom.

Benjamin Franklin viewed the extensive settlement of
Pennsylvania by Germans with concern. In 1753 he wrote to
Peter Collins in England: “I am perfectly of your mind that
measures of great temper are necessary with the Germans, and
am not without apprehensions that . . . great disorder may one
day arise among us.”! Franklin’s skepticism towards them
seems, in part at least, a result of his fear that they might well
dominate the political development of the colony. For a variety
of reasons they had been, in general, rather a-political in the
earlier decades of the century, “. . . now they come in droves
and carry all before them except in one or two counties.”

*Presented at the meeting of the Society for German-American Studies held at
the American German Institute of Baldwin-Wallace College, Berea, Ohio, June
4, 1977.
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Franklin’s fears culminate with “. . . unless the stream of
importation could be turned from this to other colonies, as you
very judiciously propose, they will soon so out number us that
all advantages we have will, in my opinion, be not able to
preserve our language and even our government will become
precarious.’’

Sentiments such as those expressed by Franklin have
tended to foster beliefs in cultural uniformity in America. At
times this has resulted in skepticism and suspicion of anything
not communicated in the English language and even in a
disdain towards all that which did not conform to Anglo-
American traditions. Only within the last years does a more
cosmopolitan attitude seem to be superseding such a parochial
one.

Germans comprised the first major European ethnic
minority in the British colonies of North America which
subsequently comprised the United States. They were also the
first to experience the pangs of prejudice because of their
customs and their language which differed from those of the
majority of their fellow Americans.

The majority of the German emigrants came from the
southwestern regions of German-speaking Central Europe,
most from the Rhenish Palatinate. “However, the western Ger-
man cantons of Switzerland, the part of Hesse south of the
Main River, and the western part of Wiirttemberg also
furnished large contingents of settlers. Smaller numbers came
from Alsace, Baden, Lorraine, the part of Hesse just north of
the Main, and from the Rhineland lying north of the Pala-
tinate.” 2

The dialects which the emigrants from these areas of
Central Europe brought with them and their encounter with
the environment of the New World forged in Pennsylvania her
own characteristic German language. The position in which
German found itself in the Colony was, to say the least, novel.
The prominent Philadelphia physician, Dr. Benjamin Rush,
wrote in 1789 that “The intercourse of the Germans with each
other is kept up chiefly in their own language; but most of
their men who visit the capital and or trading or country towns
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of the state, speak the English language.”’3 Further, “A certain
number of the laws are now printed in German, for the benefit
of those of them who cannot read English. A large number of
German newspapers are likewise circulated through the State,
through which knowledge and intelligence have been
conveyed, much to the advantage of the government. There is
scarcely an instance of a German, of either sex, in Penn-
sylvania, that cannot read; . . .” The language spoken by most
of these Germans, essentially farmers, was quite naturally their
native dialect.

These German pioneers had, as it were, two languages
when they came. The first, Standard High German, was read;
this is documented by the high circulation figures of German
language newspapers and the extensive importation of books
from Germany. The other, a dialect, was the common means
of verbal communication.4 English slowly became a third
language for some and as it made inroads, Standard High
German receded and became less important and in urban
areas finally was replaced by English.

The retrenchment of Standard High German at this time
was celebrated by the lack of any significant new German
immigration from about 1776, when the American Revolution
began, to 1815, the end of the Napoleonic era, i.e., for
approximately two generations.

The more educated and the more travelled German tended
to meet Anglo-American society on its own terms, con-
sequently often employed English; members of the less mobile
rural population, which had little interest in becoming
integrated, remained essentially speakers of German. The Ger-
man of rural southeastern Pennsylvania, however, accom-
modated itself by using new vocabulary, as British English had
done to evolve into American English, yet the German of
Pennsylvania maintained its own linguistic integrity.

In 1783-1784, Johann Schoepf, who had served as a
physician among the German mercenary troops in America,
journeyed through the new nation and recorded his observa-
tions:
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Die Sprache, deren sich unsere Deutsche Landsleute
bedienen, ist ein erbarmlich geradbrechter Misch-
masch der Englishen und Deutschen, in Ansetzung der
Worte so wol als ihrer Fligungen. Erwachsene Personen
welche aus Deutschland hiniiber kommen, vergessen
ihre Muttersprache zum Theil, indem sie eine neue zu
lernen sich vergeblich bemiihen. Die Eingebornen ler-
nen ihre Muttersprache fast niemals ordentlich und
rein. Die Kinder der Deutschen, besonders in den
Stadten, gew6hnen sich aus dem Gassenumgang an das
Englische —von ihrer Eltern werden sie in der einen
Sprache angeredet, und sie antworten ihnen in der an-
dern. Die nahe Verwandschaft, die die Englische mit
der Deutschen Sprache hat, hilft die Verwirrung befor-
dern. Wenn jemand nicht sogleich das benéthigte
Deutsche Wort finden kan, nimmt er ohne Bedenken,
das nichste beste Engliche dafiir, und viele Englische
Worte sind ihnen so geldufig, dass sie solche fiir zuver-
lassig echt Deutsch halten. In allen Gerichts— gesetz-
lichen und Staatsangelegenheiten bedient man sich der
Englischen Sprache. Diese wird daher den Deutschen
Familien notwendig, und durch Umgang und Nachah-
mung geldufig, so dass sie auch vielfach unter sich bald
elend Deutsch, bald noch elender Englisch schwatzen,
denn sie haben den besonderen Vorzug vor andern
Nationen, dass sie im eigentlichen Verstande weder der
einen noch der andern miachtig sind. Die einige Gele-
genheit, wo die Deutschen einen ordentlichen Vortrag
in ihrer eigenen Sprache héren (denn lesen ist ihre
Sache nicht) ist in der Kirche. Es sind einige wenige ab-
gesonderte Ortschaften, und einzelne wohnende Land-
leute im Gebirge, die wenigen Umgang mit England-
ern pflegen, und dahero zwar zuweilen gar kein
Englisch verstehen, aber deswegen doch auch nicht
besser Deutsch sprechen. Das reinste und schdnste
Deutsche erhialt sich in den Colonien der Mihrischen
Briider . . . .S

Schoepf’s observations concerning the language probably
have to be qualified. It should not be forgotten that he was not
trained in languages or linguistics and perhaps did not appre-
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ciate the fact that most Germans in Pennsylvania were
speaking essentially a dialect similar to the one they would
have used in their original homeland. The borrowing of
English vocabulary, where necessary, can only be condemned
when it is not realized that a distinct language which will differ
from its mother dialect was emerging. Such borrowing was
necessary in accommodating German to the New World; it also
served to enrich the language. Consequently, it is not valid to
claim that these German pioneers spoke a bad German and a
worse English because of language mixtures unheard of in
Germany, e.g. the employment of idiomatic expressions which
were translated directly from the English but had no parallels
in Standard High German or syntactical structures which were
unknown in Standard High German. Schoepf seems not to
have understood that a distinct German language was emerg-
ing in Pennsylvania. Schoepf’s praise for the language among
the Moravians would further seem to support the belief that he
did not recognize the evolving of a new German dialect.
The Moravians had often enjoyed more education than the
average German immigrant; they were usually not from south-
western Germany; their speech patterns tended more to
approximate Standard High German. What is, though, so sur-
prising is the fact that by the mid-nineteenth century, the
Standard High German language spoken in Bethlehem, the
center of the Moravians in Pennsylvania, was experiencing a
rapid alteration. It could not withstand the influence exercised
by the vernacular Pennsylvania-German spoken in almost all
the neighboring towns. Therefore, also in Bethlehem, the
standard language was being replaced by Pennsylvania-Ger-
man.6

Despite the proliferation of various German dialects and
the limited use of spoken Standard High German, an inability
to communicate with one another hardly arose. These eigh-
teenth century pioneers tended to settle in their own language
enclaves, i.e. usually among speakers of their own dialect. In
the course of time a process of synthesis occurred as interaction
among various sections became more common. Evidence
indicates that a relatively unified spoken language had
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emerged already by the beginning of the nineteenth century.
This new tongue would combine various dialect features of the
original linguistic patterns of the pioneers but was in the main
“. . . the speech of the Palatine, especially that of the eastern
half of the Palatinate.””7 The evolvement of Pennsylvania-Ger-
man came about through the linguistic process known as
levelling, 1.e. the interaction of various dialects upon one
another through which a more integrated language results. A
reconstruction of such occurrences is impossible; however, it
may be assumed that language features found in merely one of
two dialects became eliminated while those found in many
were retained.

Schoepf claimed to have heard the following conversation
among the Germans:

Ich hab’ wollen mit einem Nachbar joinen, und ein
Stiick geklart Land purchasen. Wir hatten no doubt
ein guten Bargain gemacht und hatten konnen gut
drauf ausmachen. Ich war aber nicht capable so’ne
Summe Geld aufzumachen, und konnt nicht linger ex-
pekten. Das that mein Nachbar nit gleichen, und er
fing an aus mich iibel zu usen. So dacht ich, si’s besser

du thust mirt aus.8

One of the earliest scholars of the Pennsylvania-German
language expressed doubts as to the authenticity of such
language patterns and wrote “. . . this example is probably
spurious and a joke.”9 Another scholar expressed similar
skepticism more recently, “. . . but the man does not exist who
would acknowledge this as his dialect, or who would recognize
it as a native idiom at all.” 10

Schoepf further maintained that these Pennsylvanians
merely absorbed English arbitrarily into their speech, for
example:

e.g. schmart (smart, active, clever)—serben, geserbt
haben (serve etc.); they go farther and translate
literally, as absezen, instead of abreisen, such auf den
Weg machen, from the English “set off”’; einen auf den
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Weg sezen, einen auf den rechten Weg bringen, from
the English “put one in the road”; abdrehen, sich vom
Weg abwenden, from the English “turn off”’; aufkom-
men mit einem, jemanden auf den Weg einhohlen,
from the English “come up with one.”11

Further, it was claimed, they employed German words, the
sounds of which paralleled English ones, with the English
meaning, for example:

as das belangt zu mir, das gehért mir, from the English
“this belongs to me,” although “belangen” and “be-
long” have entirely different meanings; or ich thue das
nicht gleichen, from the English “I do not like that,”
instead of das gefillt mir nicht.12

The observations Schoepf made were not isolated ones.
Charles Murry, a Briton, traveling through the United States
some years later (1834-1836) noted:

This part of the country (about Lancaster) was chiefly
settled by Germans; indeed many of them speak very
little English. They have German preachers, and a Ger-
man printing press; and yet so corrupted is their dialect
that I very much doubt a Saxon, a Brunswicker, or a
Hanovarian would understand them readily. One old
man with whom I spoke, was the third in descent,
American born, his great grandfather having come
from Frankfort; he could speak neither language
intelligibly; his son, however, a well educated young
man, joined in the conversation and said, “Sir, you will
not easily understand this dialect, but I will speak to
you in Luther’s German” upon which he addressed
several sentences to me in a language tolerably pure,
both in grammar and pronunciation.13

Murry’s observations support the belief that Pennsylvania-Ger-
man was the normal means of communication in rural south-
western Pennsylvania. The statement “he could speak neither
language intelligently” refers, of course, to English and
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Standard High German. When he writes “so corrupted is their
dialect” it 1s suggested that Murry would probably have little,
if any, knowledge of Franconian and Allemanic dialects either
from Germany or Pennsylvania, i.e. not be a reliable authority
on Pennsylvania-German. In addition, the statement that
Saxons, Brunswickers or Hanovarians would not comprehend
this language is probably correct, but doesn’t impair Penn-
sylvania-German in any way; after all these southwestern Ger-
man speakers would also scarcely have understood the
Northerners if they were to speak their Low German dialects.
Christoph Saur notes the following anecdote in his journal:
“Mein Stallion ist liber die Fens getcheupt, und hat dem
Nachbar sein Whiet abscheulich gedamatscht.” Since Saur
was such a strong advocate of the preservation of German
language and culture in Pennsylvania, these sentences were
probably spurious and served rather as a warning to his fellow
Germans of what could happen, if the integrity of the German
language and of Pennsylvania-German were not maintained.

The extent to which such language confusion did occur will
probably never be reliably known. Traveling through the
Commonwealth several decades later, however, Johann Georg
Kohl from Germany produced a plausible fragment from a
man he met in a stage coach: “Ah, du bist Deutsch? I klaupt,
du worhrst Inglisch! um sagte dann einer von ihnen, indem er
auf einmal von seinem ziemlich guten und wohllautenden
English in ein &dusserst inhumanes und barbarisches Busch-
deutsch tibersprang. Mir machte die ungefihr denselben
Effekt, wie wenn ein gebildeter Berneroberlander auf einmal
aus dem ziemlich gut gehandhabten Franzdsisch in sein
gaumendbiirstendes und zungenbrecherisches Eisgletscher
und Bergkaterkten-Grindelwalddeutsch losbricht. I klaupt,
sagte er . . . du wohrst Englisch! Welll da kennen m’r ja
Deutsch schwaze, s’ isch m’r glei (gleich). I sproach Englisch
un Deutsch. Doch ’s Deutsch isch m’r handiger. I bin von Ger-
man Dessent. Mein Noam verrath mi scho— Baummaier. Hob
die Ehre.”

Kohl summarized his impressions on the state of the Ger-
man language: “Ihr Dahin scheiden ist nicht so anmutig wie
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das eines gewissen Fisches, der beim Sterben noch in allerlei
bunten und reizenden Farben spielt.” 14

A weakness for the borrowed word was not confined only to
the less educated. In the journals of Heinrich Melchior
Muhlenberg, for example, one reads: “Es wurde mir al-
lowiert . . . Mr. Keple war damit nicht gepleaset . . . Welches
in meinem Kirche Buch recorded ist.”15 These were written
forms; in speech he probably employed them even more
widely.

In 1812, Heinrich Muhlenberg, pastor of the German
Lutheran Church in Lancaster, together with Benedict ]J.
Schipper, teacher of languages at Franklin Academy, a fore-
runner of Franklin and Marshall College, published the
Deutsch/Englisches und Englisch/Deutsches Worterbuch in
Lancaster.16 German was still widely spoken at that time since
the authors mentioned the reasons for producing their work in
the foreword: “. . . besonders da die verschiedenen Bewohner
dieser Staaten tdglich mit einander umgehen miissen, die
Deutschen mit den Englischen, und die Englischen mit den
Deutschen.” Further they wrote: “Durch den bestindigen
Umgang mit den Englischen, kommen wir Deutsche so in die
Gewohnheit hier und da ein Englisches Wort im Gesprach zu
gebrauchen, dass wir . . . oft nicht wissen, ob es Deutsch oder
Englisch ist.” An appendix of five hundred such English-Ger-
man words accompanied the volume because “wahrscheinlich
giebt es wenige Englische Worter, die nicht ein oder der
andere Deutsche manchmal in seine Sprache aufnimmt . . .”

The commentary in the appendix gives a further justifica-
tion for its publication: “Solche Wérter, die wir Deutsche,
theils wegen dem hiaufigen Gebrauch der englischen Sprache,
theils notgedrungen um neue Gegenstande zu benennen, so zu
sagen in unsre Muttersprache aufgenommen haben.” To a
large extent the vocabulary consists of legal terms or refers to
things with which they were not acquainted before departure
from their European homeland, for example: adjournen,
Arbitrehschen, Beylah, counterfit, Constituent, Dschury-
mann, endorsen, Fordsch, Gedsch (gauge), Mantelpies, Pein-
bords, skalpen, Turnkoht, twisten, vermorgedschen.
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In the German newspress of early Pennsylvania curiosities
in language can also be found. English expressions were, at
times, simply rendered in German form: Bill of Sdil, Loan
affis, Schappkieper, gentlemaenner, Fensen, Laas, Lieses.
“Donnerwetter’ often meant thunderstorm, and “giiltig”
meant guilty. Features of their dialect pronunciation too
appeared in spelling: bekleiden for begleiten, Freiend for
Freund, Vatter for Vater, Pabst for Papst, gelidten for
gelitten, Fliegel for Fliigel, Boland for Polen.

These loan words support Muhlenberg’s contention. They
are either of a technical nature or a rather familiar one. The
more isolated German groups were, the more their language
would approximate that of the original settlers. The more the
Germans had contact with life beyond their own community,
the greater became the infusion of English. Since English was
the main language of the new country, the Germans
recognized the necessity of being able to transact business in
that language. As the official language of the country, official
expressions, i.e. for laws and government, would have to be
known in English.

The German language probably died a horrible death in
some areas, especially in large urban centers and in rural
sections where only few speakers of German lived.

It might be assumed that some of the conversations
Schoepf recorded were heard in such places i.e. from regions
not in the traditional Pennsylvania-German belt. The elder
Muhlenberg’s tendency to use loan words, usually ones which
have not become fixed in the Pennsylvania-German language,
suggests that those more mobile individuals (Muhlenberg
traveled extensively) leaned towards a greater assimilation of
such words. A German language newspaper in Philadelphia,
the Philadelphische Correspondenz, reported that the children
of German-born parents usually read English-language news-
papers rather than German ones (August 29, 1781). In a
speech before the German Society of Pennsylvania, Friedrich
August Conrad Muhlenberg criticized the younger German
generation born in America for its desire to become completely
assimilated as rapidly as possible into Anglo-American society
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and, thereby, abandon their ancestral language (September
20, 1784).17 Muhlenberg emphasized the necessity for the
preservation of the German language in Pennsylvania and
believed it should be fostered in the schools which German
children attended. Muhlenberg, though, did not recognize the
significance of the emerging Pennsylvania-German dialect,
and remarked “. . . so verdient die so genannte Pennsylvania-
Deutsche Sprache wirklich den Namen der Deutschen nicht.”
Muhlenberg also pleaded for the learning of English by all
Germans in the state. He suggested that the teaching language
should be German up to and only to the time when the pupil
has been taught to read and speak German with facility; there-
after, English was to be employed, He further requested that
church services be conducted in the future, not in German but
in English. His mentioning of the Swedish Lutheran Church,
in this speech, as an example to be emulated, should be
questionable, if for no other reason than a pragmatic one.
When the transition in the Swedish Lutheran Church from
Swedish to English occurred, the Church ceased to exist and
became part of the Anglican Community.

Earlier in the 18th century attempts were undertaken to re-
place German completely with English in the schools. This
resulted from sentiment in Britain and in Anglo-America for
the establishment of cultural uniformity in the colonies. The
strongest movement of Anglicizing the Germans would seem to
have been the creation of the “Society for the Propagation of
Christian Knowledge among the Poor Germans” which was
founded in London in 1754.18 Its aims lay in a socio-political
sphere. Many Germans were supporting the Quaker party in
elections and were felt, consequently, to be a hindrance in the
creation of a strong militia in the colony. Leaders of the so-
called War Party were incensed by this German support for
their opponents. Every possible charge was leveled against
them, including the one that they were instruments of Roman
Catholic-French policy.

The Rev. Dr. Williams Smith headed the Charity School
Movement which to some appeared as a beneficial charitable
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undertaking but really set as its basic goal the protection of the
government and the supremacy of the English langauge. The
leaders of the movement went so far as to try to influence
Parliament in London to adopt the following regulations: 1) to
deny Germans the right to vote for twenty years until they
would have sufficient knowledge of the English language and
English political traditions; 2) to make all legal documents,
bonds, wills, contracts, etc., void unless written in English; 3)
to make 1llegal the printing and circulation of newspapers,
almanacs, or other materials in any other language besides
English.

Several prominent Germans in the colony initially sup-
ported the Charity School Movement because they believed it
presented the best possibility of offering educational oppor-
tunities to all, even to those living far out in the wilderness
who, under the prevailing conditions of the times, could not
partake of education. However, the movement was finally
recognized as an attempt to Anglicize the German community
and to assimilate it into English-speaking Pennsylvania.

The Saur press, the most influential German-language
press prior to the establishment of Heinrich Miller’s, waged an
unrelenting editorial campaign against the movement. Saur,
presumably, saw it as an attempt to establish a state directed
school system. Sectarians, usually pacifists, were excluded
from the governing boards of these schools and the director-
ship lay in the hands of members associated with the so-called
War Party. Saur’s efforts helped in major proportion to defuse
this belligerent, i.e. anti-German movement which then
collapsed in 1761.

Kohl’s analysis clarifies the language situation:

Die Leute wunderten sich sehr, da ich so rein deutsch
sprach, und dass sie mich so gut verstehen konnten. Sie
sagten, sie hitten eine junge Emigrantin, ein Madchen
vom Rhein, in Dienste die sprache ein solches Kauder-
welsches Deutsch, dass sie die grésste Mithe mit ihr
hiatten. Mit den ungebildeten, frisch eingewanderten
Landleuten aus Deutschland sagten sie, sey diess ge-

12



JOURNAL OF GERMAN-AMERICAN STUDIES, VOL. 18, NO. 1 (1978)

wohnlich der Fall. —Und ich muss gestehen, wenn ich
mich zusammen nahm und tiber einige wells, “einige
schwamms” und andere stets beigemischte Anglicism
hinwegsah, so kam mir selbst diese pennsylvanische
Bauern Sprache nicht so eingefleischt dialekthaft, nicht
so urschwarzwilderisch vor. Dasselbe fiel mir nachher
noch bei Unterredungen mit anderen Bauern dieser
Gegend (near Bethlehem) auf. Vielleicht war mir alles,
was mich bei den Gebildeten, bei jenem Prediger in
Wilkesbarre, bei jenem Beamten auf dem Postwagen
so sehr beleidigte, im Munde der Bauern ertriglicher.
Vielleicht aber mag bei den Gebilgeten und Halb-
gebildeten, namentlich bei dem Beamten, die mit den
Englischredenden in viel hiufrigere Beriihrung kom-
men, das Deutsche auch weit mehr ausgeartet seyn,
und vielleicht mag der deutsche Bauer, der wieder nur
mit deutschen Bauern verkehrt, sich in seiner Weise die
Sprache reiner erhalten haben. Ja, da er hier nicht in so
hohem Grade glebae adscriptus war, wie in Deutsch-
land, da er sich im Lande in verschiedenen Verhiltnis-
sen umher tummelte, so mag dabei in gewisser Hin-
sicht seine Sprache, obwohl “Buschdeutsch” genannt,
etwas an Politur gewonnen haben. Ich vergleich hier
wieder in Gedanken meine canadische Franzosen, die
sich in einer dhnliche Lage befinden, wie die pennsyl-
vanisch Deutschen, und bei denen ebenfalls der
grobere Landesdialekt unter den Gebildten mir unan-
genehmer auffiel, als unter den Bauern.19

English has, as it has been here shown, had an influence
upon Pennsylvania-German but by no means to the extent
which the popularization of the Pennsylvania-German culture
has led some to believe.

What is so curious has been the vitality during the past two
hundred and fifty years of the language itself in the midst of an
English-speaking America. Standard High German has not
maintained itself in Pennsylvania as a viable language. How-
ever, had World War I not evoked such hysteria against
everything German in the United States, who knows, it might
still be prevalent in Pennsylvania. After all, some of the Ger-

13



ALEXANDER WALDENRATH

man language newspapers of the Commonwealth reached
their highest circulation in the first and second decades of this
century. The new language, Pennsylvania-German, has
retained its vitality into our era. Its most prominent phase was
probably the second half of the nineteenth century. At this
time, Dr. Abraham Reeser Horne, one of the leading
educators in the Commonwealth in his day, even proposed a
tri-lingual system of education: English; Standard High Ger-
man; Pennsylvania-German. Today, admittedly, it is dying
out and within another generation or two in all likelihood only
isolated and limited enclaves will continue to be found in
Pennsylvania. Yet the culture of the Pennsylvania-Germans
will remain an indispensable and integral component of this
Commonwealth which owes so much to its early German
pioneers.
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