Walter D. Kamphoefner

German Language Persistence in Texas and Missouri

Texas stands apart in the degree to which the German language has
persisted across the generations, more strongly than in any other state, except
with groups such as the Pennsylvania “Dutch,” where it was reinforced
and sheltered by separatist religion.! In the 1940 U.S. Census, the first to
tally mother tongue of the whole population and not just the immigrant
generation, Texas was the only state where German speakers of the third
generation (with no immigrants closer than their grandparents) outnumbered
German speakers of the second generation (American-born children of
immigrants).? In order to identify the factors that promoted this heritage
language preservation, Texas Germans will be compared with Germans of my
native Missouri, taking advantage of my familiarity with various communities
in the two states.’

This is primarily an essay in the social history of ethnicity and language,
but linguists have made significant contributions on the subject of heritage
language persistence and factors influencing the transition to the majority
language.® However, the phonological or morphosyntactic developments
taking place on the threshold to “language death” are of no concern here.’
Rather, the prime concern is the degree of heritage language persistence
relative to the size of the ethnic population of potential speakers, and whether
or where the three-generation model of linguistic assimilation is confirmed
or contradicted.®

One question regarding the transition to English by Texans or Missourians
of German heritage is “were they pushed or did they jump (voluntarily)?”
Or to put it another way, was Henry Ford’s Model T or Kaiser Wilhelm
(i.e., the repercussions of World War I) more responsible for the decline of
German.” Although evidence of wartime repression is not hard to find, its role
can be easily exaggerated, especially in communities with a large German-
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heritage population. The Goliad County, Texas, Council of Defense issued
a menacing statement warning against the use of German even in private,
but its German population numbered barely 300, or 1,300 including the
second generation. In more heavily German counties, these councils often
had a German majority. And while repression in Texas was mild compared
to many other states, it played even less of a role in Missouri. This essay will
first explore state-level patterns in greater detail, identifying similarities and
differences between the two states, before focusing down to the county level
to identity what local characteristics might explain the degree of German
language preservation.

One explanation for greater language persistence in Texas might be
the timing of immigration. In both states it began in the 1830s, but as
late as 1870, the number of Texas Germans was less than a quarter of their
Missouri counterparts; by 1910 it had grown to more than half. * However,
it is doubtful whether timing explains the differences. In fact, the number of
third-generation Germans should have been larger in Missouri; the question
is how many were still speaking German. From earlier work with the 1940

Table 1. Persons Claiming German Mother Tongue, 1940 Census, by Generation and
Location

STATE
Total FB NBFEMP NBNP
Missouri 173,220 37,080 88,900 47,240
Texas 158,100 21,000 67,040 71,060
URBAN
Total FB NBFEMP NBNP
Missouri 96,660 27,760 54,240 14,660
Texas 44,840 9,440 20,940 14,460
RURAL-NONFARM
Total FB NBFEMP NBNP
Missouri 25,660 4,620 12,540 8,500
Texas 24,180 3,240 9,760 11,180
RURAL-FARM
Total FB NBFEMP NBNP
Missouri 50,900 4,700 22,120 24,080
Texas 90,080 8,320 36,340 45,420

KEY Table 1:

FB = Foreign-Born (1st generation);

NBEFMP = Native Born of Foreign or Mixed Parentage (2nd generation);
NBNP = Native-Born of Native Parentage (3rd generation)
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mother tongue data, it was apparent that the German language persisted
much more strongly in rural areas and particularly the farm population
than in the big cities, where exposure to American culture and the English
language were practically unavoidable.” The contrasts between the two states
might be explained by the fact that roughly half of Missouri Germans lived
in St. Louis, whereas the urban share of Texas Germans was much smaller. So
perhaps the rural and particularly the farm populations of the two states would
be similar in their language preservation. But just a quick look at statewide
data demolished that hypothesis (Table 1). In urban areas of the two states,
there were nearly three times as many German speakers among immigrants in
Missouri as in Texas, and more than double the number of German speakers in
the second generation, but the number of third generation German speakers
was virtually equal in the two states. In the rural nonfarm populations, second
generation speakers of German outnumbered third generation speakers in
Missouri, whereas in Texas, third generation speakers held a slight edge. In
the farm population, third generation German speakers did outnumber those
of the second generation also in Missouri, though by less than a 10 percent
margin. In Texas, the lead of the third generation was more like 20 percent.
So even in the rural and farm population, Texas Germans stood apart from
Missouri Germans.'

An examination of the attitudes of state and local governments in the two
states reveals more commonalities than contrasts. Both were quite hospitable
to the German language in the nineteenth century. Texas was trilingual
from the outset. In its first session after attaining statehood, the legislature
allocated $1,000 for translating its enactments into German and Spanish,
and continued on a similar path for decades. Missouri, too, tried to meet
its Germans halfway. As a chance discovery in an antique shop revealed, an
1882 report of the Missouri Bureau of Labor Statistics—in German!—was
published by the state with more copies per capita for Germans than Anglos."!
St. Louis introduced German instruction into its public schools in 1864 and
continued it for nearly twenty-five years. At its peak, over 90 percent of the
city’s schools taught German, and one-fourth of the pupils were of other
ethnic backgrounds.'? The practice in rural areas was probably more liberal
than the law. Local school boards dominated by Germans often did as they
pleased, to the dismay of the State Superintendent. In Gasconade County,
Missouri, half of the public schools were taught partly or entirely in German
in 1890. Some districts continued German instruction, probably as a subject
rather than a means of instruction, right up to U.S. entry into World War I.
For example, a new 1915 edition of Witter’s textbook, authored by St. Louis
teachers, was still used at Morrison, Missouri, with the name of the teacher,
Edwin Schake, penciled inside."
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Texas, too, had a considerable amount of German instruction in schools,
both public and private. In San Antonio, a private two-way immersion
German-English School operated from 1859 into the 1890s. A similar school
in the freethinker settlement of Milheim, taught by a Forty-eighter with a
German doctorate, attracted some Anglophone pupils along with Germans.
One of its graduates, W. A. Trenckmann, went on to become principal of
Bellville public schools, and reported that German was taught in every grade
in the 1880s, with over half of the pupils participating. Bilingual schools
were also established in Houston, Brenham, Columbus, and Victoria in the
aftermath of the Civil War, and this list is probably not exhaustive. In 1886
there were more than 4,400 children receiving German instruction in public
schools, and another 3,000 in private or parochial schools. Not until 1905
did Texas law even require English as medium of instruction.'*

One aspect that has gained little attention is the experience of the Civil
War and the way it may have affected the German identity in these two states.
In both places, Germans were much less likely to own slaves than their Anglo
neighbors, even when one takes into consideration their level of wealth. Some
Germans in both states were critical of the “peculiar institution,” and were
threatened with violence for their views. One tends to think of Confederates
as quintessential white bread Americans, but that was not the case in Texas.
They actually published their declaration of causes for secession in German
translation—not that it did them much good. In both states Germans were
less likely to serve the Confederacy than their Anglo neighbors, though to
a very different degree. Less than 1 percent of Anglo Texans who fought in
the Civil War served in its two Union regiments, but 11 percent of Texas
Germans did, even though they had to travel to far off Brownsville, some
300 to 400 dangerous miles from the main German settlements, in order to
enlist. In all of the would-be Confederacy, the only monument to Unionists
erected by local people before the turn of the 20th century was the “Treue
der Union” monument in Comfort, Texas. Many Germans who served the
Rebels did so reluctantly. About one third of Anglo Missourians served the
Confederacy, but virtually no Missouri Germans did, judging by a convenient
surname analysis. There was not a single Schmidt on Missouri Confederate
muster rolls, and the sole Meyer among them turned out to be Swiss. In fact,
Germans were the most adamantly Unionist element of the population. But
Texas Germans felt much more like outsiders among devotees of the Lost
Cause."”

Both groups leaned Republican in the Reconstruction era and beyond.
Lincoln won a plurality in St. Louis in 1860, but Gasconade County,
Missouri, was the only county in a slave state to give Lincoln a majority, and
has voted Republican in every Presidential election since. Missouri became
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a swing state, only voting for two losers in twentieth century presidential
elections, giving Germans more bargaining power than in Texas, which was
nearly a one-party state. Republican Congressman Harry Wurzbach of Seguin
was an embattled loner, the only House member in the Deep South to vote
in favor of Missouri Congressman Leonidas Dyer’s anti-lynching bill in the
1920s. Though not in Wurzbach’s district, Fredericksburg voted Republican
in all but two Presidential elections in the 20th century. Gillespie County
Germans supported local boy LBJ in 1964, and FDR in 1932: not because
of the Depression, but in order to get their beer back, as the son of a county
politician related.'® Wisconsinites will be surprised to learn that the county
which voted most heavily for Progressive candidate Robert LaFollette in the
1924 presidential race was not in his home state, but at New Braunfels, where
he polled 74 percent. The town also stood out later, as the Newu Braunfelser
Zeitung wrote in its 100th anniversary edition in 1952: “In the last few years
the outstanding characteristic of the Comal County vote has been its bitter
anti-New Deal tendency . . . particularly puzzling to persons who are familiar
with their generally liberal tendencies.” In both states, the Prohibition
movement had a decidedly anti-German tone, though it was more intense
in Texas than Missouri. It is no coincidence that it achieved its breakthrough
when it did, as the premier historian of St. Louis pungently remarked, “World
War I and its illegitimate offspring, the Prohibition Amendment, ruined the
beer industry.”"’

Given that World War I is often cited as a factor in the decline of the
German language, this bears examination as well, although neither state
saw a high degree of repression against German-Americans.'® If repression
was indeed crucial, the German language should have persisted longest in
Missouri, for it may just rate as the most tolerant state of the union during
the Great War. In January 1918, the Patriotic Speakers’ Bureau of the
Missouri Council on Defense even launched a branch known as the German
Speakers’ Bureau, to crusade for the war effort in the German language. If
any other state attempted this, it has remained a well-kept secret, although
the effort was abandoned after six months because of increasing hysteria
about the language issue. Reportedly sixteen German speakers were recruited
(among a total of some 200 Patriotic Speakers statewide), most of them born
abroad to the extent they can be identified. Heading up the effort was Max
E Meyer, a University of Missouri psychology professor who had immigrated
in his early twenties. At least two of Meyer’s crew were immigrant Lutheran
ministers, Budapest-born Joseph Frenz, who immigrated in 1900 at age 9,
and Hermann Wallner, who had arrived from Germany already in 1872 as a

small child.”
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The Texas German experience in the Great War was rather mild as well,
especially compared to the repression in states such as Iowa or Nebraska.
True, there was nothing like the Missouri German Speaker’s Bureau in
the Lone Star State. But a study of the local Defense Councils in German
counties shows a considerable minority, or in some cases even a majority
of German Texans, mostly of the second generation, on these boards. The
extreme case was Gillespie County, greater Fredericksburg, where seven
of the eight council members were German; the eighth, a young Anglo
schoolteacher, was probably included because she could type. Comal County,
New Braunfels and environs, also had a German majority of twelve out of
twenty. Five of the seven members in Medina County were also Germanic,
though most were of Alsatian background, so it would be worth examining
how much German or French feeling they retained. In Fayette County, the
breakdown was nine and nine, plus four “Bohemians” who tended to see eye-
to-eye with Germans. In Guadalupe County, home of the Seguiner Zeitung,
half of the twenty board members were German, including three immigrants.
Washington County, which would soon see the Ku Klux Klan crusading
against the German language, did have an Anglo majority of ten to six on
its board, including several future Klan leaders as well as one of its targets. A
couple of other counties with smaller German populations also had a smaller
German representation. But even on the State Council of Defense, five of
the forty-nine members were German, among them one member born in
Germany, plus future Congressman Richard Kleberg of King Ranch fame
and fortune.?® From both states there were doughboys serving in France and
writing letters home in German that were published in German American
newspapers. And in both states, there were German American soldiers who
gave their lives fighting Germany on the battlefield and were commemorated
with tombstones in the German language.”!

State-level patterns show as many similarities as differences, and if
anything should have favored language preservation in Missouri over Texas.
It proves more insightful to focus down to the county level and consider
aspects such as the forms of German settlement, whether on an individual
or an organized basis, and if organized, whether by a secular or a religious
organization, along with the German share of county population that resulted,
and whether and when the county’s Germans had the critical mass to support
a newspaper in their language (Table 2). There are several ways to measure
German influence and isolation in a county. The percentage of German stock
in the White population in 1870 gives the cleanest reading, for by 1880 there
was a growing third generation that does not get counted as German. But
for Texas it was necessary to use 1880 because of several county creations
after 1870, especially Lee County, which stands out in its language retention.
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One could debate whether German percentage of the White population or
total population is more appropriate; in the Texas Hill Country it hardly
matters, nor in Missouri. The census shows Osage County with a mere three
Black residents in 1970, Gasconade with only thirteen. And there were in
fact some German-speaking Blacks in both states; at least one such man in
Texas survived into the 21st century. But their numbers are too small to cause
much distortion if one assumes that all German speakers were Whites.” In
Missouri the German percentage was calculated for 1870 on the basis of total
population; in Texas the 1880 White population was used, although one
should note that in 1870 both New Braunfels and Fredericksburg were over
85 percent German, the highest in the nation except for one Nebraska county
with just a handful of residents. No county in Missouri came close to that;
only Gasconade and Warren counties were majority German, and neither
surpassed 55 percent. The analysis is restricted to counties where the German
stock, including the second generation, constituted at least 5 percent of the
1870-80 population.

The tables also include the founding year of the first local German
newspaper and the year the last Zeitung folded.” It is difficult to say which is
the chicken and which is the egg so far as the press and language preservation
is concerned, though the example of New Braunfels suggests that ethnic
newspapers are more of an effect than a cause. It looks surprising that Sedalia,
Missouri, supported a German paper from 1877 on, when seven years earlier
Pettis County was home to fewer than six hundred immigrants. But it was a
fast-growing railroad town that by 1880 had close to two thousand residents
of German stock, and by 1900 more than three thousand.

The 1940 mother tongue data is not available at the county level in
published census returns.* Instead, the mother tongue data published in the
1970 census and the “language spoken” data from 1980 was used. The 1980
census ancestry data was used to estimate the “population at risk,” people
who were potential German speakers. The census distinguished between
those with any German ancestry, including mixed, and people who claimed
to be solely of German ancestry, raising the issue of which figure to use. But
intermarriage is also a form of assimilation, so both indexes were calculated,
but the data is sorted according to the percentage speaking German among
all people reporting any German ancestry, sorted from the county with the
highest German retention in 1970 on down. The 1980 data instead reported
who was still currently speaking German at home, shown as a percentage of
people with German ancestry in that year.”” These rankings vary somewhat
from 1970 but show the same general tendencies. Since Missouri’s rates of
retention are considerably lower, Texas will be examined first.
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Linguists have posed the question of whether Henry Ford’s Model T or
Kaiser Wilhelm (i.e., World War I) was more responsible for the decline of
German, figuratively speaking.*® The case of New Braunfels and its contrasts
with Fredericksburg point to Ford and his automobile as the main culprits,
and even before them, the railroads. On the main route between Austin and
San Antonio, New Braunfels got its first railroad connection in 1880 and a
second by the dawn of the twentieth century. A line from San Antonio finally
reached Fredericksburg in 1913 and dead-ended there; it never made a profit
and only lasted three decades. Its current claim to fame are the bats roosting
in its abandoned tunnels. By 1970, New Braunfels had Interstate 35 right on
its doorstep, but to this day, Fredericksburg is twenty miles from the nearest
interstate. Their two counties were almost identical in founding dates and
population makeup, both established by the so-called Adelsverein colonization
society, and over 85 percent German at one point.”’ The newspaper situation,
too, should have favored German preservation in New Braunfels. Its Zeitung
reached the century mark in 1952 before switching entirely to English five
years later. With a smaller population, Fredericksburg only got a German
newspaper twenty-five years after New Braunfels, and lost it a decade sooner.
But more than 71 percent of Fredericksburgers of German descentstill claimed
German as their mother tongue in 1970; in New Braunfels it was less than 43
percent. Calculated on the basis of people of unmixed German descent, only
6 percent of Fredericksburg Germans claimed English as their mother tongue
in 1970. Despite a smaller population from the outset, Gillespie County also
had Comal beat in the absolute numbers of German speakers, by a 50 percent
margin in 2000.

The runner up for German preservation in Texas, Lee County, is highly
ironic in view of its settlement history. Its settlers came from a Slavic language
island in eastern Germany, a group known as Wends, or in their language,
Sorbs, a shipload of 500 of whom arrived in 1854. They were motivated in
part by Lutheran separatism but also to escape the pressures of Germanization
in the Old Country. However, they joined a German Lutheran synod and
became totally Germanized here. Even the tombstone of the founding pastor’s
wife was auf Deutsch, as are the biblical mottos in the historic sanctuary of
their mother church in Serbin. According to the 1940 census, there were a
mere five German natives in Lee County born in the twentieth century, yet
this congregation did not introduce regular English services until 1960. It
went from weekly to monthly German services only in 1985, and continued
these monthly communion services until 2007. (Now it’s down to once a year
for the annual picnic). Another Lutheran congregation at Manheim [sic] in
Lee County still has two tombstones from 1947 and another from 1948 in the
German language, and was home to one doughboy, Richard Kissmann, who
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wrote home from France auf Deutsch and is commemorated with a German
tombstone after being killed in action just ten days before the armistice.”®

Fayette County, the next in line, had the distinction that in the late
nineteenth century, White Anglos were only the fourth largest element
of its population, behind Germans, Blacks, and Czechs. Many Czechs,
and even some Germans, were not bilingual but trilingual.”” Washington
County, next in line in German preservation, has something in common
with neighboring Lee County: they are the only two among the 254 counties
in Texas where the largest denomination was not Catholic or Baptist, but
Lutheran (though mostly of a different, less conservative synod than in Lee).*
Despite the Klan crusade against German in the 1920s, which caused at least
one Lutheran minister to resign his position and move away, Germans in
and around Brenham held tenaciously to their language. One of the Klan’s
slogans indicates how the Civil War still figured in the ethnic polarization
sixty years later: “Our fathers were here in ‘61, and their boys are here in
21.7%" A coalition of Blacks and Germans had kept Republicans in control
of Washington County into the mid-1880s, when it was overthrown by
violence and domestic terrorism. DeWitt County was similar to Washington
in makeup; in fact, many Germans from Washington and Fayette counties
moved farther down into the coastal prairies as land in their area became
scarce. Next in the rankings was Austin County, site of the earliest German
settlements in the state and characterized by a large freethinking element. All of
these counties, with a variety of religious and irreligious tendencies, surpassed
New Braunfels in their language preservation despite its overwhelmingly
German character at the outset. Next in line was Lavaca County, like Fayette
with a heavy Czech element, followed by Colorado County, which weighed
in above 40 percent in its language preservation although it never supported
a German newspaper. One thing that is impressive in Texas is the diversity
of communities preserving German. There were three more counties in the
30-40 percent preservation range, each with a different Weltanschauung.
Although Castroville in Medina County was an Alsatian settlement, in terms
of language and identity it was Germanic.** Thereafter, especially in the urban
counties, the rate of German preservation drops rather precipitously, although
all of these counties except Bastrop had German newspapers for decades on
end. San Antonio stood well ahead of other cities in its language preservation,
perhaps thanks to its German-English School.

Missouri shows both parallels and contrasts to Texas. Table 2 reveals that
even the top Missouri county falls only in the mid-range of Texas language
preservation. The two leading Missouri counties show considerable parallels
with their Texas counterparts. Like Fredericksburg, the Gasconade County
seat of Hermann was founded by a secular German colonization society, in
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1837. Like Lee County, Perry County was colonized by conservative Saxon
Lutherans of the same synod, who established their “Zion on the Mississippi”
in 1839. A refugee from Nazi Germany who arrived there in 1945 recalled:
“It was remarkably perplexing to enter the store, ask for something in English,
and then receive the answer in the best German. . . . Not only did everyone
speak German, but they all said 4« to one another. It was like a fairy tale—it
was America, and yet it was not America.”* The next two counties in line, and
especially the communities of Concordia and Cole Camp, were also heavily
Lutheran, but of a different Hannoverian flavor, with roots 250 miles from
Saxony. They did not involve group colonization, but still achieved a greater
degree of German preservation than other counties that were more heavily
German a century earlier. Embattled Unionist outposts deep in Little Dixie,
both also illustrate how the Civil War experiences reinforced ethnic identity.?
Baptists, probably of the Southern variety, remain the leading denomination
in both Benton and Lafayette counties. The next two in the rankings, Osage
and Ste. Genevieve counties, were overwhelmingly Catholic, though of very
different origins 300 miles apart, in Westphalia and Baden respectively.
Following them, Warren County was predominantly German Evangelical
with some German Methodist admixture, reflecting their Westphalian and
Lippe Detmolder background, as was the case in rural Gasconade County
outside of Hermann.* But in contrast, ethnicity in Warren County was not
reinforced by group settlement. The denominational ranking of Lutheran,
Catholic, and Evangelical in language preservation is similar to that observed
in a Master’s thesis on Cole County, Missouri, and also reflects the degree of
commitment to parochial education shown by the ratio of baptisms to school
enrollments during the late nineteenth century.*®

Missouri provides additional evidence that ethnic newspapers were
an effect rather than a cause of language preservation, and that the crucial
variable was the absolute numbers of Germans. Two of the top three counties
in language preservation never had a German paper. With immigrant
populations ranging from 1,225 downwards in 1870, the critical mass was
simply lacking, and the weekly edition of St. Louis papers were distributed
more widely outstate than were city papers in Texas.?” It is worth noting that
conservative Lutheran counties, especially Perry in Missouri and Lee in Texas,
had more German language survival than other counties that were more
heavily German. One factor was doubtless their parochial school systems,
which continued to teach German well beyond World War I. Another of
these Lutheran communities, Concordia in Lafayette County, allowed pupils
the option of confirmation in German as late as 1939. All three of these
Lutheran communities as well as Cole Camp have thriving parochial schools
to this day, and there are a half-dozen Catholic schools in Osage County.
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It should be noted that the immigrant population was a negligible factor
in 1980, accounting for less than 1 percent of those with German ancestry
everywhere but St. Louis and Kansas City in Missouri, and except for San
Antonio, nowhere over 2 percent in Texas. However, immigrant numbers
could account for a large proportion of the German speakers in urban
areas and larger towns. In Hannibal, Missouri, German natives actually
outnumbered German speakers. St. Louis City and County (combined in
the data) ranks surprisingly high in language preservation compared to most
urban Texas counties, but this may reflect faulty methodology. St. Louis was
experiencing intensive White flight, so that some of the same individuals
reporting German mother tongue in the city in 1970 were reporting German
ancestry in 1980 in adjacent St. Charles County, which grew by 55 percent
over the decade.?® As in 1980, the 2000 census also recorded language spoken,
but by then is was a negligible quantity not worth including in the table. Less
than 1 percent of the population still spoke some German in the home in
sixteen of the Missouri counties and eight counties in Texas. However, in
Gillespie County, over 11 percent of the inhabitants persisted with German,
as did more than 5 percent in Lee County. In Missouri, Perry County held the
lead with over 3 percent, followed by Gasconade County with 2 percent and
Osage County with 1.7 percent still using some German. Morgan County
actually held second place in Missouri because of a recent Mennonite influx.

One characteristic the top two German speaking counties in each state
have in common is a group settlement project, which was also true of New
Braunfels. None of these were communal societies like Amana in Iowa, but
in all cases, they acquired a large plot of land where they could keep mostly
to themselves. The German Settlement Society of Philadelphia bought some
11,000 acres or 17 square miles in 1838 and founded the town of Hermann.
‘The Saxon Lutheran settlement in Perry County involved a tract of circa 4,500
acres, or 7 square miles. In Texas, the Wends purchased a slightly smaller tract
in 1855 for a dollar an acre. No less than forty Wendish families settled on
this land, and another ten purchased town lots in Serbin.*” Immigrants were
settled on two leagues of land (or nearly 14 square miles) at Comal Springs
that the Adelsverein leader Prince Carl of Solms-Braunfels purchased in 1845,
and named New Braunfels after his estate in Germany. Fredericksburg, the
society’s second colony, was established by Johann Meusebach in 1846 near
the Pedernales River on some 11,000 acres (17 square miles) that he had
purchased the year before.

Of these group settlement tracts, only that of New Braunfels consisted
of relatively fertile, productive agricultural land. Fredericksburg was within
one degree of the 100th meridian, beyond which the arid climate makes
agriculture a risky proposition without irrigation. New Braunfels and
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Fredericksburg could almost be considered lucky accidents, established
primarily as way stations to the Fisher-Miller Grant farther west, which
proved to be totally unsuited for agriculture. Both Missouri tracts as well as
the Wendish settlement had in common the relatively poor quality of their
land, conditioned in part by the fact that it was difficult to find such a large,
unbroken parcel of good land for sale. The Perry County tract purchased
by the Saxon Lutherans was described as very hilly land “so utterly remote
from civilization that seldom any travelers trespassed upon it.” With respect
to Hermann, contemporary Gert Goebel observed from his perspective as a
county surveyor that “at that time there were far more favorable locations for
agricultural purposes to be found almost everywhere in the state.” He saw
“the cheap price for land that the Americans considered entirely worthless”
as one of the “main reasons” for the purchase. Seven years after the town’s
founding on a site more picturesque than productive, the editor of the local
Wochenblatt admitted that “if your settlement were inhabited by Americans
instead of Germans, Hermann would now . . . have been reduced to just a
few stores doing business with the farm population, while most of the other
inhabitants would have long since sought their fortunes somewhere else.”*
But the less promising a location was for agriculture, the more it promoted
heritage language preservation.

At the outset, there were hardly any Americans around to assimilate to.
The case of Juanita Sanchez is illustrative: she married Unionist Sebastian
Kleck, who had taken refuge on the Mexican border, and she returned with
him to Fredericksburg after the Civil War. The 1910 census lists Sebastian as
able to speak English, but his Mexican-born wife as only speaking German! In
1850, all but fifteen of the 381 adults in the town had been born in Germany.
Hermann was even more homogeneous: only three of its 208 families in the
1850 census were headed by Americans. When Friedrich Gersticker got off
the train in Hermann during his 1867 travels, as he recorded, “I suddenly
stood in the middle of a little friendly German town, as if it had conjured up
the homeland right out of the ground especially for me.”*!

The census questions on mother tongue or language spoken provide a
yes/no answer to what is obviously a question of degree of competence (and
by the 1980 census almost everyone also spoke English, usually “well” or
“very well”). But small-town newspapers and their circulation figures relative
to the size of their immigrant populations provide further evidence that
German language competence, in reading as well as speaking, extended into
the second and even third generation (Table 3).

Gasconade County, the most heavily German in all of Missouri, counted
only 616 natives of the Fatherland in the 1920 census, but the Hermanner
Volksblatt was still publishing a weekly run of 1,000. Two years after it
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Table 3. German-born Population and German Newspaper Circulation, 1920-40

German
County County Seat German-born  Circulation Ratio
Gasconade Hermann, MO gé? E:;g; }ggg ;g 1
Comal New Braunfels, TX 263 (‘40) 2600 9.8:1
Gillespie Fredericksburg, TX 141 (°40) 600 4.3:1
Lee Giddings, TX 355 (‘40) 3765 10.6: 1

succumbed in 1928 (Missouri’s last surviving German paper outside the
two big cities), the 1930 census found a mere 361 German natives in the
county. Impressive as this may seem, it is no match with Texas, where three
county-seat German weeklies were still in operation at the end of World
War II. The print run of the Fredericksburg paper was more than four times
the number of German natives in the county, but that pales by comparison
with New Braunfels and Giddings, both of whose German weeklies enjoyed
circulations that were ten times the size of their county’s German-born
population. The New Braunfelser Zeitung celebrated its centennial in 1952
before finally switching entirely to English in 1957, the first and also the last
viable German newspaper in Texas.** But by another measure, Fredericksburg
holds the record for language persistence. Both communities were settled
by a colonization society, with county populations more than 85 percent
of German origin. But Fredericksburg and rural Gillespie County, located
farther from the main routes of transportation than New Braunfels, still
had a majority of 57 percent claiming German mother tongue in the 1970
census. In fact, the number of German speakers was equal to 94 percent of
those reporting only German ancestry. Not until the year 2000 did Spanish
speakers outnumber German speakers in and around Fredericksburg.

Since 2001, the Texas German Dialect Project at the University of Texas
has been interviewing and recording native Texans, some of them in the fifth
or sixth generation, who grew up with German as their first language.” Thus
far they have interviewed some 750 people, the majority born before World
War II, but including a few from the baby boom era, in one instance as late
as 1953. However, if their descendants have learned German at all, it is the
formal language taught in school rather than the Texas German dialect. At
the 200th anniversary of German settlement of Texas in 2032, there may
still be a handful of Texas German speakers left to celebrate. Project linguists
estimate that the dialect will be extinct by 2040, but its tenacity is nonetheless
remarkable.

In summary, there are several tendencies that hold true in both states.
Neither experienced a high degree of repression during World War I. At the
county level, the role of homogeneous block settlements, whether secular or
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religious, is apparent in promoting heritage language preservation, especially
when combined with geographic isolation. Lutheran communities, and to a
lesser extent Catholic ones, stood out because of their parochial schools that
were often conducted primarily in German into the twentieth century, and
continued to teach the language into the 1930s. In urban areas there was very
lictle language persistence into the third generation. But the outsider status
of Texas Germans, their sense of identity and a bit of a superiority complex,
probably reinforced the tenacity with which they held onto their heritage
language.

Texcas AM University
College Station, Texas
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