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In Birds of Passage Michael Piore writes:

To tap the rural population, a much more extensive institutional struc­
ture is required, a structure that consists of intermediaries that can help 
the potential migrant obtain the necessary documents, advance the 
requisite funds, and arrange transportation. Before this institutional 
structure is established somebody must have acquired a sufficient 
understanding of the labor market in the industrial country to make the 
institutional structure viable. . . .  It is the initial middle class migrants 
who perform this function.^

Piore is describing migration from less to more industrialized areas, 
primarily during the twentieth century, but his thesis can be applied 
mutatis mutandis to migration from Germany to America during the 
middle decades of the nineteenth century. Some migrants came from 
towns, not simply villages and the countryside. Until the Civil War, 
migrants did not go from a preindustrial society to an industrial society, 
but rather from one preindustrial society to another preindustrial 
society, or from one industrializing society to another. Some of the 
migrants became farmers in the New World, where they often at­
tempted to perpetuate or reconstitute a rural world they could not 
maintain in Germany.  ̂Other migrants entered the rural or urban labor 
market in America. The institutional structures that guided migrants 
from one continent to another became elaborate on both sides of the 
Atlantic. These structures included the shipping lines, railroads, and 
immigration commissions familiar to us from the literature on nine­
teenth-century immigration.

Examining aspects of these structures in a situation in which they 
were being developed for the first time, this article explores the role of 
merchants and artisans in migration to Texas. The literature on Germans 
in Texas has been preoccupied with the migration of peasants or
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agriculturalists and the role of the so-called Adelsverein (Verein zum 
Schutze deutscher Einwanderer in Texas) in getting them there during the 
1840s.3 Artisans and merchants have been neglected. Is it possible that 
much German migration to Texas diuing the nineteenth century con­
sisted of artisans, and that much of this migration was steered, even 
during the 1840s, not by the Adelsverein, but by other Germans, among 
whom merchants played a strategic role? The evidence available for the 
present article permits a positive answer to the first question, but only a 
tentative answer to the second.

Ship passenger lists are too often seen simply as a genealogical 
pastime. Nineteenth-century passenger lists of Germans departing from 
German ports routinely noted the occupations of males aged eighteen 
and over, even though United States law did not require this informa- 
tion.4 A perusal of passenger lists for North American ports from the 
1820s to 1850 reveals large numbers of German artisans. As is to be 
expected in view of the number of merchants in Germany, merchants 
appear much less prominently on the passenger lists, which record 
agricultural or artisanal occupations for most Germans. We can distin­
guish two major groups among these merchants: first, those on business 
journeys; second, men trained as merchants, often from merchant 
families, but without firms of their own. They were going to America in 
the hope of becoming merchants, perhaps with the expectation of 
engaging in transatlantic commerce.^

There was good reason for business trips to the New World. 
Transactions with the Americas were attractive and growing. The 
American Revolution had opened up the possibUity of extensive direct 
commerce between the Americas and Germany. After the Napoleonic 
Wars this potential, aided by anti-colonial revolutions in Latin America, 
gradually became a reality. By 1830 one third of Mexico's export-import 
business was in German hands.*

Many lesser merchants and many apprentices in Germany had 
difficulty finding employment in a still largely agrarian society. Freedom 
of trade, meaning freedom to enter any occupation, was not fully 
established in most of Germany untU 1869. Guild and other restrictions 
on access to occupations remained. To become a merchant in a town a 
man had to be a citizen of that town, but even most of its residents were 
not citizens. Citizenship usually presupposed ownership of a house in 
town. Also, the prospective merchant had to pay a fee to become a 
burgher entitled to conduct trade. Efforts to weaken these restrictions 
met vigorous opposition, led in many areas by men who saw their 
livelihoods jeopardized by competition,^ as well as by those wishing to 
avoid social conflict.®

A specific example will serve to illustrate the obstacles to opening a 
business in Germany. There was a family of merchants named Giesecke, 
some of whom settled on the Lower Brazos River in Texas.^ In Germany 
the family was neither rich nor poor, but compared with most Germans 
of the era the Gieseckes were well off. They lived in Bockenem, a small 
town in the Hildesheim district in the southern part of the Kingdom of 
Hannover. Giesecke was a merchant with interests in several branches 
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of trade, including textiles. He had four children, three sons and a 
daughter. His wife came from a better situated patrician family in Elze, a 
small town not far away. Her ancestors included merchants, a court 
apothecary, and Lutheran pastors. She had several sisters; her orUy 
brother died at twenty-one. A married, but childless sister lived in Elze. 
Family property without a direct male heir was clustered there. After 
Frau Giesecke's father died in 1820 her husband paid a sum of money to 
become a citizen of Elze. Herr Giesecke must have assumed that he or 
his sons would share in the property of his wife's family in her 
birthplace. His oldest son was then eleven, the youngest five. As the 
sons became older, they were apprenticed in Bockenem, Elze, Bremen, 
or elsewhere—at least one of them in textiles. They had family contacts 
in merchant circles in Bremen through relatives, including a brother of 
the childless uncle by marriage.

In 1831 Herr Giesecke died in Bockenem. His widow applied to the 
municipal authorities in Elze for permission to open a textile business 
there. She intended to move back to her birthplace. The shop was to be 
located in an old family dwelling in Elze near her sister and brother-in- 
law. Although the town fathers in Elze wanted to grant Frau Giesecke's 
request, they had to obtain the sanction of royal officials in the district 
office in Hildesheim. These officials wanted to deny her application on 
the grounds that there was no room for another textile business in a 
town with a population of 1800. The town fathers replied that the 
livelihoods of other merchants would not be hurt; There was no textile 
merchant at the end of town where Frau Giesecke's family lived, and 
the other people who had applied for textile concessions had withdrawn 
their requests. Furthermore, added the town fathers, the widow 
Giesecke had only modest properties, consisting mainly of fourteen 
acres of gardens, meadows, and tilled fields; her son, who had learned 
the textile business, would take over the shop.

After months of backing and filling, the district authorities in 
Hildesheim finally granted Frau Giesecke's request. Among the consid­
erations weighed were: the need to prevent an oversupply of merchants 
and destructive competition among them; the desirability of sustaining a 
family of local repute; the maintenance of the business in this family. 
The Gieseckes were fortunate, but only one of the three sons had been 
taken care of.

Becoming a merchant in a large city like Bremen was very expensive. 
In the 1820s citizenship with the right to conduct business in Bremen 
cost four hundred Reichsthaler. That was about twice the amount 
required to support a craftsman's family in a small town for an entire 
year.i° There were other direct and indirect costs of taking over an 
existing business or founding a new one: acquiring a house and 
business premises; establishing a household; obtaining stock. During 
the 1820s such expenditures often appeared wildly speculative, for 
corrosive pessimism about the future of Bremen's commerce lingered.

In a small town like Elze, or even a somewhat larger one, citizenship 
and commercial rights could be had for a much more modest sum, but 
there were still the other basic costs of establishing a business.
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Confronting such obstacles, many German merchants went abroad. 
In 1844-45 nine German firms had branches in New Orleans, and sixty- 
two in New York.^  ̂ Most of the people working in these offices were 
employees, not partners. Some of the employees, as well as other 
would-be merchants and some partners, eventually established firms in 
America, where freedom of trade facilitated the opening of new firms. 
Some successful merchants, and many who failed, stayed in America. 
Germany exported part of its surplus of merchants.

The decline of the German linen industry was one of the forces 
propelling merchants and others abroad. Among the merchants who 
went to America were many who successfully extracted their capital 
from this decaying industry and utilized it to reestablish themselves in 
America. Once again, the objective was not so much to become rich as to 
gain a degree of security that no longer seemed attainable in Germany. 
The less developed conditions of Texas offered this possibility. The 
merchants who went there probably had proportionally less capital and 
fewer other resources than those who went to older population cen­
ters. Inadequate capital was a general problem plaguing immigrant 
merchants in frontier communities.^^

All three Giesecke brothers spent some time in Texas. The middle 
brother probably arrived first, already before the Texas War of Inde­
pendence of 183(5. He and the youngest brother, who arrived in the late 
1830s, were partners in a general store and engaged in export-import 
business with Germany, but they fought bitterly. Their partnership soon 
dissolved. The youngest retained the store, the middle brother became a 
small planter. The oldest brother visited Texas at least once, staying 
perhaps two years in the early 1840s. Although he returned to Germany, 
he continued to have business dealings involving Texas.

From 1840 to 1846 some ten thousand Germans streamed into 
Galveston. Many came under the auspices of the organized colonizing 
efforts of the Adelsverein and departed for the interior. A goodly number 
remained in the Gulf region and in the rapidly developing port of 
Galveston. Many of these Germans in Texas were artisans.

Germany had an even larger surplus of artisans than merchants. 
Artisans were displaced by the growth of industrialization, the mecha­
nization of production, the decay of the guild system, and a relative 
decline in the number of masters. German tailors, bakers, cabinet­
makers, carpenters, butchers, wheelwrights, millers, turners, shoe­
makers, saddlers, and members of many other crafts traveled through­
out Europe in search of employment. parfs was the mecca of German 
artisans in the 1830s and 1840s, but while its numerous small shops 
engaged many of the eighty thousand or more Germans there, other 
artisans went overseas.’* As has been well established, artisans con­
stituted a disproportionate segment of German emigrants in the 1840s 
and 1850s. For example, although artisans made up only about 6 percent 
of the population of Hesse-Darmstadt in 1846, they provided nearly 40 
percent of the em igrants.G uidebooks for German emigrants touted 
the opportunities for artisans in America. A large proportion of the 
craftsmen in American cities such as Boston, New York, Buffalo, Pough- 
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keepsie, Jersey City, Philadelphia, Chicago, Milwaukee, Detroit, South 
Bend, and St. Louis were Germans by the middle of the nineteenth 
century.^® Van Ravenswaay's thorough treatment of German crafts and 
architecture in Missouri documents the presence of numerous German 
artisans there at midcentury,

We lack a similar general work for Texas, but many a guidebook 
pointed artisans toward Texas.^® Attempting to justify the subtitle of his 
book on Texas, "Primarily for Peasants and Craftsmen," Ottomar von 
Behr claimed that he had come into contact in America "almost solely 
with peasants and craftsmen."2i Traugott Bromme singled out Texas as 
a desirable place for members of two "estates," farmers (Landwirte) and 
craftsmen, to settle. 22 Perhaps attracted by descriptions of Texas and the 
shortage of craftsmen near the frontier, and encouraged by merchants 
like the Gieseckes, many German artisans arrived in Texas during the 
1840s. There some of them escaped, for the time being, the mechaniza­
tion and industrialization that threatened them in Germany.

At one point in 1845 Charles Giesecke in Texas beseeches his brother 
in Germany: "Send me a distillery hand, but no depraved students!"23 
Charles is alluding to a young man sent earlier from Germany. Hoping 
to expand a small distillery he has established, Charles wants a cooper 
and a distiller. "Send me two capable chaps. . . .  I'll give them a wage 
they'll be satisfied with."^^ Although the Republic of Texas levied 
substantial import duties on spirits, there were no distilleries of any size 
in Texas.25 But the annexation of Texas by the United States in 1845-46 
brought plans like those of Charles Giesecke to naught. The Texas 
market was opened up to the products of the smoking, steam-powered, 
whiskey-making behemoths of the Mississippi Valley. Texas was no 
enduring haven from the consequencs of industrialization.

There are other indications of the Gieseckes' guiding craftsmen to 
Texas. The brothers in Texas engaged a German who made cigars for the 
Galveston market. He was still making cigars in 1844 when Hermann 
Seele, the son of a master baker in Hildesheim, arrived shortly before his 
twenty-first birthday. Hildesheim was the administrative and commer­
cial center of the district from which the Gieseckes came. Young Seele 
was thus a Landsmann of the Gieseckes in the narrower sense, but he 
had little to recommend himself to them. He had the misfortune to have 
been highly educated and have served as the tutor to an aristocratic 
family in Germany, rather than as an apprentice to a craftsman. 
Knowing of the Gieseckes before leaving Hildesheim, or hearing about 
them enroute to or in Galveston, he set out Easter week for Brazoria in 
the Lower Brazos River area. He found an evening of music, song, and 
good fellowship, but to his chagrin no employment.2® Seele soon went 
to the Adelsverein settlement in New Braunfels, where he opened the 
first school. There was a suitable occupation for him in this new German 
town, and he became a prominent member of the community.

Advertisements and emigration agents as well as travel guides 
directed the flow of emigrants. Fritz Giesecke, the brother who returned 
permanently to Germany, advertised his services as early as 1846 as an 
"emigrant agent" in a Hildesheim area newspaper. He ran one of
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several emigrant services in small towns in the district. In the city of 
HUdesheim alone there were some dozen private emigrant agencies.^  ̂
In July 1846 Fritz Giesecke's advertisement boasted of "three-masted 
ships with copper-clad hulls." He listed departure dates for the coming 
three months from Bremen bound for New York, Baltimore, New 
Orleans, and Galveston.^*

An advertisement by an ignorant or unscrupulous agent in this same 
newspaper asserted that fifteen to twenty dollars per day could be 
earned in A m erica.The shortage of craftsmen and laborers in America 
tended to drive up wages, but not to such dizzying heights.

The store operated by Edward Giesecke in Brazoria did not flourish 
after the dissolution of the partnership, but the brothers' links to 
German artisans continued. According to the census of 1850 a German 
ropemaker, probably from the Hildesheim district, lived in the house of 
Edward Giesecke. Many a small German merchant may have acted as 
an unofficial emigration agent.

Brazoria County, where the Gieseckes lived, was an overwhelmingly 
rural area with large plantations. The Gieseckes' store was in the county 
seat—one of the few towns in the county. Most of Brazoria County's 
4,841 inhabitants in 1850 were slaves. Only 1,329 whites lived in the 
entire county. There were few Germans—orily forty-five males over age 
eighteen, to which we might add two German Swiss. A mere 7 percent 
of the white population were Germans, or the spouses and children of 
Germans. The overwhelming majority of the German men were crafts­
men—thirty-six in all. In addition, four of the Germans listed without an 
occupation were probably craftsmen too. The leading occupation was 
carpentry (seventeen men) followed by barrel making. There were seven 
coopers, and a scattering of other craftsmen; a bricklayer, two wheel­
wrights, two tailors, two butchers, a shoemaker, the ropemaker, and 
three gardeners.^o Here in Brazoria County we have a striking instance 
of the disproportionate occupational distribution of German immi­
grants. German agriculturalists were discomaged by the predominance 
of slave plantations. German professionals were discouraged by the 
relatively small German population and its dispersal. Artisans and other 
Germans who became artisans in America were attracted to Brazoria 
County.

The situation in Galveston was somewhat different. According to the 
census of 1850 Galveston County had a free population of 3,500, of 
which almost half, 48 percent, were foreign born. Fourteen percent of 
the foreign bom were artisans, and over h ^  the artisans were Germans. 
As late as 1860, 45 percent of Galveston's artisans had been bom in 
Germany.31 As might be expected in a port town, the German popula­
tion was much more diverse than in Brazoria County. Although many 
craftsmen resided in Galveston, there were also many Germans at the 
extremes of the social stmcture: on the one hand, laborers; on the other, 
merchants and a few professionals. Five physicians and eleven mer­
chants were among the non-artisan Germans in 1850. Less than half (43 
percent) of the German men aged eighteen and over were artisans. The 
distribution of artisan occupations was also different from Brazoria
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County. For example, although carpenters (32) were by far the most 
common German artisans in Galveston, there were many cabinet­
makers (12). There were also many shoemakers (22), but few coopers 
(only 2). TTie luxury trades in Galveston were well represented by 
Germans; two goldsmiths, a silversmith, a watchmaker, a confectioner, 
an upholsterer, and a piano maker. Other artisans were engaged in 
other occupations not represented in largely rural Brazoria County; four 
printers, a bookbinder, ten painters, three bricklayers, and a brick- 
mason.32

We lack good records for the debarkation of artisans in Texas during 
the Republic, but an indication of their proportions among German 
immigrants to Texas can be found in figures for the arrival of artisans in 
Galveston from Europe in 1846-50.^ In 1846 8 percent of the Germans 
arriving in Galveston from foreign ports were artisans. A peak of 19 
percent was reached in 1849, and the proportion remained high in 1850 
with 16 percent.3^ Other statistics help us to comprehend the dimen­
sions of this flow of artisans and their overrepresentation among 
German immigrants; it has been estimated that in the late 1840s the 
population of Germany consisted of a low of 4 percent artisans in one 
area, and a high of 8 percent in another. The proportion of artisans 
among immigrants to Galveston far exceeded these values.

Although many artisans went to Galveston, there is a distinct 
possibUity that over a period of several decades even higher proportions 
of artisans went to more developed areas such as New York, Baltimore, 
and Charleston. In the older cites there may have been more oppor­
tunities for them. Understandably the existing studies are concerned 
with the proportion of Germans in various occupations among the 
entire population, not among arriving immigrants or arriving immigrant 
Germans.36 It is unlikely, however, that many parts of the United States 
had a higher proportion of German artisans than Brazoria County in the 
1840s and 1850s, and perhaps some other rural areas of the South during 
the nineteenth century.

Practitioners of certain trades were drawn to specific areas of 
America at certain times. Passengers from the Hildesheim area arriving 
at Baltimore and New Orleans from 1834 to 1840 were predonunantly 
artisans, although many agricultural laborers and rural serving women 
also came.3^ During the 1840s Texas attracted a broad spectrum of 
artisan occupations. These include aU of the crafts mentioned above, as 
well as weavers, masons, basketmakers, brewers, and numerous others. 
However, a preliminary study of Galveston's immigrants finds that the 
city received disproportionate numbers of artisans in certain occupa­
tions. For example, although in 1850 a mere 0.25 percent of the 
passengers from foreign ports entering the United States came through 
Galveston, 7 percent of the butchers, 8 percent of the bakers, and 12.5 
percent of the millers landed in Galveston.^ Guidebooks and mer­
chants may have drawn some types of artisans to Texas in large 
numbers, at least for a few years. Studies of United States ports 
exploiting the rich resources of the passenger lists are necessary to arrive 
at firmer conclusions.
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Surviving government records for the early stages of emigration 
from the Hildesheim district to America mention only 240 people 
emigrating in 1834. Eleven years later the number had increased sixfold 
to 1,437—and this may be simply for the first half of 1845.^  ̂In 1834 few 
people emigrated officially, and the number who left surreptitiously was 
probably not much larger. Of course, the names of merchants or would- 
be merchants such as Charles Giesecke, who probably left Germany in 
the early 1830s, are unlikely to appear in emigration records; many 
merchants departed on business, not as emigrants. Unfortunately we do 
not have occupations listed for emigrants in the surviving official 
records for the HUdesheim district. We have only the numbers for each 
locality beginning in 1834. However, a published account describes six 
males, all young, who left that same year for America from one town 
and its environs in the HUdesheim district. As is characteristic of the 
early stages of emigration from an area, most of the men were petty 
bourgeois of the sort described by Piore as "initial middle class nu- 
grants." Only one was an artisan, a journeyman cabinetmaker. The 
others were shop assistants and educated candidates, or potential 
candidates, for public positions: a student of theology, a candidate for a 
position in the school system, two shop or merchant helpers, and a man 
who had been a clerk in an apothecary.^

Much more work is needed on the occupations of nineteenth-century 
mi^ants and the mechanisms by which they selected their destinations. 
It is reasonable to assume that the older big cities attracted many 
impoverished artisans, as well as some wealthier ones, whUe new cities 
lUce Galveston near the frontier attracted artisans both with and without 
capital, but we need more evidence.'*  ̂The existing studies of immigrant 
occupations concentrate, with few exceptions, on the period after 1850, 
and list occupations in America, not Germ any.Studies are needed that 
bring together data from German censuses, passenger lists, and Ameri­
can censuses.

Although Southern plantation districts generally attracted few Ger­
mans, a rapidly developing and well-publicized area such as the coastal 
region of East Texas drew more Germans. Yet such an area did not 
attract a cross section of German immigrants. As we have seen, the 
overwhelming majority of the Germans settling in Brazoria County in 
the 1840s were, or became, artisans.

We need to know much more about the role of emigration agents in 
Germany and their relationship to German businessmen in America 
during the antebellum per iod .T he  evidence assembled by this article 
does no more than suggest the plausibility of the hypothesis that 
German merchants on both sides of the Atlantic played a major role in 
emigration to Texas. Demonstrating their role adequately will require 
further research.

What about the question of retaining as well as recruiting artisans? 
Did merchants expect to hold artisan immigrants in a labor-scarce 
market, as later entrepreneurs such as beer brewers attempted to avoid 
conflict with their employees, by emphasizing their common eth­
nicity?*  ̂ Did merchants think they would be able to retain artisans 
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because of shared German cultural or regional loyalties? We know that 
the recruitment of artisans was not confined to Germans. Many British 
artisans, perhaps even a larger proportion than that of German artisans, 
came to nineteenth-century America. But much more work will be 
required before we can make well-grounded comparisons with Ger­
mans. We know more about the recruitment of British artisans entering 
American industry than the recruitment of British artisans in handicraft 
occupations in America.^^

There are also questions about changes in the motivations of German 
merchants. Did they begin in the New World looking for security, but 
become more demanding? Do attempts to recruit labor indicate a shift 
whereby merchants emphasized profit over security? Did merchants 
become much more risk oriented? Did they enter unfamiliar businesses, 
as Charles Giesecke did, becoming a distiller on the side, because they 
now sought great profits?

City College, City University of New York 
New York, New York

Appendix

Cennan-Bom Artisans in Brazoria County and Galveston, 1850^

Brazoria County
17 carjjenters'*^
7 coof>ers 
3 gardeners 
2 wheelwrights 
2 tailors 
2 butchers 
1 ropemaker 
1 bricklayer 
1 shoemaker

36 total (Does not include four Germans in 
artisans and likely to be artisans.)

households headed by

Galveston (Galveston County excluding Dickinson's Bayou) 
32 carp>enters 

1 ship carp>enter 
22 shoemakers 
12 cabinetmakers 
10 painters 
8 tailors 
8 bakers
1 baker and grocer (master baker?)
7 butchers 
5 gunsmiths 
5 mechanics 
4 wheelwrights 
1 wheeler
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4 cigar makers 
4 saddlers 
4 printers 
3 brickmasons
1 bricklayer
3 blacksmiths
2 coopers
2 sailmakers 
2 barbers 
2 tanners 
2 tinners 
2 iron moulders 
2 goldsmiths 
2 gardeners 
1 wagon maker 
1 wool dyer 
1 upholsterer 
1 silversmith 
1 confectioner 
1 watchmaker 
1 bookbinder

__1 piano maker
159 totals
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