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Carl, Prince of Solms-Braunfels,
First Commissioner-General of the Adelsverein in Texas:
Myth, History and Fiction

The immigration of many thousands of Germans to Texas during the
1840s under the direction of the Mainzer Adelsverein is a culturally unique
and highly dramatic chapter of German-American and Texas history. In the
existing scholarly accounts, however, the sociological impact of this im-
migration, in particular upon regional ethnic literature and local folklore,
has been largely overlooked.” The dramatic nature of such an historical mo-
ment (among other factors, the interplay of aristocrats, immigrants and
Anglos during the period of the annexation of the Republic of Texas by the
United States) may, of course, appeal inherently more to the literary scholar
or the folklorist than to the historian. But the Adelsverein immigration is
also a German-American "event" of major historical proportions as well,
since it epitomizes culturally so much of what was taking place between
Germany and America, at the midpoint of the nineteenth century.

Central to the Adelsverein's immigration and reflecting it in so many
ways is the personality and the office of Carl, Prince of Solms-Braunfels,
the first commissioner-general of the Adelsverein in Texas. During his stay
in Texas (July 1844 to May 1845) Solms did what he could to prepare for the
arrival of the first immigrants of the program. With them, on tracts of land
purchased by the prince for the Society, he founded the port of Indianola
(which he called Carlshafen) and the city of New Braunfels. Less than two
months after witnessing the beginnings of New Braunfels (and laying no
more than the cornerstone of the Society's headquarters, his often men-
tioned Sophienburg), Solms returned to the relative obscurity of a minor
military career in Germany, where he died in 1876.’

Because of his aristocratic bearing and the nature of his management of
the complex colonial affairs of the Adelsverein, the prince was regarded as a
controversial figure virtually from the beginning of his stay in Texas. In the
nearly century and a half since Solms left his mark on the development of
Texas, three distinct although also interrelated ways of looking at him have
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emerged. The mythical view of the "European aristocrat" commenced with
Solms's arrival in Texas and this view is still being nurtured today. The
historical view of Solms, arrived at primarily in the scholarship done during
the first half of the twentieth century, is largely critical of Solms's adminis-
trative and political skills. It is also possible, finally, to view Solms as a
literary "figure," not only because of his writings but because he himself ap-
pears as a fictional character in Texas-German literature. An examination
of these three perceptions of Prince Solms and their interrelationship reveals
a much fuller evaluation of Solms's role in Texas than any of the individual
views.

Solms's aristocracy is an understandable factor in virtually all discus-
sions of the prince. His class is also reflected, in various ways, in his corre-
spondence and his Verein reports from Texas as well as the travel book on
Texas which Solms wrote when he returned to Germany.” Furthermore,
Solms's lodging requirements in Texas, his use of a personal retinue, his
desire for an elegantly uniformed militia, even Solms's choice of settlement
sites may easily be interpreted as stereotypically "aristocratic" behavior.
Such demeanor was out of place in a relatively uncivilized Texas, all the
more so since Texas was also a recently created republic to which many
liberal Germans were politically attracted. Unlike his successor, Baron Ott-
fried Hans von Meusebach (or as he called himself when he arrived in
Texas, "John Meusebach"), Solms was unwilling to accommodate himself in
any way to the egalitarian Anglo society of Texas. These circumstances,
consequently, provided the catalyst (and the factual basis) for the myth-
building in connection with Solms's aristocratic bearing.

The two components of the myth are the "positive" or "negative" inter-
pretation which the individual purveyor of the myth gives to the behavior.
The following eyewitness account of Caroline Ernst von Roeder von
Hinueber, who was twenty-four when Solms was in Texas and who re-
counted her experiences nearly half a century later, is typical of the many
negative stories told about Solms. In her reminiscence, Caroline reported:

I remember very well the coming of the German colonists who founded New
Braunfels and Fredericksburg. My brother Fritz accompanied Prince Solms
in the capacity of interpreter and guide. The prince had a considerable
retinue of horsemen, dressed mostly like himself, after the fashion of Ger-
man officers . ... Whenever they came to a good piece of road, the prince
would say, "Now, let us gallop," and then the whole party would charge
down the prairie. The hunter was told to Kill a deer but did not succeed, and
my brother rode out and killed one, causing much pleasure to the prince.

While on the same journey, the party stopped at a farmer's who brought
out watermelons and told them to help themselves. My brother cut a water-
melon in two, took a piece, and went into the yard to eat, whereupon one of
the officers rebuked him severely, asking him how he could dare to eat when
his Highness had not yet tasted.

When the prince was endeavoring to establish Carlshafen and he and his
party were making soundings, the boat grounded. The prince was in great
distress and insisted that the only thing to do was to wait for the tide. My
brother took off his clothes, got out, and pushed the boat off the bank.*

Even if the information in this account were "factual," simply in the act of
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retelling by Caroline (and by others) it gains the dimension of a myth by be-
coming anecdotal. As an anecdote, it suggests that this event is "typical" of
the prince's behavior.® Aside from describing Solms's stereotypical aristo-
cratic behavior, this particular account also contains the characteristics of a
venerable folktale theme, namely the confrontation of the passive and tim-
orous nobleman by the active and resolute commoner.

Other contemporary accounts of Solms's behavior are just as stereotypi-
cally positive. While in Texas, Solms once visited Industry, the first Ger-
man settlement in Texas, founded by Friedrich Ernst, Caroline's father.
During the visit, Ernst (who had once been the ducal gardener in Oldenburg
and, in any event, was of the older generation) toasted the prince with these
characteristic words: "Auf das Wohl der edlen und grossmiitigen deutschen
Fiirsten, welche auch jenseits des Oceans das Wohl ihrer Unterthanen be-
denken."® The frequent retelling of this toasting incident contributes to the
folktale process in the same way as in the case of Caroline's reminiscence.

At the level of current local anecdote there are similar stereotypical de-
scriptions of Solms's aristocratic behavior. Occasionally, these accounts
represent the fanciful linking of several events from Solms's life. Older
Texas-Germans from New Braunfels, for example, relate the story of how
Solms built the Sophienburg as an inducement for his fiancee to join him in
Texas, and how he returned to Germany, only when she refused to join
him. Solms, of course, never intended to stay in Texas, nor did he ever plan
for Sophie, Princess of Salm-Salm to join him there, although he did marry
her after he returned to Germany. The "Sophienburg" itself never existed as
anything other than a crude headquarters cabin for the Verein. By the time
Solms left Texas, there was only a rough cornerstone and a furrow indicat-
ing the eventual dimensions of the structure.* What may have prompted
this particular mythic account is the fact that Solms did dedicate the future
structure lavishly to Princess Sophie in a letter intended for the cornerstone,
and this dedication has often been reprinted.’

The second view of Solms is that presented in writings of an historical
nature. The myth of the "European aristocrat" often persists where Solms is
evaluated by popular historians. In 1967, for example, R. Henderson Shuff-
ler (a journalist by trade and at the time of writing the Director of the Tex-
ana Program at the University of Texas) wrote about the lavish parties that
the prince had at Nassau Farm, a plantation owned in Texas by the Adels-
verein.A° While the author could even quote a dollar figure for one of these
purported parties ($15,000), there is no evidence at all that Solms engaged
in any party-giving of this magnitude in Texas. When Solms arrived in the
Republic, moreover, Nassau Farm was far from being what Shuffler called
"the finest house in Texas."” The main building was in a considerable state
of disrepair, and it even lacked a working fireplace. In his correspondence,
Solms often complained about the state of the plantation and stayed there
as briefly as possible.”

Accounts of stereotypically negative aristocratic behavior often appear
in the popular histories dealing with Solms. Since these accounts rely on
contemporary anecdotal material, like Caroline's reminiscence, they too
tend to support the climate of myth. Irene Marschall King's generally well-
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researched book on her grandfather, John Meusebach, provides a good ex-
ample of this kind of treatment when she speaks of Solms:

Reports of Prince Solms came from many sources. A. H. Sorgel in his book
Latest News of Texas related that the Prince once refused to partake of a
meal set for three guests at an inn: he chose to dine in state, alone. As a
mark of honor the wife of the innkeeper arranged the table a second time,
including a place for herself. The Prince declined that arrangement also. The
innkeeper, instead of throwing the Prince out the door, added to his bill.
This the Prince interpreted as American inhospitality.

Prince Solms had spent a night at the residence of Sam Maverick in
Decrow's Point. Maverick reported that laughter could be heard rounda-
bout when a valet was seen helping the Prince draw on his tight-fitting
breeches. The Prince's band of musicians played for the Mavericks. One of
the instruments was a guitar which the Prince was taking to his lady Sophia.
The old codger who sold the guitar raised the price considerably but excused
himself with the remark, 'Tou won't mind paying a little extra if it's going to
a princess."”

This mythical view of Solms recedes understandably where the Adels-
verein and Solms's record are examined by trained historians, such as those
of the stature of Rudolph Biesele, whose research has provided the fullest
and most objective account of the entire German settlement of Texas.” In
describing Solms's managerial errors, specifically his lack of fiscal responsi-
bility, Biesele does not draw any conclusions about the nature of German
aristocracy. Yet even trained scholars are not always immune from myth-
making. The eminent nineteenth-century German historian Treitschke, for
example, perhaps because of his physical distance to the events and his own
political orientation could write the following about Solms in his History of
Germany in the Nineteenth Century:

Prince Charles of Solms Braunfels, a fanciful, good humored and boastful
youth paid a visit to Texas, where he founded the town of New Braunfels
and organized the district of Sophienburg [sic], and named it after a German
princess whom he delighted to honor. But he soon tired of the affair.”

Of course, even Biesele's own research orientation which is typical of the
regional social histories of the 1930s is somewhat out-of-date and the entire
history of the Adelsverein immigration and the figure of Solms in particular
need an historical reevaluation.

The final view of Solms is that of a literary "figure,” both as a writer and
as a fictional character in several Texas-German literary works. When
Solms returned to Germany, he gave speeches before university audiences,
urging immigration to Texas. Apparently he spoke with considerable rhe-
torical flair. According to one listener who was moved to go to Texas,
Solms "caused a sensation among the students of Giessen and Heidelberg"
when he "described Texas as a land of milk and honey, of perennial flowers,
of crystal streams rich and fruitful beyond measure, where roamed myriads
of deer and buffalo, while the primeval forests abounded in wild fowl of
every kind."” His guidebook to Texas, both informative and literate, is a
much more objective account. Along with many other travel guides to
Texas, it, no doubt, influenced (together with his speeches) the continued
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immigration to Texas under the auspices of the Adelsverein. While Solms s
Texas is mentioned briefly in historical accounts, its value as a sociological
document and as a further vehicle for assessing Solms's personality has been
largely overlooked.

During the trip to Texas itself, Solms wrote fourteen letters to Count
Castell, his friend and the Society's business manager and sent eleven re-
ports to the Society's directors in Mainz. Historians have made ample use of
these documents, but only as an index for the evaluation of Solms's mana-
gerial and political skills. The mitigating portrait of the prince, as a person,
which also emerges from these letters and reports has been almost totally ig-
nored. While these documents clearly reveal the prince's aristocratic ways
and his political and managerial naivete, they also show the prince to be
idealistic, erudite, possessed of a sense of humor and highly literate. These
asp>ects of his personality are rarely assessed (or even revealed) in the
historical record.

Descriptions exist of Solms's activity as a creative writer in Texas, but
these accounts may also be part of the mythical view of the prince. The Neu
Braunfelser Zeitung (7 January 1876) cited in an article about the prince an
undated account from the German-language Texas Post which stated that in
dictating his reports to Germany, Solms "zugleich in Zwischenpausen
seinen Secretaren ein satyrisches Lustspiel dictiert hatte." Since no further
details are given in this account, and no further evidence exists of such a
play, it may be that the dictation of the reports has been elevated in the
myth-process to an act of artistic creation. The Texas-German writer Her-
mann Seele offers a second and more elaborate instance of this possible
activity. Seele concludes one of his historical sketches with a humorous ac-
count of the events which took place when a wine cask accidentally broke
while some of the settlers were ferrying it along with other goods across the
river to New Braunfels. The settlers began to drink the wine, and as soon as
they became slightly intoxicated they began to sing the following song with
the text, as Seele says, by Prince Solms;

Durch des Weltmeers Wogen,
Getrennt vom Vaterland,

Sind wir hergezogen.

Von manchem Liebesband.

Auf muthigen Rossen durchzieh'n
Wir Texas' heisse Prairien,

und kiirzen den Weg mit Gesang,

Der schallet in diesem Klang:

Hoch Deutschland, Deutschland hoch!

Lagern wir im Kreise

Urns helle Feuer hier,

Gedenken in der Feme

Der trauten Lieben wir,

uUnd spiegelt den seltnen Wein

Des Feuers Wiederschein;

Wir wiirzen den Trunk mit Gesang,
Der schallet in diesem Klang:

Hoch Deutschland, Deutschland hoch!
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Geht es nun zum Kampfe,

Mit Indianern wild und graus,

Zum blutigen Schlachtentanze

Dann Du deutsches Schwerl heraus!
Und wer den T od hier fand

Starb auch fiirs Vaterland.

Er kampfte und starb mit Gesang,

Der schallet in diesem Klang:

Hoch Deutschland, Deutschland hoch!
Hoch Deutschland, Deutschland hoch!”

Although this sketch was published (possibly for the first time) in the
Kalender der Neu Braunfelser Zeitung fur 1914, it was written many years
earlier.*” The poem, with slight variations, also appears in a brief report in
the Neu Braunfelser Zeitung (13 May 1870) which states that Solms wrote
the song for the militia which he had formed in Texas.This latter version
is also reproduced in an article ("Deutsche Schriften in Texas," 1929) by
Selma Metzenhin Raunick as "das erste deutsch-texanische Gedicht" with
Solms named as the author.** Finally, The San Antonio Express (4 October
1903) states that "one of the first songs sung by the New Braunfels singing
society (Germania) was composed by Prince Braunfels [sic]."

It is very probable that these subsequent references to the poem were all
based on Seele's original authorship statement. Seele's historical sketches
themselves, moreover, tend to be "literary" in composition and style. This
is particularly true of the episode where the poem under discussion is util-
ized. There is also no further evidence of any other poetry written by Solms
(nor is there mention of any literary activity in any of his correspondence).
Consequently, the assignment of the authorship of this poem to Solms by
Seele (and by the other commentators) may be another instance of the evo-
lution of the myth of the prince to its literary level. As in the case of the
report of his writing of a satirical comedy, in this conjectured development
of the myth, Solms, the "man of culture,” could become Solms, the "man of
letters."

Seele wrote one completely fictional piece. Die Cypresse, which is an
adventure story of a young naturalist captured by Indians, set in the time of
the Adelsverein immigration to Texas. In this story and in the poetry of the
Texas-German writer, Fritz Goldbeck, the figure of the prince appears as a
truly fictional character.** In Die Cypresse. like kings and leaders in
medieval romances, Solms is only a very marginal authority figure. His
historical presence is referred to on a few occasions and he makes a brief ap-
pearance at the end of the tale when the young naturalist, freed from the In-
dians, returns to Europe with Solms.** Goldbeck, who came to New Braun-
fels as a young boy with the Adelsverein immigration, wrote numerous
poems describing the immigration and the pioneer life among the early
Texas-Germans.** The figure of Prince Solms appears in three of them. In
each instance, Goldbeck views Solms within the tradition of the myth, ster-
eotypically as the good and wise aristocratic leader. In the poem, "Die
Landreise nach der neuen Colonie (spater Neu Braunfels) 1845," for exam-
ple, Goldbeck describes the dramatic arrival of the prince on the scene ("Am
Tag darauf, noch fruh es war,/Kam Prinz von Solms mit einer Schar"**) to
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take personal charge of moving wagons across the flooded Guadalupe
River. In "Das Lager auf der Zinkenburg, wo jetzt die katholische Kirche
steht. 1845," Goldbeck describes at length the prince's militia and (apocry-
phally) how he cleverly entertained the local Indian chiefs and smoked the
peace pipe with them.”™* "Die Sophienburg,” artistically the most sophisti-
cated of the three poems, deals exclusively with Solms and the symbol of his
presence in New Braunfels. The entire poem, moreover, is a poetic phan-
tasy, written in the tradition of German romantic poetry. In it, the poet
looks at the present ruin of the Sophienburg and recalls the time when it was
truly a princely edifice, a "Blockhaus-Schloss" inhabited by the prince and
his retinue. As Goldbeck says:

Marstalle waren da erbaut

Voll Rosse, die man gerne schaut,
Hoflager wurde dann gehalten
Beamte sorgten fiir's Verwalten.

Ein reges Leben war am Ort,

Ein bunt Gewimmel fort und fort,
Bestandig rasselten da Wagen,

Es war ein immerwahrend Jagen.

A hint of the financial problems that beset the historical prince does pene-
trate, to be sure, this poetic phantasy near the end of the poem when Gold-
beck admits, "Der Prinz war ja kein Handelsmann," but he adds as a com-
pensatory statement in the same startza, "Er meinte gut es mit den Leuten."”
On this note, Goldbeck concludes the poem by saying that people will not
forget the prince or the Sophienburg, "Sein Denkmal, hier im Prarieland."”'

This poetic vision of Prince Solms and his fabled Sophienburg in Texas
and the stories still told about them in New Braunfels, both seem to issue
from the same creative wellspring,And yet at the same time, each one of
these views of Solms is an individual transformation—one in the realm of
folklore and the other in the poetic act—of the historical event itself. With
this particular triangulation at least, we have also come full circle in the ex-
amination of Prince Solms from the mythical, the historical and the fic-
tional point of view. These three views do not always converge as in the
present instance; yet each does seem to shed new light on the other in this
attempt at coming to terms with the figure of Prince Solms. Myth, history
and fiction, furthermore, are inherently related in so many ethnic views of
culture. Perhaps then this approach may also serve as a valid model for
other Texas-German studies which, at times at least, seem limited by a
solitary point of view.

University of Houston
Houston, Texas
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Texas (Leipzig: Fleischer, 1867) by Armand (pseud, of Friedrich Strubberg). Strubberg isa con-
troversial figure in the Adelsverein immigration story. As "Dr. Schubert,” Strubberg was
named physician for the Society in Texas and was later appointed Director of the Fredericks-
burg colony by Meusebach. When Strubberg returned to Germany, he became the popular
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23. Seele has also fictionalized Solms's departure. In reality, Solms left Texas without a
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Jahrbuch, 1981 (New Braunfels, Texas: Folkways, 1981), Curt E. Schmidt, the compiler of the
Jahrbuch, states the following in a biographical sketch of Solms:

So maybe the Prince dreamed impossible dreams, maybe he had more candor than
wisdom, more courage than common sense, and perhaps he was a little pompous as
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tle, and after 135 years, to hell with it, let's get off the Prince's back—especially
those whose Omas and Opas didn't come to Texas with the Prinz. (p. 29)
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