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♦ 
'Jheses on the :Philosophy of 'Rislory 

I 

The story is told of an automaton constructed in such a way 
that it could play a winning game of chess, answering each move 
of an opponent with a countermove. A puppet in Turkish attire 
and with a hookah in its mouth sat before a chessboard placed on 
a large table. A system of mirrors created the illusion that this 
table was transparent from all sides. Actually, a little hunchback 
who was an expert chess player sat inside and guided the pop
pet's hand by means of strings. One can imagine a philosophical 
counterpart to this device. The puppet called ''historical mate
rialism" is to win all the time. It can easily be a match for anyone 
if it enlists the services of theology, which today, as we know, 
is wizened and has to keep out of sight. 

II 

"One of the most remarkable characteristics of human na
ture," writes Lotze, "is, alongside so much selfishness in specific 
instances, the freedom from envy which the present displays to
ward the future.'' Reflection shows us that our image of happi-
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ness is thoroughly colored by the rime to which the course of 
our own existence has assigned us. The kind of happiness that 
could arouse envy in us exists only in the air we have breathed, 
among people we could have talked to, women who could have 
given themselves to us. In other words, our image of happiness is 
indissolubly bound up with the image of redemption. The same 
applies to our view of the past, which is the concern of history. 
The past carries with it a temporal index by which it is referred 
to redemption. There is a secret agreement between past genera
tions and the present one. Our coming was expected on earth. 
Like every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed 
with a weak Messianic power, a power to which the past has a 
claim. That claim cannot be settled cheaply. Historical material
ists are aware of that. 

II I 

A chronicler who recites events without distinguishing be
tween major and minor ones acts in accordance with the follow
ing truth: nothing that has ever happened should be regarded as 
lost for history. To be sure, only a redeemed mankind receives . 
the fullness of its past-which is to say, only for a redeemed man
kind has its past become citable in all its moments. Each moment 
it has lived becomes a citation a l'ordre du jour-and that day is 
Judgment Day. 

IV 

Seek for food and clothing first, then 
the Kingdom of God shall be added unto you. 

-Hegel, 1807

The class struggle, which is always present to a historian in
fluenced by Marx, is a :fight for the crude and material things 
without which no refined and spiritual things could exist. Never
theless, it is not in the form of the spoils which fall to the victor 
that the latter make their presence felt in the class struggle. They 
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manifest themselves in this struggle as courage, humor, cunning, 
and fortitude. They have retroactive force and will constantly 
call in question every victory, past and present, of the rulers. As 
flowers tum toward the sun, by dint of a secret heliotropism the 
past strives to turn toward that sun which is rising in the sky of 
history. A historical materialist must be aware of this most in
conspicuous of all transformations. 

V 
The true picture of the past flits by. The past can be seized 

only as an image which flashes up at the instant when it can be 
recognized and is never seen again. "The truth will not run away 
from us": in the historical outlook of historicism these words of 
Gottfried Keller mark the exact point where historical material
ism cuts through historicism. For every image of the past that is 
not recognized by the present as one of its own concerns threat
ens to disappear irretrievably. (The good tidings which the his
torian of the past brings with throbbing heart may be lost in a 
void the very moment he opens his mouth.) 

VI 

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize 
it "the way it really was" (Ranke). It means to seize hold of a 
memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger. Historical mate
rialism wishes to retain that image of the past which unexpect
edly appears to man singled out by history at a moment of dan
ger. The danger affects both the content of the tradition and its 
receivers. The same threat hangs over both: that of becoming a 
tool of the ruling classes. In every era the attempt must be made 
anew to wrest tradition awav froin a conformism that is about to 
overpower it. The Messiah "'comes not only as the redeemer, he 
comes as the subduer of Antichrist. Only that historian will have 
the gift of fanning the spark of hope in the past who is firmly 
convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if 
he wins. And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious. 

255 
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VII 
Consider the darkness and the great cold 
In this vale which resounds with mysery. 

-Brecht, THE THREEPENNY OPERA

To historians who wish to relive an era, Fustel de Coulanges 
recommends that they blot out everything they know about the 
later course of history. There is no better way of characterizing 
the method with which historical materialism has broken. It is a 
process of empathy whose origin is the indolence of the heart, 
acedia, which despairs of grasping and holding the genuine his
torical image as it flares up briefly. Among medieval theologians 
it was regarded as the root cause of sadness. Flaubert, who was 
familiar with it, wrote: "Peu de gens devineront combien il a 
fallu etre triste pour ressusciter Carthage."• The nature of this 
sadness stands out more clearly if one asks with whom the adher
ents of historicism actually empathize. The answer is inevitable: 
with the victor. And all rulers are the heirs of those who con
quered before them. Hence, empathy with the victor invariably 
benefits the rulers. Historical materialists know what that means. 
Whoever has emerged victorious participates to this day in the 
triumphal procession in which the present rulers step over those 
who are lying prostrate. According to traditional practice, the 
spoils are carried along in the procession. They are called cul
tural treasures, and a historical materialist views them with cau
tious detachment. For without exception the cultural treasures he 
surveys have an origin which he cannot contemplate without 
horror. They owe their existence not only to the efforts of the 
great minds and talents who have created them, but also to the 
anonymous toil of their contemporaries. There is no document 
of civilization which is not at the same time a document of bar
barism. And just as such a document is not free of barbarism, 
barbarism taints also the manner in which it was transmitted from 
one owner to another. A historical materialist therefore dissoci-

• "Few will be able to guess how sad one had to be in order to resusci•
tate Carthage!' 
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ates himself from it as far as possible. He regards it as his task to 
brush history against the grain. 

VI II 

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the "state of 
emergency" in which we live is not the exception but the rule. 
We must attain to a conception of history that is in keeping with 
this insight. Then we shall clearly realize that it is our task to 
bring about a real state of emergency, and this will improve 
our position in the struggle against Fascism. One reason why 
Fascism has a chance is that in the name of progress its opponents 
treat it as a historical norm. The current amazement that the 
things we are experiencing are "still" possible in the twentieth 
century is not philosophical. This amazement is not the begin
ning of knowledge-unless it is. the knowledge that the view of 
history which gives rise to it is untenable. 

IX 
Mein Fliigel ist zum Schwung bereit, 
icb kehrte ge,rn zuriick, 
denn blieb ich aucb Jebendige Zeit, 
ich hiitte wenig Gluck. 

-Gerhard Scholem, "Gruss vom Angelus'' •

A Klee painting named "Angelus Novus" shows an angel look
ing as though he is about to move away from something he is 
fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, 
his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of his
tory. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a 
chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling 
wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The 
angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what 
has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has 

• My wing is ready for flight,
I would like to turn back.
lf I stayed timeless time,
I would ha'Ve little luck.
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got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no 
longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the 
future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before 
him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress. 

X 

The themes which monastic discipline assigned to friars for 
meditation were designed to turn them away from the world and 
its affairs. The thoughts which we are developing here originate 
from similar considerations. At a moment when the politicians in 
whom the opponents of Fascism had placed their hopes are 
prostrate and confirm their defeat by betraying their own cause, 
these observations are intended to disentangle the political world
lings from the snares in which the traitors have entrapped them. 
Our consideration proceeds from the insight that the politicians' 
stubborn faith in progress, their confidence in their "mass basis," 
and, .finally, their servile integration in an uncontrollable ap
paratus have been three aspects of the same thing. It seeks to 
convey an idea of the high price our accustomed thinking will 
have to pay for a conception of history that avoids any com
plicity with the thinking to which these politicians continue to 
adhere. 

XI 

The conformism which has been part and parcel of Social 
Democracy from the beginning attaches not only to its political 
tactics but to its economic views as well. It is one reason for its 
later breakdown. Nothing has corrupted the German working 
class so much as the notion that it was moving with the current. 
It regarded technological developments as the fall of the stream 
with which it thought it was moving. From there it was but a 
step to the illusion that the factory work which was supposed to 
tend toward technological progress constituted a political achieve
ment. The old Protestant ethics of work was resurrected among 
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German workers in secularized form. The Gotha Program • al
ready bears traces of this confusion, defining labor as "the source 
of all wealth and all culture." Smelling a rat, Marx countered 
that " ... the man who possesses no other property than his labor 
power'' must of necessity become "the slave of other men who 
have made themselves the owners .... " However, the confusion 
spread, and soon thereafter Josef Dietzgen proclaimed: "The 
savior of modern times is called work. The . . . improvement ... 
of labor constitutes the wealth which is now able to accomplish 
what no redeemer has ever been able to do." This vulgar-Marxist 
conception of the nature of labor bypasses the question of how its 
products might benefit the workers while still not being at their 
disposal. It recognizes only the progress in the mastery of nature, 
not the retrogression of society; it already displays the techno
cratic features later encountered in Fascism. Among these is a 
conception of nature which differs ominously from the one in 
the Socialist utopias before the 1848 revolution. The new con
ception of labor amounts to the exploitation of nature, which 
with nalve complacency is contrasted with the exploitation of the 
proletariat. Compared with this positivistic conception, Fourier's 
fantasies, which have so often been ridiculed, prove to be sur
prisingly sound. According to Fourier, as a result of efficient co
operative labor, four moons would illuminate the earthly night, 
the ice would recede from the poles, sea water would no longer 
taste salty, and beasts of prey would do man's bidding. All this 
illustrates a kind of labor which, far from exploiting nature, is 
capable of delivering her of the creations which lie dormant in 
her womb as potentials. Nature, which, as Dietzgen puts it, 
"exists gratis," is a complement to the corrupted conception of 
labor. 

• The Gotha Congress of 187; united the two German Socialist patties,
one led by Ferdinand LassaUe, the other by Karl Marx and Wilhelm 
Liebknecht. The program. drafted by Liebknecht and Lassalle, was se
verely attacked by Marx in London. See his "Critique of the Gotha Pro
gram." 
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XII 

We need history, but not the way a spoiled loafer 
in the garden of knowledge needs it. 

-Nietzsche, OF THE USE AND ABUSE OF HISTORY

Not man or men but the struggling, oppressed class itself is 
the depository of historical knowledge. In Marx it appears as the 
last enslaved class, as the avenger that completes the task of lib
eration in the name of generations of the downtrodden. This 
conviction, which had a brief resurgence :n the Spartacist group,• 
has always been objectiortable to Social Democrats. Within three 
decades they managed virtually to erase the name of Blanqui, 
though it had been the rallying sound that had reverberated 
through the preceding century. Social Democracy thought fit to 
assign to the working class the role of the redeemer of future 
generations, in this way cutting the sinews of its greatest strength. 
This training made the working class forget both its hatred and 
its spirit of sacrifice, for both are nourished by the image of en
slaved ancestors rather than that of liberated grandchildren. 

XI II 
Every day our cause becomes clearer and people get smarter. 

-Wilhelm Dietzgen, DIE RELIGION DER sozIALDEMOKRATIE

�ocial Democratic theory, and even more its practice, have 
been formed by a conception of progress which did r:ot adhere 
to reality but made dogmatic claims. Progress as pictured in the 
minds of Social Democrats was, first of all, the progress of man
kind itself ( and not just advances in men's ability and knowl
edge). Secondly, it was s0mething boundless, in keeping with the 
infinite perfectibility of mankind. Thirdly, progress was regarded 
as irresistible, something that automatically pursued a straight or 
spiral course. Each of these predicates is controversial and open 

• Leftist group, founded by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg at
the beginning of World War I in opposition to the pro-war policies of the 
German Socialist party, later absorbed by the Communist party. 
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to criticism. However, when the chips are down, criticism must 
penetrate beyond these predicates and focus on something that 
they have in common. The concept of the historical progress of 
mankind cannot be sundered from the concept of its progression 
through a homogeneous, empty time. A critique of the concept 
of such a progression must be the basis of any criticism of the 
concept of progress itself. 

XIV 
Origin is the goal. 

-Karl Kraus, WORTE IN VERSEN, Vol. I

History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homo
geneous, empty rime, but time filled by, the presence of the now 
[J etztzeit]. • Thus, to Robespierre ancient Rome was a past 
charged with the time of the now which he blasted out of the 
continuum of history. The French Revolution viewed itself as 
Rome reincarnate. It evoked ancient Rome the way fashion 
evokes costumes of the past. Fashion has a flair for the topical, no 
matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it is a tiger's leap 
into the past. This jump, however, takes place in an arena where 
the ruling class gives the commands. The same leap in the open 
air of history is the dialectical one, which is how Marx under
stood the revolution. 

xv 
The awareness that they are about to make the continuum of 

history explode is characteristic of the revolutionary classes at the 
moment of their action. The great revolution introduced a new 
calendar. The initial day of a calendar serves as a historical time
lapse camera. And, basically, it is the same day that keeps recur
ring in the guise of holidays, which are days of remembrance. 
Thus the calendars do not measure time as clocks do; they are 

• Benjamin says "Jetztzeit" :md indicates by the quotation marks that he
does not simply mean a.n equivalent to Gegenwart, that is. present. He
clearly is thinking of the mystical 1mnc stam . 
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monuments of a historical consciousness of which not the slightest 
trace has been apparent in Europe in the past hundred years. In 
the July revolution an incident occurred which showed this con
sciousness still alive. On the first evening of fighting it turned out 
that the clocks in towers were being fired on simu]taneously and 
independently from several places in Paris. An eye-witness, who 
may have owed his insight to the rhyme, wrote as follows: 

Qui le croirait! on dit, qu'irrites contre l'heure 
De nouveaux Josues au pied de chaque tour, 
Tiraient sur les cadrans pour arreter le jour.• 

XVI 

A historical materialist cannot do without the notion of a 
present which is not a transition, but in which time stands still 
and has come to a stop. For this notion defines the present in 
which he himself is writing history. Historicism gives the "eter
nal" image of the past; historical materialism supplies a unique 
experience with the past. The historical materialist leaves it to 
others to be drained by the whore called "Once upon a time" in 
historicism's borde1lo. He remains in control of his powers, man 
enough to blast open the continuum of history. 

XVII 

Historicism rightly culminates in universal history. Material-
istic historiography differs from it as to method more clearly 
than from any other kind. Universal history has no theoretical 
armature. Its method is additive; it musters a mass of data to fill 
the homogeneous, empty time. Materialistic historiography, on 
the other hand, is based on a constructive principle. Thinking in
volves not only the flow of thoughts, but their arrest as well. 
Where thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with 
tensions, it gives that configuration a. shock, by which it crystal-

• Who would have believed it! we are told that new Joshuas
at the foot of every tower, as though irritated with
time itself, :fired at the dials in order to stop the day.

z62 
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lizes into a monad. A historical materiali�t approaches a historical 
subject only where he encounters it as a monad. In this structure 
he recognizes the sign of a Messianic cessation of happening, or, 
put differently, a revolutionary chance in the fight for the op
pressed past. He takes cognizance of it in order to blast a specific 
era out of the homogeneous course of history-blasting a specific 
life out of the era or a specific work out of the lifework. As a 
result of this method the lifework is preserved in this work and 
at the same time canceled •; in the lifework, the era; and in the 
era, the entire course of history. The nourishlng fruit of the his
torically understood contains time as a precious but tasteless seed. 

XVIII 

"In relation to the history of organic life on earth," writes a 
modern biologist, "the paltry fifty millennia of homo sapiens con
stitute something like two seconds at the close of a twenty-four
hour day. On this scale, the history of civilized mankind would 
fill one�fifth of the last second of the last hour." The present, 
which, as a model of Messianic time, comprises the entire history 
of mankind in an enormous abridgment, coincides exactly with 
the stature which the history of mankind has in the universe. 

A 

Historicism contents itself with establishing a causal connec
tion between various moments in history. But no fact that is a 
cause is for that very reason historical. It became historical post
humously, as it were, through events that may be separated from 
it by thousands of years. A historian who takes this as his point 
of departure stops telling the sequence of events like the beads 
of a rosary. Instead, he grasps the constellation which his own 
era has formed with a definite earlier one. Thus he establishes a 
conception of the present as the "time of the now" which is shot 
through with chips of Messianic time. 

• The Hegelian term auf heben in its threefold meaning: to preserve, to
elevate, to cancel. 
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B 
The soothsayers who found out from time what it had in store 

certainly did not experience time as either homogeneous or 
empty. Anyone who keeps this in mind will perhaps get an idea 
of how past times were experienced in remembrance-namely, in 
just the same way. We know that the Jews were prohibited from 
investigating the future. The Torah and the prayers instmct them 
in remembrance, however. This stripped the future of its magic, 
to which all those succumb who turn to the soothsayers for en
lightenment. This does not imply, however, that for the Jews the 
future turned into homogeneous, empty time. For every second 
of time was the strait gate through which the Messiah might 
enter. 
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WALTER BENJAMIN: ALLEGORY VERSUS SYMBOLISM

We have traced historical moments where allegory in its different
forms becomes particularly strong, and have given a tentative history
of allegory in its classical, medieval and Renaissance forms. We have
also discussed the reaction away from allegory in favour of
symbolism and realism in Romanticism and beyond, while noting the
continuation of allegory, sometimes in disguised forms, in the
nineteenth century. This chapter changes direction, in beginning a
theoretical consideration of allegory which will question some of the
assumptions of the literary history which assumes there can be a
‘history of allegory’. Specifically, it discusses the work of Walter
Benjamin, the Jewish, Marxist writer, born in Berlin in 1892. Much of
the chapter will be concerned with a reading of his work on allegory,
but towards the end I will illustrate its use with a specific example
from Milton and Milton criticism.
Benjamin was expected to become a university teacher in
philosophy, and on completion of his doctorate on criticism in
German Romanticism, worked on the Habilitation which he needed to
pass to secure a university post. The attempt, in 1925, failed, but the
dissertation was published in 1928 with the title rsprung des
deutschen Trauerspiels (1928), translated into English in 1977 as The
Origin of German Tragic Drama. It is not an easy text, and it may be
useful to summarize some of its propositions before starting. It
argues:
1. That allegory corresponds to a perception of the world in ruins, and
is therefore the art of the fragment, and the opposite of the symbol,
which presupposes the value of ‘Nature’ preserving unchanging,
complete, identities and values.
2. That melancholy is the medium through which allegory is
discovered and becomes significant and readable.



3. That allegory does not work with the sense of an organic, natural
relationship between things; but that it questions such a possibility.
The linking of melancholy and allegory, noticed already in
Baudelaire’s ‘The Swan’, suggests the material around which The
Origin of German Tragic Drama is formed.



ARO E ALLEGORY

Benjamin’s Habilitation dissertation concentrated on a specific period
of German drama in the seventeenth century  during and after the
Thirty Years’ War –  which tore Germany apart in a struggle
between Catholicism and Protestantism  Significant writers of this
primarily Protestant drama include Martin Opitz –  Andreas
Gryphius –  and Daniel Lohenstein –  not easily
available to English-speaking readers without German examples are
given in van Reijen  –  But Benjamin also refers to the
Spanish dramatist Calderón mentioned in chapter  and makes
references to Shakespeare  particularly to Hamlet  Benjamin’s
interest in the Trauerspiel  or German ‘play of mourning’
differentiates the genre from that of classical tragedy  because its
topic is the fall of princes  the instability of fortune  the idea of life as a
dream  life as a brief hour upon the stage  as a theatre only  an
‘insubstantial pageant faded’ The Tempest  a stage only set
up for mournful events  Shakespeare’s Richard II dramatizes the
theme of Trauerspiel  in a manner that is both theatrical and
comments on life as theatre  At this point in the play  when his power
has evaporated  Richard acts as an allegorist who produces a
theatrical narrative of his own predicament
For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground,

And tell sad stories of the death of kings –
How some have been deposed, some slain in war,
Some haunted by the ghosts they have deposed,

Some poisoned by their wives, some sleeping killed,

All murdered. For within the hollow crown
That rounds the mortal temples of a king
Keeps Death his court; and there the antic sits
Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp,

Allowing him a breath, a little scene,

To monarchize, be feared, and kill with looks,

Infusing him with self and vain conceit,



As if this flesh which walls about our life
Were brass impregnable; and humoured thus,

Comes at the last, and with a little pin
Bores through his castle wall; and farewell, king.

(3.2.151–66)

Richard begins by staging his grief  and the grief of kings  and the
speech is richly hyperbolic  leading up to ‘all murdered’  Its second
half  beginning with ‘For within the hollow crown ’  is influenced by
the ‘dance of the dead’ tradition in late medieval visual art  for which
many artists  including Holbein –  provided examples  In
these illustrations  Death  as a skeleton and as a mirror of the living
dances with a living person  till he dances them into the grave  In
Richard’s use of personification  Death is king  but he is also the
‘antic’  i e  the fool  the jester  This conjoining of the skull and the fool
is paralleled in another play  in the emblems contained in two of the
three caskets which Portia’s suitors in The Merchant of Venice must
choose from  The lead casket contains her picture  The golden and
silver caskets  when opened  like drawing aside the veil of allegory
contain respectively a death’s head the ‘carrion death’  and a fool’s
head   Perhaps these are allegorical expressions of
each other
In Richard II  if Death keeps his court inside the ‘hollow crown’  which
is either the literal crown  or the head  that which is ‘king’ over the rest
of the body  then Death is inside the king  or part of him  which makes
the king incomplete  a ruined figure  In allegorical terms Death adopts
the role of the antic  mocking the pretentions of the kingly subject
and the ridicule of those pretentions derives from the certainty of
death  Richard externalizes an inner drama  an anxiety which derives
from a self-division  He is both a king and a ‘subject’  in short  a ‘split’
subject  In containing Death  as well as being contained by death  the
king has become an allegorical object  The figure of the skull  which is
the king’s only crown  and his only castle  as an emblem of what life
is  becomes the dominant image in Trauerspiel  indeed Benjamin
calls the corpse the pre-eminent emblematic property in the drama he
discusses Benjamin   The use of Yorick’s skull in Hamlet or
Vindice’s use of his dead lady’s skull in Middleton’s The Revenger’s



Tragedy  are comparable instances  And so is T  S  Eliot’s
poem ‘Whispers of Immortality’  which says about the
Jacobean dramatist John Webster c –c  that ‘Webster was
much possessed by death  And saw the skull beneath the skin’
Eliot   Eliot sees  in Shakespeare  Middleton  Webster and
Donne  a de-idealizing  melancholic drive  which generates allegory
goes below the surface of the face  in a fascination with what is
material and deathly  There seems to be in these Jacobeans a
fascination to know ‘what is beyond knowledge’  and to be
‘possessed by death’ is to be obsessed with it  wanting to know
everything that is in the grave Empson  –
The Origin of German Tragic Drama comprises chapters on
‘Trauerspiel and Tragedy’ and ‘Allegory and Trauerspiel’  Benjamin
traces a history of melancholy which he reads in two ways  first  as a
state akin to acedia  which was one of the seven capital vices  and
second  as a basic psychological quality  Here he quotes from a
pseudo-Aristotelian text  Problemata XXX  that creativity and genius
are dependent upon the melancholic ‘humour’ temperament  in the
body  The latter view gains ascendancy in the Renaissance  but the
earlier view returns in Luther’s Reformation and Protestantism
Benjamin thinks Martin Luther –  was a melancholic  and
that his vision of the world saw its materiality as having no richness
no significance  A Lutheran sense of melancholy appears in his friend
Albrecht Dürer –  whose Melencolia  mentioned in
the last chapter in relation to Courbet  is an allegorical representation
of melancholy  It is discussed in a book which  first appearing in 
influenced Benjamin  Panofsky  Saxl and Klibansky’s Saturn and
Melancholy revised in 
Melencolia shows a woman  who is also an angel  her head leaning
on her left hand  her right hand holding  idly  a pair of compasses  Her
wings are drooping  she portrays inactivity  while at her feet are
numerous elements of the active life  such as instruments used for
building  To her left a dog lies sleeping  beside her a putto sits
scribbling on a mill wheel  In the distance  a bat flies  holding a
banderole bearing the picture’s title  Other elements in the picture
the magic square on the wall behind  the bell  the hourglass  the



scales  the ladder  the polyhedron in the centre left of the picture and
the comet in the heavens  are interpreted in Saturn and Melancholy
as sixteenth-century emblems of the kind that were discussed in
chapter  The picture has been interpreted as the representation of a
mind incapacitated in the face of an insatiable and neurotic need for
knowledge  For Benjamin  it implies a crisis of mourning
mourning [Trauer] is the state of mind in which feeling revives the empty world in the form of
a mask, and derives an enigmatic satisfaction in contemplating it.
And in this state  which sees the empty world as no more than a
mask  a personification of something which is without substance
the utensils of active life are lying around unused on the floor, as objects of contemplation.

(Benjamin, 1977:139)

This echoes stage directions for a play by Gryphius  Catharine von
Georgien  where ‘a whole collection of stage properties are lying
scattered about the floor’ Benjamin   The properties  like
stage props generally  are emblematic  but with them  ‘the most
simple object appears to be a symbol of some enigmatic wisdom
because it lacks any natural  creative relationship to us’ Benjamin

 This wisdom is lost  the property  with its emblematic
character  is a shell  but the kernel of meaning has gone  That is the
cause of melancholy  This empty or ‘evacuated world’ Roberts

 Benjamin reads as fitting Lutheranism  devaluing
everything earthly  material  a melancholic drive which negates the
real world of time and sense  In such a state  mourning sees the
world as no more than masks  There is no organic connection
between the person who contemplates and the objects on the floor
which should be put to active use  This break corresponds to a divide
between the spiritually active and the spiritually contemplative life  the
two forms of existence  which correspond to the lives of the Old
Testament figures Leah and Rachel  discussed  by the medieval
church  as types of Martha and Mary in the New Testament Genesis
chapter  and Luke –  The objects lie on the floor  their
meaning forgotten  The alienation between these two forms of
existence is revealed in an allegorical picture  Such an alienation
which  we may recall  is the opposite of the symbol with its organic
unity between object and spiritual meaning  was for Coleridge basic



to allegory  which he called ‘a translation of abstract notions into a
picture language’ which is ‘an abstraction from objects of the senses’
Though he does not refer to it  Benjamin works within the framework
of Freud’s speculative essay on the psychopathology of melancholy
‘Mourning Trauer  and Melancholia’  which makes this
distinction  ‘in mourning it is the world which has become poor and
empty  in melancholia  it is the ego itself’ Freud   Benjamin
uses a perception akin to Freud’s to think of melancholia as an
alienated state  but the model that he works with is neither medieval
acedia nor the Renaissance melancholia that produces works of
genius  It is both and neither  in that  for Benjamin  part of the
picture’s complexity is to see how both are laid side by side  with
neither being dominant  He connects the first form of melancholy with
a negativity about the present which he sees as a kind of laziness
acedia  The second model gives too much weight to the
Renaissance ‘humanist’ subject  Melancholia rather starts with
alienation  including that of objects from each other
Benjamin’s view of the picture as illustrating disintegration  and as
allegorical  contradicts Panofsky who worked with the
symbol allegory antithesis which was developed by the Romantics  It
will be remembered that the symbol for the Romantics conjoined an
object to a permanent truth  while allegory was seen as arbitrary in
the way it linked an abstract concept to a thing  For Panofsky  Dürer’s
picture ‘raised the allegorical figure of melancholy to the plane of a
symbol’  He argued that it combined two things  first  it personified the
woman as the type of geometry  which is the art especially related to
Saturn and hence to melancholy  and second  it was a paradigmatic
representation of a melancholic  as in medieval calendars  This ideal
combination of two elements constituted  so Panofsky argued  a
perfect ‘symbolic form’  The term was first used in  by the neo-
Kantian philosopher Ernst Cassirer –  who considered the
distinct activity of humans to be that of producing symbolic forms
derived from the human spirit which realizes itself in concrete
sensory signs and images  for Panofsky  in thinking of ‘pure forms
motifs  images  stories and allegories in Renaissance art  as
manifestations of underlying principles  we interpret all these



elements as what Ernst Cassirer has called “symbolical” values’  This
allows the art historian to produce a ‘history of cultural symptoms – or
“symbols” in Ernst Cassirer’s sense’  For Panofsky  the work of art
becomes an index to history  everything unites in the picture to give
‘insight into the manner in which  under varying historical conditions
essential tendencies of the human mind were expressed by specific
themes and concepts’ Panofsky     Panofsky –

 Art symbolizes permanent states of mind under differing
conditions  Different elements have been condensed together to
produce a single  symbolic state  This is obviously opposite to
Benjamin’s sense of Dürer’s art as illustrating fragmentation
Benjamin  following Freud  would have found  in contrast  a
contradiction  not a unity  in the way these differing elements are
condensed together  and would see the work as displaying that
contradiction  We will return to Panofsky  and other art critics who
saw iconology as a complete pictorial symbolism  in chapter 
Benjamin discusses the Romantics’ distinction between allegory and
symbolism in the chapter ‘Allegory and Trauerspiel’  and he
articulates the difference between symbolism and allegory
Whereas in the symbol destruction is idealized and the transfigured face of nature is
fleetingly revealed in the light of redemption, in allegory the observer is confronted with the
facies hippocratica [death’s head] of history as a petrified primordial landscape. Everything
about history that from the very beginning has been untimely, sorrowful, unsuccessful, is
expressed in a face – or rather in a death’s head.

(Benjamin, 1977:166)

This difficult passage is a critique of the Romantic valuation of the
symbol  For Benjamin it is idealizing because it ignores history
claiming the absolute eternal value of nature  which supplies
symbolism with its idea of unchanging  organic forms  Nature has
been presented in ideal  not real  terms  indeed  it has been turned
into an abstract but authoritative entity  Symbolism  because it
implies unification  bringing things together  idealizes  and constructs
a perfect transcendent world  these are ideas associated with
Coleridge and Yeats  In this Romantic context  even suffering can be
seen as redemptive  Romanticism celebrates nature  and symbolism
which draws on elements of nature  evokes timeless  beautiful



eternal truths  The result is that it seems that what the symbol
describes is ‘natural’  making the danger of symbolism that it
consecrates certain values as natural  permanent  and having an
essential  unchanging existence  Hence its importance within any
form of ideology  whether political or class- or gender-based  which
makes much of saying that certain things are ‘natural’  It may be said
following Benjamin  that ideology controls partly through the power of
symbolism  but that allegory disrupts the rule of ideology
In contrast to symbolism  allegory looks at history  which it reads as a
‘landscape’  using a term derived from looking at nature  and working
with the idea of ‘natural history’  a term which emphasizes that there
is no distinction to be made between history as that which is
specifically human  and the history of nature  Benjamin’s specific
terms ‘petrified’ and ‘primordial’ suggest that history is not marked by
beauty  nor by spontaneous growth and movement towards progress
It is marked from the beginning by decay  not what Romantic
symbolists dream of  immediacy and natural  organic growth  Allegory
sanctions no idea of an originary Garden of Eden  or record of unity
Instead of timeless truths  there is the ‘untimely’  the history that
stands outside the chronological narrative of progress that makes up
‘official’ history  ‘Natural history’ records sorrowful  or unachieved
states
Symbolism offers as its characteristic image a ‘face’ – note the term
from Benjamin here – so much so that Wordsworth can personify
nature as ‘the speaking face of earth and heaven’ The Prelude 

 version  Allegory offers as image a death’s head  as a mask
this is the second time that we have seen Benjamin use this image
He continues that
death digs most deeply the jagged line of demarcation between physical nature and
significance. But if nature has always been subject to the power of death, it is also true that it
has always been allegorical.

(Benjamin, 1977:166)

This argues that ‘nature’ becomes a concept which can be
considered only when it is regarded as not immanent  or
spontaneous  but marked by death  That is opposed to it being a tool
of ideology  supporting arguments that there is such a thing as



‘natural’ behaviour  But to see it in relation to death is precisely how
symbolism cannot regard nature  since it wants to assert the power of
spontaneous life  growth and organic unity  Only when nature is not
seen as immediate  alive  and having ‘natural’ significance  but as an
entity that is shaped by the values of those who invest it with
symbolic significance  can it be allowed to be seen as other  Then it
becomes allegorical  different  The symbol  because it claims the
power of nature  pretends to a kind of deathlessness  Allegory  in
contrast  starts with the sense of dead fragments  To see death within
nature means reading it allegorically  because for Benjamin allegory
begins from death and the rejection of the organic power of nature
and symbolism  Fragments displace the idea of a nature that creates
natural connections or a live bond of nature that establishes a right
‘natural’ way of seeing  or behaving  In allegory  there are no ‘natural’
comparisons  all terms of comparison are non-natural  ideological
non-proper  catachreses
The image ceases to be an adequate representation of something
Because it is not part of an organic unity  it can be seen as ‘a
fragment  a rune’ – that is  writing which is now partly indecipherable
The false appearance of totality is extinguished. For the eidos [idea] disappears, the simile
ceases to exist, and the cosmos it contained shrivels up. The dry rebuses which remain
conceal an insight which is still available to the confused investigator … Classicism was not
permitted to behold the lack of freedom … the collapse of the beautiful, physical nature. But
beneath its extravagant pomp, that is precisely what baroque allegory proclaims.

(Benjamin, 1977:176)

Again  this needs careful consideration  The term ‘totality’ derives
from Hegel and implies the possibility of seeing knowledge as a
whole  in terms of a Platonic idea  and it assumes that if knowledge
can be seen as a single entity  as we speak of a ‘body of knowledge’
then it has its own organic unity  which can be expressed
symbolically  Here we may note that Gordon Teskey –
says that Hegel was important for C  S  Lewis  who found in Spenser
a sensation akin to that which Hegelians are said to get from Hegel – a feeling that we have
before us not so much an image as a sublime instance of the universal process – that this is
not so much a poet writing about the fundamental forms of life as those forms themselves



spontaneously displaying their activities to us through the imagination of a poet … his poetry
has really tapped sources not easily accessible to discursive thought.

(Lewis, 1936:358)

Lewis’s Romantic Hegelianism supports the primacy of symbolism
which brings into focus life’s ‘universal processes’  Benjamin’s
reading undermines Hegel  Ideas of the ‘totality’ disappear when the
allegorical image is only a fragment  or a rebus  which the
melancholic ‘investigator’ probes  The idea of allegory as writing
implied in the ‘rune’  derives from Arthur Schopenhauer –
in The World as Will and Representation Vorstellung  who sees
allegory  which he calls ‘a work of art signifying something different
from what it depicts’  as  in plastic and pictorial art  ‘nothing but
hieroglyphics’ which ‘do not achieve more than an inscription’
Schopenhauer   Classicism  with its interest in symmetry
Romantic thought of the ‘totality’  and symbolism  link through the
concept of the beautiful  which Benjamin sees as an idealizing
concept  In contrast  baroque allegory implies mere inscription  and
the broken and discontinuous  ‘Allegories are  in the realm of
thoughts  what ruins are in the realm of things’ Benjamin  
Susan Buck-Morss explains this last aphorism by comparing a
Hellenic statue of Venus  as the ‘divine symbol of love in the
transitory form of natural beauty’  with a picture of the three stages of
life  illustrating the ‘dance of the dead’ theme  by Dürer’s student
Hans Baldung c –  In Baldung  death and the lady are seen
dancing together  this allegorical image can be explained by saying
that beauty is visible as a ruin in the very moment of its existence
Buck-Morss  –  Baldung suggests that beautiful things
become ruins  or that ruins take over in the realm of things  Similarly
allegories take over in the realm of thoughts  Allegories are ruins and
they are the ruin of thoughts which think themselves whole and
entire  with no gaps in them  self-existent  as what Nietzsche jokingly
calls an ‘immaculate perception’  Thoughts are never more than
ruins  no thought can fully know itself  because it cannot know the
unconscious that produces it  These gaps within thought suggest the
presence of death  as splitting  internally  all thinking  The idea of
thought as internally self-divided may help to explain further



Benjamin’s earlier aphorism  quoted above  ‘if nature has always
been subject to the power of death  it is also true that it has always
been allegorical’  Like thought  nature cannot be considered as single
or undivided  it contains death within it  and so  because of this
contradiction  it is material for allegory  not for symbolism
Another way of reading the statement ‘allegories are  in the realm of
thoughts  what ruins are in the realm of things’ emanates from
considering the skull  In the sphere of things  the skull suggests the
‘ruin’  it is an empty fragment  telling of a significant life which has
departed  What meaning it had has gone  nonetheless  the skull still
has the power to speak to people  as has already been noticed
Benjamin’s interest in ruins and the fragment opposes the Romantics’
fascination with the fragment as an element of the ‘totality’  The
baroque writers of the Trauerspiel ‘pile up fragments ceaselessly
without any strict thought of a goal’ Benjamin   Similarly
and playing into the deepest fears of the Romantics  Benjamin quotes
the art critic Karl Giehlow discussing Dürer in  that ‘one and the
same object can just as easily signify a virtue as a vice  and therefore
more or less anything’ Benjamin   meaning that ‘any
person  any object  any relationship can mean absolutely anything
else’ Benjamin   The ‘detail’ is not of organic importance
This critiques the sense of a unique relationship existing between a
thing and what symbolizes it  Symbolism encourages us to think of
two things – the object  or the emotion  and its representation – as
united in a perfect fusion  With the allegorical image  if any one thing
can represent any other  no special  unique value can be given to
either the object or its representation
Benjamin’s thesis contradicts Panofsky  whose views on iconology
propose a natural conjunction between the object and the thing
represented Camille  –  In Benjamin  the ‘empty world’
means that the object to be represented has gone  and is only
present as an allegorical image a mask or ruin or fragment  ‘Piling
up of fragments’  which recalls the assorted objects lying on the floor
in Dürer’s print  suggests that no fragment can be other than partial
that it cannot deliver a complete truth  but must stand in a
supplementary relationship to what has gone before  unable to



complete it  This points towards surrealism  but even more to the
montages of Sergei Eisenstein –  whose film Battleship
Potemkin  created a shock effect by unexpected fusions  by the
way it juxtaposed images alongside each other  Benjamin offers a
theory of montage in his theory of allegory  Such linking together of
disparate images becomes what Benjamin calls a ‘constellation’
Benjamin  –  and the activity of the critical historian is to
juxtapose  or to constellate  isolated images together  or re-
constellate images already associated  As a constellation of stars
forms a fictitious unity with a certain truth value sailors successfully
navigate ships by such an arrangement of stars  the constellation
becomes an allegory  indeed  it is interesting that a familiar
explanation of tropes in the Renaissance held that ‘a simile is like a
star  a metaphor is a star and an allegory is a constellation’ quoted in
Watson   The creation of a meaningful constellation is the
same as the creation of allegory
The piling up of fragments anticipates a particular passage of
allegorical writing in Benjamin’s ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’
where the ‘angel of history’ is evoked  an allegorical image derived
from a picture by Paul Klee which is like an emblem Scholem

–
His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single
catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The
angel would like to stay, awaken the dead and make whole what has been smashed. But a
storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the
angel can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his
back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call
progress.

(Benjamin, 1970:259–60)

Piles of wreckage  or debris  recall the fragments and ruins that
comprise baroque allegory  Perceiving history as a ‘chain of events’
unifies them and threatens to produce an ideal narrative  it resembles
the thinking which produces the symbol  seeing history as telling a
narratable story  History as a ‘single catastrophe’ repeated again and
again refuses the idea of progress  and leaves nothing but fragments
Perhaps it can be said that the angel is ‘petrified’  Certainly it recalls



the figure in Dürer’s Melencolia  while the ‘pile of debris’ recalls the
objects on the floor in that picture  objects which cannot be used
Reference to melancholy recalls the Trauerspiel study  where ‘the
object becomes allegorical under the gaze of melancholy’ and
‘melancholy causes life to flow out of it and it remains behind dead 
exposed to the allegorist  unconditionally in his power’ Benjamin

 The melancholic’s only pleasure is allegory Benjamin
 Melancholy  starting from a perception of death  pierces

surfaces  seeing ‘the skull beneath the skin’  undermining the power
of ideology  Hamlet’s melancholia means that he can see below the
surface and is not fooled by anything in the court of Elsinore



ALLEGORY A  E LL

The medieval  and  even more  the Renaissance world  responded to
the pagan classical world by interpreting its myths as Christian
allegories  Benjamin calls this a form of ‘mortification’  making the
pagan world both beautiful and dead by disregarding its difference  or
otherness  or  in a word  its allegorical i e  ‘speaking other’
significance  In both the medieval and the Renaissance periods  the
figure of Satan became the embodiment of both pagan energy and
Christian evil  In his avatars  like the diabolic intriguer  such as
Shakespeare’s Richard the Third  whom Benjamin sees as an
allegorical figure  Satan threatens because of the plurality of
meanings that he generates  It is the character of Shakespeare’s
Richard to be always punning  joking with his opponents  trapping
them into death through the power of his words  The diabolic reduces
the world to mourning
This leads Benjamin to his last point  that allegory always symbolizes
its own transience  its own disappearance  its lack of definite
existence  Baroque allegorical images signify
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,     .      [Schädelstatte]
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( , 1977:232)

The reference to Golgotha – the place of the skull – recalls the earlier
passage  which sees history imaged in a death’s head  Both are
encapsulated by Adorno –  discussing the Marxist Georg
Luk cs –  on the phrase ‘second nature’  This term refers to
the world as alienated  reified  dead  dominated by commodity
fetishism  as Marx discusses this see chapter  According to
Adorno  in Luk cs ‘the petrified life within nature is merely what
history has developed into’ Buck-Morss   The historical has



become  in the modern world  frozen  petrified nature  where
movement is impossible  For Luk cs  this ‘second nature’ is ‘not
dumb  sensuous and yet senseless like the first’  While it seems to be
alive  it is ‘a complex of senses – meanings – which has become rigid
and strange  and which no longer awakens interiority  it is a charnel
house ch de statte  literally  a place of skulls  of long-dead
interiorities  this second nature could only be brought to life – if this
were possible – by the metaphysical act of reawakening the souls
which  in an early or ideal existence  created or preserved it’ Luk cs

 The kinship between this and Benjamin’s image of history
as a ‘petrified and primordial landscape’ will be observed  The
emblem of history cannot be a face  which would imply life  but a
death’s head  the sign of decay  of fragmentation after death
The ‘place of skulls’ recalls the meaning of the Hebrew word
‘Golgotha’  ‘the place of a skull’  the place of Christ’s crucifixion
Matthew  Medieval paintings of the crucifixion placed a skull at
the foot of the cross  it was watered by Christ’s blood  Medieval
commentators  in an example of figural reading  argued that it was
Adam’s skull  But ‘the place of skulls’ refers also to the medieval
urban charnel house  which was a novel late-fourteenth-century
feature of European cities  It applies also to the Thirty Years’ War

–  fought throughout the German states  when  according to
Benjamin  a Trauerspie  was enacted both in plays a d in historical
events  It also implies the First World War  which in propaganda and
war protests produced its own pictorial images of hills of skulls Buck-
Morss   These hills of skulls are what the Angel of History
at the beginning of the Second World War  sees in the wreckage that
is piled in front of its feet
The baroque allegorists worked with a dead landscape of this kind
They believed that allegory would one day be replaced by
resurrection  which would invert all its hollowed-out values  They
however  thought not of resurrection  but gave their loyalty to dead
things  making them subjects of their allegory



ARO E ALLEGORY A  L O

Benjamin writes  ‘Criticism is the mortification of the work’ Benjamin
 ‘Central Park’  a collection of aphorisms on allegory written

in  whose main topic is Baudelaire  supplements that with
‘Majesty of the allegorical intention  to destroy the organic and the
living’ Benjamin   ‘Mortification’ is the secret ‘truth’ behind
the impulse to symbolize  as when the power of the pagan world  so
disturbing to Christians  was killed off by being made a symbolic form
of Christianity  Benjamin sees allegory and the criticism that it
performs as another ‘mortification’ which does not pretend otherwise
allegory does not bring the work of art close  so that it can be
‘appreciated’  nor act as if it could be seen in terms of a timeless
beauty  Allegory rather foregrounds death  because it suggests that a
text can only ever be incomplete  fragmented  It critiques any sense
that there can be a complete canon  or a ‘body’ of literature  or of art
Piling up of fragments is a form of repetition which can never achieve
completion  or transcendence
This repetition is discussed by Herman Rapaport in Milton and the
Postmodern  linking John Milton – ’s English epic poem
Paradise ost  with the contemporary German Trauerspiel  The
implications of Rapaport’s argument are worth considering  and can
be put alongside the question of whether or not Milton was an
allegorist  His Il Penseroso  written in the s  evokes melancholy
while it looks back to traditional allegory in Spenserian romance  and
thinks of what ‘great bards’
In sage and solemn tunes have sung,

f tourneys and of trophies hung;

f forests and enchantments drear,
Where more is meant than meets the ear.
(lines 116–20, ilton, 1930:27)

The last line helps to define traditional allegory  and Milton is aware of
it  But in relation to Paradise ost  few critics have wished to see
Milton continuing Spenserian Renaissance allegory – apart from



Kenneth Borris  who reads the epic poem as an allegory illustrating
Christianity Borris  –  –  He disagrees with Gordon
Teskey  who says that heroic allegorism in Tasso  Sidney and
Spenser is marked by ‘composite characterisation’  Teskey regards
the height of allegory  its ‘anagogical’ state a term discussed in
chapter  as ‘the image of one body incorporating others’  That is  in
the anagogical state  one allegorical figure does not displace others
but stands alongside them  all being representative of a single type
Truth  or Chastity  for example  Teskey argues that the absence of
this syncretism in Milton separates him from Renaissance allegory
Borris  
In Paradise ost the sense of plural and allegorical meanings is
displaced by a literality that will not think syncretically of the pagan
world existing alongside the Hebrew and or Christian  An example is
the following account of the fall from Heaven of the devil Mulciber
The quotation alludes to the classical myths of Mulciber and then
refuses them
or was his name unheard or unadorned

In ancient Greece; and in Ausonian land
en called him ulciber; and how he fell

From Heav’n, they fabled, thrown by angry ove
Sheer o’er the crystal battlements: from morn
To noon he fell, from noon to dewy eve,

A summer’s day: and with the setting sun
Dropped from the zenith like a falling star,
n Lemnos th’ Aegean isle: thus they relate,

Erring. …

(1.738– 7, ilton, 1930:199)

The Greek legend of Hephaestus Latin  Vulcan  who was thrown out
of Heaven  and the Roman legend of Mulciber a surname of Vulcan
appearing in Ovid  who wrote in ‘Ausonian land’  i e  in Italy  is quoted
and lingered over  It is then abruptly dismissed  declared to be a lie
The text does not work with the procedures of Renaissance epic or
romance  whereby the classical pagan prefigures the Christian
Milton refuses the consolations of symbolism  or rather mortifies
them  While that does not make him an allegorist as Benjamin



understands the word  it separates him from the idealizing tendency
of the syncretizing tradition within Renaissance writing
But  to follow Benjamin  we will be less interested in the formal
aspects of allegory  especially if these are held to support the idea
that there is a certain truth outside the work to which the work points
rather than in the idea that allegorical writing is anti-metaphysical  i e
non-idealizing  Rapaport sees such anti-idealism in Milton  even in
his theology  He discusses the episode of Satan meeting Sin  who
tells him a story which does not really fit the narrative of the poem
and which Satan seems not to know  It is the narrative of Satan’s
rape of his daughter  Sin  the birth of Death from that union and then
Death’s rape of Sin  which engenders monsters  and so produces a
series of repetitions which can hardly claim any original happening
Paradise ost –
Rapaport connects this progeny to allegory  because each figure
stands in a substitutional or supplementary relationship to Satan  One
name – Satan  Sin  Death – displaces another  The absence of a
single original figure is significant  for it implies that allegory can
neither begin from a fixed position nor end with one  Rapaport thinks
of Satan in Freudian terms  as narcissistic  which he says is
equivalent in this text to being in the state of sin  but above all as a
melancholic  since melancholia  in Freud  is narcissistic Freud

 Satan’s loss of Heaven is also the loss of a transcendent
position Rapaport  –  
Similarly  Milton’s rejection of the legends of Mulciber implies
melancholia in the poet  Milton turns away from the plurality of
thinking that had been possible in Renaissance allegory  towards a
single meaning  Something in Satan’s mourning and melancholia
repeats something in Milton  By the end of Paradise ost Adam and
Eve have also had to face this loss of transcendence  and the power
of death  At both ends of the epic there is a loss which must be
worked through  It recalls a statement of Benjamin’s  that mourning is
both the mother of allegories and their content Benjamin  
In Milton’s context  that implies that mourning produces further
repetitions  each incomplete  each fragmented  Loss of
transcendence means the loss of allegory as a form of idealization



Whatever may be Milton’s intention  whether he believes he is writing
allegory or not  his text is allegorical in that it writes that loss  in the
sense that it mourns the absence of completeness and commits itself
to fragments with no sense that they can complete themselves  The
implications of this will be considered in chapter 
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c h a p t e r  o n e

Women on the Verge of History:  
Libuše and the Foundational Legend of Prague

In the earliest known mythic account of the foundation of Prague, in the 
Latin Legenda Christiani attributed to the monk Kristián and dated by 

most scholars to the late tenth century, the Bohemian Slavs (Sclavi Boemi) 
are said to be afflicted by a plague, prompting them to seek the advice and 
help of a seer or prophetess (phitonissa) before establishing a city named 
Prague. In later versions of the legend this anonymous prophetess would 
become known as Libuše, and, after her death, her female followers would 
fight a war against her husband, P!emysl the Plowman, and his men before 
succumbing to ignominious defeat and violent death.

In his discussion of this foundational myth, Patrick Geary opines that 
“these legends of women at the beginning form a pentimento, an over-
painted but still dimly perceptible recollection of an age of matriarchy.”1 
In this chapter I will deploy the textual metaphor of the palimpsest—rather 
than the painterly image of the pentimento—to explore the constant revi-
sion of the foundational legend of Prague from the late tenth to the late 
nineteenth century. I am concerned less with posing the question whether 
there really was an age of matriarchy at the threshold of history than explor-
ing how medieval and modern writers reacted to a female myth of origins.

In most classical and medieval foundational legends, such as Virgil’s Ae-
neid and Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniaie (History of 
the Kings of Britain, 1135), the mythic founder of the city or state is a male 
hero. The fact that the mythic founder of Prague is a woman complicates 
the way medieval writers respond to the legend. On the one hand, they must  

1. Patrick J. Geary, Women at the Beginning: Origin Myths from the Amazons to the Virgin 
Mary (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 8.
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acknowledge Libuše’s primacy as the matriarch who prophesies the rise of 
the city; on the other hand, this authority clearly conflicts with the stan-
dard medieval misogynistic perception of women as inferior to men. As a 
consequence, high and late medieval treatments of the legend of Prague’s 
founding are characterized by a profound ambivalence toward Libuše and 
her female followers. At once affirming and denying women’s primacy in 
the establishment of Prague and the origins of the Czech people, the various 
versions of the legend come to resemble a palimpsest in which the writers 
struggle to efface the “memory” of matriarchal primacy in the interests of 
patriarchy while partially preserving that memory in the interests of assert-
ing their own (ethnic) origins.

The foundational legend of Prague raised crucial questions of primacy 
and textual authority in an age when written sources were deemed central 
to the legitimacy and sovereignty of aristocratic families and royal dynas-
ties. The very notion of a woman prophesying the foundation of a city that 
would later become a center of ducal and royal power posed immense dif-
ficulties for male writers concerned to legitimize male sovereignty—the 
sovereignty of the Czech dukes in the case of the twelfth-century Latin 
chronicler Cosmas and that of the Czech nobility in the case of the anony-
mous author of the Dalimilova kronika (The Dalimil chronicle, ca. 1314), 
the earliest Czech-language account of Bohemian history.

From Kristián to Cosmas

In his brief account of the foundation of Prague the monk Kristián states 
that the Bohemian Slavs lived in the forest as free as a horses without reins 
and without a prince to rule over them before a catastrophic plague forced 
them to found a city. This transition from the forest to the town culminated 
in the elevation of a plowman named P!emysl as prince:

But the Slavs of Bohemia, who settled under Arcturus and venerated idols, 
lived like horses unrestrained by a bridle, without law, without a prince 
or ruler, and without a city. Roaming about sporadically like reckless 
animals, they inhabited only the open country. Finally, after being over-
taken by a disastrous plague, they, as the story goes, turned to a prophet-
ess to request good advice and prophetic pronouncement. And having 
received it, they founded a city and named it Prague. Afterward, they 
found a very discerning and prudent man named P!emysl, who merely 
spent his time ploughing, and in keeping with the pronouncement of the  
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prophetess, they appointed him prince or ruler, giving him the above-
mentioned prophetess for a wife.2

There are several details in Kristián’s laconic account of the founding of 
Prague which differ from subsequent versions. First, the seer is nameless; 
second, the welfare of the tribe is linked in some mysterious fashion to her 
prophetic powers; and third, her involvement in the establishment of the 
city is independent of male power, since the reference to P!emysl the Plow-
man comes later. Within this highly telescoped account of the prehistory 
of the Czechs one finds less a seamless narrative than strange omissions 
and unexplained lacunae. What were the circumstances of the plague that 
threatened the tribal collective, and what did this have to do with their lack 
of feudal leadership? Who was the seer they turned to for help, and why did 
they immediately thereafter decide to found a city?

Of course, these are questions to which we can never provide satisfac-
tory answers. More significant is the fact that later writers felt the need to 
do so by filling in the perceived gaps in the inherited narrative and lending 
it the aspect of a complete and coherent account. However, this urge to fill 
in the gaps required a narrative strategy more complex than just joining the 
elliptical dots; in some cases it necessitated changing or even reversing the 
sequence of events altogether. For example, in Cosmas of Prague’s highly 
influential Chronica Boemorum (The Chronicle of the Czechs, 1125) the 
appointment of a male ruler is said to precede the establishment of Prague, 
whereas in Kristián’s earlier account Prague is founded before P!emysl’s as-
cendancy: “One day, at the beginning of the new reign of laws, the aforesaid 
Libuše, excited by prophecy, with her husband P!emysl present and other 
elders of the people standing nearby, foretold thus: ‘I see a burg, whose fame 
touches the stars, situated in a forest, thirty stades distant from the village 
where the Vltava ends in streams. . . . When you come to that place, you 
will find a man putting up the doorway of a house in the middle of the for-
est. From that event—and since even a great lord must duck under a humble 
threshold—the burg you will build, you shall call “Prague”’ [Praha, from práh,  
threshold].”3

2. Quoted from Marvin Kantor, The Origins of Christianity in Bohemia: Sources and Com-
mentary (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1990), 168–69. For the Latin text, see Kris-
tián, Kristiánova legenda, edited by Jaroslav Ludvíkovský (Prague: Vyšehrad, 1978), 16.

3. Cosmas of Prague, The Chronicle of the Czechs, translated by Lisa Wolverton (Washington 
DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2009), 48–49. 
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Writing more than a century later than Kristián, by which time Prague 
had become the power base of the P!emyslid family, Cosmas, dean of the 
Prague chapter and spokesman of the ruling dynasty, was concerned above 
all to emphasize the primacy of the princes over the city they ruled. At stake 
in his account was the necessity not only of legitimizing P!emyslid sover-
eignty by tracing its origins back to the dynasty’s mythic founder but also of 
asserting the primacy of patriarchal power over matriarchal authority.

Cosmas was the first writer to invest Libuše with a name, biography, and 
patrilineal ancestry, elements all lacking in Kristián’s spare account, where, 
before the founding of Prague, men and women enjoy equal social status in 
the forest. Libuše’s patrilineal ancestry begins with "ech, the eponymous 
founder of the Czechs, a figure analogous to the Trojan Brutus, the great-
grandson of Aeneas, in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s history of the foundation of 
Britain. "ech’s successor was Krok, the father of three women, Kazi, Tetka, 
and Libuše. This paternal ancestry may even have been invented by Cos-
mas, just as Geoffrey of Monmouth furnished Britain with a mythic founder 
in the otherwise unattested figure of Brutus.

Important in both foundational legends is the need to establish a male 
founder for a nation and its people. In the case of Bohemia the figures of 
"ech and Krok were intended not just to fill in a perceived gap in the pre-
history of the Czechs but to consolidate Libuše’s status by supplying her 
with her own patrilineal ancestry. The likelihood that this ancestry was 
supplemented by Cosmas is reinforced by the absence of any such lineage 
in Kristián’s chronicle. Cosmas goes on to relate how the female followers 
of Libuše rise up against the men and wage a war between the sexes. This 
female rebellion ends with the defeat of the women and the destruction of 
their castle. The women are raped by the men and married to them, an act 
of violence which marks the transition from matriarchal myth to patriar-
chal history: “Since that time, after the death of Prince Libuše, the women 
of our people are under the power of men” (The Chronicle of the Czechs, 
52). In the words of Patrick Geary, “Libuše and the Amazons belong not to 
the history of the Bohemian lands but to their prehistory. Her death and 
their defeat are preconditions for the start of history” (Women at the Begin-
ning, 40).

And yet, as Geary himself states, Cosmas’s mythic treatment of Libuše 
is contingent upon the historical role played by certain influential women 
in the high Middle Ages. In this sense, the apparently smooth and sequential 
transition from matriarchal myth to patriarchal history is complicated by 
the tension between historical and mythic elements in the actual treatment 
of the legend. In contrast to the later Middle Ages, high medieval women 
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were able to exercise power and occasionally ruled states, as exemplified by 
Countess Matilda of Tuscany (ca. 1046–1115). As Geary points out, Matilda’s  
reputation for prudence and conciliation as witnessed by her role in the In-
vestiture Contest provided Cosmas with a real-life analogue for Libuše’s role 
as a wise counselor. As a devoted supporter of Pope Gregory VII throughout 
the contest, Matilda would have served as an exemplary figure to the Bo-
hemian cleric. On the other hand, Cosmas’s clerical training predisposed 
him to view all women—regardless of rank and status—in a negative, disap-
proving light. Although he extols Libuše’s wisdom as a counselor, he also 
denigrates her indolence, softness, and weakness as a woman. This standard 
misogynistic view of medieval women was complicated by the historical 
and political circumstances in which Cosmas found himself as the advocate 
of the ruling P!emyslid dynasty of dukes. In this capacity he was obliged to 
acknowledge Libuše’s central importance as the ancestor of the dynasty on 
whose behalf he was writing his chronicle. The only way that Cosmas could 
resolve this tension was by bringing the entire story to a violent close. As 
we shall now see, an analogous set of contradictions informs the treatment 
of Libuše and the Bohemian Amazons in the Dalimil Chronicle.

The Dalimil Chronicle

If Cosmas was the spokesman of the reigning dynasty of dukes, the anony-
mous author of the Dalimil Chronicle was the unapologetic champion of 
the Czech lower nobility and a fierce opponent of the Czech kings’ tradi-
tional favoritism toward Germans and foreigners. He deviates from Cosmas  
in making Libuše the mouthpiece of his own pro-Czech and antiforeign 
sentiments. In fact, the author of the Dalimil Chronicle subordinates the 
treatment of the legend—and indeed his entire work—to the central ideo-
logical tenet that Bohemia belongs to the Czechs alone. Underscoring the 
threat posed by foreigners, the chronicle ends with the election of one such 
foreigner, Count John of Luxembourg, the fourteen-year-old son of Emperor 
Henry VII, as king of Bohemia in 1311. As a parting shot, the author warns 
the new king to keep his nobles in his counsel or leave the realm with dignity 
while admonishing his audience to heed Libuše’s teaching that the Czech 
state and its language ( jazyk) must take precedence over that of foreigners.4

In the legend itself this message is accorded more importance than the 
prophecy concerning the foundation of Prague. Libuše’s male vassals have 

4. Nejstarší !eska rýmovaná kronika tak "e!eného Dalimila, edited by Ji!í Da#helka, 2nd ed. 
(Prague: Nakladatelství "eskoslovenské Akademie V$d, 1958), 169.
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begun to clamor for the appointment of a male ruler, prompting the proph-
etess to convene a council in which she warns that a foreign prince would 
mean the end of Czech independence and the ruin of the state. In identify-
ing the appointment of a male prince with the elevation of a foreign ruler, 
she implicitly equates her gynocracy with native Czech rule: “The com-
munity is the bastion of all. Those who neglect it have lost their senses. 
When you destroy your community, do not put your trust in your castle 
[i.e., defense]. Without the community conflict will ensue. . . . You should 
rather endure my judgment than desire to have a strong man as your prince. 
A woman’s hand will strike you less harshly than the pain inflicted by a 
man’s wound. You will believe me when you behold your prince behind his 
plow. If a foreigner rules over you, your state/language [jazyk] will not last 
long” (chapter 4, lines 7–20 [23–24]).

Whereas for Cosmas, P!emysl the Plowman is the legitimate ancestor of 
the Czech dukes, here he is equated with a foreigner or outsider (cizozemec) 
who will deprive the nobility of its sovereign rights and privileges. The tar-
get audience may have seen in the description of P!emysl as a foreigner an 
allusion to the new incumbent of the Czech throne, John of Luxembourg  
(r. 1310–46). If so, it may also have detected a historical prototype for Libuše 
in John’s bride, Elizabeth P!emyslovna, the last surviving representative of 
the native P!emyslid dynasty. In 1306 Elizabeth’s brother, Wenceslas III, 
was assassinated in mysterious circumstances, a crisis which plunged the 
entire kingdom into chaos. The ensuing interregnum witnessed a struggle 
in and beyond the kingdom, as foreign rulers staked their claim to the 
Czech crown. In Bohemia itself the question of the succession centered on 
the king’s youngest sister, the fourteen-year-old Elizabeth, who became the 
focus of the Czech nobility’s attempts to control events. Unlike Libuše and 
her real-life prototype, Matilda of Tuscany, both of whom ruled in their 
own right, Elizabeth was merely a pawn in a power game fought between 
men, but her status as the last representative of an extinguished dynasty 
invited an inverted comparison with Libuše at the matriarchal threshold 
of history.

Following Wenceslas III’s murder, the Czech nobility had chosen Henry 
of Carinthia as their king; but when it became apparent that he was incom-
petent, a majority of the leading nobility and clergy resolved to depose him 
in favor of John of Luxembourg. After some initial resistance to this choice, 
the emperor, who was reluctant to sacrifice his fourteen-year-old son John to 
the capricious Czech magnates, gave way to their demands and agreed to his 
son’s marriage to the Princess Elizabeth. As part of the agreement, Elizabeth,  
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by now eighteen years of age, was smuggled out of Prague (still under the 
control of Henry of Carinthia) and married to John of Luxembourg in a cer-
emony in Speyer Cathedral on August 31, 1310.5

Libuše’s function as the mouthpiece of the author’s pro-Czech senti-
ments in the Dalimil Chronicle provides an intriguing parallel with Prin-
cess Elizabeth’s role as the symbolic figurehead of the Czech nobility in its 
struggle for power during the years 1306–10. Moreover, Libuše’s reluctant 
marriage to P!emysl the Plowman recalls Elizabeth’s marriage of expedi-
ency to John of Luxembourg. Here, as elsewhere in the chronicle, the author 
uses Libuše as a vehicle for his own fears of foreign domination in the state. 
It is even tempting to read Libuše’s reluctance to marry an outsider as an ex-
pression of the author’s opposition to the candidacy of John of Luxembourg 
for the throne of Bohemia. Thus, the author faces a conflict of interests 
between his vision of Libuše’s gynocracy as the symbol of Czech indepen-
dence and the patriarchal expectation that men—not women—should rule.

This conflict of interests becomes especially apparent in the expanded 
treatment of the War of the Maidens (Dív!í válka), which follows Libuše’s 
death. The author devotes eight full-length chapters to the female rebellion 
against the male order, including the previously unrecorded exemplum of 
the entrapment of the brave knight Ctirad by the devious maiden Šárka. 
Central to his amplification of the story is the insistence that the maid-
ens have deviated from the patriarchal norm by fleeing from their paternal 
hearths “like doves from the dovecote.” Based on Cosmas, this detail flatly 
contradicts Kristián’s earlier Edenic account of men and women living on 
an equal basis in the forest. In other words, the Czech author turns the  
entire story of the War of the Maidens into an exemplum or cautionary tale 
of the dangers inherent in female independence from patriarchal control. 
The women even found their own castle quite independent of male power. 
Named D$vín from the Czech word for “maiden” (d#va), this castle is not 
only an alternative power base to Prague; it actually threatens to eclipse 
it. This effacement of Prague reflects the historical and political situation 
before and during John of Luxembourg’s reign: during the interregnum 
(1306–11), Prague itself ceased to be the focus of government; and even after 
John’s accession, his frequent absences from his capital meant that effective 
control of the kingdom remained in the hands of the regional nobility until 
the accession of John’s gifted son, Charles IV, in 1346.

5. See Ji!í Sp$vá%ek, Jan Lucemburský a jeho doba 1296–1346 (Prague: Nakladatelství Svo-
boda, 1994), 133–34.
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Contradicting the treatment of the female rebellion as an exemplum on 
the danger of female autonomy is Libuše’s earlier association of her gynoc-
racy with native Czech rule (i.e., the political primacy of the native nobil-
ity) and P!emysl’s ascendancy with the election of a foreign ruler (i.e., John 
of Luxembourg). The author attempts to gloss over this conflict of interests 
by specifying that Libuše died and was buried in the village named for her 
(chapter 8, 1–2), thereby drawing a clear dividing line between the end of her 
normative rule and the fraudulent succession of her female followers. The 
writer immediately adds that the female war which ensued was laughable 
(k smiechu) (chapter 8, 4). In some ways this sudden shift from empathy to 
derision can be explained in view of the fact that the rule of gynocracy is no 
longer perceived as normative and native but as aberrant and alien.

And yet the female insurgency, under the leadership of the formidable 
Vlasta, is treated with a certain degree of sympathy, even respect. The maid-
ens are well organized in contrast to the dissolute, drunken men. In some 
ways this favorable comparison with the men is intended to reinforce the 
exemplary nature of the episode: in neglecting their duties as fathers and 
husbands, the men will forfeit their power and authority to women. At the 
same time this antifeminine exemplum is congruent with the author’s pro-
Czech and antiforeign message: if the Czechs neglect their jazyk (state/ 
language), they will relinquish their power to foreigners. This fear of foreign 
incursion was not merely paranoid. The late medieval demographic trend 
both in the kingdom at large and in Prague itself confirms that the German 
and foreign presence was growing, especially in the influential domain of 
the court and the church.

Although the female society described by the author can be seen as par-
tially parodic (even to the extent of the triple division of medieval society), 
its oppositional function to the male norm underscores the author’s aware-
ness that the identity of the Czech nobility is necessarily defined in terms 
of its relation to the foreign other. Moreover, women’s secondary status in 
the medieval social hierarchy, based on the biblical precedent of Eve’s cre-
ation after Adam’s, also implied a parallel to the secondary social status of 
the nobility in relation to the king. However much the author insists that 
Bohemia belongs to the Czech nobility, he knows perfectly well that this is 
an inversion of the medieval feudal structure which places the king at the 
apex.

The resulting ambivalence toward Vlasta and her female followers 
would explain their paradoxical treatment as arbitrarily cruel (as exempli-
fied by their devious entrapment and brutal murder of the knight Ctirad) 
and as heroic defenders of the rights they inherited from Libuše’s reign. 
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The latter function aligns them with the Czech nobility in its time-honored  
resistance to the centralizing policies of the kings and their German en-
tourage. Indeed, Vlasta’s speech to the maidens (chapter 19, lines 39–76) 
emphasizes their nobility (šlechtenstvie) and, in comparing them with the 
Amazons of classical legend, places them in an illustrious lineage of heroic 
resistance to imperialist invasions. Significantly, Vlasta refers to the Ama-
zons’ defeat of the emperor Cyrus and their brave resistance to Alexander 
the Great’s incursions into Asia Minor. As I have argued elsewhere, Vlasta’s 
speech would have reminded the audience of the noble speech by the Per-
sian king Darius in the Czech version of the Alexander romance (Alexan-
dreida) (ca. 1290) when he exhorts his troops to defend their liberties and 
sovereignty against Alexander the Great’s invading army.6 Darius’s speech 
was itself intended by the anonymous Czech author of the Alexandreida 
as an elegiac commentary on the tragic fate of King P!emysl Otakar II at 
the battle of the Moravian Field in 1278 and the subsequent chaos in the 
kingdom of Bohemia.

The paradoxical treatment of the maidens qua women and as symbols 
of Czech sovereignty reflects the Dalimil author’s own conflicted situation 
as a spokesman of a class attempting to reconcile its de facto primacy in the 
affairs of state with its de jure secondary status in relation to the king. This 
secondary status is reinforced by the fact that he is writing his chronicle 
not in Latin but in Czech at a time when the vernacular had yet to achieve 
the prestige accorded to it by Dante and Chaucer. Moreover, in Bohemia as 
elsewhere, the vernacular was still the only way that most female readers 
had access to textual authority. In short, the Czech author found himself 
uncomfortably close to the status of the very women he presented as sec-
ondary and inferior.

This fundamental tension in the depiction of the maidens is drastically 
resolved through their violent erasure from the narrative. Whereas Cosmas 
makes the death of Libuše and the defeat of the maidens coterminous with 
the end of matriarchal myth and the onset of history, the Dalimil author 
specifies that Libuše died and was buried before the War of the Maidens. This 
departure from Cosmas is important because it exonerates Libuše of any 
involvement in the subsequent female rebellion. In the Dalimil Chronicle  
the consequence of that conflict is far more extreme than in Cosmas: Vlasta 
is hacked to pieces and her body thrown to the dogs, whereupon her follow-
ers are killed and their bodies cut in two before being cast from the ramparts 
of their castle, D$vín. However, a special punishment is reserved for Šárka, 

6. See Thomas, Anne’s Bohemia, 60.
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the maiden who betrayed Ctirad, and her beautiful sister Darka, who are led 
out on the order of Ctirad’s vengeful son and buried alive (chapter 15, lines 
48–50). Punitive as it is, this grisly denouement of death and dismember-
ment still betrays traces of the author’s empathy for the maidens, whose 
bodies are tenderly referred to as “small” and “lovely” (t#lc# krásná).

This grim ending deviates from Cosmas, where the vanquished maidens 
are ravished by the men and forced to marry them in what Patrick Geary 
has seen as an allusion to the Roman rape of the Sabine women. Substitut-
ing an alternative classical source at this point, the author of the Dalimil 
Chronicle draws upon the story of Troy by making the Amazon queen Pen-
thesilea the heroic model for Vlasta. His account of her slaying by seven 
youths is based on Penthesilea’s death in Guido delle Colonne’s Historia 
Destructionis Troiae (History of the destruction of Troy, 1287), where the 
Greek warrior Pyrrhus severs Penthesilea’s arm and then takes full revenge 
by hacking her to pieces with his sword. Guido’s Historia was well known 
in medieval Bohemia and provided the source for the exemplum on Troy 
in the Alexandreida. As James Simpson has shown with respect to the late 
medieval English reception of the story of Troy, Guido’s version represents 
an important anti-imperial counterpart to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Histo-
ria. Guido’s popularity in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Bohemia is con-
sistent with the antiroyal and anti-imperialist posture of the nobility and 
gentry, the class that constituted the primary audience of the translations 
of his work into Czech.7

By basing the end of his account of the War of the Maidens on Guido’s 
Historia rather than the Roman rape of the Sabine women, the author of the 
Dalimil Chronicle is not simply rewriting Cosmas’s chronicle; he is above all 
attempting to undermine its textual authority. Yet, in so doing, he is putting 
his own authority in question. As a vernacular writer, he must acknowledge 
the authority of an earlier source text written in Latin, the official language 
of the church and the conventional medium for the transmission of his-
torical and religious truth. On the other hand, as the spokesman of a class 
that clearly regards its own rights and privileges as preceding those of the 
king, he needs to demote Cosmas as the principal chronicler of Bohemian  
history.

Attempting to gloss over the contradictions raised by his coercive re-
writing of the legend, the Dalimil author begins his chronicle by providing 

7. James Simpson, “The Other Book of Troy: Guido delle Colonne’s Historia destructionis 
Troiae in Fourteenth- and Fifteenth-Century England,” Speculum 73 (1998): 397–423. For the 
popularity of the story in Bohemia, see Thomas, Anne’s Bohemia, 61.
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an elaborate justification for why his sources are deficient and his own ac-
count superior and more truthful. Without mentioning Cosmas by name, 
he affirms that he—and he alone—can provide a complete meaning to his-
torical events. Taking indirect aim at Cosmas’s ornamental Latin prose, he 
asserts that he will present the plain, unvarnished truth by cutting through 
the rhetorical obfuscations of his predecessor: “As far as I am able, I shall 
shorten empty words and provide the entire meaning [smysl c#lý] so that 
each might learn about and care for his own state/language [jazyk] more 
completely” (prologue, 45–48). Ironically, the author does not shorten Cos-
mas’s account of the prehistory of Bohemia, as he promises, but expands it: 
his own claim to truth is contingent on the amplification—rather than the 
abbreviation—of what he has found in his sources.

The Dalimil author’s drastic solution to his secondary position vis-à-vis 
Cosmas is to deny that he has even used The Chronicle of the Czechs as 
his source at all. This act of effacement may be said to provide a discursive 
analogue to his violent extermination of the maidens. In his programmatic 
prologue he claims that a priest gave him his source text in the provincial 
town of Stará Boleslav, adding that this text is superior to all other sources 
and closest to the truth. The Boleslav Chronicle conveniently provided the 
author with the information he needed for his expanded account of the War 
of the Maidens, precisely that part of the story which he probably made up 
himself.

Medieval writers frequently resorted to this kind of subterfuge in order 
to avoid the accusation that they were simply inventing their own material 
in an age when auctoritas was deemed more important than originality.8 
As Derek Pearsall has pointed out, medieval writers thought nothing of in-
venting their sources if such fabrications furthered their interests. The most 
famous example of this kind of invention is Geoffrey of Monmouth’s His-
tory of the Kings of Britain: “It supplies the lack of a foundation history for 
the British nation by tracing its origins to the Brutus who left Troy, founded 
Britain and gave it his name. The Historia supplies a long lineage of British 
kings to succeed Brutus, culminating in Arthur, the once and future king who 

8. A famous example of such a fabrication is Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival, whose 
source the author identifies as a Provençal version of the story by one Kyot. Although some 
scholars still take Wolfram at face value and believe that a source text existed, the general opin-
ion nowadays is that Kyot and his Arabic and Latin sources are an elaborate fictional construct 
devised by Wolfram. See Timothy McFarland, “The Emergence of the German Grail Romance: 
Wolfram von Eschenbach, Parzival,” in The Arthur of the Germans: The Arthurian Legend in 
Medieval German and Dutch Literature, edited by W. H. Jackson and S. A. Ranawacke (Cardiff: 
University of Wales Press, 2000), 54–68 (57). 
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never was. It was a story that was needed by the emergent Anglo-Norman  
aristocracy in England.”9

Analogously, the choice of Stará Boleslav as the place where the au-
thor claims to have found his source text may have been determined by 
his target audience—the Czech-speaking lower nobility—who hailed from 
the provincial towns and villages of Bohemia and who were generally an-
tagonistic to Prague as the power base of the kings and their German en-
tourage. Stará Boleslav was also the site of the martyrdom of the Bohemian 
duke Wenceslas I (907–935). Only three years after the duke’s assassination, 
his brother and successor Boleslav I translated Wenceslas’s relics to Prague 
and housed them in the large rotunda of Saint Vitus, which the new saint 
had himself begun. As Lisa Wolverton has pointed out, Prague emerged at 
this time as the political, religious, and economic heart of the duke’s ter-
ritory (Hastening toward Prague, 82). In claiming to discover a source that 
allegedly originated in Stará Boleslav rather than in the capital, the Da-
limil author was attempting to reverse the historical and political process 
whereby Prague had become the center of royal power and authority; that 
is to say, he postulates a mythic site of origins that was located not in the 
increasingly Germanized capital, but in the pristine Czech territories of his 
intended audience.

Crucially, the “discovery” of a lost source text allowed the author of 
the Dalimil Chronicle to create the impression of a tabula rasa on which 
to inscribe his “truthful” and “straightforward” version of events without 
apparent recourse to his predecessors. Above all, it allowed him to elide the 
contradictions inherent in his ideology and to have it both ways by present-
ing the story of the maidens’ rebellion as a misogynistic fable of female 
waywardness and as an allegory of Czech resistance to foreign power. As 
such, the alleged effacement of Cosmas provides a discursive parallel with 
the violent extirpation of the maidens from his narrative. And yet, as we 
have seen, the Dalimil author was dependent on both for the assertion of 
his claims to primacy, sovereignty, and power. His programmatic rewriting 
of the foundational legend of Prague, in which the “memory” of matriar-
chal authority is at once partially preserved and partially effaced, was not 
unique to the author of the Dalimil Chronicle but equally characterized 
Cosmas’s own rewriting of Kristián’s Edenic account of men and women 
living equally without a prince to rule them in the primordial forest.

9. Derek Pearsall, “Forging Truth in Medieval England,” in Cultures of Forgery: Making 
Nations, Making Selves, edited by Judith Ryan and Alfred Thomas (New York: Routledge, 2003), 
3–27 (9).
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Renaissance Libuše

The sudden reemergence of the Libuše legend in the sixteenth century was 
a reflection in part of a new antiquarian interest in history typical of Renais-
sance learning as a whole and in part of an ongoing need to rewrite the legend 
for new audiences. Whereas the fifteenth century in Bohemia had been domi-
nated by religious conflict, the sixteenth witnessed an ecumenical desire to 
reassess the past without resorting to polemics centered round the polarizing 
figures of Jan Hus and Saint Wenceslas. The pagan prehistory of Bohemia 
afforded writers on both sides of the confessional divide the opportunity to 
find common cultural ground in a land torn apart by religious hatred.

The lead in this ecumenical enterprise had been provided by Aeneas 
Silvius Piccolomini in his monumental Historica Bohemica (The history 
of Bohemia). This great work of Latin humanism was completed in the 
summer of 1458, shortly before Aeneas became pope (as Pius II). The His-
torica Bohemica is remarkable for its objective and sympathetic account 
of Bohemian history. The mythic events of pagan Bohemia are presented 
with clarity and dispassion in stark contrast to the partisan approach of 
Cosmas and the Dalimil Chronicle. Unlike Cosmas, Aeneas depicts Libuše 
(Libussa in Latin) as a wise ruler and prudent judge whose loss of popular 
support is ironically brought about by her impartiality.10 In typical antiquar-
ian fashion Aeneas links the distant events of the past with the present 
but is often skeptical in doing so. He mentions the tradition that P!emysl 
the Plowman’s peasant shoes were carried by priests at the coronations of 
the Czech kings but shrewdly adds that the story was probably invented 
to legitimize Emperor Charles IV’s own dynastic interests (Historica Bo-
hemica, 1:52). Aeneas was almost certainly correct: the story of P!emysl’s 
shoes is not attested before P!ibík Pulkava of Radenín’s Latin chronicle, 
which was commissioned by Charles IV and included the emperor’s own 
life of Saint Wenceslas. Pulkava’s chronicle, which begins with the building  
of the Tower of Babel and concludes with the death of the emperor’s mother, 
Elizabeth P!emyslovna, in 1330, reflected his Luxembourg patron’s ambi-
tion to appropriate the mythic legend of Libuše for his own ideological and 
dynastic purposes.

Aeneas also displays a humanist’s interest in philology, noting that the 
Czech word for “threshold” ( práh) provided the etymological basis of the 

10. Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, Historia Bohemica, edited by Joseph Hejnic and Hans Rothe, 
3 vols. (Cologne: Böhlau Verlag, 2005), 1:44. This edition contains the German version of Peter 
Eschenloër and the Czech version of Jan Húska as well as the Latin.
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name of Prague. Lacking a sound knowledge of Czech and relying exclu-
sively on Latin sources, Aeneas erroneously concludes that the Latin name 
of the city, Praga, is a corrupt reading of the original Czech word, a false 
theory but an interesting example of the textual treatment of the city as 
palimpsest (Historica Bohemica, 1:54). The Historica Bohemica was trans-
lated into German by Peter Eschenloër, the city scribe of Breslau, in 1463 
and into Czech by the Catholic priest Jan Húska in 1487. Both these rendi-
tions helped to make the Historica Bohemica more familiar to east-central 
European readers and instill a climate of tolerance into a region scarred by 
decades of war and conflict.

The most important and influential Czech version of the Libuše legend 
from the Renaissance period is Václav Hájek of Libo%any’s Kronika !eská 
(Czech chronicle, 1541).11 Hájek was a Utraquist (moderate Hussite) who 
converted to Catholicism, entered holy orders, and became the preacher 
at the Church of Saint Thomas in the Prague Lesser Town. His account of 
the prehistory of the Czechs is based on Cosmas, the Dalimil Chronicle, 
and Pulkava of Radenín’s Latin chronicle. However, Hájek does not follow 
these sources in a derivative fashion but expands them in a lively, inven-
tive manner. Central to Hájek’s amplification of his source material is its 
antiquarian focus on the past rather than the future. Libuše even employs a 
personal scribe ( pisák) to whom she dictates her prophecies and pronounce-
ments. These—Hájek assures his readers—were transcribed onto the bark 
of birch trees and preserved for posterity (Kronika !eská, 97). Consistent 
with his desire to create the impression that the mythic events recorded are 
historically truthful and complete, Hájek often fills in the apparent gaps in 
the inherited narrative with episodes of his own invention. The anonymous 
characters in the medieval sources are invested with names, including the 
two plaintiffs who appeal to Libuše to judge their dispute, and many new 
characters are added.

Libuše and her two older sisters are presented as independent rulers who 
found their own castles and give them their own names. Libuše even for-
tifies and renames her father’s burg after his death, replacing it with her 
own and instructing her followers to forget the previous identification. This  
deliberate effacement of the burg’s name and history mirrors the unstable 
and mutable political reality of Prague in the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries as property and land changed hands as a consequence of religious up-
heavals. But it also enacted the way the mutating legend mediates between 

11. Václav Hájek z Libo%an, Kronika $eská, vol. 1, edited by Václav Flajšhans (Prague: 
Náklad "eské Akademie, 1918).
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inscription and effacement, memory and forgetting: “One day she [Libuše] 
went up to the highest rock, sat down on it, and prophesied many things 
about that castle before her maidens; but because on that occasion her scribe 
was not present, much that was said and could have been recorded was for-
gotten. Yet so much still lingered in the memory that she ordered that from 
that day the castle should no longer be named Psáry but Libin after her own 
name. Her servants Smilka, Duobra, Vlastimila, and Nastavila commanded 
all the people that it was their lady’s and princess’s will that everyone should 
forget the name of Psáry and call the castle Libin” (Kronika !eská, 92–93).

The sisters’ political independence of male authority is less indicative of 
real female empowerment in the sixteenth century than an allegorical reflec-
tion of the decentered nature of the Bohemian polity. Whereas pre-Hussite 
Bohemia had been subject to increased centralization by the Czech kings, 
the diminution of royal power during and following the Hussite wars—and 
the concomitant strengthening of the magnates’ influence—led to a diffu-
sion of political power in the land. This increased concentration of power 
in the hands of local magnates is mirrored by the bewildering prolifera-
tion of castles in Hájek’s account and the fact that Prague loses the unique 
prominence attached to it by Cosmas. Of course, Prague’s singularity would 
once more become a key feature of the reinvented legend in the nationalist 
nineteenth century. But the fact that the establishment of Prague in Hájek’s 
chronicle is just one of several foundational acts reflects the city’s eclipse 
between the reigns of Charles IV and Rudolf II, the only two imperial rulers 
who made the city their capital and their personal residence.

The episode of the War of the Maidens provides Hájek with the opportu-
nity to enliven his story in a manner redolent of the Dalimil Chronicle. Like 
his medieval predecessor, he presents the conflict between the men and 
the women as a violent battle to the death. And just as the medieval writer 
adapted the story to reflect his own (conflicted) ideology, so does Hájek align 
the maidens with the Hussite rebels of the previous century. For example, 
Vlasta’s refrain “Beat, kill, don’t leave anyone alive!” (Bíte, zabíte, žádného 
neživte!) can be seen as a veiled parody of the famous Hussite hymn “Ye 
who are God’s warriors” (Ktož jsú boží bojovníci) (Kronika !eská, 133).

Hájek’s chronicle met with the disapproval of his Enlightenment suc-
cessors in the eighteenth century. Seeking to discredit the myth of Libuše 
on rational grounds, the historian Gelasius Dobner (1719–90) objected to 
the Renaissance writer’s imaginative reworking of the material and equated 
its mixture of myth and history with a failed attempt at modern histori-
ography. Dobner’s exhaustive attempts to correct Hájek’s mistakes were 
often themselves erroneous and, more seriously, based on a fundamental 
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misunderstanding of medieval and early modern notions of truth. As we 
shall see, the early Czech revivalists were no more objective and dispassion-
ate than their medieval and Renaissance precursors in their appropriation of 
the Libuše legend for their own ideological purposes.

From the Enlightenment to the National Revival

By the eighteenth century Prague was a rather sleepy provincial town  
within the Habsburg territories. Its golden age as the capital of the Holy 
Roman Empire and the residential seat of emperors was long a thing of the 
past. How did Prague’s status as a city of faded glories reflect and shape 
the medieval legends of its foundation? We might characterize the nascent 
attempts to revive and reinvent these legends in the last quarter of the eigh-
teenth century as retrospective just as Czech revivalist literature as a whole 
invoked the glorious history of the Czech nation exemplified by the reign 
of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV and the turbulent career of the reli-
gious reformer Jan Hus in the early fifteenth century.12

As far as the treatment of Libuše legend was concerned, writers relied 
mainly on the Dalimil Chronicle and Hájek’s Czech Chronicle. But the 
spirit of their versions was quite new, reflecting the prevailing zeitgeist 
of the Enlightenment and the situation of the Czechs as subjects of the 
Habsburg monarchy. The late eighteenth century witnessed a major shift in 
the construction of gender relations that emerged from the Enlightenment 
investment in reason and the rights of man. With the decline of traditional 
religion and the authority of the Catholic Church developed a more radical 
view of gender identity and a breakdown in the male-female hierarchies 
inherited from the Aristotelian and Judeo-Christian tradition. An analo-
gous shift took place in the understanding of the body from the old Galenic 
model, which presupposed a metaphysics of hierarchy in the relationship  
between male and female, to a new model of the “opposite sexes.”13 Para-
digmatic of this transformation of traditional gender and sexual roles was the 
emergence of the androgyne as an idealized fusion of traditional male and 
female sexual attributes. In the realm of culture and politics women became 
more active as writers and agitators for female rights, as exemplified by Mary 
Wollstonecraft in England and, somewhat later, George Sand in France. Sand 

12. See Alfred Thomas, “Forging Czechs: The Reinvention of National Identity in the Bohe-
mian Lands,” in Ryan and Thomas, Cultures of Forgery, 29–52.

13. See Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990).
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embodied the phenomenon of the new “virile” woman who dressed as a man 
and smoked cigars in willful defiance of bourgeois convention.

This revolution in gender and sexual relations was inevitably reflected 
in imaginative works which dealt with female protagonists. Heinrich von 
Kleist’s tragic drama Penthesilea (1806), based on the episode in Homer 
where the army of Amazons engages with the Greek host led by Achilles,  
departs radically from the harmonious and classically balanced spirit of 
Goethe’s Iphigenie auf Tauris (Iphigenia on Tauris, 1787) in presenting his 
Amazonian heroine as a violent disruptor of emotional equilibrium and, in 
her obsessive martial and sexual pursuit of her archfoe Achilles, a latent 
embodiment of the author’s own anguished homosexuality. The ecstatic 
killing and dismemberment of the Greek hero, followed by Penthesilea’s 
guilt-ridden suicide, acted out in a profoundly desublimated fashion Kleist’s 
own divided personality and tragic fate. But it also reprised the problem of 
truth we have glimpsed at the end of the War of the Maidens in the Dalimil 
Chronicle. Just as the writer of the late medieval chronicle dramatizes in 
a violent scene of death and dismemberment his own authorial effacement 
of the dangerous allegory of female insurrection he invented, so too the 
epistemological crisis of truth in Kleist’s post-Enlightenment world-view—
brought about by his seismic (mis)-reading of Kant—is canceled out in the 
sublime drama of Achilles’ death and Penthesilea’s suicide.

If Kleist’s drama was an extreme manifestation of the “gender troubles” 
that came to the surface in the era of classicism, its fascination with virile 
women and ambiguous sexuality typified the spirit of the age. Perhaps for 
this reason the legend of Libuše and the Czech Amazons made a sustained 
comeback in the last quarter of the eighteenth century after decades of ne-
glect.14 Given the political context of the Czechs’ subordinate role within 
the Habsburg monarchy, the rebellion of Vlasta and her female followers 
against P!emysl’s rule now came to embody the political struggle for free-
dom from Austrian despotism. At the same time the matriarchal figure 
of Libuše faded into the background—temporarily effaced as it were—to  
reemerge in early nineteenth century as the personification of the revived 
nation. In the Enlightenment period Libuše was denied an active role in 
the plot, while the emphasis was placed on the “democratic” Amazons. 
Although Libuše could not be dispensed with entirely, the insurgency of 

14. For a useful overview of the legends during the National Revival, see Jitka Male%ková, 
“Nationalizing Women and Engendering the Nation: The Czech National Movement,” in Gen-
dered Nations: Nationalism and Gender Order in the Long Nineteenth Century, edited by Ida 
Blom, Karen Hagemann, and Catherine Hall (Oxford: Berg, 2000), 293–310.
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her female followers provided a more effective metaphor for the struggle for 
freedom from Habsburg absolutism.

The revival of interest in the foundational legend of Prague in the late 
eighteenth century was a shared German and Czech phenomenon: Libuše 
had not yet become a divisive nationalist figure. Johann Gottfried Herder 
mentioned the legend as early as 1779, and German prose versions of the 
material followed in 1791 and 1792.15 Interestingly, the German investment 
in the legend focused on the figure of Libuše, while the earliest Czech writ-
ers of the legend were more interested in her rebellious female followers. 
Václav Thám’s play Šárka aneb d#v!í boj u Prahy (Šárka; or, The maidens’ 
war near Prague) was performed at the Prague Bouda Theater (1786–89), 
which was intended for the performance of plays in the Czech language at a 
time when most Prague theaters were German. Further Czech evidence of 
popular interest in the medieval legend of the female insurrection is Prokop 
Šedivý’s chivalric romance $eské Amazonky aneb D#v!í boj v $echách 
pod správou %ekyn# Vlasty (The Czech amazons; or, The maidens’ war in 
Bohemia under the command of the heroine Vlasta, 1792), with its telling 
appellation of Vlasta as a hero. But the most ambitious treatment of the 
legend was the narrative poem D#vín (1805), by Šebastián Hn$vkovský. In 
many ways this mock-heroic treatment of the legend exhibits the rococo 
lightness of touch characteristic of Prague architecture in the eighteenth 
century. But it is also a sustained attempt to reinvent Vlasta and her maid-
ens as embodiments of the Enlightenment ideals of liberty, equality, and 
fraternity.

It is important to emphasize that the political circumstances in the early 
revivalist period were rather different from those of the author of the Dalimil 
Chronicle. The political preeminence of the native nobility had come to a 
sudden and violent end with its defeat at the Battle of the White Mountain 
in 1620. The early revivalists were products of the Counter-Reformation  
and the Enlightenment ideals flooding Europe following the French and 
American Revolutions. Catholic by origin and Deist by adoption, the early 
Czech revivalists reinvented the historical and mythic figures of the past as 
protopatriots and protodemocrats. In conformity with František Palacký’s 
massively influential D#jiny národu !eského (History of the Czech Na-
tion, 1848), Josef Kajetán Tyl’s drama Jan Hus, written in the same year as 
Palacký’s monumental history, portrays the famous religious reformer as 
the spokesman of democratic rights and values. We see the same emphasis 
in Karl Friedrich Lessing’s monumental painting of a Hussite priest preach-

15. See Vladimír Macura, $eský sen (Prague: Akademie, 1998), 88–89.
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ing a sermon as he holds up the chalice (1836) and Václav Brožík’s revivalist 
painting of Hus defending truth at his trial (1883). By contrast late medieval 
and early modern representations of Hus tended to portray him dying for 
his faith at the stake in Constance. Nineteenth-century depictions of Hus 
rarely depict him as a religious martyr and far more often as a spokesman 
of democratic values. This is also true of Šaloun’s statue of a defiant Hus on 
the Old Town Square in Prague. As Eric Hobsbawm states, such representa-
tions of the past depend for their claim to truth not on what is preserved 
in the popular, collective memory but on “what has been selected, written, 
pictured, popularized and institutionalized by those whose function it is to 
do so.”16 Hus’s medieval reputation as a religious martyr was conveniently 
forgotten in the interests of a new nationalist ideology.

Similarly, the National Revival reinvented Libuše’s female followers to 
embody the revolutionary spirit of the age while P!emysl the Plowman and 
his male followers were identified with the Habsburg overlords in Vienna. 
In the episode from D#vín which relates the seduction and fatal entrapment 
of the knight Ctirad by the cunning maiden Šárka, based on a scene prob-
ably invented by the author of the Dalimil Chronicle, the gullible knight 
is presented as a “brave hero” and as “our oppressor.” This fundamental 
contradiction reprises the split role of the male followers of P!emysl in the 
Dalimil Chronicle, where they embody both patriarchal power and monar-
chical tyranny. However, the ending of Hn$vkovský’s poem diverges sig-
nificantly from the violent culmination of the medieval chronicle: instead 
of killing their female opponents, P!emysl and his followers are reconciled 
with them in a scene of rapprochement demonstrating the triumph of the 
revolutionary values of liberty, equality, and fraternity.

By the early nineteenth century the foundational Czech legends were 
being rewritten yet again, this time to reflect burgeoning nationalism rather 
than the Enlightenment values of liberty and equality. This was not the mod-
ern rewriting of older material but a forgery intended to fill in the perceived 
gaps in Czech culture. The Zelená Hora and Dv&r Králové manuscripts, 
allegedly dating from the tenth and thirteenth centuries respectively, were 
in fact fabrications written around 1817–18. They were principally inspired 
by James Macpherson’s forgeries of the “Celtic Homer,” Ossian. The “dis-
covery” of Ossian’s texts in 1755 had been inspired in turn by the discovery  
of the Nibelungenlied, a courtly epic composed around 1200, at the German  
monastery of Hohenems. Macpherson’s forgeries of Ossian were the product 

16. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1983), 13. See also Thomas, “Forging Czechs,” 36.
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of a national inferiority complex and a national obsession with myths remi-
niscent of the Czechs’ lack of national status and their obsessive attach-
ment to their distant history. Hugh Trevor-Roper could equally be speaking 
of Bohemia when he states: “Myth, in Scotland, is never driven out by real-
ity, or by reason, but lingers on until another myth has been discovered, or 
elaborated, to replace it.”17

And yet the creation of the forged manuscripts was not simply a forgery 
in the crude sense of the word, since they were also inspired by the ex-
ample of the medieval and Renaissance chronicles. Just as the medieval and 
early modern authors had provided the “truthful” interpretation of events 
by supplementing material they perceived to be lacking in the sources, so 
the modern authors of the forged manuscripts were trying to create some-
thing new to fill the perceived gaps within modern Czech culture. In this 
sense the recording of the past is never a seamless continuum but a series 
of conscious revisions.

The gap that the authors of the forged manuscripts detected within 
Czech culture was the absence of a national epic which could compete for 
prestige with the Nibelungenlied. The reinvention of this medieval courtly 
poem as the German national epic reflected the Germans’ own need to seek 
glory in their past following the crushing defeat of Prussia by Napoleon’s 
armies in 1806. A compensatory tone is clearly heard in Friedrich von der 
Hagen’s introduction to his edition of the Nibelungenlied (1807): “Noth-
ing could be more comforting and truly edifying to a German soul than the 
immortal ancient heroic poetry that is here rescued from long oblivion and 
rejuvenated.”18

Just as Siegfried is reinvented as a quintessential German hero by Johann  
Gottlieb Fichte and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, so, in the forged manu-
scripts, Libuše becomes the heroic embodiment of the Czech nation. The 
fragmentary poem “Libušin soud” (Libuše’s judgment), from the Zelená 
Hora manuscript, gave new impetus to the Libuše legend while “forgetting” 
the earlier focus on her rebellious female followers. After suffering a partial 
eclipse in the first phase of the National Revival, Libuše now reemerged as 
the central protagonist in the reinvention of Prague as a Czech—rather than 
a Bohemian—city. But it is important to emphasize that this reinvention 

17. Hugh Trevor-Roper, The Invention of Scotland: Myth and History (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2008), xx.

18. Quoted from Maike Oergel, The Return of King Arthur and the Nibelungen: National 
Myth in Nineteenth-Century English and German Literature, European Cultures: Studies in Lit-
erature and the Arts, vol. 10 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1998), 192.
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of the city and its founder is largely symbolic and fraught with internal 
contradictions. Consistent with the patriarchal structure of nineteenth- 
century society, the emphasis is now placed on Libuše’s subordinate role as  
a spouse.

Grillparzer’s Libussa

In some ways, the German reception of the legend offers a rather different 
interpretation of the material than the Czech recuperation of it for nation-
alist purposes. Clemens Brentano’s massive historical romantic drama Die 
Gründung Prags (The founding of Prague, 1815) equates Libuše’s gynocracy 
with Czech rule and its ultimate collapse with the normative assumption 
of Habsburg rule and the Catholic religion.19 Invoking Harold Bloom’s term 
clinamen, Wolfgang Müller-Funk argues that Franz Grillparzer’s drama Li-
bussa (1822–74), which began life in the romantic era and ended as a post-
romantic tragedy, “can be read as a very specific form of revision” whereby 
the later poet “follows his predecessor only to a certain point, from where 
he then turns in another direction.”20 Although both plays share a funda-
mental distrust of marriage as the ideal matrix of heterosexual relations, 
Grillparzer deviates from Brentano in entertaining no illusions about Ca-
tholicism as a source of human dignity and offers instead a realistic depic-
tion of the marriage of the seer and Primislaus (P!emysl) as an example of 
the ultimate incompatibility between the sexes along the lines of Kleist’s 
tragedy Penthesilea.

Grillparzer struggled with his play over many years largely because he 
was unable to reconcile his idealistic vision of Libuše as the organic spirit 
of national unity with his tragic view of marriage as a hopelessly doomed 
institution. On the one hand, he makes Libussa (Libuše) the embodiment of 
a matriarchal ideal that predated and transcended the nationalism of 1848; 
on the other hand, he presents her as a divisive figure trapped within an  

19. Clemens Brentano, Die Gründung Prags: Ein historisch-romantisches Drama, in Sämtli-
che Werke und Briefe, vol. 14, edited by Georg Mayer and Walter Schmitz (Stuttgart: Verlag W. 
Kohlhammer, 1980).

20. Wolfgang Müller-Funk, “Libussa, Twofold: The Mythical Narrative of Woman Power 
in Brentano and Grillparzer—an Intertextual Approach,” in Aneignungen, Entfremdungen: The 
Austrian Playwright Franz Grillparzer (1791–1872), edited by Marianne Henn, Clemens Ruth-
ner, and Raleigh Whitinger (New York: Peter Lang, 2007), 69–85 (73). For the text of Libussa, see 
Franz Grillparzer, Werke, edited by Helmut Bachmaier (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker 
Verlag, 1987), 3:275–371.
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unhappy marriage. In fact, from the very opening of the play, Grillparzer 
emphasizes Libuše’s lack of agency when he makes Primislaus save her 
from drowning in a swift-flowing river. This episode, which is not attested 
in the medieval versions of the story, is entirely consistent with nineteenth- 
century bourgeois notions of femininity and the dominant role of the hus-
band within marriage.

The conflict between Libussa and Primislaus is not exclusively the 
product of bourgeois notions of marriage; these characters also symbolize 
very different political perspectives. Libussa embodies the prenationalist, 
organic unity of the Vormärz (the period before the 1848 revolution), while 
Primislaus stands for the triumph of bourgeois capitalism and the modern  
nation-state. It is Primislaus who founds the city of Prague, which for  
Libussa will inaugurate not only the rule of history but also the rise of “use 
and profit” and the loss of essential humanity.

Grillparzer had originally visited Prague in 1826 and entertained ambiv-
alent attitudes to the city. On the one hand, he was alienated by its growing 
nationalism (Nationalsinn), but on the other, he was deeply impressed by 
its fusion of the ancient and modern, which he likened to that of Venice and 
Florence (Demetz, Prague in Black and Gold, 25). The long gestation of the 
play allowed Grillparzer to observe the increasing polarization of the city 
into German and Czech ethnic enclaves.

From the National Revival to the Decadence

A similar set of tensions between women as historical subjects and sym-
bolic objects characterized Czech treatments of the Libuše legend, espe-
cially after the revolutionary year of 1848. But whereas Grillparzer saw 
Libussa as a universal spirit that transcends nationalism, the adherents of 
the Czech National Revival went in the opposite direction by turning her 
into the embodiment of the nation. Yet these writers, too, struggled to rec-
oncile the political prominence they assigned to Libuše with the patriarchal 
necessity to stress her subordinate role as a woman and wife within mar-
riage. This trend is typified by František Škroup’s significantly titled opera  
Libušin sňatek (Libuše’s wedding, 1835) and Josef Václav Fri%’s Libušin 
soud (The judgment of Libuše, 1861).

Karel Jaromír Erben’s collection of folk ballads Kytice z národních leg-
end (A bouquet of national legends, 1853)—composed in the wake of the 
1848 Prague uprising and published during the repressive Bach reaction  
(after the Austrian foreign minister August Bach)—concludes with P!emysl 



women on the verge of history 37

and Libuše as the father and mother of the Czech nation.21 This ballad, ti-
tled “V$štkyn$” (The fortune-teller), forms a mirror image to the first poem, 
in which two orphaned children place a bunch of flowers on their mother’s 
grave. The flowers symbolize the ballads that the poet offers to the nation 
after its defeat in 1848, while the mother’s grave represents the defeated 
nation itself. Although the collection culminates in Libuše’s prophecies, 
the intervening ballads reveal a more ambivalent and paradoxical picture of 
women as a threat to the integrity of the national collective as well as the 
biological guarantee of its survival.

What is rather unusual about Erben’s Kytice is that the foundational 
legend of Prague is invoked at the end rather than at the beginning of the 
collection. This “effacement” of Libuše’s prominence at the threshold of 
history is significant for several reasons. One likelihood is that the poet 
felt obligated to obscure the most patriotic—and therefore most controver-
sial—portion of his work in order to get it past the Austrian censor. Plac-
ing Libuše at the beginning of the work would have drawn attention to 
her subversive function as the representative of the defeated nation and its 
hoped-for triumph over oppression. But there is a more complex reason for 
placing Libuše at the end, and that is her function as the embodiment of col-
lective memory as well as the harbinger of future greatness. The nameless 
female speaker of the poem who claims to have seen P!emysl plowing his 
field and Libuše prophesying the founding of Prague is consistent with the 
retrospective and nostalgic tenor of the Czech National Revival. In spite of 
Erben’s ostensibly optimistic use of Libuše to prophesy the renewal of the 
defeated Czech nation, her real function in the poem is as much elegiac as 
proleptic. The greatness that she foretells (the reign of Charles IV in the 
fourteenth century) was already remote history for Erben and his contem-
poraries, confirmation that the golden age of Bohemia lay in its past rather 
than its future. The female figure, who claims to have witnessed the events 
of the primordial past, is the maternal “ghost” of the dead nation whose 
grave provides the opening scene of the collection and who looks backward 
and forward in time from the privileged perspective of eternity.

Ironically, the legend of Libuše suffered something of an eclipse fol-
lowing the relaxation of the Austrian censorship after Bach left office in 
1859. During this period, known as cosmopolitanism, Czech writers aspired 
to free themselves from the restraints of nationalist ideology and express 

21. Karel Jaromír Erben, Kytice (Prague: Státní nakladatelství krásné literatury, hudby a 
um$ní, 1956).



38 chapter  one 

themselves in a more realistic and universal vein. (The leading exponent 
of cosmopolitanism was Jan Neruda, whom we shall encounter again in 
chapter 3.) The legend came once more to the fore during the neorevivalist 
movement of the late 1880s and 1890s. Libuše now achieved her apotheo-
sis as the maternal spirit of the revived nation in Bed!ich Smetana’s opera, 
which inaugurated the new Czech National Theater in Prague in 1881. The 
monumental style of this theater provided an architectonic analogue to the 
larger-than-life depiction of Libuše and P!emysl in the opera itself.

Several years later Alois Jirásek made the legend even more popular in his 
Staré pov#sti !eské (Old Czech tales, 1893). Along with his historical novels, 
these stories proved enormously influential in shaping generations of Czech 
children’s understanding of their history as an intractable struggle between 
Czechs and Germans. Like Smetana’s operatic heroine, Jirásek’s Libuše is a 
rather two-dimensional mouthpiece of the prevailing nationalist ideology, 
with its belief in the Czechs’ innate love of democracy and freedom. Libuše 
also articulates the Czech martyrdom complex as she predicts the glorious 
founding of the city of Prague in the same breath as lamenting the plunder-
ing of its wealth and natural resources by unscrupulous foreigners.

In stark contrast to Libuše’s rather wooden embodiment of neorevival-
ist values, Jirásek’s reinvention of her female followers is daringly fin de 
siècle in spirit. Vlasta is imagined as a murderous femme fatale who feeds 
on the blood of her male victims. This, at least, is how she appears in the 
prophetic dream P!emysl relates to his complacent male followers: “It was 
night, the air was full of thick, acrid smoke; in the light of a fire I saw a girl 
wearing a helmet. From under her helmet flowed long hair; in one hand she 
held a sword, in the other a goblet. On the ground slaughtered men lay in 
the dust and the blood. The girl was running around like a rabid creature 
and trampling on the dead. Then she scooped their blood into the goblet, 
which she quaffed with terrifying eagerness like a wild beast. Harken, you 
men, the voice of the gods and take note of their sign. With this vision 
I warn you, listen to my words and don’t take them lightly!”22 P!emysl’s 
dream about a woman who gives him a goblet filled with blood is attested 
in the Dalimil Chronicle and Hájek. Jirásek amplifies this episode to make 
Vlasta a typical fin de siècle vampire who drinks the blood of her male 
victims. These male-centered fears and fantasies of vampiric women and 
their inevitable concomitant—emasculated, passive masculinity—were not 
peculiar to the Czech lands but characterized the fin de siècle as a whole. 

22. Alois Jirásek, Staré pov#sti !eské (Prague: Státní nakladatelství krásné literatury, hudby 
a um$ní, 1953), 56.
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Beginning with Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal (The Flowers of Evil, 1857), 
the motif of the female vampire feeding off her male victims achieved its 
most notorious expression in Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula (1896). Dracula’s 
mission to England, which results in the creation of a race of monstrous 
women, reflected contemporary fears of the New Woman as well as Jewish 
immigration to Britain from eastern Europe in the 1890s.23 The second half 
of the nineteenth century witnessed a burgeoning feminist movement in 
the Czech lands, and latent male anxieties about women’s empowerment 
can be detected in Jirásek’s reinvention of Vlasta as a New Woman. Whereas 
Libuše represents the ideal of Czech femininity, her identity safely subor-
dinated to the home and the nation, Vlasta and her followers embody the 
danger of female autonomy from these ideals.

The identification of the New Woman with vampirism was also related 
to fraudulent theories of gynecology. One theory was that the female blood 
lust derived from her need to replace lost menstrual blood. In Bram Dijks-
tra’s words, “The female blood lust was thought to be precipitated by her 
insatiable need to replenish the blood incessantly lost to her system as a 
result of her degenerative subjection to the reproductive system and its at-
tendant sexual cravings.”24 However, the specter of female vampirism in 
fin de siècle Bohemia was not just derived from pseudoscientific theories 
of female physiology; it was also related to the liminal political state of 
the nation. Like Bram Stoker’s Ireland, nineteenth-century Bohemia was an 
ancient nation without national independence and, as such, corresponded 
to the indeterminate figure of the vampire, who belongs nowhere and every-
where, crossing frontiers with impunity in quest of his or her bloodlust.

The mother-whore split in the representation of women also represents 
a tension between the patriotism of Czech neorevivalism and the cosmopol-
itan allure of the decadence. A visual analogue to this split can be glimpsed 
in Czech painting and sculpture of the period. The two-dimensional por-
trayal of Libuše in Smetana’s opera and Jirásek’s stories finds a parallel in 
the monumental sculptures of Josef Václav Myslbek, who created mytho-
logical groupings for the Palacký Bridge in Prague using patriotic themes 
taken from the forged manuscripts. These included Lumír and Song (1888), 
Záboj and Slavoj (1895), and Ctirad and Šárka (1897). At the other end 
of the artistic spectrum, Karel Vít$zslav Mašek’s painting The Prophetess 

23. For a succinct account of Bram Stoker’s novel, see Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: 
Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siècle (New York: Viking, 1990), 179–82.

24. Bram Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siècle Culture 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 334.
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Libuše (1893), now in the Musée d’Orsay in Paris, reveals a more complex 
tension between neorevivalist and decadent sensibilities. Dressed in an or-
nate Slavic costume and holding the Czech national symbol of the lime leaf 
in her outstretched hand, the princess is depicted with ashen, sepulchral 
features, reflecting the fin de siècle fascination with vampirism and indeter-
minate states (see fig. 2). According to the art historian Tomáš Vl%ek, this 
Libuše has ceased to function as a symbol of the Czech nation and has been 
fully transformed into a decadent icon of vampirism, death, and decay.25 
However, as the motif of the sprig of lime leaves and the princess’s orna-
mental Slavic costume make clear, the painter has not entirely repudiated 
neorevivalist iconography. Rather, we should see his Libuše as an attempt 
to synthesize the neorevivalist mother of the nation with the female vam-
pire of the decadence. The implication of Mašek’s painting is that Libuše 
personifies the decadent Czech nation, which, like a vampire, is neither 
fully dead nor fully alive.

A similar fascination with sadistic women characterizes Julius Zeyer’s 
narrative poem “Ctirad a Šárka” (Ctirad and Šárka, 1887) from the cycle 
Vyšehrad, which he later turned into a libretto at the request of the com-
poser Antonín Dvo!ák (1879).26 The latter decided not to adapt the text to 
music, probably because he deemed Zeyer’s treatment of the material to be  
too modernist and risqué. Eventually, however, the libretto was set to mu-
sic by the young Moravian composer Leoš Janá%ek in his first opera, Šárka 
(1887). In a curious embellishment of the standard narrative familiar from 
the Dalimil Chronicle, Zeyer’s Ctirad comes to Libuše’s tomb in order to 
thwart Šárka’s attempt to steal Libuše’s crown for the maiden leader Vlasta. 
Libuše’s only appearance in the poem is as a veiled corpse seated on her 
throne. Anticipating Mašek’s depiction of the mother of the nation as a 
decorative icon, Zeyer’s Libuše forms a two-dimensional backdrop to the 
sadomasochistic drama of Šárka and Ctirad. Pretending to be a victim of 
Vlasta’s jealousy, Šárka is discovered tied up by the unsuspecting knight 
Ctirad. When he frees the girl, the maidens swoop down from their hiding  
place and take Ctirad to their castle, where they beat him to death. How-

25. Tomáš Vl%ek, “National Sensualism: Czech Fin-de-Siècle Art,” in Intellectuals and the 
Future in the Habsburg Monarchy, 1890–1914, edited by Lászlo Péter and Robert B. Pynsent 
(London: Macmillan, 1988), 107–28 (112). Mašek’s painting is not untypical of the era. Alphonse 
Mucha’s celebrated series of paintings titled “The Slavic Epic” similarly combines Slavophile 
themes with the fin de siècle aesthetic. See Anna Dvo!ák, “The Slavic Epic,” in Alphonse Mu-
cha: The Spirit of Art Nouveau, edited by Victor Arwas et al. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1998), 96–105. 

26. Julius Zeyer, Vyšehrad (Prague: Militký a Novák, 1885).
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ever, Zeyer mitigates the sadomasochistic implications of his poem by 
making Šárka repent of her treachery at the last moment and fall in love 
with the hapless Ctirad. This ending, which deviates completely from the 
medieval source, provides both the poem and the opera with the requisite 
moral closure of female contrition. Kleist’s Penthesilea ends on a similar 
note of female repentance and suicide. At the same time the denouement of 
Zeyer’s libretto serves the ideological expectations of neorevivalism, since 
the nation is not torn asunder but is united through the spirit of love.

In spite of its conventional ending, Zeyer’s libretto-poem marks an 
audacious modernist departure from the previously established legend of  
Libuše and the War of the Maidens. His depiction of Šárka as a dangerous 

Fig. 2. Karel Vít$zslav Mašek, The Prophetess Libussa (ca. 1893). Oil on canvas, 193 × 193 cm. 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France. Actually Libuše, the legendary Bohemian princess said to 

have founded the city of Prague. Photograph: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, New York.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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femme fatale has a certain amount in common with the treatment of the 
female vamp in other European literatures at the end of the century. When 
Ctirad defends Libuše’s tomb (and crown) from Šárka’s attempt to plunder 
it in Zeyer’s libretto-poem, he addresses her as “a monstrous snake” (zmije 
p!íšerná), an image commonly associated with sexually threatening women 
in the art and literature of the nineteenth century. Kleist’s Penthesilea is 
dressed entirely in snakeskins, and in Edward Burne-Jones’s painting The 
Beguiling of Merlin, based on Tennyson’s poem “Merlin and Vivien,” Vivien 
has coiled snakes in her hair, reflecting her symbolic role as a second Eve.27

Yet another version of the episode of Ctirad and Šárka is Zden$k Fib-
ich’s opera Šárka (1897), in which the fate of the protagonists is completely 
inverted: Ctirad is not killed but is rescued by P!emysl’s men, while a re-
pentant Šárka—guilt ridden at her betrayal of Ctirad—commits suicide by 
jumping from a cliff. The girl’s suicide is, of course, typical of operatic clo-
sure, which necessitates that wayward women pay for their transgressive 
behavior through madness or death or both. The conventional ending of 
Fibich’s opera highlights the extent to which these stories were not stable 
but were constantly subject to revision in an effort to make them more pal-
atable to mainstream, middle-class audiences.

The mother-vamp split within the image of women in the legend of 
Libuše at the fin de siècle continued to be recycled well into the twentieth 
century, most memorably perhaps, in Fritz Lang’s silent film classic Me-
tropolis, with its “good” Maria and her evil robotic counterpart. But, as we 
have seen, this standard split in the female imago also reflected a deep ten-
sion within Czech national identity at the end of the nineteenth century. If 
Libuše is the personification of the virtuous mother nation, her rebellious 
followers personify the dangerous temptations of feminism and cosmo-
politanism. This tension is beautifully encapsulated in Mašek’s painting of 
the prophetess Libuše. Working in Paris rather than in Prague, this painter 
perhaps found it easier to exploit the continuity between nationalism and 
cosmopolitanism than his compatriots back home in Bohemia. Like the 
indeterminate figure of Libuše in Mašek’s painting, the foundational legend 
of Prague had ceased to encode purely national values and had become the 
subject of a new aesthetic closer to mainstream European trends. As an icon 
of decadence rather than an embodiment of the Czech nation, Libuše was 
poised to rise from her grave and be reinvented yet again.

27. Derek Pearsall, Arthurian Romance: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003). See 
also chapter 9 of Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity.
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Structuralism

Some of the most impor tant theoretical advances in cultural theory, even 
in Marxist cultural theory, have been accomplished only by engaging 
with theoretical positions and discourses from a di! er ent tradition. Just 
as Marx’s work advanced by a continuous engagement with Smith and 
Ricardo, so Marxist Cultural Studies has found its own internal intel-
lectual resources inadequate. It has had to go outside of its own domain 
in order to engage other ideas and modes of thinking which do not 
begin from Marxist presuppositions. Of course, it has had to transform 
and adapt them as it draws them into a Marxist discourse, but this does 
not prevent such borrowings from having continuing e!ects within 
Marxism.

I do not intend in this lecture to follow the convoluted history of 
structuralism through its most current developments. Structuralism is 
one of the major paradigms which intervened into the  whole "eld of cul-
tural theory, not merely nor even primarily as a par tic u lar set of theories 
or theoretical propositions, but as a mode of thought, a distinctive cast of 
mind which o!ers quite a di! er ent  angle of vision from that of Williams 
and #ompson. I  will focus on the non- Marxist sources of structural-
ist thinking, concentrating on the seminal work of Émile Durkheim 
and Claude Lévi- Strauss.  #ere are a number of reasons for this admit-
tedly rather odd choice. First, I want to talk about the early sources of 
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structuralism  because of structuralism’s complex and indeed ambigu-
ous relationship to classical Marxism. From the viewpoint of classical 
Marxism,  these sources are already contaminated: so cio log i cal rather 
than materialist. Second, I am opposed to an intellectual and social am-
nesia which forgets the origins of  things; it is impor tant to remember that 
structuralism was well established, especially in French intellectual circles 
around the early work of Lévi- Strauss, before it appears in its Althusserian 
form. In fact, we need to recognise that  there are di" er ent times, places, 
and ways in which structuralism has been imported into Marxism.

I begin with Émile Durkheim, the founder of modern sociology but 
also, in a very par tic u lar way, of modern structuralism. Moreover, the 
legacy of Durkheim is in ter est ing  because it also marks the relationship 
between cultural theory and sociology itself.  #ere are  a$er all many 
ways of reading him and many di" er ent theories and disciplines which 
have located his work as an impor tant source. #us,  there are not one but 
(at least) three Durkheims, and Cultural Studies has had some exchange 
with all of them. First,  there is the Durkheim who has always been the 
main source and intellectual inspiration for British, and to some extent 
American, structural anthropology. #e key texts are Suicide (Durkheim 
1951) and !e Rules of So cio log i cal Method (Durkheim 1982). #is is the 
Durkheim who taught social scientists not to look at the surface )ow of 
social relations as their principal subject  matter, but to dig deeper into 
the institutional structures and pro cesses of a society.  #ere is a touch 
of the structural about that precisely  because of the displacement of in-
terest from the phenomenal forms of social relations to the structural 
institutions which de*ne and characterise one society and di"erentiate 
it from  others.

Second,  there is the Durkheim which Talcott Parsons ([1937] 1967) 
constructed by slicing his work in half. In this elegant exercise, Parsons 
maintains that we need !e Rules of So cio log i cal Method to found a posi-
tive science. We need Suicide as an exemplary application of positive 
science. #e fact that  there is no such complete positivist methodology 
in Suicide does not  matter;  great sciences have been founded on and 
advanced by  mistake. What is relevant is that Parsons took Durkheim’s 
concern with rates of  things rather than just with their numbers to 
point  towards a statistically based science, a quantitative sociology. But 
equally impor tant in Parsons’s construction of Durkheim is that some 
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of Durkheim’s writing had to be le# out entirely: what Parsons called the 
idealist texts, including !e Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Durk-
heim 1947) and Primitive Classi"cation (Durkheim and Mauss 1963). It 
is precisely from that excluded part of Durkheim that a third Durkheim 
is constructed, a Durkheim which leads directly to Lévi- Strauss and 
structuralism.

 )ese works by Durkheim, which contributed to the formation of 
the structuralist paradigm, are largely  those written with or in*uenced 
by his close relative and intellectual collaborator, Marcel Mauss. )e 
early French structuralists also drew on a larger +eld of work, espe-
cially the large and crucially impor tant work published in L’Année Soci-
ologique, the “house journal” for a dispersed group of researchers led by 
Durkheim which included Mauss, Granet, and more distantly, Saussure. 
)is body of work was a major intellectual source of French sociology, 
although it is all but invisible in Britain and the United States. It was 
also the source and inspiration for Lévi- Strauss, who not coincidentally 
holds a chair named for Mauss. In fact, in his inaugural lecture, Lévi- 
Strauss de+ned his proj ect as attempting to complete the program that 
Mauss and Durkheim inaugurated. (Lévi- Strauss has never been given 
to profound modesty.)

I want to focus my comments on some of the ways in which Durk-
heim contributed to the formation of structuralism and ignore for the 
most part the ideas and arguments which have been in*uential in de-
+ning the dominant so cio log i cal tradition. In !e Rules of So cio log i cal
Method, Durkheim says the +rst task to be faced in founding a science of
society is determining what it is that it is supposed to study. If we want
to construct a positive science, we have to study the facts of social life
instead of the ideas we have about  those facts, which are all that has been
studied. We have confused the repre sen ta tions of social life in our minds
with the facts of social life themselves. A central concern of !e Rules of
So cio log i cal Method was how to convert  those repre sen ta tions into real
facts,  whether by making social repre sen ta tions the facts or by treating
them as if they  were facts. It is of course this proj ect which de+nes the
anti- idealist, positivist Durkheim.

)e  later works, like !e Elementary Forms of Religious Life and Primi-
tive Classi"cation, return to  these repre sen ta tions and begin with the ob-
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servation that all socie ties form ideas about the relationships and social 
contexts in which they live.  #ese ideas form what he called “the col-
lective repre sen ta tions of a society.” Understanding the  mental life of a 
par tic u lar society involves constructing an inventory of the collective 
repre sen ta tions which the di$ er ent social groups in the society, as well 
as the society as a  whole, have held over a long period of time. Moreover, 
 these collective repre sen ta tions have a social function: #ey help us to 
regulate our be hav ior  towards and relationships with one other. #ey are 
what allow us to integrate or adapt our be hav ior to the common struc-
tures and needs of the society. Further, they take on a facticity of their 
own, for  these systems of collective repre sen ta tions get codi%ed in lan-
guage and books, institutionalised in di$ er ent apparatuses and systems. 
#at is, for example, what the law is: the set of collective repre sen ta tions 
which  people have as to what  ought to be legally binding in their society. 
In this codi%ed, institutionalised form, they have the very impor tant so-
cial function of constraining and limiting our be hav ior. #ey prevent us 
from behaving in ways which fall outside of the range of the acceptable or 
conventional, that is, outside of the collective repre sen ta tions in a society.

Closely related to the system of collective repre sen ta tions by which 
 people represent their society to themselves,  every society develops its 
own distinctive collection of norms which have a power ful structuring 
e$ect on our be hav ior.  #ese norms, as collective repre sen ta tions, are 
collective and not individual productions.  #ere is no way an individual 
could generate a system of collective repre sen ta tions about law. Not only 
are they collective, they constrain our be hav ior from outside. #ey do 
not operate on our be hav ior like an internal system of values but as an 
external system of limits or constraints. #ey prevent us from  doing 
par tic u lar  things or they generate, for example, feelings of the sacred 
in relation to par tic u lar power ful and impor tant collective repre sen-
ta tions.  Because collective repre sen ta tions cannot be reduced to a 
set of individual psychological pro cesses and  because they constrain 
be hav ior from the outside, they have the “facticity” which Durkheim 
thought was required to make sense of sociology as the science of so-
ciety. #ey are irreducible to the individual atoms which compose a 
society. #at was what Durkheim referred to as society sui generis or 
the social ele ment.
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It is perhaps worth elaborating on the so cio log i cal notion of norms, 
 because Cultural Studies has borrowed from this par tic u lar adaption of 
Durkheim’s work. #e operation of norms obviously implies the exis-
tence of  those who do not keep the norms. It divides society into  those 
who are within the framework of the normative structure of the society 
and  those who are outside.  #ose within are  people whose be hav ior is 
rule governed, i.e., governed by  those rules or norms sanctioned by the 
society.  #ose who are outside, whose be hav ior is not governed by  those 
rules, have been given di$ er ent names in di$ er ent contexts: deviants, 
exceptions, and the excluded. In this conception, a society has at its core 
a set of collective ideas and norms which hold the  whole  thing together; 
and if a society is to reproduce itself, it must also reproduce  those col-
lective repre sen ta tions and normative structures. #at is the nature and 
the source of social order, which is only maintained insofar as the nor-
mative structure of a society controls or de%nes the limits of acceptable 
be hav ior within the society. Consequently, social order is dependent on 
constraint.  #ose who are not within the normative order are subject 
to control, preferably being induced back into the structure. It is within 
this conception of social order that Durkheim talks about crime as more 
than an infringement of the social or normative order, for it takes on a 
symbolic importance within  every society by creating the opportunity 
for the ritual act of punishing  those who are the exception to the rule. 
Only through punishment does a society rea&rm its normative integra-
tion and the power of its normative structure. #e very pro cess of violat-
ing the norms helps to integrate the social order.

Obviously,  there are close ties between this Durkheimian tradition 
and certain variations of Marxism organised around  simple theories of 
domination and control. One could articulate Durkheim’s theory of col-
lective norms into a theory of ideology. Perhaps this is why the  whole 
framework of deviance and the sociology of crime have, on occasion, 
been simply, if somewhat surreptitiously, transferred out of mainstream 
so cio log i cal theory and into forms of theorising in cultural theory. For 
example, the development of an interest in and a theory of subcultures 
rests upon a clear transposition from deviance theory, although its ques-
tions are o'en presented in a more social interactionist framework: What 
is the de%nition of the situation of a par tic u lar group? How does it di$er 
from the dominant de%nitions? How are  those whose de%nitions di$er 
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brought, invited, urged, or constrained back into the mainstream? What 
is the pro cess by which the deviant is labeled? What is the importance of 
the excluded for the maintenance of the dominant collective repre sen ta-
tions? #us, despite their perfectly straightforward lineage from main-
stream so cio log i cal theory, all of  these ideas have proved themselves 
capable of being fruitfully adapted into some areas of Cultural Studies.

It was Durkheim’s interest in collective repre sen ta tions which at-
tracted  people like Lévi- Strauss.  A$er all, when Durkheim talks about 
religion, he is interested in how and which  people’s ideas about society 
get expressed in religious or symbolic form. When Durkheim looked at 
primitive religious systems, he was interested in the ways  these systems 
expressed some of the complexities of social relations in a complicated 
system of symbolic signs. In totemic systems, for example, the relation-
ships between di% er ent social groups are expressed in a symbolic system 
which represents them in the relationships between animals or  things in 
nature. #e relationship between natu ral and  human relations in forms 
of symbolic or ga ni sa tion is the subject  matter of Lévi- Strauss’s (1969b) 
(rst book within an explicit structuralist paradigm, Totemism. In the light 
of his  later work, Totemism can be seen as an attempt to understand the 
relationship between classi(cation systems which are given in symbolic 
form and the ways in which society has organised and classi(ed the rela-
tionships among di% er ent social  groups.

Lévi- Strauss is a distinguished French ethnologist and anthropolo-
gist whose (eldwork was done among vari ous primitive Indian tribes 
in both North and South Amer i ca. He began his Indian  career as a fol-
lower of Franz Boas and the American tradition of cultural anthropol-
ogy, and it is  here that we can locate the beginnings of his interest in 
language. Boas has always insisted that if you  were  going to study a par-
tic u lar  people, the (rst  thing you had to learn was the language. #is is 
not only a  matter of survival, of  whether you can speak to the  people and 
inquire into the mundane necessities of one’s own life, it is also a  matter 
of understanding what the  people are about. You have to understand their 
language  because their language is the primary symbolic system they use 
to give their social real ity an intelligible form. #erefore, the categories 
and forms of language are themselves the most signi(cant clues available 
to their symbolic universe, to the cosmology of the worlds within which 
 people live. Language, in this sense, is the imposition of intelligibility on a 
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world. #e world has to be made meaningful, and this can only be accom-
plished by breaking it up, giving names to the vari ous bits, and establish-
ing relationships among them. It is in the structure and categories of the 
language itself that one can $nd clues to all of this. #erefore, in cultural 
anthropology, language was not just a vehicle of communication but an 
object of study in its own right, an object which gave a clue to the internal 
collective symbolic systems which  were being studied.

It is from this perspective that Lévi- Strauss criticises the dominant tra-
dition of functional anthropology, which has tried to decipher the sym-
bolic systems of primitive  peoples principally in terms of their material 
(not in a Marxist sense but, following Malinowski, in biological terms) 
function. He poses his objections by demonstrating the absurdity of the 
Malinowskian notion that the way to study symbolic systems is to dissolve 
them into their concrete satisfaction of social needs. Lévi- Strauss asks if 
 these complicated symbolic systems are  really good to eat. Do  people who 
identify themselves with sweet potatoes  really do so  because they have 
a par tic u lar kind of sweet tooth? And are the  others therefore the sour 
sort? In contradistinction to that functionalist tradition, Lévi- Strauss ar-
gues that the signs are not for eating, they are for thinking with. #ey are 
forms of symbolic organisation which need to be understood in terms 
of their own complex internal organisation. One can then ask how  these 
systems of symbolic classi$cation and organisation relate to the social re-
lations and material environment within which the  people live.

#e $rst obstacle to this proj ect that Lévi- Strauss has to face is the 
product of a certain kind of hubris which is associated with Western 
rationalist science, which maintains that  there is only one  viable logic: its 
own dominant rationalist logic. Against this ethnocentrism, Lévi- Strauss 
identi$es what he calls analogical modes of thinking, which he argues 
characterise the kinds of logic one $nds in the symbolic systems of prim-
itive  peoples. Lévi- Strauss wants to say that  there are many logics which 
work in di% er ent ways, but they all allow us to understand and simplify 
the complexity of the world. In this way, he a&rms the status of analogi-
cal logics and modes of thinking in the worlds of myth, totemic systems, 
and other primitive forms of classi$cation, which he describes as the 
ways  these  people think about themselves and their socie ties. And they 
need such systems just as much as Western society needs its systems 
based in rationalist logic. Moreover, if you try to superimpose rationalist 
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logic on the logic of  these more primitive systems, you may think that 
you are helping to enlighten them. But of course, having not understood 
the relationship between  these forms of classi#cation and  people’s lives, 
you  will have robbed them of the logic that they need to understand 
what they are  doing. How  will you be able to explain to them whom they 
can marry and whom they cannot? And if you deprive them of the ana-
logic logic with which they make sense of their kinship system, you  will 
deprive them of the basic language with which they organise large parts 
of their lives. In such socie ties, although they are complex in their own 
ways, they may have no vis i ble relations of production as we know them. 
What they have are relations of kinship, which then serve to de#ne other 
relations as well— relations of power, relations to the spiritual world, and 
relations of economic production. And they need the analogic logic of 
their own way of thinking, a logic which is intelligible to them. $us one 
of the #rst and most impor tant arguments Lévi- Strauss makes in his at-
tention to the world of symbolic classi#cation and signi#cation is the 
plurality of cultural logics.

Moreover, trained as he is at the summit of French intellectual civi-
lisation, he is not satis#ed with merely recognising that language is the 
clue to understanding the culture of a society. He is committed as well 
to #nding a way of giving this proj ect the imprimatur of science and 
avoiding a method which appears to be  little more than the pre sen ta tion 
of a series of intuitive hunches: “$is seems so, does it not?  Don’t you 
feel it on your pulses?” Lévi- Strauss is the #rst major cultural theorist 
who #nds the promise of scienti#city in that discourse of the humanities 
which appears to have the rigor, the precision, and the law- like struc-
ture of science: the methodologies which linguistics bring to the study 
of language.  A%er all, linguistics, and especially phonology, can tell you 
how it is that  people produce a certain range of sounds; it can tell you 
why the range of sounds in one language is di& er ent from that of an-
other; it has a material, biological base,  because it must always begin 
with the physiology of the  human body. But rather than the historical 
linguistics which was still dominant, he turns to the structural linguis-
tics of the phonologists (who in examining the  actual sounds of di& er ent 
languages  were the #rst  people to identify the ele ments of a language and 
the rules of se lection and combination as the basic grid which allowed 
the production of intelligible linguistic sets) and, especially, of Saussure. 
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And it is  here that we can locate the inspiration for his impor tant, even 
groundbreaking, early studies: Totemism and Structural Anthropology 
(Lévi- Strauss 1972).

In order to establish the possibility of a scienti&c cultural anthropol-
ogy, Lévi- Strauss begins with the Saussurian distinction between langue 
and parole. In the simplest terms, parole is the multiplicity of  actual speech 
acts which all of us perform in the everyday use of language. Langue, on 
the other hand, consists of the ele ments and the rules which make it pos si-
ble for us to speak at all. 'e impor tant feature of the relationship between 
parole and langue is that we can perform the &rst without knowing the 
second. We may not know a single rule about the phonetic, grammati-
cal, and semantic relations of language— rules which allow us to produce 
intelligible speech— but we do still produce such intelligible speech all 
the time. Equally impor tant, we know when somebody is not  doing it 
correctly; that is, we know when someone has broken a rule even though 
we may not know the rule.  'ese rules are, at least for the majority of us, 
internalised at an unconscious level. 'is linguistic unconscious is not 
to be confused with the unconscious in the Freudian sense, for  there is 
no active or necessary repression in the former case. Linguistic rules are, 
 a(er all, open to inspection and rigorous description. 'at is precisely the 
task of the vari ous forms of structural linguistics. But the fact remains 
that somehow, unconsciously,  every speaker of a language has had to ac-
quire the appropriate rules.

'e relationship between parole and langue is particularly signi&-
cant, however,  because the former is potentially in&nite while the latter 
is necessarily &nite. 'e set of rules must be &xed and closed; one cannot 
have the freedom to decide to speak En glish in a di) er ent way, based 
on a di) er ent set of rules. Yet it is pos si ble to say what ever you like, 
including that which has never been said before, out of the &xity and the 
limits of the rules. 'us what the distinction between langue and parole 
o)ers is the possibility of a scienti&c approach to something whose es-
sential feature is its creativity. Why do we study culture if not to locate
the most original moments,  those  things that have never been thought
or said before, and the source of their possibility? And in language, the
most common of our symbolic activities, we are in fact original most of
the time. We say  things which we feel we are the authors of. But what do
we use to say them but the same rules of language which every body  else



structuralism      |      63

uses? Lévi- Strauss argues that while you can go on studying the in#nity of 
cultural speech acts which have been produced throughout the world, the 
scienti#c analy sis of language has to study the langue. You cannot build 
a science by observing an in#nite set of  things which can go on forever. 
But the #nite set of rules which allows this in#nite production can be the 
object of a scienti#c inquiry. $us structural linguistics attempts to show 
how an in#nite set of  actual speech or cultural acts can be performed out 
of a limited matrix of rules or, in more con temporary terms, on the basis 
of a series of deep structures.

Langue as the object of scienti#c inquiry is a collective, unconscious 
matrix, which raises the question of how that matrix is to be described. 
According to Saussure, the matrix of a language consists of a limited set 
of ele ments, which might be as arbitrary as the di% er ent phonemic bits 
of which a language is made up or with which a computer works, and 
the rules which tell you how to select certain bits and how to combine them 
with  others in order to produce well- formed chains in order to say 
 things intelligibly and correctly. $is is an elegantly  simple model con-
sisting of ele ments and rules of se lection and combination. $e produc-
tion of signs, messages, and utterances involves selecting certain ele ments 
from the #eld (the se lection operates according to princi ples, some of 
which are not a part of langue itself), and combining them with other ele-
ments that have been selected according to the rules of combination. But 
while  every sentence or speech act has a sequence and can be described 
in such terms, this is true only of parole. Parole has sequence; langue has 
no sequence. Langue is,  a&er all, a way of expressing how sequence is 
produced; it can only be described as sets of ele ments and the rules of 
combination among them. Langue is a static, frozen system, while parole 
is always changing and in motion. Langue is synchronic deep structure: 
“deep”  because it is not necessarily conscious; “structure”  because it ex-
presses the pro cessual and dynamic sequencing of linguistic per for mance 
as a static system of rules.

Now I want to brie'y look at how Lévi- Strauss uses this model from 
structural linguistics to study myths.  $ere are four steps:

1. Identify the constituent ele ments of the myth; such ele ments are 
never isolated terms but, rather, relations between a subject and a 
function at a par tic u lar moment.
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2. Construct a  table of all pos si ble ways in which the constituent ele-
ments can be combined.

3. Take this  table as the object of the analy sis. Each  actual instance 
of combination is just one pos si ble realisation or manifestation of 
the possibilities included in the  table. %e  table is a kind of inven-
tory of all the pos si ble myths you could ever make.

4. Describe the law or structure of this  table: %at is the meaning of 
the myth.

Take, for example, the three constituent ele ments: Tiger jumps over 
the stream; tiger drowns in the stream; mythmaker shoots the tiger. Given 
a rule of combination, the mythmaker can construct numerous di& er-
ent myths by drawing on  these three ele ments. %e tiger jumps over the 
stream and attacks the mythmaker. In the strug gle the mythmaker shoots 
the tiger. %e tiger stumbles o&, falls into the stream, and drowns. Alter-
natively, the mythmaker might shoot the tiger but only graze it. %e tiger 
runs o&, jumping over the stream to escape the pursuit of the mythmaker. 
%e mythmaker stalks the tiger for many days,  until one day they meet 
accidentally in a stream where both are bathing. In the ensuing strug gle, 
the mythmaker strangles the tiger, who drowns in the stream. And surely 
 there are  others that you can construct. In analysing this myth, you are 
not trying to understand the richness of any par tic u lar version, wonder-
fully embellished as it might be with beautiful language: how beautifully 
striped the tiger was, how brave the mythmaker was, how the mythmaker 
lurked in the bushes, and so on. What you want to know is what are all 
the pos si ble myths that you could construct and tell out of just  those ele-
ments and  those rules of combination. One of the  things you are trying to 
explain is why over  there in the next classroom, where they are supposed 
to be  doing physics, somebody  else got hold of the tiger and the stream 
and the shots of the mythmaker and is telling a beautifully worked myth 
in a very di& er ent way: %e tiger drowned in the stream and returned as 
a ghost. One day the mythmaker saw it jump over the stream to attack 
him. %e mythmaker shot the tiger, but since it was a ghost and could not 
be harmed by any mortal, it continued its charge. %e mythmaker died of 
fright and has returned as a ghost to tell the tale.

 %ese variants have apparently totally di& er ent meanings but they 
are constructed out of exactly the same ele ments and the same  simple 
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rules of combination. Indeed, to become a mythmaker, one need not 
memorise  every single myth that has been told but simply remember the 
ele ments and rules of combination. #en you can go on forever simply 
by building on and rearranging and building the basic sets of ele ments. 
#is approach allowed Lévi- Strauss to address a central anthropologi-
cal issue, which is why  people seem to tell basically the same kind of 
myths in a thousand di$ er ent socie ties and cultures that have never had 
any contact with one another. Historicists o$er what one might call the 
Kon- Tiki solution: that somebody must have carried the myths to  these 
di$ er ent lands and  peoples. Apart from  whether such an account is very 
likely, it in fact does not explain the  actual results, since it is not the case 
that di$ er ent  peoples all have identical versions of the same myth. Lévi- 
Strauss argues that what is common across the di$ er ent myths of  these 
diverse cultures is that they all have identical structures. Suppose instead 
of the stream, it was the sky; instead of a tiger, it was a bird. We can now 
construct new myths. Now the mythmaker shoots the bird or the bird 
scares the mythmaker to death. It is  really just another version of the 
same myth. #e meaning of the myth is not in its par tic u lar contents, but 
in the logic of the arrangement of its forms.

Such structural analyses o%en demonstrate an elegant simplicity usu-
ally associated with mathematical explanation. Lévi- Strauss, then, takes 
the structural method and, by analogy, he transfers it from phonology 
to language in general, from language in general to primitive systems of 
classi&cation and social or ga ni sa tion, from systems of classi&cation to 
the analy sis of how myths work, and from myths to the analy sis of how 
kinship systems work. And that extension of the linguistic paradigm by 
analogy has been  going on ever since, attempting to apply the insights 
drawn from structural linguistics to any social domain. #is is the begin-
ning of structuralism per se. So, for Althusser and Balibar, the mode of 
production also functions like a language. For Lacan, the unconscious is 
structured like a language. #e danger in this analogical extension is that 
sometimes, in a signi&cant but unnoticed slippage, the “like” dis appears. 
So instead of being structured “like” a language, we just say they are lan-
guages. Kinship is a language. #e unconscious is a language. Mode of 
production could become a language. Take two units: forces of produc-
tion and relations of production. Combine them. Combine them in such 
a way as to give freedom to both ele ments: the cap i tal ist mode. Put one 
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inside the other: the slave mode. It’s quite  simple: It is a kind of formal 
diagrammatic expression of what Marx said took centuries of life and 
blood and history and exploitation and so on to realise.

At this point, it may be useful to try to identify some of the impor tant 
characteristics and implications of a structural approach to symbolic 
systems and cultural forms. First, meaning does not arise in the world; 
it is not  there waiting to be discovered. Meaning is not something which 
is out  there in the world apart from language which language, acting 
simply like a mirror, re"ects. #e world is what it is, and socie ties use 
the instrumentality of symbolism to make certain relations in the world 
intelligible to them. #ey have to impose a system of meaning on the 
world. #e system of meaning is derived from the categories into which 
they break up the world, and from the rules of combining and recombin-
ing  those meanings which they have identi$ed for themselves. Meaning 
and intelligibility are articulated onto the world. It is not given or already 
pres ent in the world and then simply expressed or reproduced through 
language.

Second,  there is no one- to- one relationship or correlation between 
the forms and symbols which are being used and the  things to which 
they refer.  #ere is at best an indirect relationship between the form of 
symbolic expression (and its meaningfulness or intelligibility) and the 
social relationships and institutions of a par tic u lar society. Indeed, the 
relations are never $xed. If you start with the fact that a limited set gen-
erates an in$nite variety of  actual forms, you can only be interested in 
how the relations vary. #e denial of any one- to- one, predictive relation-
ship between the symbolic form and the external real ity leaves open the 
question of  whether  there are any referents as such in the real world at 
all. Further, this is o%en taken to mean that structural analyses cannot 
deal with such relations, that they are only concerned with the internal 
dynamics of symbolic systems. #e slide from the denial of any  simple 
relation to the absence of any relationship whatsoever is an impor tant 
one, one which can be located in how Lévi- Strauss himself makes the 
connection between symbols and real ity.

In an early work analysing the Asdiwal myth, in which  people some-
times go upriver and sometimes go downriver, Lévi- Strauss (2004) is 
interested both in the symbolic or ga ni sa tion of this set of stories and 
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in the fact that, in certain climatic conditions, the  people actually do go 
downstream sometimes and upstream at other times. Clearly  there is 
some relationship between what actually happens in terms of the or ga-
ni sa tion of the tribe and the kinds of stories they tell themselves. #is is 
when Lévi- Strauss comes closest to something like a Marxist position. 
He talks about myths as o$ering an apparently logical solution to a social 
contradiction. In other words,  there are certain prob lems that concern 
the survival of the group: for example, prob lems about where they go in 
di$ er ent circumstances to ensure their continuation. And they tell sto-
ries which relate to that, stories which both demonstrate that they do, 
and guide them to, make the right decisions at the right times. It is the 
kind of di%culty in life which can be overcome in symbolic form. But 
this does not mean that one looks at the structure of the myth as a re&ec-
tion of the economic organisation of the tribe. #e myth is only analogi-
cally and indirectly related; at best, it can be understood as refracting the 
social and economic relations to which it refers. But when Lévi- Strauss 
says that myths are about contradictions, he is principally concerned 
with the contradiction between nature and culture rather than with the 
contradictions that concerned Marx. #e contradictions which Marx 
identi'es, and which he sometimes talks about ideology helping to over-
come, are the contradictions of social, economic, and po liti cal or ga ni sa-
tion. Lévi- Strauss is rarely concerned with  these kinds of contradictions. 
He is more o(en interested in the way in which primitive  people resolve 
social relations by appealing to their direct and unmediated relation-
ship to nature. Nevertheless, at this stage, Lévi- Strauss is still interested 
in both symbolic forms and social structures, and in the relationships 
between them. But as his work developed, he became much more de-
voted to an analy sis of the internal relations— the structures and forms 
of the myths and symbolic systems— and less interested in the rela-
tionships between  those symbolic structures and societal contradic-
tions existing outside of them. By he time he writes Mythologiques (four 
volumes: Lévi- Strauss 1969a, 1974, 1978, 1981), he treats myth entirely as 
a self- su%cient system of logic rather than as an attempted intellectual 
solution to real contradictions. #e impor tant point is that that movement 
is characteristic of structuralism. It is a movement away from the interface 
between the symbolic and the social and into the internal or ga ni sa tion of 
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the symbolic forms themselves. As it continues to develop, structural-
ism becomes progressively less concerned with the relationship between 
symbolic systems and social structures.

#ird, the most impor tant question to ask about any symbolic form is 
not what caused it but how it is organised. Lévi- Strauss is not interested 
in the causal questions typical of Western rationalist logic but in ques-
tions of arrangement.  #ere is thus a displacement in structuralism from 
content to form, from the what of a culture to the how of a culture. It 
is the pattern or structure and its transformations, not the contents 
which  these forms might be said to contain, which give you the clues 
to a culture. Structuralists classify, arrange, and identify the operative 
logic; they are not concerned with why this classi$cation is operating 
nor with what outside of the system of classi$cation may have led to 
this par tic u lar symbolic or ga ni sa tion. Consequently, the way in which 
structuralism expresses change is in terms of a movement from before 
to  a%er or from one system (variant) to another. If you want to describe 
the di&erences between two stages in a society, you simply construct a 
comparative classi$catory system. In each of two columns, you list the 
 things that di&erentially characterise the two stages. It is, of course, a 
common enough practice which we all do, for example, in represent-
ing the stages of industrialisation. We represent change as di&erence; 
change is reduced to a structural system of classi$cations. #is is ob-
viously a much more limited, less historical, and less dynamic way of 
dealing with change than is customary in the Marxist thought that I 
identi$ed in the work of Williams and #ompson.

#is way of talking about change—as structural transformation— has 
impor tant implications across a number of topics including the question 
of creativity and originality. For example, the ideas of pro gress, individu-
ality, and originality in Western rational logic dictate that the only valu-
able cultural productions are the ones that nobody has ever produced 
before and, in fact, the more unlike previous productions they are, the 
more they are to be valued. On the other hand, the mythmaker is not 
concerned with  whether the story he or she is telling is rather like a story 
you have heard before. #e mythmaker understands that you always 
have to give  people something of what they know already— that old tiger 
and the stream—in order for the audience to recognise the starting point: 
“Ah ha!  Here we go again!” #e change, the innovation, is de$ned pre-
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cisely within that already recognisable structure, just enough di#erence 
to keep them interested. It has to remain familiar enough so that  people 
know that you are working on the same ground. And therein arises 
the plea sure of a  great deal of culture: getting back to where you came 
from. Freud and many modern cultural theories recognise the plea sure 
of, and the inseparability of, repetition and innovation. No cultural state-
ment entirely sweeps away the past to create a tabula rasa, upon which 
it can suddenly make an absolutely unique statement, unrelated to any 
statement ever made before. Change and innovation come about through 
transformation, through transforming what is already given, producing 
the new out of it, leaving some of the old ele ments out, bringing new ele-
ments in, making a new rule of combination, and so on. %us, structural-
ism proposes a new and impor tant conception of change.

Fourth, structural analy sis is formal. As compared with Williams’s 
work, it is not only the attention to form that is signi&cant but that the 
methodology is itself formalist. It tries to formalise as far as pos si ble, in-
deed even when  there are intuitions. It is impor tant to acknowledge that 
structuralism does not do away with intuitions in its interpretations of 
par tic u lar cultural forms. For example, Lévi- Strauss’s analyses are o'en 
so brilliant that one may momentarily fail to question the legitimacy 
of his categories or to ask how they  were derived. Consider his famous 
analy sis of the myth of Oedipus (Lévi- Strauss 1955). Is it self- evident that 
all of the variants he brings together are in fact transformations of the 
same basic Oedipal myth? Are the categories into which he breaks down 
the myth self- evident? Are we sure that  every other interpreter, or even 
any other, would arrive at similar categories? In fact, the entire formal 
apparatus o'en works on top of the most brilliant intuition. Structural-
ist methodology is not scienti&c in the sense that it eliminates all but the 
most rigorous procedures. %e method is more intuitive than it pretends. 
%ough it is based on a familiarity with how symbolic systems function, 
it is not outside of the moment of intuitive guesswork, and sometimes 
Lévi- Strauss can guess very wrongly indeed. But  a'er the initial guesses, 
it brings its machinery of formal analy sis into place. Such formalisation 
does help to objectify the evidence that justi&es one’s intuitions and pro-
cedures. At the very least it allows a more rational kind of dialog with the 
other person than is allowed with the purely intuitive assertion that you 
can feel it on your pulses.
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Fi#h, a structural approach is concerned with rules and the rule- 
governed nature of  human activities.  Whether talking about language, 
symbolic systems, social organisations, po liti cal systems, or kinship 
systems, all are organised around and by systems of rules whose formation 
cannot be ascribed to the creativity of the  human subject. Structuralist 
man and  woman are not the Promethean, creative $gures celebrated by 
Williams and %ompson, capable as it  were of making the world anew, 
or at least of constituting its meaningfulness anew. Innovation arises 
only from the observance of social rules and regulations. Of course, 
sometimes it is the break with the rules that is most signi$cant, but 
such breaks are themselves understandable as transformations. %us, 
although Joyce ([1934] 1990) broke the rules of normal spoken En glish, 
the culture did not reject Ulysses; instead,  people learned the rules of 
how to read it. Innovation may depend upon breaking and transforming 
rules, but it always constitutes another set of rules. %is conception of 
culture is antiromantic. %e notion that culture is the expression of our 
ultimate ability to grasp our world and give symbolic form to our aware-
ness is reconstructed in structuralist discourse in terms of our ability to 
innovate within necessary constraints, to use rules in order to transform 
our situations.

Sixth, structuralism is concerned with the plurality of logics. %at is, 
it argues that cultures may be distinguished, not as Durkheim would 
have it, by their collective repre sen ta tions or the content of their ideas, 
but by the par tic u lar logics with which they organise and arrange their 
world, logics which  will be related to each other in di* er ent ways. 
%is notion provides an opening to reconnect Lévi- Strauss to Marxism 
 because one can reformulate the Marxist proj ect in terms of discovering 
the distinctive social logics of di* er ent social formations and, indeed, 
of par tic u lar classes and social groups. But Lévi- Strauss clearly refuses 
this way of reading cultural logics. Rather than situating di* er ent logics 
in their historical speci$city, he argues that they arise out of the in$nite 
potential logics of the  human mind. %ey are cultural universals in a 
sense, features of our common  human nature. We all have the potential 
to tell stories in the di* er ent modes of vari ous logics. It is in that sense 
that Ricoeur (1968) describes Lévi- Strauss as a Kantian,  because he is 
interested in the transcendental categories of the mind, albeit without 
the transcendental subject.
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Fi nally, let me try to relate some of the structuralist commitments to 
the questions which Cultural Studies, as discussed in the previous two 
lectures, puts on the agenda. #e importance of the so- called uncon-
scious level at which the structure operates, while not unconscious in 
the fully Freudian sense and not the result of a speci$c psychoanalytical 
pro cess, represents a signi$cant break from the humanist tradition of 
Williams and #ompson. #is becomes even clearer if we see this as a 
speci$c instance of the more general topography of structural analy sis. 
#e characteristic analytical move of structuralism is from the level of 
phenomenal relations to the determining structure below. It is the “sci-
enti$c” break from where  things appear, where  people speak and live, 
where they tell a hundred stories. It is the rejection of E. P. #ompson’s 
e&orts to recover the consciousness of real  people and Raymond Wil-
liams’s attempt to recover the structure of feeling of life as it was lived in 
par tic u lar periods. Structuralism turns its attention from consciousness 
and experience in  favor of the structure which is determining every thing 
 else. While Lévi- Strauss may occasionally use this topography to claim 
that he is trying to illuminate the relationship between the infrastruc-
ture and the superstructure, it is clear that his infrastructure is not the 
same as Marx’s. On the other hand, one might also use this topogra-
phy to claim that Marx is a structuralist  because he also is moving 
away from phenomenal relations to a determining structure. Surely the 
 whole point of Capital (Marx 1977) is to begin to analyse the structure. 
It is true that Marx’s structure is not a formal system, comparable to 
the rules of combination and the ele ments out of which you produce 
transformations, but it is something which can be analysed in that way, 
as Althusser  will attempt. You could, given a certain understanding of 
the constituent ele ments of the cap i tal ist mode of production and some 
rules of combination, generate the variety of its surface forms, including 
early industrialism, late industrialism, imperialism, and postcapitalism. 
You can in fact use the approach as an analytic scheme to produce dif-
fer ent historical periods. Nevertheless, the basic drive in the structuralist 
problematic is to displace the diachronic (history, pro cess, change) into 
the synchronic (system, structure) where only the latter has the possibil-
ity of being scienti$cally de$ned.

I have tried to describe the basic assumptions and implications of the 
structuralist paradigm as one $nds it in Lévi- Strauss and early semiotics 
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(e.g., Roland Barthes), prior to Althusser’s e#ort to reread its relation-
ship to Marx and Marxism. $e use of linguistics as a rich generative 
meta phor enables semioticians to analyse the  whole inventory of mod-
ern cultural production in the way Lévi- Strauss suggests analysing the 
inventory of any par tic u lar culture, including the systems of di# er ent 
cars, of fashion, and of news photo graphs. Barthes himself contrasts his 
work with sociology, describing his own proj ect as the analy sis of the 
sociologics of di# er ent social and cultural formations, that is, the use of 
structuralist or linguistic methods to analyse the inventories of the dif-
fer ent cultural signifying systems, systems of meaning and intelligibility, 
in di# er ent socie ties.

I want to conclude by brie%y summarising the di#erences between 
structuralism and the more humanistic orientation of culturalism as a se-
ries of displacements: &rst, the displacement from a Promethean to regu-
lative notion of  human life; second, the displacement from the domain 
of agency and consciousness to that of the unconsciousness; third, the 
displacement from notions of history and pro cess of  those of systems and 
structures; and & nally, the displacement from a concern with cause and 
causal explanations to a logic of classi&cation and arrangement. But  there 
is another displacement that has to be recognised: the displacement of the 
speaking subject. Lévi- Strauss’s mythmaker, the one who produces lan-
guage, tells stories, and gives meaning to a culture, is not someone who 
is called upon to produce and share the fruits of inspiration. $e myth-
maker is spoken by the structure at his or her disposal. $e mythmaker 
uses the cultural machinery which is available. $e telling of myths, then, 
is less a question of the subject than of a pro cess without a subject. It 
is through  these anonymous pro cesses that systems of intelligibility and 
meaning are produced.  $ere is also a displacement from operating on 
the relation between the cultural and the material (at least in the clas-
sical Marxist sense) worlds into a preoccupation with the internal rela-
tions within a symbolic system which allow it to produce meaning and 
intelligibility. In a weaker sense,  there is a displacement from a notion of 
language as expressing or re%ecting the meaning of the world into a no-
tion of language as producing meaning, as enabling  human socie ties to 
signify. Fi nally,  there is a displacement from the language of practice to 
the language of discourse. In fact, the heart of the structuralist revolution, 
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by which the paradigm is extended to all social life in semiotics, is the 
assumption that all social practices are made meaningful in just this way, 
and hence are semiotic. #ey do not exist outside of the meanings which 
di$ er ent socie ties give to them. #ey can be described only in terms of 
their intelligibility, of their capacity to signify.
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5 The Grammars of Genealogical Ascent

One of the most memorable scenes  among many  written by the
preternaturally prolific “Moliere” Jean-Baptiste Poquelin  involves a
discussion between a bourgeois gentleman and a philosophy
professor  The professor tries to explain the difference between
verse and prose to the gentleman  who finally gets it  “for more than
forty years I have spoken prose  without even knowing it ” the newly
enlightened gent exalts The Bourgeois Gentleman  Act II  Scene
VI  This has resonance in our discussion  for there are millions of
genealogists in the world and most of them research and write
within a finite number of very tight grammars  but they are not much
aware of the strictures under which they work or the structures
through which they operate  There is no shame in that  “whoever
discovered water  you can be sure it wasn’t a fish ” as Marshall
McLuhan observed  But it sometimes is useful to comprehend the
medium in which one operates
Of the millions of genealogists in the world  most are amateurs in

the sense that they earn their daily living doing something other than
genealogy  But many of them are amazingly adept  Often they take
on being genealogists as part of their social and cultural
responsibility  One finds designated rememberers in every
Polynesian society  in sub-Sahara African groups  among First
Nations in North America  and in everyday “European” families
throughout Europe and North and South America  Depending on the
culture to which they belong  they operate according to differing
assumptions about the rules of genealogical ascent  but all of them
are in the business of creating complex molecules from the atoms
that are the “kernel narratives” of genealogical grammar  as
discussed in chapter 
Whether or not there is a human cultural universal – something

that every extant human culture engages in beyond the physical
universals of breathing  eating  drinking  and reproducing – is



impossible to say  However  in my view the two most likely cultural
universals are these   trying to find a god or gods  if these are in
some way admirable or  alternately  trying to avoid being found by
the gods  if they are an ill-tempered lot  and  preserving a sense of
lineage  either of oneself or of one’s social group – call it a family
tribe  clan  or nation  depending on the individual circumstance
Why this suggestion that lineage remembrance is nearly a human

universal  Simple observation  actually  but that statement is hardly a
convincing argument  and presenting  or  cases still would not
establish anything more than familiarity  However  as instantiation  a
single case may make my point  for it is located at the very limit of the
human cultural spectrum as far as the practice of lineage
preservation is concerned  This is an early-contact story from what is
now Angola and like all such stories must be redacted  The material
concerns a group called the “Jaga” who invaded the highlands of
central Angola in the s and s  They had contact with
Europeans  About  an English seaman called Andrew Battell
was taken prisoner and lived with the Jaga for some years  He
reported that they were the ultimate Spartan war-tribe  He said that
the Jaga on their march southward operated by strict military
necessity  they killed all the children born to their tribe infants are
not helpful to an advancing army  and they recruited new warriors
from among the adolescents of the tribes they conquered  Battell
reported that in a camp of several thousand Jaga  only slightly more
than a dozen senior warriors were of the original Jaga stock and that
all the other fighters were forced recruits  This sounds preposterous
but there is independent circumstantial confirmation  In the late

s  after the Jaga had settled down and become the overlords of
a vast kingdom  they were visited by an Italian named Cadornega
He found that the Jaga  though now no longer a mobile army
maintained a practice that we can recognize as being a residue of
their Spartan period  all babies born within their camp were put to
death  However  now  those infants born to mothers who went
outside the camp to give birth were allowed to live  Thus  in evolving
from being a fully military society to being a ruling culture  the Jaga



moved from universal to selective infanticide 1 The point  for our
purposes  is that despite killing their own children  the Jaga kept a
very tight and successful sense of cultural identity  They won long
wars and this required a sense of commonality  Moreover  they were
able to cease being a massive Spartan phalanx and to assert a
continuing identity as a settled tribe  Indeed  their sense of kin
identity was preserved even when the Jaga later merged with
another tribe  This was possible only because they established a
sense of lineage that was for a time  independent of biological
reproduction  Genealogy continued admittedly in a strange way
even though biology was temporarily discontinued
When genealogists operate  they use a limited number of

grammars  Why are grammars necessary  Cannot lineages be made
up spontaneously  Indeed  as an individual  you can declare any
lineage that appeals to you for yourself or for your subject of study
But almost all cultures lay down rules for the lines that they will
accept as valid  there is no sense in tracing your own line from your
great-grandmother in a society that says lines from male
antecedents are all that count  One has to play within the local rules
The existence of strict grammars is necessary for two reasons that
are essentially literary in nature  first  because most lineages of
consequence are complex narratives  covering hundreds of
individual human stories  and  second  because almost all long
genealogies are multi-author narratives  A final narrator in each
generation gives shape to the lineage narrative  but does so with
material from earlier generations  Yes  this material is often modified
a bit to fit “modern” circumstances a matter we will discuss in detail
later  but respect for the earlier material must be evinced  even if the
material is tinkered with  If genealogy-making is as close to being a
cultural universal as anything can be  and if a genealogical lineage is
a complicated multi-narrator product  then each society needs a
grammar that makes the genealogy comprehensible to each
succeeding generation  And a good grammar of genealogy not only
provides a useable past including  often  a set of origin myths  but it
helps resolve tensions and contradictions in the everyday culture



When  below  I suggest that there are no more than four grammars
of genealogy  some preparatory matters should be made clear  First
these specific grammars are presented as Ideal Types  in the sense
that Max Weber coined the term  That is  models that show in pure
terms the characteristics of a given system  isolated from the real
world  These are patterns toward which the various systems of
grammar would migrate  if all the static electricity and whirl of
everyday economic and social change did not mess up the details
Second  in the real world as distinct from the realm of Ideal Types
every genealogical grammar is in transition  The evolution may be
slow  but the rules of how one is allowed to connect the kernel
genealogical narrative of one generation to its predecessors is
modified over time  There are  for example  well-documented cases
of matrilineal societies changing to double-descent cultures over no
more than  years’ time  Most alterations  however  are accretions
occurring slowly  like the growth of a coral reef  So one of the abilities
demonstrated by the most skilled genealogists and  alas  only by the
most skilled  is to recognize that every generational paradigm usually
changes a micron or two from one generation to another and to
understand that despite individual terms staying the same  the
grammar of the system often redefines the meaning of what appears
on the surface to be an unchanging vocabulary  The easiest way to
prove this to yourself is to take the terms “cousin” and “uncle” and
trace them through several generations of any of the genealogical
grammars that I will present below  The terms just will not hold still
Third  although this opinion earns the disapproval of both the

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and of the most severe of
the French structuralists  I am not yet convinced that there can be a
single Unified Grammar of Genealogical Narrative  My reservations
are not based on any deep epistemological conviction  but on the
mundane fact that none of the ones I have seen so far actually
works  That is all  I am open to being convinced  but to refer to the
two leading scriptures on this matter  neither the writings of Claude
Levi-Strauss nor of Joseph Smith  Jr  covers the real world very well
elegant though each may be in theory  And  therefore  fourth



although it is necessary for each genealogist to be aware of the
variant possible grammars into which his or her work will fit  it is
imperative that an empirical and inferential awareness be always
present  that is  good genealogists do not force the data to fit the
pattern but amend the pattern when they encounter strong data 2

Now  to terms  The study of human lineage systems is a Tower of
Babel and we need a common set of terms for our discussion  No  I
do not propose to be like Humpty Dumpty in Through the Looking
Glass  who declared that “When I use a word  it means just
what I choose it to mean – neither more nor less ”3 Instead  as we
work through the various grammars of genealogical narrative  I will
suggest a compromise vocabulary between the conflicting forces
that  over time  have used varying terms for a single phenomenon
and single words to blanket quite distinct phenomena  The conflicting
forces are the Mormons  genealogists in general  historical
geneticists  historical demographers  and anthropologists  I am
lumping together anthropologists  ethnographers  and ethnologists
while being fully aware that over the generations they have fought
with each other over the job specifications for each category  All the
various forces are produced by individuals who are good-faith
practitioners of their own discipline or sub-field within their discipline
But if they cannot agree on something so basic as what to call the
human adult pair-bond  then we are in trouble  let alone when they
begin developing their own terms for various family members and for
generational interconnections
So my practice is  if at all possible  to use Mormon terms  for their

work is the source of our present exercise  Thus  the man and
woman who produce a child can be called a “couple ” despite the fact
that in many cultures they are hardly that  In fact  with slightly raised
eyebrows we will even accept the Mormon practice  when dealing
with patrilineal societies  of calling a married woman whose own
name is not known  “Mrs So and So ” That’s what the LDS computer
does
On the other hand  the Mormon use of “pedigree” to refer to human

genealogical lines is to be avoided  The demographers  geneticists



and anthropologists are here correct  thoroughbred horses and show
dogs have pedigrees  But humans are not the product of controlled
breeding programs  In human societies we have “lines” or “lineages ”
never pedigrees
A set of words that also is to be avoided  except under very narrow

circumstances  is “patriarchal” and “matriarchal ” These are perfectly
good words  but not here  They carry connotations of power
relationships that can be confusing – and the power relationships
can be spelled out better with other terms  for we need to protect two
terms  “patrilineal” and “matrilineal ” These are central to
genealogical narratives  for they deal with lineage  To whence
someone traces his or her origins is a matter that is not determined
solely by power relationships  there are many male-dominated
societies in which a person’s lineage is traced solely through the
female line  A perfectly good set of terms  “patrinomial” and
“matrinomial ” refers to certain naming grammars that record lineage
Other terms in our compromise vocabulary will become clear as

we move along  but I must thump the pulpit very hard on one word  It
is a noun that implies action  a coded verb  really  In our examination
of the grammars of genealogical narrative  we must think primarily of
lines of genealogical ascent  not descent  I say primarily  sometimes
“descent” is descriptively necessary  But what we must continually
remember is that  from the standpoint of genealogical research  lines
of intergenerational connection run upward  The diagrams of Ideal
Types of genealogical grammars which we shall view should be read
from the bottom up  not the other way around  Yes  it would be nice to
be God and look at things from the top down  but that is not our
present calling  And false omniscience which letting ourselves think
we can look from the top downward certainly is  leads to one’s
postulating paradigms and then forcing the data into them
Instead  this is our stance  every gold-standard genealogist should

assume a posture that gives him or her a crick in the neck  In tracing
individual lines that ascend upward  the genealogist is looking up into
a rich but highly ambiguous and often confusing mass of material  It
is as verdant  promising  and complex as the canopy of a rain forest



The patterns that exist are often outlined by only the occasional shaft
of sunlight  If one is lazy or susceptible to preconceptions  one will
not see the pattern that is actually there  but a pattern that is
projected from below by one’s own imagination  Observing and
chronicling the lines of genealogical ascent in a self-disciplined
fashion are often frustrating activities  frequently intellectually
demanding and only long-term in their production of results  Most
first-line practitioners  though  think it is worth the crick in the neck
and the occasional twinge in the lower back

From roughly the end of World War II until the early s  the social
sciences were on an imperial mission  Within each of the several
disciplines  mega-projects arose whose goal was to unite into a
Single Unified System each sub-discipline  so that eventually there
could be a true science of human society  Those heady days came to
an end with reduced funding and  more importantly  the rise of critical
theories that called into question the validity  morality  and possibility
of such efforts  Curiously  the field of economics was the one social
scientific discipline that did not shatter  or at least become tattered
during the last quarter of the twentieth century  this was largely a
product of many of that field’s major practitioners having been found
useful to the expanding political and religious right wing  Now
although many of the big-ambition social scientific projects of the
mid-twentieth century lie abandoned and stripped like the rows of old
cargo hulls on the strands of South India  their structural skeletons
still are of value
One thinks  for instance  of the extraordinarily ambitious work of

George Peter Murdock who  in a series of efforts that began in the
s  produced in  an Ethnographic Atlas that attempted to

contain all of the most significant variables for all of the cultures that
have existed since approximately the year 4 This magnificently
immodest proposal is deeply headache-making to deal with  for its
heart consists of sixty-four pages of tables that encapsulate in
gnomic form eighty-nine major variables  everything from what was



the material of the culture’s dominant house-type  to whether or not
the society knew how to build water craft  to linguistic affiliation  to
the differentiation of economic roles according to gender  None of
this is easy to work with  but for our purposes the useful aspect is
that Murdock’s material can be arranged in a way that efficiently
communicates the overall pattern of genealogical grammars as they
have existed worldwide over the past half-millennium  Murdock
analyzed  societies  some large  many of them small  some
expanding and robust  others aetiolating or now recently extinct  The
size of the society is not here relevant  however  any more than is the
size of a linguistic group  just as the existence of a given language is
the key datum for a linguist  so the key fact for a genealogist is that a
certain grammar of expressing genealogical ascent operates or
operated  even in a society of a few thousand people
The simplest way to show Murdock’s results is shown in Table 

The terms used are mine  and will be illustrated in just a moment 5

This tally of how-the-world works  expressed in terms of Ideal
Types no actual society fits absolutely perfectly into any category
provides a nice  clear agenda for us to follow
So  first  the grammar of matrilineal ascent  It is productive to look

at societies which arrange their immediate genealogies and often
explain their ultimate origins in matrilineal terms  because this
viewpoint breaks the usual perceptual set of European-heritage
genealogists  Just try to find a standard set of blank work sheets that
presupposes matrilineality  A skeleton grammar of a matrilineal line
is extremely simple and is shown in Figure 6

Table 
Frequency of grammars of genealogical narrative according to
number of cultures using each system



Manifestly  the grammar demands that the kernel narrative be
connected between generations by a paradigm in which one’s line is
traced through a female – one’s mother and her mother and so on
This simple matrilineal skeleton reminds us of a central matter of all
genealogy  although men almost always  see themselves as being
in charge  the nucleus of the genealogical kernel is the mother-child
bond  Matrilineal systems take this fact and make it the dominant link
in the grammar that connects one generation to the next  Like every
genealogical grammar  this one depends for its durability on two
factors  some form of naming system that makes memory possible
and also upon the strength of memory that characterizes the specific
cultural group  For the purposes of dealing with outside groups
matrilineality usually assumes a single matrinomial name  It would
not make sense to adopt a patrinomial naming system  since the
males are not part of the primary lineage system  This name
operates as surnames do in present-day European cultures  and this
“surname” may be a specific reference to a common ancestress  or it
may refer to a talisman or to a totem that is held in common by all
who are part of this matrilineal heritage  Sometimes these totemic
“surnames” are a trifle unfortunate  In the mid-twentieth century  the
Ambo of what was then Northern Rhodesia had names such as “the
Loin Cloth family ” “the Anus family ” and “the Penis family” for their



collective maternal lineages 7 It must have made cashing cheques
stressful

Figure 
Matrilineal lineage skeleton line

Until the second half of the twentieth century  most matrilineal
cultures were dependent upon oral memory to preserve their
genealogies  Most of these cultures were horticultural in their
economic base and were found primarily in sub-Saharan Africa
parts of Polynesia and Melanesia  and among several First Nations
groups in North America  How long did the oral memory run back  In
the first half of the twentieth century  the Yao of then-Nyasaland
traced each village they were matrilocal  back to a founding
ancestress  The genealogical lines of families in the village were
counted clearly back five or six generations  but then became
blurred 8 A conspectus of the genealogies of sixty-four Ndembu



villages then on the border of the Congo and Northern Rhodesia  in
the same time frame as the Yao data found that most lineages
ascended for six generations  although one went for twelve  This was
shallow by comparison with such matrilineal groups as the Hopi of
the Americas and the Ashanti of Africa 9 but I suspect that most
present-day inhabitants of the urban First World would be hard-
pressed to provide even a skeleton genealogical line of their own for
six-to-twelve generations
Mention of the Hopi – and by implication other major Amerindian

groups that are  or were  matrilineal  such as the Navaho and the
Iroquois – raises a point salient to the Mormon project  For certain
theological reasons that were mentioned earlier in chapter  the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has a distinct  albeit
somewhat ambivalent  mission to the Native Americans  For the
moment  suffice it to note that the LDS church wishes to integrate First
Nations genealogy into its own genealogical system  This well may
be impossible  but that is not here the point  The germane point is
that there are more potentially valuable genealogical data available
in historical sources concerning matrilineal cultures than one might at
first think  This is because of the nature of European contact with
indigenous groups  In many parts of the world  Europeans recorded
social details – including genealogical references – that are now
forgotten by members of the culture that once knew them
Worldwide  many indigenous groups that are so destabilized as to
have lost most of the details of their cultural past  are now dependent
upon European-produced memory aids such as books and tape
recordings of previous generations  In fact  the contact literature with
the western African slave-trading cultures  with some Polynesian
groups  and with some North-American Amerindians permits pushing
some lineages back into the eighteenth century and sometimes
earlier
It is not absolutely necessary that matrilineal societies be

matrilocal  but most are  This matrilocality ties in with a number of
secondary characteristics that the genealogist is apt to encounter  I
am not here arguing simple cause-and-effect  merely noting a



constellation of characteristics that is genealogically relevant
frequently exists  For example  in most cases prohibitions on too-
close inbreeding dictate that a man comes into the matrilocal village
from outside  This is not romance  he is there for breeding purposes
and typically he enters without status or prestige  He is known  to
take the example of the Yao of Nyasaland  as a “billy-goat” or as a
“chicken rooster ” and though he is essential to the community
economically as well as reproductively  no one forgets why he
acquired membership 10 Generally in matrilocal societies  “divorce” is
relatively easy  so one woman frequently has more than one
“husband” in a lifetime  This can either be labelled “serial monogamy”
or  if she has more than one husband at a time  “polyandry ”
Because “plural marriage” is such a major issue in early Mormon

history and such a major complication in the genealogical lines of
the LDS equivalent of Mayflower families  two clarifications are here
necessary  The first of these is that I will use polyandry  the term
adopted by most demographers and anthropologists for the practice
of females having more than one husband  However  instead of the
generally accepted technical term for the male equivalent –
“polygyny ” – I will employ the term that Mormon history has pressed
upon the everyday vocabulary of non-anthropologists – polygamy
So  although slightly wrong as technical terms  we can take
polyandry and polygamy to be the opposite sides of the same social
coin
Secondly  counter-intuitive as it may seem  neither polyandry nor

polygamy change the genealogical grammar of the society in which it
occurs  Consider the effect on the skeleton genealogy of matrilineal
societies of polyandry as shown in Figure  For simplicity  we will
look only at Generation Two as being polyandrous
Obviously  social terminology becomes very complicated when

someone has not just full-brothers and sisters  but half-brothers and-
sisters by one’s mother and her second and third husbands  This is
a situation not completely unknown in present-day industrialized
societies  And the relationship of a person to a half-sibling’s father
who is not the same as her or his own  is complex socially and



genealogically  More confusing is what happened in a real-life
situation wherein polyandry was not limited to a single generation
but in which our subject’s grandmother and great-grandmother were
also polyandrous  and they too had children by each of their various
marriages  It is very hard to untangle genealogically  Nevertheless
neither polyandry nor polygamy are in themselves grammars of
genealogical narrative  Instead  they work within any given
genealogical grammar  They do not change the rules of how lines of
genealogical ascent are determined  They follow whatever grammar
they may be encased in – but they certainly make life difficult for
someone who is trying to trace the full family tree  side-branches and
all  in a culture in which there have been four of five generations of
plural marriages  Indeed  even one or two generations of plural
marriages that occurred four or five generation in the past will make
the resultant full-family genealogy as challenging as unlocking the
Double Helix  The classic case of plural marriage driving
genealogists nearly barmy arises from the Mormon patriarch
Brigham Young’s having had twenty-seven wives  nineteen of whom
had children  fifty-three offspring in all  He died in  and the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints officially abandoned
polygamy in the s  so  at most  two generations of polygamy
were involved in the Brigham Young family  Yet  he had 
grandchildren and Mormon genealogists had given up the full family
genealogy after three generations of detail  Their effort though  was
revived by the introduction of the computer 11

Figure 
Polyandry in a matrilineal genealogy



If the argument that polyandry and polygamy operate within the
basic genealogical grammars – and are not in themselves
independent genealogical grammars – needs exemplification  the
Ashanti of Ghana will help  In the early and mid-twentieth century
the Ashanti were strongly matrilineal in a very complicated way  The
husband and wife usually kept separate residences and the children
were strictly the property of the wife’s kinship group  Break-ups of
marital partnerships were frequent and  therefore  women often were
serial monogamists  The interesting point is that the vulnerability of
the male in the social structure he was always a kinshipguest in his
wife’s lineage  meant that men could make themselves guests in
several matrilineages – that is  they could be polygamous in a
society that was organized on matrilineal lines  Indeed  paradoxical
as it seems  the matrilineal social structure pushed them in that
direction  Mind you  a male was expected to pull his weight
economically in each of his marriages  One is reminded of the
saying common in another matrilineal society  the Bemba of then-
Northern Rhodesia  that “a man is a granary on the veranda  but a
daughter is a granary by the doorway ” 12 So  only the most
economically able males had more than one wife  The prize for
economic efficiency and for domestic diplomacy goes to the Ashanti
husband of six women who one Christmas the Ashanti were



Christianized  gave to each of his six wives a phonograph and  no
fool he  six identical sets of vinyl records 13 Manifestly  polygamy in
the Ashanti world required a circumspect approach to all the culture’s
rules  including domestic diplomacy
Among the most salient lessons that matrilineal societies bring to

our attention is the relative weaknesses of biological determinates of
genealogy and the demonstrable primacy of social determinants
Adult males in matrilineal societies are a fairly mobile entity  they
move about between their own mother’s kinship locale and that of
their wife or wives  Conversely  women may have several successive
husbands  In this situation  it is very hard to tell who the biological
father of a new infant is  Of course  to be virtually  percent certain
has only become possible within the last decade or so  and we are
here discussing past populations  this is genealogy  after all  So
determining the father of the child was a social  not a bio-genetic
matter  The mid-twentieth century Yao  for example  operated on the
principle that if a baby was born without puerperal complications  it
was the offspring of the man with whom the woman was at that time
living  if there were difficulties in that respect  the woman was kept in
mid-labour until the pain forced her to confess who the “real” father
was 14 The value of such mid-birth confessions cannot have been
great  The best definition of what “father” means in genealogical
terms comes from David M  Schneider’s ethnographic work on
matrilineal societies  His definition of “father” actually holds for all
grammars of genealogical narrative  “The father of the child  for
present purposes  is that person who is married to the child’s mother
at that time during the child’s early life when the child is formally
affiliated according to some descent principle ”15 This formal
affiliation is a cultural decision  determined and ratified by the society
in which the infant lives  and biological fatherhood may be accurately
ascribed or it may not  the decision is primarily a social one and
biology is secondary  albeit consequential
Probably most genealogists will accept the idea that fatherhood is

a social matter  but they are apt to resist the correlate  so too is
motherhood  As Schneider says  “the woman who has primary



responsibility for the early care of the infant and child is its mother ”16
By this he means that whoever has responsibility for bringing up an
infant is designated as its mother  Usually this is the female who
gives birth  but women often have died in child-birth  Epidemics and
natural disasters have robbed many children of biological mothers
and young women sometimes abandon their infant and levant  Often
these children are raised by kin  In our own society  it is a not-rare
story for a person to reach adulthood and then to be told that the
person who has been his or her mother is  in biological terms
actually an aunt or grandmother  Hence  although the probability of
the socially defined “mother” being the biological mother is much
higher than for the socially defined “father” being the biological
father  the jury that decides the case meaning the society in which
the child is raised  makes the decision on social grounds  what will
be best for the child and what will help keep the fabric of society from
sundering
In most societies  marriage or its equivalent is employed to protect

children  As one of the last century’s greatest social observers  A  R
Radcliffe-Brown argued  “Marriage is a social arrangement by which
a child is given a legitimate position in the society  determined by
parenthood in the social sense ”17
I place this point about the socially determined nature of mother

and fatherhood in the midst of our discussion of matrilineal societies
because it is easier to assimilate if viewed within a society whose
genealogical grammar is quite different from that of most readers of
this book  The point is universal  however  Although genealogical
narratives all appear to deal confidently with biology  in fact none of
them do so with certainty  No  not even your own family line  That is
why our conceiving of genealogical narratives as being created
according to a limited number of grammars is fundamental  It is the
virtue of these grammars that a  they easily link one generation to
another and b  allow the linkage to occur irrespective of the actual
individuals involved  Change the names and the structure of the
narrative is the same  Genealogy  then  is the collection of certain
socially approved stories that are arranged according to one of a



limited number of possible patterns  These are not narratives about
what “actually” happened  but are narratives that some group of
people believed had happened or wished actually had occurred
To return directly to matrilineal societies  the hub characteristic of

such cultures is that in the Ideal Type of this system  the male the
“father”  has no rights over the children  the mother and her kinship
do 18 Yet there are a large number of circumstances in which
someone has “male rights” over children  The “father” may be around
the village  but that is irrelevant  the exercise of the central male
rights such as ritual induction into adulthood  is vested in the
matrilineal kinship  So  who exercises these rights in a classic
matrilineal situation  Answer  cherchez l’oncle  That is  in a
matilineality  the senior however defined  brother of the wife
assumes the powers that are usually exercised in other social
structures by the “father” of the child  The only trouble with this
practice is that often the uncle is not immediately available  as he
well may have married into another matrilineality located a distance
from the home of mother and child  That said  there is one situation
wherein the uncle-principle is seen clearly – namely  in the
genealogical line of the headmanship of a matrilineality  Males
usually have held the chieftanships  although in First Nations groups
in the twentieth century  women increasingly assumed
chieftanships  Given that a matrilineality usually needed a headman
the lead-male of the ranking hereditary line was either exempted
from having to marry outside the matrilinealship or  more often
permitted to bring in an outside wife or wives  into the matrilocale
Note  though  that his son did not inherit the headmanship  That
stayed in the matrilineal line and  upon the headman’s demise  went
to the ranking male in the leading female line see Figure  And  in
some matrilineal cultures  the headman could be fired to use a
modern term  by his own mother or by her mother  Thus  in the mid-
twentieth century  the ever-alert critic Edmund Wilson encountered
an Iroquois high-steel worker who had recently been deprived of the
headship of his own Iroquois clan by his grandmother 19



Manifestly  if one wanted to drive conventionally trained
genealogists to tears  the matrilineal genealogical narrative is
perfect  for it does not fit on the standard-issue genealogical forms
Granted  the basic grammar is simple  But in the matrilineal
genealogical narrative  males are real trouble  They are like participle
phrases in an English-language sentence  grammatically correct
right where they are  but devilishly hard to diagram  The problem with
men is threefold  First  and easiest to deal with  the headmanship
follows a matrilineal line as diagrammed in Figure  Second  even
outside the headmanship  uncles need to be accounted for in any
serious genealogy  They frequently act as quasi-fathers and
therefore for each generation one should document not only the
socially defined father from outside the matrilineality  but also the
uncle who is the quasi-father within the matrilineality  Third  and
most vexing of all  males who marry into the matrilineality and
become fathers of children that belong to the matrilineality  have
genealogies of their own – however  these are not found locally  but
in the separate matrilineal line to which these males belong for their
entire lifetime  Why bother learning this  Because in North American
genealogical work  one needs to be able to deal with intermarriage of
individuals of European and of First Nations backgrounds  and many
of the aboriginal groups were matrilineal  because several
Polynesian matrilineal Pacific Island groups have intermarried into
the North American grid and also into various European cultures
and because the physics of black kinship systems cannot be
understood without reference to matrilineality in many African origin-
groups

Figure 
Hereditary passage of headmanship in a simple matrilineal society



Finally  one does not wish to leave the discussion of matrilineality
as a genealogical grammar with either of two misconceptions  Do
not  first  feel sorry for all the poor dear males who lived in such a
culture  They may have been locked out of certain positions of
prestige and limited in what property they could inherit in the
matrilineal world into which they married  but they still were able to
do what males have traditionally done in most societies  boss their
own wives around  work a bit  drink home-brew  and strut  Further  in
some of these matrilineal arrangements  young unmarried men had
an automatic social insurance policy  their matrilineal grandparents
whose own sons would have moved away to another matrilocale
village  provided them with food “garden rights”  in return for a little
help in planting and harvesting 20

And  second  do not make the romantic assumption that cultures
that arranged their lives in a matrilineal pattern were necessarily any
nicer than those that did not place women in the key lineage
positions  Some of the most warlike of North American Amerindians
were matrilineal  The clearest case in my judgment  however  is that
of the Fante “states” in the old Gold Coast now Ghana  of west
Africa  The Fante were a congerie of matrilineal clans that had



migrated from the forest belt between the Black Volta and the Comoe
River and had reached the Gold Coast sometime between the late

s and the late s  They grew slowly until the early s when
they expanded powerfully  due to trade with Europeans  Trade  The
Fante held slaves for their own use  so it was no great step to
develop a trade in human bodies  In return for gunpowder  weapons
iron bars  lead  and rum  they provided European slavers with gold
ivory  and  most profitably  with men  women  and children who had
been captured inland  The Fante were as clever at cheating the
Europeans as the slavers were at short-changing the Fante  the
Fante may have received watered rum  but the slave traders often
received sickly slaves who had been fed-up and rubbed with lime
juice to give them a healthy glow 21 Today  scattered around the
globe  are several million individuals whose ancestors passed
through the hands of the less-than-kindly Fante matrilinealities 22

After engaging the mental contortions that the unfamiliarities of
matrilineal societies present for most genealogists  it is almost
relaxing to deal with cultures that tie generation-after-generation of
genealogical kernel narratives together through patrilineal grammar
and that usually employ patrinomial vocabulary for personal names
The schematic Ideal Type shown in Figure  is simplicity itself
That simplicity hides a trap  Despite the schematic rendering of the

Ideal Type of the patrilineal grammar of inter-generational narrative
as being a left-handed version of the right-handed matrilineal model
we saw earlier  it is not a symmetrical opposite  This is because of
the invisible rule that seems to have run through virtually all human
societies through most of recorded history  men try to rule  and
usually have  The father of the patriarchal family however those
words are defined  “gains complete rights over the possession of his
own children ”23 Under matrilineal grammars  he had few  or no
rights over them  his wife’s matrilineal kinship group had those rights
Well  is this not simply a mirror-opposite situation  No  Recall that in
the Ideal Type of matrilineal arrangements  the brother of the wife in



other words the uncle of a child  exercised the key male role
counselling  sponsorship of ritual initiation  protection of family
inheritance  with regard to children  especially males  Had we
examined a full set of genealogies for a matrilineal group – with all
the siblings and all the uncles represented – the resulting diagram
would have looked like the circuit diagrams for pre-transistor radios
just barely comprehensible  In contrast  the patrilineal system is very
simple  Only one male is necessary in each generation to fulfill all
male parental duties  including ritual and inheritance obligations
Although women undeniably exist in a patrilineal system  in

practice a form of cultural amnesia usually wipes women out of
existence in patrilineal genealogies  except for a few heroic or
particularly virtuous females who are held up for admiration  One
way that especially virtuous females have been memorialized is in
their being presented as god-like in having the ability to give birth
without requiring sexual intercourse  This occurs in the genealogical
legends of the patrilineal Sesuto of southern Africa24 and in first-
century Christianity  in which an ancient male line is traced up to the
point at which a miraculous female gives birth without having carnal
relations with a man 25

Figure 
Patrilineal lineage skeleton line



The reverse side of the coin  though  has been much more
common  Thus  in what was a culturally diagnostic act  the Lifu of the
Loyalty Islands recorded a genealogical origin-myth in which the
three founding fathers of the society were born of three separate
males and a bird  a lizard  and a snake  An early twentieth-century
observer caught accurately the Lifu’s view of women and lineage
“and  indeed  who was she  a woman  to be handed down to
posterity ”26 In most of Asia  up to mid-twentieth century when the
Cultural Revolution made genealogical patterns very fraught matters
indeed  in theory patrilineal genealogies ran back more than 
generations  In more realistic terms  they were reliable for about
twenty-five generations’ distance  There is probably some diluted
accuracy in earlier claims  but exactly what is hard to determine 27

The Koreans adopted the Chinese patrilineal system in the late
fourteenth century 28

In Europe the one full-bore tribal society that survived into the
twentieth century was the Gheg of northern Albania  a group that
was patrilineal with a vengeance  In the early twentieth century  the
Gheg had reasonable male genealogies that went back to the late

s and putative lines that ran back to the s  Three related
social conditions kept their genealogical memory so acute  They
were physically isolated  they lived in large extended families – fifty



to seventy members was not uncommon  and they regulated their
most important social relationships according to a code of family
honour  Thus  lineage and large almost military  patrilineal
households and a ruthless code of blood-vengeance were
interwoven  One does not wish to stereotype a group  but one notes
an incident in the Ottoman period in which two dogs fighting near a
boundary line between two sheep runs resulted in eighteen
bystanders being killed and a feud ignited that lasted for years  And
there are many similar cases  all relating to lineage honour  The
observation of Ndoc Gjeloshi  who was part of a band who tried to
assassinate King Zog in  has an authoritative ring  “When an
Albanian has not got himself in hand  he has a revolver in it ”29
For better or worse  it is agreed by most present-day observers

that unilineal societies–both matrilineal and patrilineal – are in
decline  If  indeed  this is the case  it is all the more reason for
genealogists to pay attention to unilineal cultures  for even if they are
not the wave of the future  they are the form in which the past was
organized for roughly very roughly  half the world’s population
before the advent of the industrial revolution
The reason that matrilinealities should decline is fairly obvious

They work best in horticultural societies in which there is no great
economic advantage to either men or women being in charge of the
community resources  One nice  albeit overly simple  observation
concerning several Bantu-speaking cultures is that they tended to be
matrilineal until cattle-breeding and -herding came in  Those
activities give the advantage to males  they do not have to take time
off to give birth and they are not required to carry nursing children
with them  “When cows came in  many matriarchal societies went
out ” is the formulation 30 But even without the move to elementary
cash agriculture which cattle-herding usually implies  matrilineal
systems are fragile  To prosper they require a virtually homeostatic
world  The complicated arrangements with uncles  brothers  and
husbands have been vulnerable to any rapid change in the economic
rules  especially the mercantile invasion from Europe and urban
America  whereby individuals were encouraged to act for their own



self-benefit even if that meant rejecting the old obligations of
community responsibility  And  additionally  matrilineal systems have
been more apt to be hurt by the spread of Christianity  at least until
very recently  In its most aggressive form  Christianity has put
forward a male-dominated norm and a view of family relations that
are antithetical to traditional matrilineal practices  As one mildly
ironic  mid-twentieth century observer noted regarding the Ashanti
“Persistently the literature and teachings of the Europeans
encourage the Ashanti to maximize their attentions to the immediate
family  and to minimize the interests in the extended family and
lineage  This family and religious emphasis is ‘natural’ for
Europeans who  after all  were not taught when they pray to say  ‘Our
Mother’s Brother who art in heaven ’”31 Rather more sombrely  a
mid-twentieth century conspectus of matrilineality stated  “in sum  all
non-extractive subsistence types except ‘dominant horticulture’ tend
to select against matrilineality ”32
Patrilinealities also are located in quite narrow ecological niches in

the economic structure  Nevertheless  they are not so strongly
ideologically disadvantaged as are those matrilineal systems that
have been attacked at their base-of-belief by Christianity  Still
patrilineal systems have the great disadvantage of requiring a self-
duplicating economic and social system if they are to prosper  That
is  they need an economic matrix that does not provide excessive
individual freedom and a social environment in which rules of both
exogamy and patrilineal descent can be enforced  Although not as
vulnerable to mercantile and industrial change as are matrilineal
systems  the patrilinealities have had difficulty coping with the swift
changes and loosening of social discipline that follow a technological
revolution  Despite the great strength of their cultural traditions  most
have  or will  wilt or morph into a bilineal genealogical system 33

Bilineal systems are patterns of genealogical narration that have the
potential to link clearly generations on both the male and female
sides  For the purposes of defining grammars of genealogical ascent
we can reduce the myriad variations of double systems to two



Standard Double and Variable Double  In each case  we are of
course discussing an Ideal Type
The Ideal Type of the Standard Double lineage  shown in Figure

 is a grammar that most persons of European heritage are
familiar with from infancy  To put it succinctly  it is the same
schematic as holds for Wimbledon or for the U S  Tennis Open in
their classic format
This grammar of linking generation-to-past-generation is

sometimes called the “English system ”34 but that is a bit misleading
first  because Standard Double Ascent is a world-circling form of
inter-generational narration  And  second  the term “English system”
usually implies a set of naming practices that involves a  permanent
surnames for each individual and b  usually the female’s taking the
male’s surname upon marriage  That both conditions “a” and “b” are
unnecessary for there to be a successful Standard Double
genealogy is shown easily by reference to the Swedish system as it
existed amongst the bulk of the population until the early twentieth
century  Although each person’s Double antecedents were carefully
curated in excellent parish records some of which run back to the
seventeenth century  before the s only the gentry and
aristocracy were permitted permanent surnames  And only in 
did surnames become compulsory for the entire population of
Sweden and its residual empire  Before then  the common people
mostly used patronymics – that is  names derived from their father’s
first name  Thus  Åke  the son of a man with the Christian name of
Herman  became Åke Hermansson  and his son Per became Per
Åkesson  and so on down the generations  Moreover  most women
below the gentry level kept a form of their father’s name after
marriage  Carin  the daughter of Ohle was called Carin Olsdotter and
she kept that name  Manifestly  therefore  a Standard Double
genealogy is not dependent upon the “English system” of names
Like so many things from the Old World  the English naming system
was imposed on several million migrants as a result of their move to
North America  most probably  the majority of migrants who arrived
in North America from –  had their names altered by



immigration officials – or changed the names themselves at the
prospect of having to deal with those officials  Wives became “Mrs
Male Name” and the surnames that were assumed in immigration
records became permanent  albeit malleable of spelling

Figure 
Standard double genealogical line skeleton line

An aside  it is more than a little naively ethnocentric to think of the
Linnean orderliness of the first-name surname system as being the
best answer to specification of individual identity  Take the twenty-
first century case of the Mongolians  They were prohibited from
having surnames by the Communists in the s  Having finally
become fed-up with identity confusion  in  the government
brought in a law requiring surnames  This was largely ignored by the
everyday people until  when an identity card was introduced and
this required a last name  The result was that  per cent of the
population of  million persons decided to use “Khan” as a
surname  And  to make things worse  among the remaining 
percent  it was common practice to find several siblings each of
whom chose a different last name  “Try to have all relatives use the
same name ” an expert on Mongolian names wearily suggested 35

Of course  a bilineal genealogical system depends no more  and
no less  on written memory than does a unilineal one  In Double
systems we find  as in patrilineal and matrilineal ones  prodigious
feats of memory  One of the most impressive to me  largely because



of the way in which it was recorded and documented  is that of the
Iban of the island of Bornea  which is today split between Malaysia
Brunei  and Indonesia  In the middle of the last century  Benedict
Sandin  an Iban with a twenty-five generation oral genealogy of his
own family  began collecting material for the definitive record of the
Iban people  He worked entirely with oral material until the late
colonial period  when some written records began to emerge  Before
that era  he collected orally the main genealogies of an aggressive
migratory people that run back in most cases fifteen to thirty
generations  These lines are so long that they go crisply back into
what one of his post-graduate assistants later called “protohistory ”
That is  the genealogies record a population expansion and
migration that is unaccounted for in the usual archival sources
Crucially  this oral material was still intact late in the colonial period
and early in the era of decolonization  and it was collected according
to then-prevailing standards of British and American ethnographic
documentation  which were not at all soft  One wishes that present-
day anthropologists would cease bad-mouthing their predecessors
at their best  the late-day-in-the-empire anthropologists had high
standards  were not condescending or disruptive towards the people
they studied  and  as in this case  gave the indigene a vehicle for
preserving fragile cultural memories that otherwise would not have
survived modernization intact  Most of Sandin’s thirty-two primary
genealogical lines of the Iban run back farther in the direct male line
than does that of the British royal family  which has had some very
ropey moments and the occasional queen when the male line has
failed 36

Male line  Are we not dealing with a system of Double lineage
Indeed  and here the Iban oral genealogies  as recent and fresh and
fulsome as any on earth  illustrate two signal points  The first of these
is that although women are remembered  they are usually the victims
of cultural amnesia  In Double systems it is a huge burden to carry all
one’s ancestors in one’s head  so almost always males are privileged
and used as trace-routes for the lineage  in contrast  females are
remembered for a few generations in their own right and then



disappear in the rising mist  The women who find place in the highest
levels of genealogy are there most times as consorts of the males
through whom the primary tracing of the lineage is done  There are
exceptions  and this is the second point  In Double systems  if the
male line runs out  genealogical ascent can take place for one or two
generations through a female  then the male line can again resume
This feature of Standard Double systems allows memory chains to
stretch much longer than in unilineal systems  wherein a break in the
gender line means that the line comes to a dead end
These two characteristics inhere to one of the world’s most

impressive orally based genealogical systems  the whakapapa of the
Maori of New Zealand Aotearoa  The truly impressive thing about
the whakapapa is not simply their length which is indeed
impressive  but the breadth of genealogical knowledge within the
community  This at present is motivated to some degree by the
economic incentive of land-claims cases being adjudicated under the
Waitangi Tribunal set up in  However  the genealogical lattice
that runs through Maori culture was preserved prior to  and remains
largely independent of  juridical matters  To put it simply  Maori
society  as much as any modernized culture on earth  is obsessed
with lineage  And  most strikingly  this concern with lineage is an
inclusive one  In contrast  for example  to “Status Indians ” or “Treaty
Indians ” in North America  wherein genealogy is used as a means of
exclusion of those whose “blood” is in some way wrong  admission to
the Maori genealogical network requires only one verifiable Maori
ancestor  That said  there are arguments as between variously sized
kinship groups especially the hapu  sub-tribe  and iwi tribe  which
are territorially as well as genealogically based units  concerning
who owns what  or did so in the past
The whakapapa that resonate today all trace back to a small

number of large double-hulled canoes in which the ancestors of the
present Maori population arrived probably  in the early twelfth
century on the islands of what is now New Zealand  The canoes are
the climax point of the genealogies of the highest prestige  a handful
of Mayflower lines  Everything about that arrival is open to argument



the date  the number of canoes  to  are the most common
numbers  whether or not the canoes were part of a fleet or
independent vessels  and where their point of origin was  Like most
Polynesian peoples  the Maori point to an over-the-horizon mythic
origin – Hawaiki not to be confused with Hawai’i  Wherever Hawaiki
was for the Maori  the final leg of their journey had to have been
prodigious  at least  kilometres  much farther than European
navigators were capable of sailing until the fifteenth century 37

At some point between the present and the origin-canoes  the
ancestors in all lineages become archetypes rather than actual
genealogical figures  They are not so much fictive beings as real
entities that are moved around in the past to make political and
familial alliances in the present possible 38 Where in the past that
happens with each canoe-lineage  no one wishes to venture  there is
not much of a career to be made in Maori culture by telling a large
number of people that their treasured whakapapa have been twisted
about  and it would be no comfort to suggest that they probably have
not been played with any more than those of other long-line cultures
Instead of frowning about what is not there not a great deal of

precision back beyond the s or so  it is best to look at what is
there  memory lines however derived  that run back twenty-five to
thirty generations in the best cases  Most of these were stabilized by
having been written down in the nineteenth century  Of course there
are variant versions of almost everything  but that is the way with
important things in any culture  These memory lines mostly run
through males but  as in almost all Standard Double systems  the
female line is used to patch up weak spots in the male ascent
pattern  Because of the fact that the Maori discovered and colonized
an empty land and because there is general agreement that the
eight-to-ten Mayflower vessels came from the same place albeit not
necessarily together  and arrived within a generation of each other  it
does not matter so much that pieces of ancient lineage may have
been moved about from one whakapapa to another  at least not from
the communal perspective  Given that there was no previous
indigenous population to encapsulate  and given shared origins of



the Maori  the ten or so  main whakapapa twist around each other
like a very well-braided rope  This is anchored clearly at two ends –
the present and the arrival of the origin-canoes – and should be
considered before roughly  to be in accurate as individual
genealogy but completely creditable as collective genealogy  It says
when and how we  the Maori  arrived on history’s horizon  and that
the cultural line to the present is unbroken 39

Implicitly  in looking at the Iban and the Maori  I have been
instantiating the possibilities of the Standard Double system  it is
adaptable  durable  and contains large pockets of memory  Given
that implicit praise  a warning here is necessary  that system is
excellent as a lineage agent  but it can be used genealogically only if
the society with which one is dealing employed it  this system must
not be applied retroactively and by main force to a culture that did not
use it  Why is such an elementary warning necessary  Any
competent historian would take the necessity for such respect for the
context of historical evidence as axiomatic  Because of the Latter-
day Saints  actually
If you enter any aspect of the Mormon genealogical system – from

blank genealogy forms to computer-generated lineages – you will
discover that it runs on the Standard Double system  Is this
ethnocentric imperialism  Probably  but there is a potential
intellectual justification for the practice  This is the very clear
argument that all human beings have a biological mother and a
biological father and that  therefore  humans should be traced in the
same way one traces the breeding roots of Secretariat or Red Rum
Fairly compelling  except  except that this ignores the point that I

argued earlier  that the various grammars of genealogical narrative
while based on biology real or imagined or asserted  are narratives
that are constructed according to the way a culture wishes to portray
itself to itself  And the specific biological “facts” that are recorded in
lineages are those that fit within the local grammar  Recall that men
are often declared to be fathers in many matrilineages on the basis
of their living with a child’s mother  and that the number of
patrilineages that drop out women altogether is large  And  as I will



argue in a later appendix  the level of biological indeterminancy even
in the strict Standard Double system as it has existed in European
nations is much higher than is usually admitted  that  though  is not
here the central issue
The point is elementary  but adamantine  one cannot retroactively

impose the Standard Double system on cultures that did not employ
it  In compressing the myriad genealogical systems of humanity into
four basic genealogical grammars  I have gone farther than many
ethnographers would approve  but I think this is being done without
injury to the historical context of the individual cultures  What one
cannot engage in  however  is further resolution through the
elimination of all forms of lineage outside of Standard Double
genealogy  Such an Orwellian compression can only occur by the
replacement of the varied meanings and nuances that culture gives
to the generational narratives of humanity with the protocols of stock
breeding

Among the cultures that stand out  like shards of shale  against the
attempt to make Standard Double lineage the only one humanity is
permitted  some of the most intriguing are those of Variable Double
genealogies  In the case of the Yako of Nigeria  descent is double but
the valence as between lines varies  In the usual Yako arrangments
fixed assets to use accounting terminology  follow the male line and
variable that is  portable  assets run in the female line 40 This
however  is not Standard Double descent  it is much less rigid than it
looks  As any economist will suggest  it is possible in most cases to
convert fixed assets to variable and vice versa  So  actually  this
double genealogy is renegotiated in each generation  with the
possibilities being anything between  say   percent to  percent of
the family wealth being placed in fixed assets and  conversely
between  say   per cent to  percent being placed in variable
There is thus no way of knowing in advance which of the two lines
male or female  will be on the top of the chart in any given
generation  Hence  Variable Double



The other form of Variable Double that may drive genealogists to
despair involves  instead of changing valances as between the two
lines of the Double genealogy system  a seemingly complete
freedom of choice  generation by generation  Each generation in
such an arrangement can choose to follow either the male line or the
female  but can select only one  Thus  one will see a genealogical
skeleton that looks to be patrilineal for a few generations and then
will become matrilineal  and then will oscillate back and forth 41 This
is not a weird form of unilineal descent but rather Variable Double  in
each generation the sibling-cohort is aware of the possibility of
selecting either the female or male line in their own genealogy  So  in
each generation both male and female genealogical narratives are
available  as in all Double systems  In this case  instead of a range of
 percent –  percent  as between male and female valences  the
choice is always between  percent  percent and  percent
percent  This is truly a Variable Double form of genealogy

Earlier  I suggested that polygamy and polyandry are not grammars
of genealogical narrative  Rather  they are complications – like a
flutter of adjectives in an otherwise standard-grammar sentence –
that complicate our diagrams  but do not change the fundamental
underlying structures  One can have polyandry or polygamy in any of
the four major genealogical narratives
Similarly  we should note that adoption does not in any way

comprise a genealogical grammar of its own  Readers of classical
history in the Roman period know that adoption was frequently used
to fill in an otherwise failing heirship in a patrilineal system  Social
ascription of position  not biology  determined genealogy  In some
societies  adoption has been very common and was based on a
purely social definition of motherhood  among the people of Arosi  on
San Cristoval in the Solomon Islands  adoption at birth was
extremely common and the first woman to cut the umbilical cord of a
new-born child and to shave its head became the mother 42 More
revealing  because it occurred frequently in the first half of the



twentieth century and involved large populations and is therefore
more deeply documented  was the practice of adoption within the
Chinese and the Korean middle and upper classes  These were
patrilineal cultures and therein the lurking question for any couple
was  “what happens if we do not have a son ” Three possible
answers  a  adopt a son  b  provide the husband with a concubine
who would bear a son who would be treated as a legitimate heir  and
c  if there were a daughter in the family  bring in a son-in-law and
make the first male child of that marriage the family’s heir  Among the
Chinese  the two preferred options were concubinage or adoption
although the third was sometimes chosen  In the case of adoption
the upper classes insisted that the adopted son be a close relative
preferably the son of a brother  Once adoption was complete  the
new male heir was transferred genealogically from one family to
another and that was that  Because the Korean upper classes
frowned upon the concubine route in contrast to Chinese society  in
Korean culture full legitimacy was not granted to the children of
anyone but the primary wife  and also because the imported-male
route offended against strict Confucian precepts  they were forced
along the path of adoption  As in the case of Chinese upper-class
adoptions  a brother’s son was the preferred source of the male link
in the family chain  One footnote  among the peasantry of south and
central China  who were also patrilineal  adoption was the preferred
way of continuing a family line  but they usually chose to buy a boy
from a child-broker who brought the infant or young lad from a good
distance away from the new hearth 43

Obviously  in none of these cases does the adoption of a male heir
change the genealogical narrative  Indeed  its purpose is exactly the
opposite  to allow the narrative to continue uninterrupted  How does
one treat adoptions genealogically  At the risk of repetition  one has
to chant  the answer is “the way the society one is dealing with
treated them ” Usually this means that we will not even know about
the adoption  Documentation exists for a few upper class adoptions
in societies worldwide  but little is known about the overwhelming
number of occurrences  Mostly  adoptions have been informal  such



as the case of a man taking over his slain brother’s children  or of
picking up a feral child  the victim of orphaning by war or epidemic  or
of grandparents raising the child of a young mother who ran away  In
European and North American societies  most adoptions were
informal until the twentieth century  and then for most of that century
they took place under a cloak of confidentiality that was designed to
make the adopted child juridically indistinguishable from a biological
child of the same family  Only very recently have adoption protocols
become more open in western cultures  but worldwide it is still mostly
very difficult to document in specific cases – and it is for the specific
case that genealogy exists
I would be surprised if  percent of all male adoptions worldwide

in the past three centuries have left any print on the historical record
and would be astounded if more than  percent of all female
adoptions had produced any trustworthy record
Still  genealogists will encounter indications of adoption and

besides placing the adopted person exactly where the given society
wished it placed as a link in the culture’s genealogical narratives
what should their response be  It probably is worth recognizing that
by manufacturing and curating information on a specific adoption  the
given culture has told the genealogist that it was conscious of
adoption as a volitional social act  Therefore  the genealogist may
wish to find one of the origin points of that social transaction  and this
will be with the biological parents of the child who was adopted  If the
genealogist wishes to trace the biological family  that is done within
the genealogical protocols of the specific culture  However  at some
point  perhaps after a generation or two  this “biological” investigation
will be allowed to blur away  The reason is simple  since adoption is
a social act – and genealogy is a social construct that overlies
biology – at some moment the genealogist will begin to feel that it is
profitless to follow very far a “blood” line whose sole reason for being
of interest is its putative biological accuracy  and whose primary
distinguishing characteristic is that it is not consonant with the way
the society actually arranged its economic and genealogical
inheritance



Having argued that both plural spouses and adoption fit within the
genealogical grammar of whatever society the practices are found  I
now must admit to being very tentative about three other matters
They flummox me
The first of these is the practice of group marriage  or Punaluan

marriage  Admittedly  it has been rare in the historical era of human
existence  but still some reputable anthropologists list it as a major
marriage type  albeit one that now may be extinct  However  it was
documented in the first half of the nineteenth century by the
pioneering scholar of vernacular marriage  Lewis Henry Morgan  His
seminal work  published in 44 led to the most famous discussion
of this phenomenon in Frederick Engels  The Origin of the Family
Private Property and the State  The practice was found in
Hawai’i and involved two forms  In one  a group of sisters either
biological sisters or collateral female relatives  held in common a
group of husbands and all children of the “family” were brothers and
sisters of each other  The chief rule-of-exclusion was that no
biological brothers of the founding sisters could be included  The
wives called each other punalua  meaning partner or close
companion  The other form was the male counterpart  A group of
brothers became conjointly the husbands of several women none of
whom could be a biological sister of the men  and the children of the
joint marriage were all brothers and sisters to each other 45 Now
whether or not group marriage has been very rare or merely unusual
in human societies is unimportant  It existed and  as far as I can see
it existed outside the lines of the four basic genealogical grammars
Try this experiment  diagram  say  a four-man  four-woman group
marriage with  say  sixteen children  Then  assume that pattern held
for the previous generation  Diagram that  Get a stiff drink  Give up
The task is very difficult because of the myriad possible connections
but is actually made impossible because of the ambiguity  Whereas
all of the four basic genealogical narratives are unambiguous albeit
sometimes complicated  at the point of generational transfer – that is
lineage tracing from younger generations to older – everything here
is fuzzy to the point of being indecipherable  The grammars that we



have surveyed earlier depend upon a clear and agreed although
often biologically spurious  definition of parentage and of off-spring
And of who is parent to whom  That basic set of datum points is
impossible to determine in the case of group marriage  What we
cannot know  we cannot show  Thus the diagrams are forever blank
Next  take the matter of fosterage  and  as a specific case  the

practice in pre-Norman and late medieval Ireland of fosterage among
the upper classes  Irish fosterage involved a child most often  but
not always  a male  being sent by his parents to the home of a social
equal or  if possible  a social better  to be reared  This could occur at
any time from late infancy rare  to ages five to ten  The foster
parents were responsible for the child’s education into the mid-teens
when the young person returned to his original family  Fosterage
produced life-long cross-family and often cross-clan  alliances and
these in three primary forms  One was the bond between the foster
children and their foster parents  The second was the alliance formed
between children raised by the foster parents  these would include
both the adults’ own biological children who were themselves not
fostered out  and the foster children  As in some sense the children
of one set of parents  the foster children and the biological children
who were reared together were as the children of one womb  Third
the original parents and the foster parents of a child became in some
way kin to each other  In a fragmented and warlike society  the
practice of fosterage was an eirenic and binding influence  One did
not easily let loose the dogs of war upon one’s own biological family
or one’s biological siblings and neither did one do so upon one’s
foster parents or foster brothers and sisters  and one was less apt to
visit violence upon any foster kin than upon complete strangers 46

The practice of fosterage is cited frequently in the record of
historical times and is retrospected into early Irish mythology  Figure

 shows a slightly revised version of Cu Chulainn’s fosterage
genealogy  as presented by Professor T  M  Charles-Edwards 47

It looks simple enough and seems to work according to the rules of
early Irish genealogical narrative  But  consider the realities
fosterage produced a new set of social affinities that were as real as



those of the primary parentage  Cu Chulainn and Conall Cernach
were now brothers in the sense of being bound by the same rules as
were biological brothers  They happened to be cousins  but in fact
the bond would have been just as strong if they were genetically
unrelated  it was fosterage and shared childhood that produced the
bond  not genetics  Moreover  because of the unity-in-fosterage of
the two boys  the two fathers  Amorgen and Sualtaim  became close
kin to each other  much closer in alliance than when they were
merely brothers-in-law

Figure 
Ancient irish fosterage

Why is that a problem  Because the fosterage genealogies
become a doppelganger for the primary genealogies  The fosterages
leave a second genealogical narrative that  like a palimpsest beneath
a medieval manuscript  is almost invisible but is palpably present
What appear to us to be ghost-genealogies were  in medieval
Ireland  as determinative of social relationships as were the much
better-recorded primary genealogies  So  if we are to have any sense
of reality as historians  we should deal with the historically formative
matter of fosterage narratives with the same attention to detail as we
do when examining the primary family narratives  This would mean
to use the example of Cu Chulainn  that we trace his genealogy in
the male and female lines  not just through Sualtaim and Deichtire
but also through Amorgen and Findchoem  Thus  everyone who is



fostered effectively has two genealogies  each reflective of the social
reality of parentage as decreed in the early Irish family system  How
far back does one take each aristocrat’s double genealogy  I do not
know  but one thing is certain  that high up the genealogical tree of
aristocrats who were fostered  one will find more aristocrats who
were fostered  and further up  even more  Each time that occurs a set
of ghost genealogies is created  and a set of non-biological kinship
relationships among other family members from both sides is also
formed  To take a simplistic illustration of what this means  if  in each
generation an aristocratic family practised fosterage only once and
actually  multiple cases were common  an individual fostered in
Generation One would be found to have eight different genealogies
by the time we ascended merely to Generation Three  and eight
kinship networks as well
Diagrammatically  this is as difficult to capture clearly as is

multidimensional space  And  as yet  we do not possess a
vocabulary or a set of descriptive tools that allows us to depict this
situation  much less analyze it  Nevertheless  the Irish aristocrats of
the medieval era lived within a world in which multiple genealogical
narratives determined some of the most basic limits on their
behaviour  such as whom they could honourably try to kill  Or not
I am not quite as through-othered by a similar case that also

produces ghost-genealogies  This is the matter of gay or lesbian
marriages or if that makes you uncomfortable  partnerships  long-
term relationships  whatever  These are neither simply recent  solely
“western ” nor socially pathological  They are historically frequent if
usually not very well documented  at least until recently  The
following is an excerpt from oral material collected from the Azande
people of central Africa in the late s and the s under the
direction of Professor E  E  Evans-Pritchard

This is about how men married boys when Gbudwe was lord
of his domains  In those days  if a man had relations with the
wife of another the husband killed him or cut off his hands
and his genitals  So for that reason a man used to marry a
boy to have orgasms between his thighs  which quieted his



desire for a woman  If this boy was a good wife to the
husband five spears might be paid for him  and for another
as many as ten might be paid  A husband who was liberal to
his in-laws  they would later give him a woman  saying that if
good for a boy  how much better for a woman  so if he
married a girl his in-laws would greatly profit  so they gave
him a girl  wife 47

Clearly there is a lot going on here – a complex social matrix
wherein the usual male-female genealogy eventually takes centre
stage  but in which a ghost-genealogy was produced by gay
marriage
Now  it might be possible to escape from the complexity of this

matrix by arguing that the ghost-genealogy in this case would be a
palimpsest  but at least it would be a single one  unlike the multiple
ghost-genealogies that come from Irish fosterage  Perhaps  And
further  one might make a plausible argument that gay and lesbian
marriages are not very genealogically complicated  as they all come
to a dead end  so one traces them just the same way one does a
childless heterosexual marriage in whatever genealogical grammar
the given culture employs  Maybe
But what one cannot force into a safe corner is the fact that gay

and lesbian marriages actually produce children  not solely
biologically  but often through adoption  fosterage  surrogate womb
rental  or in our own time  in vitro fertilization  The result is a family
that is defined not by biology no matter what  at least one of the two
parents in a gay lesbian marriage  is not a biological parent  but by
societal convention  Obviously  this societal decision begs many
deep and controversial questions of theology and apologetics  but
that is the prerogative of the specific culture  My suggestion is that
such partnerships be placed in the same genealogical grammar that
the society which enhulls these marriages employs  Yes  it will look
strange to see a genealogical diagram that shows for parentage two
triangles or two circles  but is that really an insuperable problem



To some  yes  most notably the Roman Catholic church  the
Protestant right-wing denominations  and  alas  the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints  The climax of the Mormons’
genealogically based liturgies involved the “sealing” for eternity of a
married couple  No gay or lesbian partnerships need apply  And
indeed  one cannot record a gay or a lesbian family unit on the
Mormon genealogical forms without using an acetylene cutting torch
and a high voltage arc welder  Such families will not fit into the
Mormon computer program and  effectively  evidence of their
existence is elided in the LDS data base  Individual historians and
genealogists  therefore  have to repair this severe deficit any way
they can in their own work  This inevitably involves a good deal of
hard labour that really should not be necessary  However  that is the
price to be paid for refusing to obliterate the empirically verifiable
practices of certain cultural groups by the application of a universal
hermeneutical fiat

One of the most skilled and influential of historians to practice in the
twentieth century  E P  Thompson  wrote a book with a perfect title
The Poverty of Theory 49 Perfect because it fit his argument about
the weakness of structural Marxism and perfect because it is
portable  It is a phrase that should haunt anyone who proposes a big-
system approach to human genealogical narratives  Certainly it
haunts me in proposing that four genealogical narratives cover
almost all but not quite all  human cultures  Certainly  it should  but
apparently  does not haunt the compilers of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints’ genealogical data base  for  as I noted
they force everything into the grammar of Standard Double
genealogical grammar only by breaking apart historical realities and
making all family systems retrospectively fit with the Mormon model
Just as it is uncivilized to break open ancient tombs and to disturb
the relics of the occupants  so it is disrespectful  and ultimately truth-
destroying  to rearrange the lineaments of the families of the dead to
suit an ideological template



Yet  are there not in the world of ethnography or anthropology
theoreticians who are much brighter than any of us and who put
forward successful single-cloth systems of human genealogy
Brighter  certainly  successful  no
Of the many attempts to seize the golden ring  the Grand Unified

Theory of Human Kinship and thus of human genealogy  the effort
that comes closest to being successful of which I am aware was that
of Claude Levi-Strauss  This came in the heyday and high times of
French Structuralism  In the late s  Levi-Strauss published a
volume which  when translated rather late in the day  in  was
entitled The Elementary Structures of Kinship 50 This was followed in

 by volume  of Structural Anthropology as it was called in its
 translation 51 and by volume  published in  and translated

in 52 These are not recreational reads  but they are immensely
stimulating  In particular  The Elementary Structures of Kinship
allows one to watch a truly fine mind grapple with a massive
intellectual anaconda
Levi-Strauss’s main methodological conceit is that kinship systems

are based less in empirical reality than in the modelling of reality by
those who are within the system  To put it another way  in the jural
definition of kinship  biology is merely an adjuvant to the social
definition of kinship  The law that rules is that of the mind  It has been
noted by a critic that an explanation of kinship that views it as an
intellectual model proposed and adopted by a given culture has the
problem of not producing testable hypotheses 53 If that is the case
then orthodox social scientists will have a hard time accepting it  for
hypothesis-testing is the mode of affirmation in the social sciences
However  historians and presumably the sub-set called
genealogists  will have less trouble with it  for we rarely produce
testable hypotheses  Instead  we model the past  employing
narrative and inductive and deductive logic  And that is what Levi-
Strauss does
The Elementary Structures of Kinship is worth examining primarily

to see a beautiful mind at work  and the book itself is physically
compelling for  when words fail Levi-Strauss  he turns to



diagramming kinship structures  Many of his schematics are quite
impenetrable and they are really aesthetic presentations rather than
academic formulations  One encounters  for example  a diagram of
Murngin Australian  kinship nomenclature that could be used as a
template for a classic Persian carpet  so intricate is it  Like the best
carpets  this design is virtually impossible to understand fully unless
one is part of the system that produced it 54
Still  it is clear what Levi-Strauss is modeling  even if the details of

his formulations frequently produce a moiré effect  All of his models
depend on one basic assertion of empirical reality and upon one
asserted restriction on human behaviour  The basic assertion of
empirical reality is that all human kinship systems depend on the
“communication” of females  This does not mean talk  It means that
there is “a practically universal fact of human societies  For a man to
obtain a wife  she must be directly or indirectly given to him by
another man ”55 Notice that women are worth “obtaining ” in Levi-
Strauss’s kinship models  for their reproductive capacity and thus are
valuable commodities  He would have taken as a case-in-point the
Kalinga of the Philippines who in the mid-twentieth century still were
practising infant-betrothal

Almost every Kalinga child is engaged to be married when
quite small  The boy must always be the elder  if only by a
day or two  Conditional engagements are often made before
the girl is born  I the ethnographer R  F  Baron  recently
asked the mother of a two-month-old girl baby whether the
child was engaged yet  “No ” she answered  “We received a
proposal when she was two days old  but she wouldn’t
consider it ”56

That is how  at its most basic level  the communication-of-women
works
Levi-Strauss’s restriction upon human kinship behaviour was that

given that all societies have an incest taboo  the circulation of
women  though it can take many forms  must not involve parallel-
cousin marriages  Cross-cousin marriages  yes  parallel-cousin  no



Parallel-cousin marriages “cannot take place without upsetting the
exchange process ”57 What does he mean by this  He means that his
universal model of kinship systems could encapsulate the case of
marriage of the children of adult siblings that is  children who were
first cousins  if the two adult siblings were of different sexes  Thus
the term “cross-cousins ” However  Levi-Strauss’s modelling will not
permit a marriage and the attendant circulation of females  to take
place if the first cousins are the children of adults siblings of the
same sex as each other  Here he is particularly influenced by the
classic work of J G  Frazer that in part focuses on aboriginal kinship
in central Australia 58 And  Levi-Strauss makes a very effective
rhetorical point by summarizing Frazer’s reading of the sacred text of
the Komati  an Indian trading clan

It concerns the solemn sacrifice of one hundred and two
gotra  who prefer to throw themselves into the flames rather
than allow the indescribably beautiful Vasavambika to make
a marriage calculated to save the kingdom but contrary to
the sacred rule of the menarikam marriage between sister’s
son and brother’s daughter a specific form of cross-cousin
alliance  The one hundred and two gotra  with
Vasavambika at their head  marched proudly toward one
hundred and three fire-pits  but not before making their
children promise to give their “daughters in marriage to sons
of their father’s sisters even though the young men should
be black-skinned  plain  blind of one eye  senseless  of
vicious habits  and though their horoscopes should not
agree  and the omens be inauspicious ”59

That is a nicely told story and it is apt to lead us to take our eye off
the ball  So  at the risk of being Philistine  let me remind us of our
need to keep a baleful eye open  Remember  it does not matter why
Levi-Strauss could not fit parallel cousins into his modelling 60 Here
he has made a statement of expected-fact that allows us to check
his model against empirical data  In essence  he has said that
alliances that yield parallel-cousin marriages cannot be formed



under his universal model  That provides a point of evaluation  And
when one checks the ethnographic literature against his model  one
immense problem immediately arises  There are cultures several in
the Middle East and North Africa  the Berbers and also the Basseri
of southern Persia  for example  that within the period of historical
documentation practised parallel-cousin marriage as one of their
culture’s preferred forms 61 That simple observation bring us to an
elementary matter of proof and disproof  If someone says that all
geese are white  one has to find only one black goose to prove the
assertion inaccurate  Similarly  if there is even one culture and
there are indeed several  that effects marriage alliances and the
exchange of females among parallel cousins  then Levi-Strauss’s
universal model is inadequate
The other matter that is fundamental to Levi-Strauss’s universal

model is his belief that females are exchanged as being items of
positive value  Here forgive the heartless language  but Levi-
Strauss’s theoretical position forces one to employ it  His view is
suitable enough for many – perhaps most – cultures that have
existed over the time of human civilization  for there is a real-world
indication of this  the fact that what anthropologists call bride-price or
bride-wealth is widespread  This is the payment by a male or a male
and his kin  to the parents or kin of a female  in return for which the
children of the woman come under the control of the male or of his
kin  It could be called “womb price ” for that is what it is  The practice
makes sense in a socio-economic situation in which children are
required either as labour or as heirs and in which they are hard to
come by
Fine  What this and most anthropological discussion of kinship

not just Levi-Strauss’s  cannot handle is the frequency in western
cultures of the opposite condition  the requirement that the parents of
a woman pay a dowry to induce a male to take her away  In this
situation  a young woman is manifestly not a wonderful item to have
on your hands just read your Jane Austen  and clearly she has a
negative value  Whyever else would her parents pay to off-load her



And why would a potential husband require an endowment to accept
her
The idea of “communicating” females really has no robustness in

this situation  although one can twist and reconfigure Levi-Strauss so
as almost to cover the situation  But here Ockham’s Razor
intervenes with ruthless directness  Given that the simplest
explanation of a given situation is the most robust  then the
explanation that arises from neo-classical economics is the most
useful  Instead of drawing baroque kinship charts  one can explain
the difference between places where there is bride-price and where
there is dowry in terms of cost-benefit relationships and in terms of
supply-and-demand  In some social-economic arrangements
“acquiring” a female and a womb will provide more benefit than cost
hence bride-price  and in others it will be the opposite therefore
dowry required  In any case  Levi-Strauss’s primary axiom  that all
societies “communicate” young women as things of positive value is
disproved
With a sense of sadness  one leaves Levi-Strauss  If he could not

put it all together in One Big System  then we are unlikely to be able
to do so  We look back on him  however  with a sense of having
learned something  Which is  that  just like the simplistic Standard
Double system of the Mormons  the complexities of this most
sophisticated of French Structuralists  has a jussive character that is
coercive in its comprehensiveness and inconsistent with much of
what can be accepted however gingerly  as empirical  statistical
and historical reality



8 God’s Massive Engine

So, what has God wrought?
Immediately one poses that question concerning the massive

Mormon genealogy project, one wants to withdraw the query and to
leave quickly without being so gauche as to even attempt an
apology.
Like many professional historians, I have been helped immensely

by the generosity of the Latter-day Saints.1 In my case, my debt to
them was incurred when I was writing a book entitled The Irish in
Ontario. A Study in Rural History.2 To complete the study I needed a
comprehensive data base of a set of mid-Ontario land titles and their
passage from generation to generation. My local county registrars
office wanted a fortune (they were used to charging for lawyers’ title
searches) and I had no research grant. The local LDS ward came to
my rescue and obtained a microfilm of everything the registrar had
and for next to nothing. You will find similar acknowledgments in
prefaces or in opening footnotes in scores of books, especially big-
base social history studies. So, one does not want to hurt these
generous people.
In the preceding four chapters on human genealogical narratives

(and also in the technical appendices that follow the text) I have
implied quite clearly the ways in which I think the Mormon project is
badly off-kilter. Because I wish to move quickly to more positive
matters – namely, how useful the LDS project may be even if one
notes its problems – those problematic issues can be quickly listed.
First, as a professional historian, I can make no judgement about the
primary purpose of LDS genealogical activity, which is to move a dead
person from one status in the celestial world to a higher realm.
Historians can only adjudge what we see in this world, and even that
should be done with a good deal of humility. Second, I disagree with
the basic Mormon belief that human beings have person-specific
biological pedigrees. The Mormon view is taken from the Hebrew



scriptures and is a terrifically powerful concept: that God blesses the
“seed” (more literally, the semen) of a specific group through a
covenant with them. For them genealogy has to be considered
primarily as a form of biological pedigree rather than of socially
determined lineage. As I indicated earlier, the position of individuals
in a genealogical narrative actually is determined as much by social
custom as by biology. Further (as demonstrated in Appendix C) the
biological inaccuracy in human lineages is so great as to render most
full genealogies genetically invalid in half-a-dozen generations, even
if the paper documentation is perfect – long before one gets back to
Father Adam. Third, powerful as is the imperial force of the ancient
Hebrew model of human descent that the Mormons employ, it is
clear that there exist other forms of genealogical narrative. The LDS is
demonstrably wrong in its base-belief that there is only a single
grammar of genealogical narrative. The coercive character of this
belief must be resisted, for it quashes the integrity of cultures that do
not fit the story of their humanity into the procrustean template: and
because the Mormon paradigm can be embraced only by rejecting
empirical, statistical, and historical evidence for the existence of
other, incompatible ways that human beings have kept track of their
humanity.
Irreducible as those problems with the LDS genealogical system

are, the church’s activities are nevertheless among the most
important approaches to human history at present in train. The
world’s largest data base on individual human lives scarcely can be
ignored – though most professional historians manage to do so.
Instead of walking past this monumental edifice with our eyes fixed
on the ground, we should look up and at least ask, “how useful is the
Mormon project – and to whom?”
That question produces answers that are often counter-intuitive

and sometimes paradoxical. We shall see that a basic first
evidentiary paradox characterizes LDS data. Namely: the data are
most useful and most trustworthy for historians when they are used
in the form that is least like the way the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints employs them: as precise statements of individual



familial relationships. That is, when used in their primary source form
– microfilms of parish registers, land title books, sets of probate
records, birth and mortality collations – the material is excellent. It is
not perfect, but one can design research methods that allow
operational questions of social or economic history to be asked and,
often, confidently answered. Here the key is that large data bases in
social and economic history do not have to be perfectly precise. In
fact, they can have 20 or 30 percent error-rates and still be useful.
There are numerous statistical ways to deal with outliers in any large
data-set and also to compensate for any systematic biases in the
collection of the original data. The church, in processing the primary
material into genealogical form, incorporates all the biases and
shortcomings of the original material, for genealogy requires treating
as precise records that often are highly resistant to precision.
Before going into the welter of details this LDS genealogical

precision entails, we have to prescind from our knowledge the point,
made so well by Robert Alter, that the cascade of lineages upon
which the “Saints” base all their work – those in the Tanakh – are
self-conscious and artful literary compositions. They are employed at
moments when they help to underline a mythological point, such as
the injunction to go forth and multiply. And they serve as historical
cover, giving a patina of plausibility to some fairly imaginative story-
telling. As Alter argues, “surely part of the intention in using the
genealogy [in the “Old Testament”] is to give the history the look of
authentically archaic documentation.”3 Biblical lineages are
compositional units, not historical lines. Mutatis mutandis, this is also
the case for the myriad lines found in the Book of Mormon and in the
other LDS scriptures, for they base themselves on the techniques and
upon many of the characters in the Hebrew compositions. The
inevitable melding of literary composition and of lineages is
beautifully, if unconsciously, recognized in the church’s The Pearl of
Great Price, where the gift of reading and writing is given to human
beings through their recorded lineages (Book of Moses, 6:6–7).
We can pretend we do not know any of this and instead look at the

Mormon genealogical project the same way we would assess any



large-scale socio-historical enterprise. The project is certainly big
enough to warrant attention. Surprisingly, when one tries to find what
replication studies show about the fundamental research design and
the technical quality of the work, one finds that there are none.
Replication studies? To large-data studies of human behaviour,

these are what disinterested auditing is to business and government:
the guarantor, if conducted properly, that everything is kosher: no
unpunished fraud, no uncorrected accounting errors, no attempt to
mislead shareholders. The ethics of large-scale research on human
subjects, dead or alive, requires researchers to make both their
primary data and their analysis of those data available to other
researchers to check. On large projects, especially those that have
the robustness to become classics and to influence future work,
there usually is an independent replication of a sample of the original
study. (Think drug-safety studies as an analogous activity.) Now, as
far as I can discover, there have been neither independent
replication studies of LDS genealogical work, nor large in-house
studies: minor in-house corrections, yes, but no evaluation of the
validity of the entire enterprise. Perhaps I have missed them.
There exists a second possible sort of check, a kind of semi-

replication study. This involves smaller data-sets than a full
quantitative replication (in the Mormon case, even a sample would
require a million or more datum points). In this sort of replication
study, a small unit – a community for example – is examined and the
replication work involves fact-checking everything that can be found
about the original work, noting pieces of evidence that were
overlooked in compiling the original data set and, crucially, noting
matters of social context that determined the reading, or misreading,
of the original data. The classic case of such a smaller replication
study is Derek Freeman’s Margaret Mead and Samoa. The Making
and Unmaking of an Anthropological Myth.4 Freeman revisited the
data (and, indeed, some of the informants) who had given the
twenty-three year-old American Margaret Mead the material for one
of the most popular pieces of non-fiction published in the USA in the
first half of the twentieth-century: Coming of Age in Samoa (1928).



Further, he looked at criminal statistics, birth and death records, and
at masses of material produced by early missionaries, material that
Mead had simply ignored. He demonstrated clearly that her study
was inaccurate from start to finish. Samoa was not some easy-going,
sexually loose, non-violent, egalitarian paradise, free of the
inhibitions of religious-based guilt (as Mead had it in her allegedly
empirical academic study), but instead had a high rape rate, lots of
violent crime, a complex hierarchical social structure, and a
ubiquitous use of the sense of guilt and shame as a mode of social
control: paradise not. Mead’s initial assumptions and her refusal to
put any given piece of data into a wider probative context had turned
her study of family life into a novel. One shifts uneasily on one’s chair
and asks, well, would similar community replications, paying
attention not just to genealogy but to context and to previously
ignored data, make one suspect that the LDS church is writing a world
narrative that is not a history but rather a massive and imaginative
saga?
A third sort of replication work is not nearly so formal and is the

most common sort in historical work. This consists of professional
scholars going over each other’s work, checking the footnotes,
looking for fallacies and solipsisms, and for their having missed
context or, most contentious of all, perhaps having stolen somebody
else’s research. For a good example of how awry professional
historians can go before getting caught, see Jon Wiener’s Historians
in Trouble: Plagiarism, Fraud, and Politics in the Ivory Tower.5 The
trouble here is that few historians care much, if at all, about
genealogy in the Mormon sense. So there is no equivalent of the
constant footnote checking, day-by-day, assertion-by-assertion, that
occurs (or should occur) in other historical areas.
What does exist is a scattered, bitchy, and virtually fugitive

spattering of complaints about the inaccuracy of specific Mormon
genealogical assertions. These are not systematic but are found in
individual family genealogies or on genealogical net-sites and they
are convincing in their individual cases. Yet, one does not know what
to make of them for, simply put, everybody gets to make an error or



two. No historian of any sort is perfect. We really need some kind of
sense of what an “acceptable degree or error” is. What proportion of
LDS genealogical assertions are credible?
As a simple test case of the way Mormon genealogical data was

produced and affirmed in the first half of the twentieth century, the
period in which the genealogical work became a serious and
somewhat specialized church activity, note the LDS version of the
founding of the main European monarchies. This was summarized at
the church’s international genealogical conference in October 1931
by Anthony W. Ivins, director of the Genealogical Society of Utah and
First Counselor in the First presidency of the LDS church. First, he
explained that the Assyrian conquest of 722 BCE resulted in all the
ancient Hebrew tribes except Judah and Benjamin being carried
away. These people, “Israel,” scattered, but some of them did return
to Palestine and they are recognized as being part of God’s original
covenant, as are their descendants. More important, though, was the
other branch of this genealogical shrub, the tribes of Benjamin and,
especially, of Judah. Zedekiah, the last king of Judah (who,
incidentally was reigning when Lehi and his group are said to have
left Jerusalem for America) had two daughters. According to
President Ivins and the official narrative, they were saved from the
Destruction of 587/6 by their great-grandfather, the prophet Jeremiah
– who hid them in his cave. In a nice piece of genealogical
storytelling, their great-grandfather took them down into Egypt where
they went to the same place that later Joseph and Mary and the baby
Jesus sought refuge (a site undisclosed in the Christian scriptures).
Next, somehow, the ancient prophet and his two beautiful great-
granddaughters took ship to Spain. There, the younger of the two
married into the Spanish royal house and provided a genealogical
link between the descendants of the biblical Joseph and the peoples
of the western Mediterranean. The other of Jeremiah’s great-
granddaughters – named Tamar Tephi – accompanied the old man to
Ireland where he “is referred to… as Ollamh Fodhla (the old prophet)
in their traditions and the songs which they still sing of him.” So said
the spiritual heir of Joseph Smith, rather to the surprise of Irish



scholars. In any case, the genealogy continued because the beautiful
Tamar Tephi married a certain Eochaidh who was said to reign as
king over Ireland. Mind you, the Irish king had to agree to accept his
bride’s religion. The wonderful event, though, was that Eochaidh had
a small chest (an ark, really) hitherto closed, and this he opened in
front of the old prophet Jeremiah – who found that the documents
inside corresponded with the laws set down by Moses. So, the law of
Moses was established in Ireland, sometime in the middle sixth-
century BCE. What a wonderful use of genealogy as a compositional
entity! Just a few genealogical ties are enough to carry a story of
epochal implications. And epochal it was, for Mormon genealogists
carried this Irish connection forward, tracing “both the Tudor and
Stuart lines of kings, from the present King George of England [this
was 1931] directly back to the girl Tamar Tephi… So the Lord has
kept the royal blood of the house of Israel until today.”6
Thus, in the first half of the twentieth century, the genealogically

adept among the “Saints” were able to trace the lineages of the
leading European monarchies in a set of genealogical links that ran
to a single point in the Tanakh, the appearance of Father Adam.
This is amazing story construction, but if presented as historical

material it can only be judged as delusional. As history, and as the
branch of history called genealogy, it is complete codswallop, as any
Irish historian would be pleased to confirm concerning the Irish
foundation of the present English monarchy.
Fortunately, we can disaggregate the Mormon genealogical efforts.

This is done very easily. Seemingly, all that is necessary is to excise
from judgement all stories that are not based on records that were
formed independently of the faith-state that now affirms them. In
practical terms, one simply needs to exclude any genealogical
statement that claims to be before, roughly, the year 100 CE. That is
the farthest conceivable stretch backwards that can be made from
the present day, for that is when the earliest run of independent
records is found, and even then the reliability of the material is very
dicey.



There: just stop in time and the job is done.

Not really. The residual problem is that the mode in which Mormon
genealogy operates cannot be totally corrected simply by eliding a
good deal of the material on which the LDS church’s genealogy
machinery operates. Remember the basic point argued in chapters 4
through 7: that genealogical systems are similar to transformative
grammars in that their underlying rules are so strong that their
paradigms partially determine what is thought to be substantive. So
cleansing the system of pieces of bad data does not make the
system itself work any more accurately. (Here, again, we are talking
about the great LDS venture on its own terms, as a genealogical
system, not as a goldmine for secular historians who use it as a
convenient source of primary records that can be used in non-
genealogical ways.) Therefore, we need to turn to a brief
consideration of the character of Mormon genealogical thought.
In a brilliant study entitled All Abraham’s Children: Changing

Mormon Conceptions of Race and Lineage (2003), Armand L. Mauss
has demonstrated that the morphology of Mormon genealogical
thought has been more malleable in its finer points than one might
think. What the immediate followers of the Prophet believed and
what later “Saints” embraced was never the same. And, further,
Mauss makes it clear that behind the official church pronouncements
there were always several layers of folk- and semi-official beliefs
among Mormons that had a life of their own. However, in both of
these realms, the trend, from 1830 to the present day has been (1)
“the waxing and waning” of an Israelite identification constructed on
their own behalf by the “Saints,” and (2) a roughly parallel
incremental articulation and later diminution (albeit not full
renunciation) of the racist implications of the “Israelite” identity.7

Accepting the fact that at any given time one cannot quite pin down
what the most-widely accepted Mormon beliefs were on the
mechanics of genealogy, one can nevertheless ask with some profit:
“What, at mid-twentieth century, did the genealogically-alert among
the LDS community believe was the character of the operating system
that plugged the divine Creation, through Father Adam, into their own



personal histories and into the lives of the rest of the human race?”
Mid-twentieth century is a good time to summarize matters because
it is close to mid-way in the distinct period of LDS thought that runs
from President Joseph F. Smith’s revelation in 1918 concerning the
necessity of preaching the gospel to the “Gentile” dead, and 1976,
when that revelation was declared to be holy scripture and was
included in The Doctrine and Covenants of the church. In this period,
the great Mountain of Names was begun and the family history
branch library system inaugurated. This era, 1918–76, is the period in
which were laid the foundations of the massive present-day Mormon
push for their singular history of the entire human race. My own
reading of the mid-century situation is that most active LDS church
members believed that their work was being directed by a
Providence that would eventually confirm that the world’s history was
shaped not only by the Divine Hand, but resembled it.
By that I mean that in practice they believed that five groups

descended from Father Adam, like the digits on a human hand.
These were: (1) the descendants of Ham, a son of Noah, who (as
discussed in Chapter Two) were the black peoples, who were inferior
to the other peoples of the earth and, not incidentally, were barred
from full priestly membership in the LDS church; (2) the Jews. They
were descended from Shem, another of the sons of Noah. They had
been scattered to the four corners of the earth, but they would at
some future date be reintegrated into God’s plan. Although the
Mormons claimed themselves to be of the true Israel, they did not
claim to supercede it, a different position than that held by most
Christian denominations. Thus, as Armand Mauss establishes, the
“Saints” did not engage in the more active and vile forms of anti-
Semitism that occurred in some other Christian denominations;8 (3)
the Amerindians, who were also identified as being descended from
Shem, and later from the eponymic tribal leader Manasseh. This is
one of the sectors of Mormon genealogical belief that was covered
most clearly by the Book of Mormon. Therein, Amerindian lineage is
traced in loving detail – king by prophet by king – from the biblical
Joseph down through the biblical Manasseh to the non-biblical



Hebrew prophet Lehi, who emigrates with his family to America
about 600 BCE and thus avoids the Destruction of 587/6 BCE.
Thereafter, the genealogical foliage becomes so lush that one can
scarcely read the family trees that are produced, especially because
the Prophet had a rather small bank of names at his disposal. Hence,
keeping the various representatives of ancient Israel straight in their
TransAtlantic Promised Land is difficult. The key here is that
eventually one side of the American genealogical tree sheared off
(that of the descendants of Nephi, one of Lehi’s sons) when they
were wiped out, according to Mormon scriptures, in 421 CE. The other
American branch, the descendants of Laman, another of Nephi’s
sons, was responsible for driving the Nephites into extinction. Called
the “Lamanites,” they were dark-skinned and were said to be the
progenitors of the native peoples of the Americas. Their genealogy
just peters out and, therefore, one of the challenges of Mormon
genealogists has been to tie the present-day Amerindians to their
alleged ancestors of the fifth century.9

And (4), the most curious digit of the Divine Hand concerned the
descendants of another of the sons of Noah, namely, Japheth, who
were said eventually to comprise the Gentile nations (in the usual
sense of the word, not the theological sense). Since they were not
part of the main divine line that came through Noah’s son Shem, one
would expect them to have been ignored as being second-rate, like
the descendants of Ham. At least, that’s what one would expect in
logic. However, for the first century of the church’s existence, most of
the “Saints” came from these Gentile stocks (in the secular sense)
and, besides, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it was
well-known that certain of these groups, especially the British, the
Scandanavians, and the Germans, were Very Superior People. And
you can only be very superior if that is part of the divine plan. So the
LDS church developed its own genealogical riff on the Aryan Myth.
That is, in conflict with the biblical story, the Mormons posited that
among the descendants of Japheth (the non-coloured “Gentile”
peoples, in secular language) there were scattered remnants of the
true tribe of Israel, descended from Shem through Joseph and



through his son Ephraim. These true-Israel remnants were to be
found in the English, Swedish, Germans, and associated northern
European groups. Just as a primary mission field of the nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century LDS proselytizers was to convert persons
in Great Britain and northern Europe (a task they assayed with
considerable success), so the task of genealogists was to document
the lineages of these superior persons of WASP and north-European
heritage.
Finally (5), the “Saints” for the most part believed that they

themselves were literally the descendants of Ephraim, brother of
Manasseh, and the foremost descendants of Shem, around whom all
of Israel’s tribes would eventually rally. In other words, they were the
genetically prepotent of all the descendants of the ancient Hebrew
patriarchs. That is an extraordinary concept and one has to ask, did
most Mormons actually believe this? Armand Mauss suggests that in
the 1830s it was ambiguous: first, whether this proposed lineage was
a metaphor or an empirical statement; and second, if meant literally,
it was unclear if it implied that the “Saints” as a group were
descended from Ephraim or, instead, that each individual “Saint’s”
lineage was blood-pedigreed from Ephraim. However, in the century
after the Prophet’s early and ambiguous utterances, the dominant
doctrine became that the LDS were literally the descendants of
Ephraim and that they and their “blood” had been scattered among
all those good north-European and “Anglo-Saxon” peoples.10 Upon
becoming a “Saint,” each individual’s bloodline was confirmed, albeit
not specified in detail. This occurred in a Mormon ritual that I have
not previously mentioned. After baptism a new member of the faith,
having been called out as a presumptive member of the house of
Israel, had that status confirmed in a ceremony called the patriarchal
blessing. This ceremony provided the individual with an identification
of the tribe of Israel to which he or she belonged and, usually, it was
the tribe of Ephraim.11

Taken together, points “1” through “5” were the base genealogical
narrative and its attendant genealogical grammar that dominated the
LDS church as it was laying the foundations for its present-day move



towards a universal human history. (Of course there were myriad
other matters of detail, but these were the main tramlines.) So, was
the Mormon genealogical enterprise characterized by a racism that
was cut so deep into the bone and muscle of Mormon divinity that
even if the wound healed, the scarring would be perniciously
permanent?
From 1976 (when the mission-to-the-dead was declared to be

scripture) to the present day is a new temporal page in Mormon
genealogical work. The present-day, well-informed “Saint” probably
would be surprised and embarrassed to learn the nature of what was
held to be divine truth only a generation or two ago. At an official
level (whatever folk-beliefs may be), the LDS church today (1) no
longer literalizes the descent of individual members from Ephraim. A
new “Saint,” in receiving a tribal identity in the patriarchal blessing,
now is merely being assigned a tribal identity by adoption, not the
definition of his or her literal lineage;12 (2) the implicit “British
Israelism” – the idea of the Anglo-Saxons and the Nordic Europeans
being flush with the blood of the Lost Tribes of Israel – has been
quietly dropped;13 (3) the bar to black priesthood was removed by
divine revelation vouchsafed to the First Presidency in 1978; (4) the
LDS church has tried to get along better with Jews (in, for example,
stopping its baptizing of Holocaust victims), but there is a limit here to
how far the “Saints” can go. After all, they still see themselves as
being the truest (albeit not the only) form of the real Israel; (5) and,
the idea that there is a connection between whiteness of skin and
closeness to the Almighty, which had made for difficult relations with
“brown” New World populations – the “Lamanites” – now is not much
talked about. However, in the mission fieLDS of Latin and South
America, it still is useful to tell potential converts that they are
descended from the ancient Israelites. And particularly in Polynesia,
where the indigenous cultures maintain long and highly prized
genealogies, the literal belief in brown peoples’ being part of an
Israelite group can be tied into each indigenous culture’s origin-myth.
This is very helpful for conversional purposes.14



Each reader will have to make up his or her mind upon the extent
to which the massive new Mormon genealogical machine – some
more details of which will be discussed in a moment – has adequate
safeguards so that the mechanism can be employed with confidence
to deal with recording, recovering, and inter-relating information on
all the families of humankind: not just those whose world was
arranged like that of the “Anglo-Saxons” and European peoples.

When (as discussed in chapter 3) President Wilford Woodruff
received his revelation in 1894 concerning the need to make
genealogical work central to the activities of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, he was not questioning the decree of
Brigham Young that “there must be this chain in the holy priesthood.
It must be welded together from the latest generation that lives on
the earth back to Father Adam.”15 However, he was introducing a
concern with accuracy that was brand new. Woodruff was concerned
about the 13,000 “adoptions” whereby ordinary “Saints” had been
genealogically sealed in the afterlife to church luminaries. He did not
like people messing about with other people’s genealogies, so he
directed that sealings should be based upon family groups. And he
introduced a sense of historical responsibility: to follow one’s own
progenitors “just as far back into the past as they can be followed
from existing records; arrange a complete and accurate record of
each family group in the lineage; and link up these groups into
pedigrees”16 [italics mine].

Those requirements are the beginning of Mormon genealogical
quality control, at least in the era of verifiable records, and seem to
mean that from their early modern period onward the Mormons were
willing to play by the same rules as other genealogists and
historians.17

Yet, as names of families and of their individual members flooded
into Salt Lake City for recording and then to temples for baptism,
endowment, and sealing, the real concern was not with accuracy (in
the secular sense) but with duplication. Watch that word, for it, not



historical error, is the bête noir of the church. The authorities had a
fear (unexplained, at least publicly) of doing “temple-work” twice or
more for the same individual. So, beginning in 1919, a simple system
of ticking each name on the master genealogical record as it went
forward for temple-work was introduced. The policy was not very
effective and was abandoned in 1927. One Mormon accountant,
Harry H. Russell, became so incensed at the time being wasted in
duplicate work in the five temples that were then operating that he
conducted a personal crusade for the indexing of all individuals who
had had ordinances done for them. Thus was born in 1927 the
Temple Records Index Bureau, which was essentially a giant card file
of every person whose name was put forward for a votive
ceremony.18 This eliminated most duplication. But note what it did not
control: the quality in terms of accuracy of the genealogical input that
was sent forward for temple-work. Bad egg, good egg, as long as the
name (and the dead human being to which it allegedly referred) had
not been processed earlier: as a system of genealogical quality
control this was curious.
An indirect form of quality control was that tried during the 1920s

when the central genealogical library limited access by letting
researchers work on only four surname lines at once and then only
those of their own ancestors. This did not really work, because
“Saints” anxious to save posthumously as many lost souls as
possible made up spurious family groupings to cover the fact that
they were actually transcribing the vital details – birth, marriage,
death – of individuals with whom they had no family connection.19

That fact leads us to a recognition of two fundamental problems
that lie at the base of the LDS genealogical program. The most basic
of these – one that has yet to be successfully addressed – is that
there has been for at least the past ninety years a desire for “Saints”
to be involved in retro-saving as many souls as possible. Hence,
temples need to have sufficient names available to keep the faithful
occupied in performing ceremonies for the dead. These pressures
have strongly militated against scrutinizing any given genealogical
item too closely.



The second problem – one that eventually was successfully
addressed – is that in logic there was no reason to restrict
genealogical data to persons who could be identified with an existing
Mormon family. President Woodruff’s attempt to restrict research to
an individual’s own family was a practical approach to a particular
problem, that of spiritual “adoptions,” but as a long-term genealogical
strategy, it was self-defeating, at least given the ambitions of the
church. If one accepted the Mormon genealogical mission as being
eventually to tie together all humankind, then one soon would hit a
point-of-sharply-diminishing returns if only the names of individuals
known to be direct ancestors of present-day Mormons were admitted
to the church’s data base. It would make more sense to store the
unattached names and then, when more work was done, these
names would fit into lineages. When a professional genealogist, a
Mormon, pointed this out in 1935, he was sharply slapped down. The
idea of extracting – watch that word, it is another important term of
art – individual names of those not having a Mormon familial
connection, was rejected as “inconsistent with and contrary to the
revealed word of the Lord on our responsibility in temple-work and
the established policy of the church as to our responsibility.”20
These two fundamental issues were pushed aside, even as the

genealogical activity of the “Saints” kept growing during the 1930s
and 40s. Fervent attempts were made to improve the quality of
submissions to the genealogical register in terms of the spelling of
names and the completeness of the information forms. In 1938 an
unfortunately named Censor Committee was established to check
for elementary completeness (full name, dates of birth and death,
etc.) of the material various “Saints” sent in for temple-work: half of
the submissions had to be rejected.21 As for tying together their own
families, Joseph Fielding Smith in 1943 estimated that “ninety-five
percent of those working on their own lines bungle the records in
compiling them, leading to confusion comparable to a tangled ball of
string.”22 This shows an admirable awareness of a problem, but it is a
secondary problem, really. The primary one – not ever directly
addressed – was how accurate were the widely scattered “Saints”



when dealing with the primary records from which they derived the
family record sheets they sent to Utah for central processing?”
Human error, stemming from individual “Saints” cobbling together

questionable lineages, compounded by the ever-increasing demand
for names to be cleared for temple-work, led to a significant doctrinal
change in the church and, as usual, it was accepted as a bit of
progressive revelation and not as a repudiation of previous practice:
which it definitely was. In the 1950s, the family catchment as the sole
basis for genealogical collection and for temple-work was quietly set
aside. Previous to1952, no sheaf of family data could be accepted
unless the “heir”– the oldest living, or dead member of the family –
was designated by the individual submitter of the data. That stopped
and instead the “heir” was designated, where necessary, from the
Genealogical Society’s now-extensive card-index. That took some of
the pressure off the central authorities to provide temple-ready
names for the ever-growing number of Mormon temples to work
with.23

That was a half-step and had nothing directly to do with primary
genealogical sources. The next was a big one, and it did improve
data quality. Ever since the late 1930s, when microfilm had been
shown to be a fast and reasonably permanent way of collecting large
amounts of primary data – birth rolls, parish registers, birth, death,
and marriage registrations, censuses of population, mortgage and
tax records, probate records, and more – the church had been
amassing a huge amount of raw historical data. Only in rare
instances could this primary material be quickly linked to any one
Mormon family. Yet, the names were those of real human beings who
now were in the spirit world and needed proxy baptisms,
endowments, and sealings if they were to have a full celestial
blessing. Given the need for more names to keep membership
morale up through participation in the rich liturgy of temple-work, the
solution was to begin a name extraction program in 1961, which
evolved into the “stake record extraction” program in 1978. The
extraction business involved practices that earlier had been
condemned: (a) recording genealogical data that had nothing to do



with one’s own family; (b) submitting single-person records rather
than family-based sheets; and (c) putting forward the names of these
individuals for temple-work, even though they had as yet no known
connection to any LDS family.24 This was a revolution: the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had gone from reconstructing
humanity by a linear method – beginning with known Mormons and
tracing them backwards to Father Adam – and now was using a
shotgun approach for the reconstruction of the family: recording and
baptizing everyone who had ever left a name and minimal personal
information (such as birth or death date) on the earthly record.
Ironically, President Woodruff had been suspicious of random

genealogical work because it was often wildly inaccurate. Yet the
modern name-extraction program turns out to provide the most
accurate data the LDS church possesses, at least if one uses
accuracy in the secular sense. In the version of name-extraction that
was farmed out to local wards, quality control was quite good. One
person did a primary deciphering of the microfilm, then a second one
did the same thing but without knowing what the first person had
recorded. Then a supervisor (now computer-aided) compared the
two and if there were differences, all three met to sort them out.25
This did not mean that the name-extractors had the vaguest idea
what the original records might mean in their historical context (try
figuring out nineteenth-century Lowland Scottish family patterns from
tenancy lists), but it at least makes probable that the transcription is
true to the primary record upon which it is based. In the present
century, the double-checking is done by computers: useful, but less
rigorous than having two or three pairs of eyes go over the same
material.

(Parenthetically, the one big drawback of the name-extraction
revolution in Mormon genealogical methods requires mention: that it
really irritates a lot of people. Many non-Mormons find impious,
intrusive, or arrogant the “Saints” digging up their ancestors, as it
were, and baptizing them as Mormons. This practice is especially
offensive to Jews, who certainly have a right to be sensitive about
Christian treatment of their heritage. Some Jews could not care less,



seeing Mormonism as a bizarre superstition. Others see it as an evil
one. “Baptism is the second ugliest word in the English language to a
Jew,” says Jewish activist and genealogist Gary Mokotoff: “The first
is gassed. The third is raped.”26 As a result of pressure from a group
of Holocaust survivors, aided by Senator Hillary Clinton, in 1995 the
LDS church promised to stop their policy of baptizing posthumously
victims of the Nazi death camps. With Orrin Hatch, senator from
Utah, brokering the deal, the church also agreed to take all Holocaust
victims and all deceased Jews who have no Mormon descendants
off the church’s International Genealogical Index, which registers
persons for whom at least baptism has been performed, and perhaps
other ordinances. Whether or not the celestial baptism is (or even
can be) undone is a matter beyond mortal discourse. It is not clear
whether LDS officials have kept their word; in any case, it is
impossible for the central authorities to know whether or not a name
submitted by a private individual reflects any Jewish heritage, so the
question actually is moot.)
Now, the key conclusion that follows from the Mormons’

introduction of their name-extraction program, with its wide base of
sources and its high level of accuracy of transcription of historical
records, is the historians’ second evidentiary paradox when dealing
with LDS data. (The first, remember, was that the LDS data are most
useful and most trustworthy to historians when they are used in the
form least compatible with Mormon purposes in collecting the data in
the first place: that is, using them to answer historians’ questions
about large historical groups, rather than about individuals.) The
second evidentiary paradox is this: if you really insist on using the
LDS material as a genealogical source, it is most likely to be accurate
(in the sense of being true to primary records) if you are not Mormon
and have not had Mormon ancestors. This follows unavoidably from
what we have discussed already: (a) the original data bank of the
Genealogical Society was built up mostly from submissions from
“Saints” who dealt with their own ancestral families. Many had a
Stakhanovite notion that in submitting as many names as fast as
possible they would save the most souls. From the late 1920s



onward, “duplication” of temple-work was practically controlled for,
but not the actual quality (or, reality, to use a cutting term) of the
original submission. And (b) since name-extraction began in 1962,
more of the names have been drawn from a wider variety of primary
sources, composed of persons who, at the time of the data-extraction
program inception, had no known connection with the LDS church or
with the genealogies of Mormons, either alive or dead; and the data
concerning the persons in the name-extraction programs were
recorded very carefully. Therefore it follows (to put it quantitatively),
at present the less apt you are to be a Mormon, the more accurate
your genealogy as derived from Mormon data bases is likely to be.

Because the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints believes in
progressive revelation (God has not spoken just once, but keeps on
speaking) one must not periodize their thought and practice too
tightly: it evolves. Nevertheless, it is fair to see the period from 1918
to 1976 as a distinct, if loosely boundaried area in their practice of
genealogy. If, in 1894, President Woodruff had tried to effect some
damage control as far as errors were concerned (he required
Mormons to work on their own family chains only) it was the
revelation of 1918 to President Joseph F. Smith of the potential for
doing missionary work among the dead that distinctly energized
genealogical work: one had to know the dead in order to evangelize
them. By 1976, the 1918 revelation was declared to be holy scripture
(it becomes The Doctrine and Covenants, section 138). Thus, the
foundation and first courses of the Mormons’ genealogical ziggurat
were in place: the great mountain depository of primary data, a
quickly growing, paper-based system that interlocked genealogical
and liturgical records, and a relatively new, exponentially expanding
pool of information on non-Mormon individuals.

Yet, the church was heading for trouble. As always, it was having
horrific problems with “duplication”: holy ordinances were sometimes
inadvertently performed over and over for the same individual. More
importantly, the church was faced with a frequent shortage of names.



In order to make the liturgical rites conducted in the various temples
continue smoothly, more and more names of as yet unsaved dead
persons were needed. This was a long-standing problem. It had
begun to be noticed in the 1940s27 and became more acute as the
number of living Mormons increased.
Then, in the last quarter of the twentieth century, a technical

breakthrough, combined with a massive growth and alternation in the
character of the LDS constituency, were permitted to effect a radical
alternation in Mormon liturgical practice. All this had a direct effect on
matters of genealogy.
In fact, these phenomena were part of a single self-spinning

system of change. In describing them separately, one should not
obviate the fact that they really were a synergistic system and no
aspect was independent of any other.
First, membership worldwide grew immensely. In 1950 there were

1.1 million Mormons in the world. In 1975 the number was roughly 4
million28 and the curve was still sharply rising. In 1994, membership
was approximately 9 million, and by 2004 it had risen to more than 12
million29 and was still increasing. Second, in the later 1990s, the
church reached the point where most of its membership was outside
the United States.30 This was a radical cultural shift from the 1960s
when most of the membership was in Utah and contiguous states. In
some degree, the success of the church outside of the United States
was a reflection of the prestige and, increasingly, the imperial power
of the USA in the second half of the twentieth century. More directly
consequent were factors internal to the LDS church itself: a
redirection of foreign missions to non-European areas and the
sacred revelation in 1978 that black-skinned people were eligible to
become full-privilege “Saints.”
Thirdly, these quantitative and cultural changes in LDS membership

were accompanied (and accelerated) by a transformation in liturgical
practice as sharp as that which occurred in the Roman Catholic
church in the same period. In the Mormon case, while participation
on the local level continued to be important, as Kathleen Flake notes,
the “primary indica” of church membership became participation in



temple worship.31 Cathedrals (an appropriate term for Mormon
temples, but one the LDS church avoids) had been few before mid-
twentieth century: eight temples in 1950, all in the US and western
Canada.32 The number was forty-seven in 1994 and 123 by the end of
2004.33 The majority of new temples from the mid-1990s onward were
built outside the Mormon belt in the western states and prairie
Canada; indeed, most were outside North America.
That in the latter decades of the twentieth century and in the early

years of the twenty-first century the number of temples grew even
faster than did Mormon church membership indicates that the focus
of Mormon liturgies was changing. The temples now became more
central. The pivotal liturgical prerequisite was a supply of the names
of specific dead persons so “Saints” could vicariously carry out for
them the temple ceremonies of baptism, sealing, and endowment.
The reader will notice that the system has at this point spun upside-
down: whereas the nineteenth-century causality was that one
needed “Saints” to engage in liturgical acts in order to save the dead,
now the twenty-first century situation is that one needs the dead in
order to permit “Saints” to perform these rituals. And, since these
temple rituals are increasingly the centrepiece of the faith, the
pressures on the genealogical section of the church is immense.
All of the preceding developments forced the LDS church into the

front edge of computer development for genealogical work and,
conversely, it was the investment of resources and ingenuity in vast
name-spewing computers that made possible the church’s later-
twentieth-century transformation.
Because present-day “Saints” are so conservative socially, it is

easy to make a big mistake: to assume that they are conservative
technologically. Just the opposite is true. As a by-product of the
hyper-optimism that enhues all aspects of Mormon belief – faith in
progressive revelation, belief that few humans ever go to Perdition,
and the doctrine that all believers can become gods in the afterlife –
technology is seen as something to be enthusiastically embraced.
Technological change, as produced by the God-given talents of
humankind, has the power to make the world better and better and



better. From the early twentieth century onward, many of the LDS elite
have been fascinated with practical science. Thus it was fully in
character with the faith that many of the brightest young Mormon
minds were at the front of several sectors of the computer revolution.
Most importantly in the present context, they took the lead in
developing complex name-recognition, storage, and linkage
programs that, when employed in LDS genealogical work, promised
not only to make life in the present world better but to improve the
after-life condition of millions of souls.
The Mormon computer revolution occurred so rapidly (and still is

occurring) that even the best-intended descriptions of it by LDS
scholars are confusing. Basically, from 1969 through 1991, five
generations of new computer systems were introduced. When
combined with new genealogical practices at the ward level, the
entire system turned into a massive intellectual engine. Today it
contains about 1 billion searchable names and another billion in raw
form34 which eventually will be searchable. Yet this achievement is
only the beginning of the Department’s quest to identify, as nearly as
possible, “all the people who have ever lived.”35
Such a powerful engine. Such a generous accompanying set of

new policies allowing outsiders free access and permitting
nonMormons to submit their ancestors’ names to the LDS data base.
The computer data base, it should be understood, has its origins in
three tributaries. The first is all the old material collected by hand on
index cards; the second is the continually growing body of material
“extracted” from primary sources. Much of this still comes in directly
from ward-based “Saints,” often working as part of a local collective
project on, say, one particular parish register. (Eventually, much of
this extraction will be done by computer and printed out digitally, but
the authorities do not want to talk much about this as yet.) And,
thirdly, there is “submitted” material. In the old days (meaning before
the 1970s) this material came almost entirely from church members
whose identity and sources, such as they were, were revealed to
other genealogists. Now, most of it comes in over the Internet from
anyone at all, and since 1991 privacy legislation and church policy



have made it hard to find out who and where the material comes
from. (More on that in a moment.)
The form the massive data base is arranged in is appropriate for

most Mormons today, but is headed for some cultural difficulties. The
data are arranged according to the classical model of the European
patrilineal family. This fits with LDS church doctrine of what a family
should be: Dad at the head, even in multiple-wife families, lifetime
marriage being the form of male-female bond, and children clearly
identifiable as to their maternal and paternal parentage. The basic
Mormon population in, say, 1900, was mostly of British Isles
extraction, with Scandinavian and German additions. This followed
from the point of origin of the original “Saints” (New England and the
northern tier or frontier states) and from a large migration from Great
Britain, especially from the city of Liverpool and surrounding areas of
Lancashire where early Mormon missionaries had concentrated their
work. Also, many old Mormon families prized their intermarriage with
Scandinavian families who had converted in the Old Country and
migrated to Utah. This had the practical effect of leading Mormon
genealogists to embrace Scandinavian mythology and to build
linkages between their historical ancestors and figures who clearly
were mythic Nordic entities. As late as the 1960s, the majority of
Mormons lived in Utah and came from the same ethnic background
as a century previously, so the unconscious acceptance of white
European family structure as the norm for the world made sense, as
did the concentration of energy primarily upon collecting British, Irish,
German, and Scandinavian data and with filling the library with
European books. In practical terms, if one looks up an individual in
the LDS data base – say, of a person of whom you are writing a
biography – you will find if you are lucky, a lovely “pedigree chart”
(the LDS church’s term). It is a visual reification of the church’s white-
European cultural assumptions. It is set sideways, and in the centre
is the person (referred to as “ego” in anthropological kin-studies) you
are interested in. That person’s parents are then shown in a forked
diagram (with the male always closer to the top of the page) and then
another set of forked diagrams for the grandparents. And so on



backwards, sometimes for dozens of generations. These pedigrees
are good about preserving female names when they are available,
but when they are not, the women are simply declared to be – for
example – “Mrs Merfyn Ap Rhodri,” whether or not there is evidence
of marriage or whether or not the use of the term “Mrs” is historically
appropriate: in the example that I just gave, it was not, for the case
comes from Wales in the ninth century. This sort of thing is not fatal,
so long as one is aware of it and one is dealing with a British-Isles or
European-based family history. Appropriate correction is easy
enough, and the data base can produce some marvelous
suggestions that can serve as the basis for direct primary historical
work.
Where the present Mormon system is marching into a conundrum

the size of the Everglades is elsewhere. Since the beginning of the
twenty-first century, more “Saints” live outside the USA than within,
and the cultural assumptions that underlie the present system of
recording and organizing data often do not hold. Indeed, even within
the USA there are problems. For example, consider the LDS church’s
desire to reunite genealogically with the descendants of the so-called
Lamanites – the Amerindians. Even if the “Saints” do unearth enough
data to trace most Native Americans back to the early fifth century
when the Lamanites wiped out the Nephites (a decidedly
unpromising task), the fact is that their model of continuity is not
going to work: several of the major Amerindian groups were
matrilineal. And so too were several Polynesian societies and African
groups. As the church expands rapidly in Latin America, Polynesia,
and Africa, it will increasingly embrace new “Saints” who, whatever
their family pattern today, did not meld with the Mormon template as
recently as two or three generations ago. Their genealogies will not
fit the basic European charts. And matrilinealities are easy as
compared to double-descent systems; and what in the world are the
LDS genealogists going to do with the ancient Chinese descent
system? If anybody can ever solve such problems, and merge the
answers with all the existing European charts, surely it will be the
Mormons, but I would be happier if they were not so confident before



they start about exactly where all the work will lead: back to Father
Adam, in 4004 BCE, give or take a year or two.
It is no secret that professional genealogists (by which I mean

people who make a living producing pedigrees on a client-pays basis
and, often, by lecturing on genealogy) have long had a love-hate
relationship with the Mormons. They deride the LDS church’s work
(the motto, “never endorse a competitor,” holds whatever the
product), and at the same time they often use Mormon sources to
key their own research. The biggest complaint about LDS
genealogical work that is not mere cheap-shotting is that most of the
Mormon data are from voluntary submissions. Tracings from old
family Bibles and sheaves of family records arranged according to
the “heirship system,” were the basis of the church’s original
genealogical card index. And today hundreds of thousands of
computer submissions of individual names are made annually by the
general public (mostly, still by LDS members, but increasingly by
others).
In contrast, an organization such as the New England

Genealogical Society, which has its own for-fee data base, is proud
that it contains no information contributed by the general public but
rather all material is derived from scholarly sources.36 That is
excellent and is certainly a rational choice of method for operating a
genealogical system. However, merely damning the general public
and disparaging their voluntarily submitted data rather misses the
point (aside from unfairly implying that the general public has no
access to scholarly sources and that private data bases are
necessarily the product of high competence in scholarly activity). It
misses the point because evaluating the difference between the two
systems (assuming each works equally well in its own way) is a
question of what one wants to do with the data. What story do you
want, a tight and narrow one or a broad and loose one? The material
recorded in the front and back of all those old family Bibles and
copies of the Book of Mormon that made it to Utah would never be
found or substantiated in a million years by the usual modes of
scholarly documentation – much less the oral material from



grandparents that served as the basis for the first few years of family
lineage sheets. Much of the genealogy of New England (and a fair bit
of that of the United Kingdom) ties into this early material, yet most of
it would not make it into the front door of a probate court: the form in
which it survives is a set of derived records, not originals. So, at
some point one asks, “Do I want to take the high road and get 100
percent accuracy and almost no results – or 30 percent accuracy and
a lot of hits?” Thirty percent of something is a lot more than 100
percent of nothing. Take your pick. And then do your own verification.
Instead of damning all voluntary submission programs, let us look

at how the LDS church tries to keep its voluntary submissions on track
at the present time. Their online help could hardly be better. They
provide researchers with blank forms designed to record all pertinent
details of ancestors found in most of the western European, English,
Scottish, Irish, Canadian, and United States censuses and the most
common form of church records. These work-sheets include places
to record exactly where each item is found and thus are potentially
useful to future researchers who want to get quickly to a proper take-
off point for their own work. They are the sort of data-record sheets a
professional historian would use if he or she were constructing a
large-sample history project.
Then the procedure goes wobbly: at present, when transmitting the

material to the central LDS genealogical authorities, there is no
provision for providing citations for where the primary material on
which the names and dates are found is located!37 The church
authorities are interested only in checking that no previous temple-
work has been done for the people involved – the “duplication”
problem they have so long worried about. If no duplication is found
and unless there is something preposterous in the information
submitted (such as someone living for 200 years or being born at the
North Pole), the material is sent out to a temple for proxy baptism
and subsequent endowment and sealing. Thus, although the
voluntary submissions often (I think, usually) are basically accurate,
they cannot ever be checked in a large sample replication study. So,
the final answer to the question that I posed early in this chapter:



“what do replication studies show about the fundamental research
design and the technical quality of the work?” is that one will never
know, as the basic record collection process precludes wide-scale
replication.
Yet, individual genealogists now-and-again are able to check

specific items. This is fairly hard work, but in material submitted
before 1991 (when privacy codes started to require limiting some
parts of the data base to LDS members), the name and address of the
submitter(s) was often provided and one could write to that person.
On some items a microfilm number was given. Almost always,
however, that item turns out not to be a primary source but rather a
microfilm record of a register of church ordinances performed,
sealings being the ones which required – and thus provide – the
most genealogical information. And, with experience, one comes to
know from the microfilm batch number if the information comes from
an individual or from the more rigorous “extraction” method.
Unfortunately, items submitted after 1991 are now nearly impossible
for non-Mormons to check for origin, a pity, as at present, patron-
submitted items are roughly half the new names being added to the
data base.38 Members of the church have a registration number and
a password derived from their confirmation date, so they often can
learn the names of post-1991 submitters.
Millions of names are coming in each year and “in 1987 submission

policies permitted the clearance [for temple ordinances] of people
with incomplete names, estimated dates, and places of birth or
marriage unknown; this change meant that virtually any person
known to have lived could be cleared for ordinance work.”39 After
liturgical entry, these persons would be listed in the International
Genealogical Index without any realistic chance of outsiders doing
source verification.
Still, there is all that “extracted” material that has been taken from

primary sources. It comprises about half the material in the present
data base40 and that proportion is apt to remain stable even as the
base expands. As I mentioned earlier, on “extracted” material the
quality checks are very good at the level of data entry. Where they



are weak is at the level of historical context. Names and associated
births, marriages, and deaths are easy to mangle unless one knows
the precise historical context, which few extractors (and even fewer
computers) understand. Here is one example from St. Margaret’s
Bay, Nova Scotia, which was the subject of litigation early in the
twenty-first century. (The case itself is covered under lawyer
privilege, so I will not identify the families involved or the precise
locale.) As often happens, a land ownership dispute rested on a
genealogical chain, this one running back to the mid-nineteenth
century. It should have been easy to resolve, for the Mormons had
microfilmed all the local censuses and then some ward, as its
genealogical project, had dutifully alphabetized everything. All the
material was useless, however, because this area had only a few
family names and generation-after-generation the families had used
only a limited number of first names. Hence, to tell who somebody
actually was, one needed not just two names and to know an event
or two – birth, marriage, death – but also where the individual lived.
Not having formal street numbers, one could only figure out who-
was-who and who-was-parent-to-whom by knowing what road they
lived on and who their neighbours were: that’s how the census takers
worked; they walked from house to house and down mile after mile
of concession roads. When the Mormons alphabetized things, not
only did they get everything wrong (lumping together two or three
persons who had the same name), they then provided the locals with
a lovely set of microfilms which the locals accepted gratefully and
then let their original records go to ruin.
The area where the name-extraction program is most apt to be

accurate (within the limits of some very dodgy primary data) is in the
period before, roughly, 1500, and also on subjects involving royalty.
Those are the areas that attract the greatest number of nutcases
among genealogists and the church has wisely fenced them out. The
instructions to those who are doing such work are unambiguous.
Information about royalty or persons who lived before AD 1500 is
difficult to verify. “Before preparing the names of such people for
[church] ordinances, write or call the Family History Department,



Medieval Families Unit… The Medieval Families Unit will help you
determine whether your information is correct.”41 Effectively, this is
the one genealogical sector where the LDS authorities provide a
qualitative check on material and do so at the level of adjudging how
good the original sources are.
How good are these judges? Quite expert, I suspect, but one needs

to be a broad-based medievalist to render an opinion with any
authority. In the only area where I have a small knowledge, the
genealogical patterns of pre-Norman Ireland, I ran a simple
experiment. This consisted of comparing a representative line of the
kings of Leinster from Donncuan (reigned 1014–16) backwards to
Ailill (reigned 527-?) and then compared this to the most recent
scholarly statements of that line.42 This is a tough area of
scholarship, for the Irish annals are awkwardly arranged and also
were tinkered with as various families rose or fell. Still, once one
deals with problems of orthography (approved spellings of ancient
Irish names keep changing) and of fictitious females in the
genealogy (every king had to have a Mrs King, for reasons of LDS
family ideology), the Mormon material was consonant with the best
recent scholarship: impressively so.43

The one place where the experts of the Medieval Families Unit
seem to go wrong consistently is at the start of many lines. Inevitably,
these are almost all royal or aristocratic lines since the rulers were
the ones who paid for professional memory-keepers to memorialize
their ancestry. Most of the historical sources (if such they are) for this
material lie in collections of ancient oral material that were written
down, in the usual case, after the introduction of Christianity. In the
early written sources of Ireland, Wales, Scotland, Scandinavia,
Iceland, and Germany, genealogy and mythology mixed together. In
virtually every case, a monarch traced his own roots back to a pre-
Christian god. When Christianity became dominant, in each of these
places the keepers of the records scrambled to rid the pedigrees of
pagan elements. They did this by euhemerising the gods: turning the
old gods in the aristocratic genealogies into recognizable (if often
oversized) human beings. The Mormon genealogists miss this in



many cases and in others, where the gods have not been
humanized, the genealogists often do the euhemerising for
themselves. Thus, for example, if one looks up the LDS pedigree of
the (probably mythical) Skjold, king of the Danes (allegedly born c.
237) one finds him married to Gefion and having Odin as a father and
Frigg as a mother, all these being north-European gods. His parents,
Odin and Frigg, are reported as living in “Asgard, Asia, or Eastern
Europe.” Asgard of course is the Scandinavian heaven where
several deities live and where Valhalla is located. King Skjold’s line is
eventually traced back to Godwulf who was supposedly born about
the year 80 CE. Without trying very hard, one can find several
hundred examples of this sort of thing in the Mormon pedigrees. I
think the problem here is that even among their experts in early
medieval history, the credulity of the “Saints” concerning god-figures
follows directly from the habits of mind formed by their immersion in
the Mormon scriptures. If one can accept The Book of Mormon, The
Pearl of Great Price, and The Doctrine and Covenants without
flinching at the largely fictive and polytheistic nature of the material,
one is programmed to accept the multiple god-figures of early
European genealogies without noticing that one is dealing with
something unusual and inappropriate to modern historical practice.
Finally, how well does the LDS machinery merge all the name-

extraction material and all the submissions by LDS church members
and by the general public? Because the data storage and search
engines that the Mormons employ are evolving so rapidly, it is
profitless to describe in detail what one finds in the data bank.
However, almost certainly the data bank will continue to store just
two basic categories of data (however many separate sub-sections
or categories appear on the computer menu). These are information
on dead persons (1) for whom church ordinances have yet to be
performed and (2) the names and details of persons for whom
temple-work has been at least partially accomplished. This second
file is called the International Genealogical Index and usually (but not
always) is the place one is most apt to find a lineage for any given
person. However, one must remember that this genealogical usage



is a secondary employment of the IGI. “The primary purpose of the IGI,
however, from the [Genealogical] Department’s perspective,
continued to be as an index to ordinances.”44 If the record of a
liturgical act is later found to clash with new genealogical data, the
ordinances prevail. The celestial realm is forever.
Granting that, one finds some impressively long genealogies in the

International Genealogical Index and the other files. Perhaps they
are true to primary records, perhaps not. In most cases they are
beyond verification, as I have explained earlier. However, when one
encounters a “pedigree” of any length, the key check that can easily
be performed is based on simple common sense. If, as is sometimes
the case, a woman is reported as having a child at an age over 100
years, or if a person is credited with being a sire or a dam at age two,
torch the lineage from that point. And, be particularly wary if you find
an especially desirable ancestor in your own “pedigree”: Mayflower
figures or the like. Take one Mayflower example, that of the enigmatic
Peter Brown (or Browne). Said to have been the ship’s carpenter, he
was one of the signers of the Mayflower compact. He is an ancestor
prized by a certain type of snob and a battle of pamphlets and
articles has raged over his poorly recorded body for at least a
century. The point is: note how someone keen on having Brown
sealed into his or her Mormon line in heaven chronicled the
successive generations of his lineage (I am beginning with the early
material, and including only the male parent and his birth, death, and
locations):

– Christopher Browne. Born about 1482, of Swan Hall, Hawkendon,
Suffolk. Died 3 July 1538, Hawkedon, Suffolk.

– Thomas Browne. Born about 1533, Swan Hall, Hawkendon, Suffolk.
Died December, 1590, Swan Hall, Hawkedon, Suffolk.

– Peter Brown. Born 1596/98, of Hawkendon, Suffolk. Died 4 October
1633, Plymouth, Massachusetts.

– Edward Brown. Born 9 September 1586, of Inkburrow Parish,
Worcestershire. Died after 1610, Inkburrow Parish, Worcestershire.



– Nicholas Brown. Born 1601, of Inkburrow Parish, Worcestershire.
Died 16 Nov. 1694, Reading, Middlesex, Massachusetts.

The obvious point here is that even if the sketchy details of Peter
Brown’s lineage are right – and Peter Brown’s having been born a
half dozen years after the death of his father is noteworthy – there is
no way that he was the father of Edward Brown of Worcestershire,
since Edward (gen. 4) was born a dozen or so years before the birth
of Peter (gen.3). That someone keen to have a Mayflower ancestor
intercalated Peter Brown into the line of Edward Brown of
Worcestershire is clear. What is not so clear is how even the most
enthusiastic of soulsavers (in the old days of the human checking of
“pedigrees” for temple-work) or even the most rudimentary of
computer programs could let slip through the plonking great
impossibility of a lineage having someone’s being born before his
own father’s birth. Or, for that matter, how in the world did Peter
Brown come to be born so long after the death of his putative father?
Such errors can be found scores of times in even a couple of
hundred searches down some of the longer LDS “pedigree” lines.
Since so many errors are now sealed forever in the celestial

sphere, it is perhaps supererogatory to recall one important point
about genealogical lines. Unlike wide-lens social historical studies,
which can stand a certain degree of error and correct for it
quantitatively, there is no statistical technique for correcting an error
in a lineage. If an error enters a genealogical line, then at that point
either (a) the line must stop dead in its tracks until new and correct
information can be found or (b) everything that follows from that point
is in error. Anyone who can find a full Mormon “pedigree” that runs
from the present back to, say, 100 CE that does not contain at least
one of these rudimentary errors (never mind lack of adhesion to
primary sources) is witnessing a miracle. Yet, all of us, “Saints” and
“Gentiles” alike, are being built into one massive narrative, an all-
encompassing story of the human race.
Enjoy the process – but never forget that it is a really good story,

nothing more, nothing less.



Back to basics: Surnames "after the roof"
from Czech Genealogy for Beginners

There are many specifics in Czech genealogy, and one of the most 
confusing aspects is naming people "after the roof" or household. 
What exactly are surnames "after the roof"? In which areas can we find 
them? How did they originate, and are they still in use?

What are surnames "after the roof"?

There isn't a simple answer to this question, but I'll do my best to 
explain. I've previously explained how surnames were created, and this 
also holds true for surnames "after the roof."

Let's start with a fairy-tale. Once upon a time, there was a farmer named 
Jan Vrba. He built a house for himself and his family in a small village in 
Southern Bohemia. It was a new house, and everyone knew that the 
Vrba family lived there. The family lived happily, but one day, Jan was 
fatally injured by an ox and passed away. He was young, as was his 
wife Anna. They had three children, and Anna couldn't manage the 

household alone.

She decided to remarry and chose a handsome, slightly younger man 
from the neighborhood, the second son of a wealthy farmer. His name 
was Václav Straka. They married, and Václav moved into the house that 
Jan Vrba had built. Everyone still referred to it as Vrba's house 
because the Vrba family continued to reside there. Despite the fact 
that Anna should technically be called Straková (recall my blog post 
about female surnames), she was still referred to as Vrbová. As for her 
new husband, neighbors started to call him Václav Vrba since he now 
lived in the Vrba house.

Anna and Václav had more children, some born with the surname Vrba 
and others with the surname Straka, as they were born in Vrba's house 
to a father whose original surname was Straka. Almost no one 
remembered Václav's original surname, except for the priest who 
married Anna and Václav, but even he occasionally wrote down Vrba 
instead of Straka. Václav knew he was Straka, but he understood why 
his neighbors called him Vrba—he had married Vrbová and moved into 
her house.

Then came the year 1786 when Emperor Josef II issued a decree 
instructing people with multiple surnames (as was the case with 
Václav) to choose only one and use it exclusively. Václav and Anna sat 
down with their children, and after much discussion, they decided to 
choose the surname Straka since it was Václav's original surname.

This was now official, but neighbors continued to call him Vrba. Since 
everyone in the village knew him by this name, he was recorded in the 
registry as "Václav Straka jinak Vrba" when he passed away. The word 
"jinak" is crucial here. I've prepared a table of these auxiliary words 
that you can find in the registries.

Czech/Latin / English
aka / known as
aliter / or/else
jinak / else/or
neb / or
recte / correctly
správně / correctly
vel / also
vulgo / called

In which areas are the surnames "after the roof" most common? 

Definitely in Southern Bohemia, where surnames "after the roof" were 
frequently used. You can find them in registries, seigniorial registers, 
cadastral books, and many other sources.

You can also find them in Moravian Wallachia, a mountainous area in the 
eastern part of Moravia. However, these surnames are not as common 
here as in Southern Bohemia. In other parts of Bohemia, Moravia, and 
Silesia, you can encounter them, but fortunately, not too frequently.

How did they originate?

The origins of the oldest household surnames often remain shrouded 
in mystery because we lack written records that could help us identify 
the original holder of these surnames.

These surnames were typically "given" to a man who married a widow 
or a farmer's daughter and moved into her house. Subsequently, they 
were passed on to a new owner of an old house. For example, Jiří 
Vávra and his family purchased a house from Jakub Peleška in a 
nearby village. When Jiří moved in, neighbors started calling him Jiří 
Peleška.

Are they still in use?

Yes, despite the presumption that these surnames should have 
disappeared around 200 years ago, they are still in use, primarily in 
small villages. When a newcomer arrives, people begin calling them by 
the name of the house they now reside in. For example, we bought a 
house that originally belonged to the Janda family (originally, around 
230 years ago in this case). Everyone knows where Janda's house is, 
but not too many people know where the Lednický family lives. Sad, 
but true. :)

Reprinted from Czech Genealogy for Beginners



The Quest for the Real-Life
Treasures of Atari’s
Swordquest
In the 1980s Atari offered golden treasures
as gaming prizes, most of which were lost
to time. Until now.



Whatever happened to the lost treasures of Swordquest?
(Atari/Atari Mania/Used with Permission)

A solid gold sword. A diamond-encrusted chalice. A



bejeweled talisman. Playing Atari in the 1980s, these were
some of the prizes you could win—not delivered in pixel form
on a screen, but as real-world treasures placed in the palm
of your hand.
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Atari commissioned five such prizes worth a total
of $150,000, all to promote their new fantasy adventure
game series, Swordquest. The Swordquest contest, one of
the most audacious in video game history, offered players
the chance to go on a digital quest for real treasure. They
would follow a trail of esoteric clues from video game to
comic book to live tournament, all for the chance to win
real prizes valued at tens of thousands of dollars.

The contest began in spectacular fashion, but in the middle
of it all, before all the prizes had been awarded, the whole
thing was abruptly cancelled. The undistributed treasures
seemed to disappear, their whereabouts a 30-year
mystery. Until now.

Swordquest was an innovative, and ultimately aborted,



series of fantasy adventure games that ran one of the most
audacious contests in the history of gaming, asking brave
players to follow a trail of esoteric clues from video game to
comic book to a live tournament, all for the chance to win IRL
quest prizes, like a large gem in a golden box or a jewel-
studded crown of gold, each worth tens of thousands of
dollars.

By the early 1980s, Atari, Inc. was at the pinnacle
of its success. Dreaming big wasn’t a problem. The company
ruled the burgeoning video game market, pulling in millions
of dollars a year with its Atari 2600 home gaming system
alone. One of the system’s most acclaimed games was a
fantasy adventure called, well, Adventure. Released in late
1979, this game, filled with dragons with names like Grundle
and Yorgle, quickly became a classic title, spurred on by its
unique hidden clue known as the “Gray Dot.” This rogue pixel
could be moved around to find a secret room that displayed
the programmer’s name.

Atari historian Curt Vendel, co-author of the 2012 book, Atari
Inc.: Business is Fun, told us that in the wake of this Easter
egg becoming popular among players, “marketing thought it
would be a great idea to create a series of games where
players would have to find clues both in the game [and in its
physical materials].”

This proposed sequel to Adventure was the project that



morphed into the ambitious crossover event series,
Swordquest.

In 1982, Atari was owned by Warner Communications, which
happened to own a pair of other companies, DC Comics, and
the Franklin Mint. As development on the Adventure sequel
continued that year, the project began to expand, becoming
a full-fledged crossover incorporating comic books from DC
and bejeweled prizes from the Franklin Mint. With the help of
game designer Tod Frye, who says he was, “pretty much the
sole initiator and creative spirit behind the whole Swordquest
thing,” the Swordquest mythos was born, incorporating
elements of fantasy gaming, astrology, and the kabbalah,
into a multimedia contest that was equal parts Willy Wonka
and The Last Starfighter.



Behold the treasures of Swordquest. (Atari/Internet Archive)



The plan was to release a quartet of Swordquest games,
each based around one of the four elements—Earthworld,
Fireworld, Waterworld, and Airworld. Each game would come
with a tie-in comic book that gave a more detailed telling of
the game’s story than the pixelated graphics the Atari 2600
could achieve. These comic books would also hide clues
that, if correctly deciphered, could earn a player entry into a
final tournament.

The winner of each game’s tournament would receive a
special treasure ripped straight from the pages of the comic,
and brought to life by the Franklin Mint, with real gemstones
and gold. The winner of the Earthworld tournament would
win the “Talisman of Penultimate Truth;” the Fireworld
contest would award the “Chalice of Light;” the Waterworld
winner would earn the “Crown of Life;” and the champion of
Airworld would be awarded the “Philosopher’s Stone.”

In addition to these prizes, the four winners would then
compete for a final, ultimate prize: “The Sword of Ultimate
Sorcery!” Each of the first four treasures was valued at
around $25,000, while the sword was valued at $50,000.



The quest begins… (Atari/Atari Mania/Used with Permission)

The Swordquest series officially began in October of 1982
with the release of Swordquest: Earthworld. In the game,



players moved through a series of rooms, each one
corresponding to a Zodiac sign. They had to place specific
items in each to uncover numeric clues that would point to
word clues in the accompanying comic book. For instance,
leaving the Grappling Hook in the Cancer room, and the
Rope in the Leo room, would reveal the number clue “25 - 6.”
This led players to page 25, panel six of the Earthworld
comic book where the word “THE” was hidden within the
background illustration.

The accompanying comic book, written by comic book
greats Gerry Conway and Roy Thomas and illustrated by
George Perez, told the tale of twins Tarra and Torr as they
embarked on a quest to defeat the evil Tyrannus and collect
the very same prizes that players were trying to win in the
real world.

The comic included 10 different words hidden throughout its
52 pages. But the contest entry form only asked for five
words. This final step was deciphered by noticing the words
“prime” and “number” were colored purple in the comic
book’s introduction. This clue indicated that only the words
found on prime numbered pages were correct.

In the end, players who wrote in with the phrase, “QUEST IN
TOWER TALISMAN FOUND” were awarded the title of
“Supreme Sage of Sorcery” by Atari (people with three to
four correct words were named “Wise Warrior,” and those



with only one or two were dubbed “Brave Venturer”), and
their names were entered in for a chance to join the final
Earthworld tournament.

Earthworld sold around 500,000 copies, and around 5,000
players ended up submitting their answers to the final
tournament. Of all those, only eight Supreme Sages of
Sorcery submitted the correct words, granting them access
to the competition. In May of 1983, the tournament was held
at Atari headquarters in California. Each of the eight players
was given a specially programmed version of Earthworld to
complete in under 90 minutes. Stephen Bell, an unemployed
20-year-old from Detroit, took home the victory after he
completed the game in just 46 minutes. Bell was given the
Talisman of Penultimate Truth, a solid gold pendant inlaid
with diamonds and other precious stones. It was also hung
with a small, white gold sword.



Stephen Bell and the Talisman of Penultimate Truth. (Atari
Mania/Used with Permission) 

For his part, Bell wasn’t so entranced by the fantasy of the
prize. When asked what he was going to do with the
$25,000 boondoggle, he said, “No plans yet. I didn’t really
expect to win … Maybe I’ll get a car. I’ve never had one.”

By the time the Earthworld tournament concluded, the next
game in the series, Fireworld, had already been on
shelves for three months. Players were already on their way



to conquering the second volume’s mysteries.
Unlike Earthworld’s map, which was based on the houses of
the zodiac, the layout of Fireworld was based on the Tree of
Life from the Kabbalah. The gameplay was much the same
as in the previous game. Players put items in specific rooms
to get clues leading to the comic book, where Tarra and Torr
continued their adventures.

Again, 10 words were hidden within the comic book, with
only five of them being the correct ones. The meta-clue in
the Fireworld comic book was the word “seven,” once again
in the introduction, but this time called out by a different
font. This indicated that only the hidden words found on
page numbers adding up to seven were correct. For
example, the word “leads” was hidden on page 16; 1+6=7.
The winning phrase included the words “LEADS TO
CHALICE POWER ABOUNDS.”



Can you find the hidden word in this shot from the
Earthworld comic? (Atari/Internet Archive)

Unlike the small number of winners who had deciphered the
Earthworld riddles, the response to the Fireworld puzzles
was much larger. Again, Atari sent out certificates awarding
honorary titles to everyone who submitted. Those with one-
to-two words correct were named “Valiant Stripling;” those
with three-to-four words correct were called “Master
Pathfinder;” and those who had cracked the whole code
were dubbed a “Knight of Chalice.” This time, Atari had so
many winners that it had to whittle down the number of



contestants, from 73 to a manageable 50, by having each
Knight of Chalice submit a written essay about what they
liked about the game.

With the field narrowed to 50, the Fireworld tournament was
finally held in January of 1984. Like the previous
competition, each player competed using a specially
programmed version of the game at Atari headquarters. This
time the contest was won by Michael Rideout from Aiken,
South Carolina, who beat the game in 50 minutes using the
knowledge of the Tree of Life he had garnered while
dabbling in tarot. Rideout won the Chalice of Light, a
fantasy-styled pimp cup made of gold and platinum,
studded with diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and pearls.



Michael Rideout and the Chalice of Light. (Atari Mania/Used
with Permission)

Then came Waterworld, the third, and unexpectedly final
installment of the Swordquest games. Unlike the previous
games, Waterworld was given a limited release in February
of 1984, being made available only to official Atari Club
members who mailed away for the game. The layout of this



installment was based on the seven spiritual chakras popular
in New Age belief, making for a smaller map than ever
before, with just eight rooms to explore. Once again, the
clues pointed towards the comic book adventures of Tarra
and Torr, this time looking for the words, “HASTEN TOWARD
REVEALED CROWN.”

Unfortunately for the anxious Atari Club members who took
the time to solve Waterworld’s puzzles, the entire
Swordquest campaign was abruptly cancelled in the middle
of 1984. Most of those who had already entered were told
they didn’t qualify for the contest any longer (more on that
below), and both Rideout and Bell were given $15,000 and
an Atari 7800 as compensation for being unable to compete
for the Sword of Ultimate Sorcery. Work had begun on both
the game and comic book of Airworld, which would have
been patterned after the I Ching, but neither was ever
created, and the story was never finished. It seemed that
Tyrannus finally won.



The meta-clue in the Waterworld comic book. (Atari/Internet
Archive) 

The contest’s cancellation was a result of Atari being
purchased by controversial gaming CEO Jack Tramiel, and
his new company Tramel Technology. The video game
industry had been in a swift decline since 1983, and Atari
had finally bottomed out by mid-1984, allowing Tramiel to
purchase Atari Inc. and its intellectual property for a song.
During this time, Atari’s various divisions were sold and
reassigned. Somewhere in that tornado of business, the
remaining treasures of Swordquest were seemingly lost.

In an interview in 2005, Rideout confirmed that he still had
the chalice, which he kept in a safe deposit box. The fate of
the talisman is a bit more murky, although in that same
interview, Rideout says that he’d heard Bell had it melted



down by a coin dealer for college money, only keeping the
white gold sword. Vendel confirmed that Bell had in fact
melted down the amulet for cash.  

As to the Crown of Life that would have been given to the
winner of the Waterworld competition, Vendel says that it
was awarded, but during a semi-secret tournament, the
winner of which has never been revealed. “Under contract,
Warner was obligated to complete the contest for
Waterworld, because players had submitted correct
answers, and the game was sold to the public based on the
fact that whomever solves the puzzle in the game would be
awarded a prize,” says Vendel.

“They held a very quiet, non-public contest with the
10 people who solved the Waterworld contest. The crown
was awarded to the third prize winner.” While we could find
no hard evidence of this contest, Vendel says the contest
had to take place by law.



Is this the Sword of Ultimate Sorcery? (Atari Mania/Used with
Permission)

Since Airworld was never completed or sold, that game’s
contest did not take place. The Philosopher’s Stone and the
Sword of Ultimate Sorcery were also thought to be lost,
though Vendel says they were destroyed. The popular myth
is that the remaining prizes were included in Tramiel’s
purchase of Atari Inc., and that he held onto them—
specifically, that the Sword of Ultimate Sorcery hung over
Tramiel’s mantelpiece. (Tramiel passed away in 2012.)



Even lead designer Frye told us that he believed the prizes
went to Tramiel. “As best I can determine, [the remaining]
three prizes were part of the Atari assets, and were
transferred to the Trameil family in ‘84,” he says. Vendel,
however is vehement that this is all fantasy. “[What] did not
belong to Atari, nor was purchased by Tramel Technologies
were the Swordquest prizes, because they were owned by
Warner Communications, and were being held by Franklin
Mint,” he says. “They’re not sitting on Jack Tramiel’s mantel,
nor is the sword sitting over Jack Tramiel’s fireplace. He
never had the rights or access to the [prizes].”

According to Vendel, the rumor stems from an Atari
employee who did see a sword over the mantel, but it was a
family heirloom, not the Swordquest sword.



In the end, no one was able to grab the Sword of Ultimate
Sorcery. (Atari/Internet Archive) 

So what did happen to the Philosopher’s Stone and the
Sword of Ultimate Sorcery? Vendel told us he got the scoop
from a former member of Warner management. “Once Atari
was sold, those prizes languished at Franklin Mint,” he says.
“At some point Franklin Mint disposed of them. They were
not retained, because why would they retain the prizes? It’s a
lot easier just to smelt it back down and turn them into gold
coins or other things they could sell.”



It seems that most of the lost treasures of Swordquest are
just that: lost. But like with any great adventure there is still
the glimmer of hope that the Crown of Life is still out there
somewhere, awarded to some anonymous gamer who, all
this time, has been a secret king.
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Abstract

The worlds of games are important places for us to think about time, as demonstrated by

historical game studies in evaluating the past, but there is a role for games to help us

consider the future as well. Because games are, to some extent, systems, they facilitate a

systems thinking approach that connects the material to the immaterial. Because games also

tend to be action-based, they allow thinking through of acts as well as representations.

Games allow us to think about a time and place that is different from the present and how it

might operate as a system that we could live in. I argue that a post-autonomist method of

game analysis requires an explicitly political interpretation that is focused on trying to

imagine a political future through experiments in gaming.

Introduction

This article revisits the intellectual history behind Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter’s

Games of Empire (2009) and builds on their work to think further about how we might

politically analyse games, especially in relationship to new forms of social organisation in the

future. The worlds of games are important places for us to think about time, as

demonstrated by historical game studies in evaluating the past, but there is a role for games

to help us consider the future as well. Because games are, to some extent, systems, they

facilitate a systems thinking approach that connects the material to the immaterial. Because

games also tend to be action-based, they allow thinking through of acts as well as

representations. Games allow us to think about a time and place that is different from the

present and how it might operate as a system that we could live in. Our speculation on the

future can make use of games that both do and do not align with our individual politics. We

do not need to see games as representing only the world we want to live in but also to think
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about worlds to avoid, as both utopian and dystopian projections of the future can shape our

acts in the present.

The role that Games of Empire (2009) plays in this picture is to expose the alignments and

disjunctures between the ideologies that a game presents and the means by which games

are produced. The possible futures offered by different games can be critiqued in

relationship to their conditions of production. Games of Empire emerges out of games

studies, but perhaps, it owes a greater intellectual debt to the history of post-autonomist

Marxist scholarship. Dyer-Witheford was among the first anglophone interlocutors of

autonomism in media studies with his work Cyber-Marx (1999), and this trajectory continues

into Games of Empire with de Peuter. Unlike Cyber-Marx, which draws a great deal on the

Italian autonomia movements of Italy in the 1960s and 1970s, Games of Empire takes the post-

autonomist work of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire trilogy (2000, 2004, 2009) as its

reference point. The question raised is simply worded but impossibly complex: what is the

future we are after?

In this article, I argue that the historical game studies framework of experimenting with

history through games can also be used to open up politically useful gaming experiments for

the future. Indeed, as I will show, the post-autonomist lineage that Dyer-Witheford and de

Peuter draw upon is predicated on theories of political resistance that are developed

through experimentation in new social forms. I argue that games can be a component for

thinking about the possibilities that the future might hold, both for understanding how we

might organise economically but also for thinking about what problems we might face. Like

video games, post-autonomism concerns itself with a practical focus on the future. I argue

that a post-autonomist method of games analysis requires an explicitly political

interpretation that is focused on trying to imagine a political future through experiments in

gaming.

Marxist Theoretical Lineages for Games of Empire

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter draw primarily on the work of Hardt and Negri’s Empire trilogy

(2000, 2004, 2009) as their core theoretical background and also make use of key works by

other Italian Marxists such as Virno (2004), Lazzarato (1996) and Tronti (1966/2019). These

scholars can be broadly categorised as post-autonomists, as they are inheritors of the

autonomia movement of the 1970s, itself largely drawing on prior Italian Marxists such as



11/10/22, 9:45 PM Play, History and Politics: Conceiving Futures Beyond Empire - Robbie Fordyce, 2021

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1555412020962430 3/14

Antonio Gramsci (see also Dyer-Witheford, 1999; Wright, 2002).

Autonomia formed in response to the roboticisation of Italian automobile factories; this

reduced wages and the need for specialised labour, while also undermining the union

movement’s bargaining power. Traditional forms of factory-based strikes were no longer

sufficient as mass skilled workers were replaced by machines. Instead work was reframed

around informational, affective and intellectual forms of labour and the creation of social or

cultural commodities, accordingly new forms of social resistance became necessary.

Autonomia experimented with new forms of social organisation both inside and outside the

factory walls.

The autonomia movement was defined by a core Gramscian framework and the significant

influence of feminist scholarship from Lotta Feminista. These approaches drew attention to

how labour was arranged outside the space of the factory through a particular attention to

social reproduction, that is the focus on the creation of social subjects within capitalism,

especially in gendered forms of labour. This is accounted for in works by Dalla Costa and

James (1971), Federici (1984/2004), Fortunati (1996) and more recently Terranova (2000). A

wide array of unique theoretical positions and crises emerged over this time within Italian

Marxism that led to numerous splits and divisions (see Bologna, 1980; Tronti, 2012; Wright,

2002, p. 11–21). From this period, Italian Marxism was defined by an interest in networked,

affective, militant and collaborative approaches that tended to reject institutions, including

unions and political parties (see Lotringer & Marazzi, 2007). Autonomia was defined by a new

community of activism that – however incomplete or partial – included a diverse collection of

identities recognising a common problem.

Hardt and Negri’s Empire trilogy responds to this period and is post-autonomist insofar as the

autonomist tendency significantly shifted in terms of its idea of the subject and in terms of its

idea of the factory. Not least of which is the fact that the autonomist focuses on the changes

in the workplace due to robotics, computers and a shift towards valorising intellectual work

over manual labour has found a great deal of purchase in explaining contemporary trends in

technology and work. Their thesis is that the world had been organised by a political

rationality that had reorganised nation states into a single system that facilitated these

changes, a world order they call ‘Empire’. Empire was to politics what capitalism was to the

economy, and they worked hand in glove to expand and accumulate. Empire is not found in

a single source but is present in a diverse array of state bodies and international treaties and

fostered through practices such as trade liberalisation and expansion of property systems.

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter thoroughly demonstrate the value of post-autonomist
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Dyer Witheford and de Peuter thoroughly demonstrate the value of post autonomist

language in unpacking the multilayered, intertwined cultural, ideological and political

economic components in digital video games. They have drawn on the autonomist and post-

autonomist histories of language and globalisation, material and immaterial labour, and

imperialist expansion and ideology.

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter see gaming as having a potential role in an emancipatory

praxis; video gaming’s status as exemplary media of Empire (2009, p. xxix) means that it is

ideal for representing imperial systems and also for submitting them to critique. My

contribution to this discussion is to note that games provide an important form of critique:

alternatives to Empire. Experimentation and imagination about the future are political

necessities within post-autonomist scholarship. In their critique of Empire, Hardt and Negri

(2009) note that while it is all well and good to critique what we have, there needs to be some

sort of orienting positive force that allows us to create the world after Empire. The problem

with the present moment is that it not only suffuses material politics but has also infected

our imagination of the future. We need to develop new ideas about how we might live and

think together and to identify new social and economic systems for living.

Problem of Imagining a Future

In each of their books, Hardt and Negri ask ‘what is to be done’ to move past Empire. This

recalls the post-autonomist theory of exodus: the idea of transiting from a present crisis into

a new, real space that may provide us with better conditions of existence (see Virno, 1996). If

we are to move past the space of Empire, then we must have a model or idea of what we are

going to build. The problem of imagining the future of the world past capitalism has been

articulated in academic contexts at least since the 1970s by Franklin (1979) in an evaluation

of Ballard. Franklin critiques Ballard’s ‘The Subliminal Man’ (1963) as misapprehending the

end of capitalism as the end of the world itself that Ballard himself could not think of a world

past capitalism and that capitalism’s absence could only be accepted if it also meant the end

of everything. Later interlocutors such as Jameson (1994) and Žižek (1994) generalised the

problem from an individual pathology to a social one: the population at large struggles to

conceive of a world past capitalism, where capitalism cannot be seen to thrive, hence the

quote that it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism. The

ideological nature of the problem is posed by Fisher (2009) who notes that capitalism, like all

ideological systems, contains within it an assertion of its own natural continuation. This

problem – the inability to think of a future that is substantively different – is difficult to
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resolve. For Hardt and Negri, Empire infects everything so profoundly that we cannot think of

its responses.

This does not mean that games naturally produce a new political horizon. As Hutchins (2008)

has noted, the goal of a politics built from play cannot be left to ideas of fraternity or

camaraderie naturally emerging out of an ‘Olympism’, where controlled competition would

necessarily lead to a form of community. Hutchins critiques the idea that a natural liberal

politics might harmoniously emerge from institutional play, even when such institutions have

strongly didactic positions on what should emerge from play; something new emerges but

not necessarily in a predictable way. We cannot leave our analysis of games to only address

the apparent, didactic and marketised presentation of what the future might look like. What

is necessary are forms of experimentation that allow us to think beyond the present

moment. The post-autonomist theory provides the concept of the laboratory (Hardt, 1996) as

a way of thinking on the new forms of social organisation that might help us move into the

future. This is a task that, by its nature as an evaluation of a situation that does not yet exist,

is accomplished through speculation, the application of theory and the inspirations of fiction.

Other scholars, such as Jameson (1984) and Hage (2012), note the centrality of the

imagination of the future as a core issue for political action. Hage states that a mental

projection of the future is necessary in order to take political action in the present: ideas of

the future are ‘not just a conception of the world but an investment in it’ (2012, p. 291).

Games can productively contribute, as ‘laboratories’, to the experimentation for the future by

allowing us to think about other times and places so that we might think politically about the

present. Games can contribute to this by allowing us to think, experiment and reflect of

different social orders that we might bring to light. Games are not the only way that this

could happen, and building from Games of Empire, they have a unique capacity to help think

about life beyond Empire.

Imagining Gaming in the Present

Games of Empire adds to the political analysis of gaming by establishing connections between

the internal narrative, subjective, aesthetic, affective and ludic elements of a particular game

with the conditions of production, especially with regard to the labour of those who make

the game possible. The way that these conditions make games possible also shapes what

kind of possibilities we can imagine for the future. Within this paradigm, Dyer-Witheford and

de Peuter align individual video games against two primary categories: games of multitude

and games of empire, with these terms drawn from the Empire trilogy. The two categories

d t i d b h t ki d f f t th it ith lf d t i i lt
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are determined by what kind of future they permit, either a self-determining alter-

globalisation or a continuation of military imperialism. This is the frame that Games of Empire

takes: to understand how to locate games within post-autonomist discourse.

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter fold the questions of content and form together under a

rubric of consumption and production that pulls in the whole of the imperialist system. They

note how the conditions of game development are not separated from the narratives, stories

and futures that they produce: these very concerns are built into and are expressed within

production and consumption in reciprocal ways. The conditions of these forms of labour are

present in the case study of ‘EA Spouse’ (2009, p. 59–65) through to the extractive, slave-

based labour necessary to obtain the coltan used in console development (p. 222–224).

These examples take the hegemonic impact of informational labour from simply being a top-

down system as Hardt and Negri propose, whereby intellectual labour shapes industrial

labour, which in turn shapes agricultural labour in a pyramidic structure with intellectual

labour at the peak. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter make clear that the nature of industrial

and extractive labour in itself shapes the conditions of intellectual labour as well, influencing

the stories and identities that games can tell. As they state,

[Fictional] subject positions may be utterly fantastic, quite realistic, or somewhere

in between. But such in- game identities are never entirely separated from the

options provided by the actual social formations in which the games are set, from

which their virtualities derive and into which they flow back. Game virtualities

remove us from, but also prepare us for, these actual subject positions. Mostly, as

we have discussed at length, they simulate the normalized subjectivities of a

global capitalist order – consumer, commander, commanded, cyborg, criminal –

not to mention the rapid shedding and swapping between identities that is such

an important aptitude of workers (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2009, p. 192)

It would be a mistake to read the political value of the gaming avatar or a gaming identity as

allowing someone to ‘live in another’s shoes’. There are numerous cases where games fail to

achieve this because individual lives, especially the lives marginalised people whose

experiences are ‘dipped into’ temporarily, are always more complex than can be represented

in games, and the consequence is always more severe that can be represented. From a

political perspective, we can re-read the above quote as suggesting that we take on others’

subject positions not just to work towards new social formations. We can take this further to

critique our current moment, addressing the forms of labour that define not just game

production but capitalism more generally.
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Histories of Future Games

There is a wealth of scholarship on the way that games allow us to think across time,

predominantly historical societies. This scholarship has focused on historically themed

games that allow us to think differently about the past, in historical game studies. Games

have a different relationship to the representation of other times and places than other

media forms: Chapman, Foka, and Westin (2017) locate the work of Uricchio (2005) as the

starting point for the consideration of games as presenting a medium-specific form of

historicity. Uricchio focuses on how historical research has often been shaped by the

question of mediation of particular histories, with a long history of media being poorly

received in the discipline (2005, p. 328). Historical games enable a reinforcing or disruption of

colonialist ideologies of the past (Chapman et al. 2017, p. 415); Spring (2015) notes that

games allow for methods of representation that are not as available to other media forms;

Metzger and Paxton (2016) note that games allow a new kind of interaction with the past.

Postcolonial studies of gaming in particular expose how games make alternative conceptions

of history possible. The work of Souvik Mukherjee has explored cases of what we might

describe as ‘alter-empire’ in historical games (2016) and also how we might frame the

complexity of ‘tourism’ as resistant historical subjects of imperial forces (2017, p. 59–62, p.

70–71). Emil Lundedal Hammar has explored the complex relationship between history,

memory, individuality and race within a context of political activism (2017) and in politically

decontextualised revenge fantasies (2020) in a way that addresses how contexts of other

times and places allow for playful reactions to political complications of the present. The

theme of interaction is one that Apperley (2013) and Chapman (2016) both locate as being an

important attribute of the way we think about the past that games allow both a connection

to history and a departure from it, and through this, the rethinking of history becomes

possible.

The flipside to the investigation of the past is those analyses that explore a presentation of

the future or at least ‘a’ future. This literature includes a focus on the aesthetics of the future

and alternative presents and also research into the way that some games that frame their

futures in procedurality allow for a type of emergent future. Abraham and Jayemanne (2017)

have called attention to the way that games could aesthetically present a vision of a future of

ecological sustainability and survival for the planet, an approach that Abraham deploys in the

analysis of military shooters (2018). My own work has looked at the way that games allow

people to rethink homes and domestic economies through Dwarf Fortress (2006) and the



11/10/22, 9:45 PM Play, History and Politics: Conceiving Futures Beyond Empire - Robbie Fordyce, 2021

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1555412020962430 8/14

people to rethink homes and domestic economies through Dwarf Fortress (2006) and the

homesteading mechanic of many games (Fordyce, 2018). McClancy’s (2018) analysis of the

Fallout franchise also exposes the concern around possible futures, specifically noting that

the narrative of the Fallout series is what stakes a claim about how desirable any such future

might be. Ruffino (2019) has identified a strand of procedural games that mimic Franklin’s

(1979) analysis of capitalist futures, specifically noting that incremental games in particular

offer a logic of infinite expansion and that players respond by withdrawing from the prospect

of an ‘end’. Conversely, there is also scholarship that attempts to address the nature of what

survival itself might look like, post-capitalism, such as van Ryn’s (2020) account of survival

without an economy of exchange in Don’t Starve (2013). There is also game scholarship that

takes the notion of utopia to task in itself, often framed around the analysis of the Bioshock

(2007) series. The Bioshock games focus on intensified notions of political ideologies from the

real world hybridised with hyperbolic visions of capitalist consumption habits (see Nyman &

Teten, 2018; Pérez-Latorre & Oliva, 2017; Schulzke, 2014). The only thing to be wary of is

when our imaginaries of the future are themselves stultifying and we are left without energy

or investment to move forward. This is one of the dangers that the imaginaries presented in

Bioshock truly risk that all futures that diverge from centrism are awful, so any change is

disastrous. The same tools through which we reimagine the past can reimagine the future.

Reading Games Politically

In 10 years, I have found only one quote by Negri that is a sideline reference to video games.

Squeezed between complaints about broadcast TV and pop music, Negri states: ‘Now,

television has become interactive, producing trash culture and constructing an appropriate

audience!’ (Negri, 2007, p. 48). Yet, video game experimentation can contribute to imagining

past Empire; we can see in games a space that allows exploration and experimentation of

future worlds. A game can display a new economic arrangement, it can consider alternative

political configurations, it can enable experiments in subjectivity and community and all of

these attributes are important for a political consideration of the future. While games do not

do this equally, all games can contribute something to these debates in some respect. While

the scholarship above has mostly focused on the role of the action, rules, play and narrative,

there remains space within the autonomist tradition to consider games in terms of

alternative subjectivities for political action.

The risk for a post-autonomist political analysis is mistaking games as a cornerstone to solve

the problems within imperialism. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter note that ‘games are
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exemplary media of Empire’ (2009, p. xxix), but they are not Empire itself. Games are capable

of exploring the politics of worlds that do not yet exist, but they are not in themselves a

necessary part of the political future for new worlds to come. As Stengers (2005) suggests, in

the case of any post-autonomist praxis, the use of particular tools should always be selective

and partial. The politics of games are valuable, but limited, and playing them politically

should not identify them as the sole site, or replacement for, activism on behalf of the

multitude.

With this we can find themes of command and authority that allow us to identify games that

are politically quite didactic, such as Bioshock, as holding a theme of individual agency and

choice against a bodiless authority such that we can extract a multitudinous thread from a

very liberal/centrist narrative. I believe that the core question to ask is how a game relates to

imperial frameworks, as with many imperial expansionist games where the player is not

asked to reflect on the process of imperialism, such as Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell series or the

Civilization series, or whether a game implicates a player as a subject that becomes aware of

imperial systems and positions themselves as questioning them, as with Deus Ex’s perpetual

critique of shadow government, The Sims’ blasting open of idea of normative nuclear families

or Dwarf Fortress’s rearticulation of the command economies of Civilization. The degree to

which any kind of digital work can be considered a part of a paradigm of resistance is a

doubly articulated issue. The two tensions that come into play when we evaluate the politics

of a work of art are firstly, the degree to which the work articulates, supports, questions,

critiques, reveals or conceals an imperial formulation of power. The second is how the work

is imbricated in a system of imperial extraction, overwork, exploitation, unionisation, crisis,

crunch and resistance. Games, by their nature, are a part of the future world that they seek

to describe and are shaped by the parameters of their world in the present. The political

economic conditions of the creation of games shape what kind of futures is imagined and

what kinds of variables are involved in their analysis. Equally, the new futures we imagine will

also require imagining new modes of producing games themselves.

Acknowledgments

The author thanks Kate Mannell, Mark Andrejevic and Sanjeewani Pathirage for feedback on

a draft version of this paper.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests



11/10/22, 9:45 PM Play, History and Politics: Conceiving Futures Beyond Empire - Robbie Fordyce, 2021

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1555412020962430 10/14

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research,

authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication

of this article.

ORCID iD

Robbie Fordyce 

ORCID iD

Robbie Fordyce 

References

Abraham B. (2018). Video game visions of climate futures: ARMA 3 and implications for
games and persuasion. Games and Culture, 13(1), 71-91.

GO TO REFERENCE

Crossref

ISI

Google Scholar

Abraham B., Jayemanne D. (2017). Where are all the climate change games? Locating digital
games’ response to climate change. Transformations, 30, 74-94.

GO TO REFERENCE

Google Scholar



11/10/22, 9:45 PM Play, History and Politics: Conceiving Futures Beyond Empire - Robbie Fordyce, 2021

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1555412020962430 11/14

Ludography

2K Games. (2007) BioShock. Sequential titles. 2K Games.

GO TO REFERENCE

Google Scholar

Apperley T. (2013). Modding the historians’ code: Historical verisimilitude and the
counterfactual imagination. In Playing with the past: Digital games and the simulation of history
(pp. 185-198). New York: Bloomsbury.

GO TO REFERENCE

Google Scholar

Ballard J. G. (1963). The subliminal man. In The best short stories of J. G. Ballard. New York:
Picador.

GO TO REFERENCE

Google Scholar

Show all references



11/10/22, 9:45 PM Play, History and Politics: Conceiving Futures Beyond Empire - Robbie Fordyce, 2021

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1555412020962430 12/14

Adams T., Adams Z. (2006-present). Dwarf fortress. Bay 12 Games.

GO TO REFERENCE

Google Scholar

Klei Entertainment. (2013) Don’t Starve. Sequential titles. 505 Games.

GO TO REFERENCE

Google Scholar

Biographies

Robbie Fordyce is from Aotearoa and is Lecturer in Big Data/Quantitative Analytics and
Research Methods at the School of Media, Film and Journalism at Monash University. He
researches the exploits, manipulations and politics of rule-based systems and their cultures.

VIEW FULL TEXT | DOWNLOAD PDF

Related content

Similar articles:

Dwarf Fortress: Laboratory and Homestead

Show details 

Available access



11/10/22, 9:45 PM Play, History and Politics: Conceiving Futures Beyond Empire - Robbie Fordyce, 2021

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1555412020962430 13/14

Politics of Production: Videogames 10 years after Games of Empire

Show details 

Video Games Set in the Middle Ages: Time Spans, Plots, and Genres

Show details 

View more

SAGE recommends:

Understanding Globalization

Show details 

Immaterial Labour

Show details 

Globalization: History and Ideology

Show details 

View more

Available access

Available access

SAGE Knowledge
Whole book

SAGE Knowledge

Book chapter

SAGE Knowledge
Book chapter

Also from SAGE Publishing



11/10/22, 9:45 PM Play, History and Politics: Conceiving Futures Beyond Empire - Robbie Fordyce, 2021

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1555412020962430 14/14

CQ Library

American political resources

Data Planet

A universe of data

Lean Library

Increase the visibility of your library

SAGE Business Cases

Real-world cases at your fingertips

SAGE Campus

Online skills and methods courses

SAGE Knowledge

The ultimate social science library

SAGE Research Methods

The ultimate methods library

SAGE Video

Streaming video collections



Markus Rautzenberg

Framing Uncertainty
Computer Game Epistemologies



CHAPTER 5

Caves, Caverns andDungeons: Speleological
Aesthetics in Computer Games

One of the most important games in gaming history was released in the
year 1996, and was about a young woman who liked to raid tombs. It is of
media-historical significance, that Tomb Raider (Eidos Interactive 1996,
O: Core Design) together with Nintendo’s Super Mario 64 (Nintendo
1996, O: Nintendo) was one of the games that established the shift from
2D to 3D polygonal graphics, which afterwards became the new paradigm
for computer games. This paradigm shift was so successful that today, 2D
games, while still being made, have a distinctively nostalgic atmosphere
about them. ‘Real’ big budget games today have to use polygonal 3D
engines—this is what the audience expects and is what keeps players buy-
ing new consoles and GPUs (graphics processing units). But it is debat-
able whether it is this shift from 2D to 3D that will be remembered about
Tomb Raider, because it is its heroine Lara Croft who has dug herself deep
into the cultural imaginary of the digital age. Since the tremendous—and
until then unheard of—commercial success of Tomb Raider , which lasted
well into the twenty-first century, there suddenly was a flood of publica-
tions that dealt with Lara Croft as a cultural phenomenon and tackled the
issue from many angles—from ambitious editorials1 to scientific articles.2

1Miranda Sawyer: ‘Lara Croft: The Ultimate Byte Girl’, in: The Face No. 5, June 1997.
2Examples from Germany included: Astrid Deuber-Mankowsky: Lara Croft—Modell,

Medium, Cyberheldin. Das virtuelle Geschlecht und seine metaphysischen Tücken, Frank-
furt/M.: Suhrkamp 2001. Internationally: Helen W. Kennedy: ‘Lara Croft: Feminist
Icon or Cyberbimbo?’ 2002, http://www.gamestudies.org/0202/kennedy/; Mike Ward:

© The Author(s) 2020
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It is quite possible that one day the rise of game studies as an academic
field will be connected to the emergence of the acrobatic virtual icon Lara
Croft. But it is not the aim of this chapter to analyse the ‘phenomenon’
of Lara Croft in its entirety, and it can be said that the actual game of
Tomb Raider is far less well known than its pistol-wielding protagonist.
The success of the game series, first published by Eidos and developed by
Core Design, was solely attributed to the virtual persona of Lara Croft
and it was at her that all public attention was aimed. A new star was born,
and the fact that she was made out of animated polygons was equally
hailed and demonized as a new archetype for the digital age. In addition,
computer games were suddenly perceived to be a worthwhile subject for
academic scrutiny and Lara Croft was analysed in gender studies, psycho-
analytical approaches and, of course, media theory.

It would be superfluous to revisit those topics again, and therefore this
chapter will try to make a case for the hypothesis that the real success and
achievement of Tomb Raider was not its protagonist but in fact lies in the
ways the game depicts and implements the exploration of caves, caverns
and dungeons as a metaphor and gameplay mechanic. Tomb Raider is a
descendent of a long line of ancestors that go back to the beginnings of
the digital age, having implications that are not only relevant to computer
games but also for an anthropology of media.

Like her cinematic counterpart Indiana Jones, Lara Croft is an archae-
ologist by profession, and archeology is one of the disciplines that spele-
ology is pertinent to: the study of caves. Like media studies, speleology is
at its core an interdisciplinary field of research which cannot be reduced
to single disciplines without diminishing its complexity. But at the core of
speleology there is the exploration of caves as an activity that has two main
components: actual exploration; and cartography. Without these practical
aspects there would be no speleology at all. All the other related disci-
plines—archeology, paleontology, hydrology, climatology and biology, to
name the most important ones—serve as auxiliary sciences for the practi-
cal part of speleology. Practical speleology that consists of exploration and
cartography is the main ingredient of the study of caves as an academic
discipline. And there are legitimate reasons to analyse computer games
from the perspective of speleology, because caves and their exploration as

‘Being Lara Croft, or, We Are All Sci-Fi’ 2000, http://www.popmatters.com/feature/
000114-ward/.
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a game mechanic, subject and metaphor are as important for the medium
as real caves are for speleology.

Therefore, a speleological approach to an epistemology of computer
games could start with a list of those games that are explicitly about caves,
caverns and dungeons and such a list would already be quite extensive.
The Dungeon Crawler , for example—a sub-genre of role-playing games,
the most well-known example of which probably being the Diablo series
(Blizzard Entertainment/Activision 1996–2014, O: Blizzard Entertain-
ment)—is not only about killing monsters and collecting treasure but
has implemented the two core ingredients of speleology—exploration and
cartography—as the foundation of its game design. Tomb Raider was one
of the pioneers of action adventures, a genre that is still successful, with
game series such as Batman or Uncharted. In these games, exploration is
the most important aspect of gameplay. Even though Uncharted is more
of an action game, exploration is still a leitmotif, of which the title is an
indication. Here, semiotics of space is of the utmost importance, meaning
that it is the task of the player to read the virtual rooms and landscapes
in order to mentally map them, to find ways to climb or otherwise escape
these environments; a crucial skillset for explorers of caves (spelunkers) as
well as gamers.

That being said, it is no wonder that one of the first computer games
was created in the spirit of speleology in the year 1975.3 That year, the
programmer, speleologist and Dungeons & Dragons enthusiast William
Crowther created the first text adventure. His primary concern was to
entertain his two daughters, who had been estranged from him since his
divorce. But this game, that would make history under the name Colossal
Cave Adventure, did not just excite his daughters but also a little commu-
nity of scientists and computer programmers, who at the time were con-
nected to the ARPANET, eventually to become the Internet. Crowther
and his (former) wife played an important part in the development of the
ARPANET, and both happened to be enthusiastically involved in amateur
speleology. They were among the first to feed their computers with cave
descriptions and coordinates, and printing complex maps of local cave
systems. The necessary software for this was at the same time the founda-
tion for Colossal Cave Adventure, combining classic speleological practices
with fantasy settings: the adventure as a genre for computer games, and an

3Roger Bruckner, Richard Watson: The Longest Cave, Chicago, IL 2006; Katie Hafner,
Matthew Lyon: Where Wizards Stay Up Late: The Origins of the Internet, New York 1998.
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ancestor of both World of Warcraft and Tomb Raider was born. In those
virtual cave-systems, monsters were lurking and treasure chests contained
vast riches and the player could combine items and tools to progress in
the game.

This basic structure of the adventure has not changed much since those
days, even though big 3D environments and fitting genre descriptions
such as ‘open world game’ suggest that players would now play in the
open. But in contrast to Flammarion’s ‘wanderer on the edge of the
world’ even today there is no real way for players of computer games to
escape the cave, because every computer game that simulates 3D land-
scapes is encapsulated by so called sky-boxes, that as an impenetrable
celestial sphere put an end to every attempt of further exploration. Sky-
boxes are domes or ceilings on to which textures are applied that depict
cloud and sky-like patterns to give the illusion of sky and open horizons.
So in fact every computer game that uses polygonal landscapes is actually
set in cave-like environments, regardless of whether it is Tomb Raider ,
Need for Speed or Call of Duty . This principle is also the basis for another
well-known virtual environment, that—alluding to Plato’s allegory of the
cave—is called cave automatic virtual environment , abbreviated as ‘Cave’.

From the self-made maps that had to be scribbled by the player to
give the orientation in early text adventures to the complex, multimedia
map systems that are an integral part of games like World of Warcraft,
cartography has remained an important part of game design and game
interfaces. The simple maps of the past that often misused school exercise
books by using them as atlases to virtual worlds rather than for home-
work, have turned into impressive maps packed with information, whose
functions are not only aesthetic and cartographic but also of an encyclo-
pedic nature, thereby integrating augmented-reality features. This is not
only of anecdotal value, even if these mapping practices of the early days
of computer games might give reason for nostalgia. But the speleological
interrelations between exploration and cartography can be thought of as
an instructive metaphor for the medial conditions of computer games and
their epistemology.

These metaphors lead even deeper down the labyrinths of caves, cav-
erns and dungeons, and it is increasingly apparent that it is not possi-
ble to talk about speleological epistemologies without referring to Plato’s
allegory of the cave. Jean Baudrillard could be cited as exemplary for a
kind of critical media theory, where the platonic heritage can be observed
right down to the notions that are being used, with ‘map and territory’
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being one of them. For Baudrillard, the demise of Western culture can be
directly observed in the way in which the difference between ‘map and
territory’ has lost its meaning, in which we all just live a secondary life
amid simulacra. The very definition Baudrillard applies to this condition
in this apocalyptic cultural analysis is all about his observation of an episte-
mological shortcut between map and territory resulting in a ‘substitution
of the real by signs of the real’.4 The hypothesis is that in our age of
omnipresent mass media, representations (maps) have taken over or have
occupied the place where reality (territory) once was. The realm of signs,
that can only exist because of the primordial difference between signs and
what they signify, map and territory is exchanged for the superficial glam-
our of media-induced simulations. The difference itself, on which Western
culture was built, thereby is all but annihilated, according to Baudrillard.

For Baudrillard, the increasing indistinguishability between map and
territory, the signifier and the signified, representation and that which is
represented, is a symptom of a long history of the vanishing of the ‘real’,
that can’t be undone. For him, we as humans of the digital age are still
sitting in Plato’s cave, staring at the shadow images we mistake for reality.
For the French philosopher and media theorist, the cave exit itself, that
was still very much a way out for Plato’s cave dwellers, is blocked and the
only light that is still visible is that emitted from the cathode ray tubes
and light-emitting diodes (LEDs) of our TVs and monitors. But what
role do computer games play in this dark and apocalyptic landscape of
new media? While Baudrillard himself never really commented on them,
it is probably safe to assume that he did not really feel the need to do
so, because computer games are products of digital media and therefore
pure simulacra, automatically included in his critique on the ‘agony of the
real’. But it is worthwhile to take a closer look here.

From their technological constituents at the level of software devel-
opment all the way up the level of user interfaces, computer games are
made up of complex semiotic interrelations that are technically and log-
ically based on binary ‘if/then’ principles that are realized in electronic
states within processors. However, at the level of perception (aisthesis)
this interweaving of signs and electronic actualizations shows itself as a
ludic space of potentiality suspended between map and territory, a sus-
pension that cannot be halted but has to be explored interactively in the

4Jean Baudrillard: ‘Die Präzession der Simulakra’, in trans.: Agonie des Realen, Berlin
1978, S. 9 (my translation).
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process of playing the game. The often understated emblematic mean-
ing of computer games therefore lies in their potential to be actively
explorable metaphors of the medial dynamism that is at the core of all
media based on the combination of von Neumann architectures and Tur-
ing machines—aka computers.

Since the beginning, but especially since polygonal 3D graphics were
introduced to computer games during the mid-1990s, navigating virtual
image spaces has been one of the core elements of computer games.
Therefore, it is not surprising that the relation between map and terri-
tory is crucial here, and this time in a very literal sense. Early RPGs (role-
playing games) such as The Bard’s Tale (Electronic Arts 1985, O: Inter-
play) required the player to draw maps by hand to navigate the diegetic
worlds of these games that were made of text-boxes and rudimentary still
images containing necessary information regarding the relative position of
the player in the world of the game. Today, games such as World of War-
craft automatically ‘draw’ complex maps containing a plethora of infor-
mation that is conveyed to the player by means of hypertextual procedure
making game-related data instantly available in real time, relative to the
actual player position. These maps are an important part of the inter-
face and are often integral elements of the game design; ‘fast travelling’,
as in Skyrim (Bethesda, USA 2011) being one of the prime examples:
once discovered, the player can travel to any place on the map by click-
ing on the related point on the map. Even games like Pac-Man (Namco,
Japan 1980) work basically along the lines of the explorative interweav-
ing of map and territory, or, to quote Michel de Certeau’s terminology,
of ‘spaces and places’:

At the outset, I shall make a distinction between space (espace) and place
(lieu) that delimits a field. A place (lieu) is the order (of whatever kind) in
accord with which elements are distributed in relationships of coexistence.
It thus excludes the possibility of two things being in the same location
(place). The law of the ‘proper’ rules in the place: the elements taken into
consideration are beside one another, each situated in its own ‘proper’ and
distinct location, a location it defines. A place is thus an instantaneous
configuration of positions. It implies an indication of stability. A space
exists when one takes into consideration vectors of direction, velocities, and
time variables. Thus space is composed of intersections of mobile elements.
It is in a sense actuated by the ensemble of movements deployed within
it. Space occurs as the effect produced by the operations that orient it,
situate it, temporalize it, and make it function in a polyvalent unity of
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conflictual programs or contractual proximities. On this view, in relation
to place, space is like the word when it is spoken, that is, when it is caught
in the ambiguity of an actualization, transformed into a term dependent
upon many different conventions, situated as the act of a present (or of a
time), and modified by the transformations caused by successive contexts.
In contradistinction to the place, it has thus none of the univocity or
stability of a ‘proper’. In short, space is a practiced place.5

Even in Pac-Man there is a cartographic system in place that can be
actively explored by moving through the ‘map’ itself. In this system—that
is nothing but another framing in both the pictorial and game related
sense—time is introduced via the explorative movement of the player
within the game ‘space’, which, of course, is at the core of what we call
‘interactivity’. What makes computer games so attractive is not the sim-
ple stimulus/response mechanisms but the possibility of actively exploring
framings whose coordinates, albeit established by soft- and hardware, are
transformed from ‘spaces’ to ‘places and vice versa through the act of
playing the game. Here is an example.

In RTS (real time strategy) games such as Heroes of Might and Magic
(Ubisoft 2006, Nival Interactive) the player is moving through an area
that is always surrounded by an opaque zone, mostly represented by the
colour black and is called the ‘fog of war’ not only in games but since
Carl von Clausewitz,6 in theories of war-time strategy. The player is mov-
ing his avatar through an image space that is map and territory at the same
time. The black ‘fog of war’ that occupies not only the upper part of the
screen but also the left half of the map at the bottom of the left-hand
side of the screen, clears gradually as the avatar moves into it. The player
cannot know what is in in store for him or her there—it could be ban-
dits, monsters or even treasure chests. What matters most is the element of
uncertainty, that has to be avoided or at least minimized during wartime
to ensure survival, but that can never be fully eliminated, according to von
Clausewitz. However, in computer games, not only can uncertainty never
be eliminated, it cannot be allowed to be eliminated because uncertainty
is constitutive for game and play as a medium. The player is navigating
through an area that is turned into ‘place’ (map) by means of the perfor-
mativity of exploration, while at the same time this very ‘place’ is turned

5Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, Berkeley 1984, p. 124.
6Carl von Clausewitz, On War, Oxford 2008.
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into ‘space’ (territory) because of the constant ludic transformation of the
virtual image.

Computer games literally and figuratively mediate between map and
territory by continuously transforming them into one other, and this is
the iconic mode, the ludic condition of interactive digital images. Dur-
ing exploration, map becomes territory, ‘place’ becomes ‘space’ and vice
versa. But it is one of the defining aspects of ludic mediality that these dif-
ferences do not become blurred during the performativity of gaming, but
on the contrary become perceivable as gameplay devices. This is exactly
what Gregory Bateson means by the ‘logical anomaly’ of game and play
that is so crucial to his theory: during the performativity of gaming, map
and territory are treated as being equal and different at the same time.7
This observation is not exclusive to computer games but an integral part
of digital imagery. Regardless of whether we engage virtually with desk-
top icons, playfully explore new apps on our smartphones, interpret the
brain via PET images, or give the latest movie star cosmetic surgery in
Photoshop: the described dynamism of map and territory is ubiquitous in
the digital age.

In conclusion, it can be assumed that, in contrast to Baudrillard’s the-
ses, map and territory in digital images—of which computer games are
the explorable metaphor—can be conceived not as dichotomous but as
modes that are interwoven in a way that is of great importance to media
theory. The philosophical backdrop for all of this is, of course, still the
allegory of the cave but this time not, as for Baudrillard, in its Platonic
but in its speleological version.

∗ ∗ ∗

Like many media theorists and critics of the twentieth century, Bau-
drillard draws heavily on Plato’s allegory of the cave. In that regard, one
is immediately reminded, for example, of Susan Sontag’s influential essays
On Photography or media critics emerging from the Frankfurt School of
thought, namely Alexander Kluge. And it is easy to see why, because Pla-
to’s thought experiment in the seventh book of politeia is a very impor-
tant source of over 2000 years of Western metaphysical thought. It would

7Gregory Bateson: Ökologie des Geistes. Anthropologische, psychologische, biologische und
epistemologische Perspektiven, Frankfurt/M. 1985, S. 251.
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be completely futile even to attempt to acknowledge the weight of cen-
turies of study regarding this subject matter here, but it is helpful to
remember that the very logic of the dichotomy of illusion and reality
that is in question here is so deeply embedded in our ways of thinking
that we almost cannot help but take this fundamental difference—and its
many masks like map and territory, signifier and signified, the imaginary
and the real—for granted. We tend to forget that these categories are not
‘naturally’ self-evident but historically conceived and carefully constructed
over the course of centuries. Here we are facing a difference that is at the
basis of what we know as truth, reality and authenticity, and it took phi-
losophy enormous acts of argumentative strength to even come up with
the possibility of alternative notions of being and truth during the course
of its history.

Reading the allegory of the cave we are indeed astonished by the appar-
ent modernity of its depiction of a media-historical primal scene. The
copper engraving Antrum Platonicum from the year 1604 exemplifies
this scene authentically: on the right-hand side are the cave dwellers who
can only perceive the shadow images displayed on the cave wall to the far
right. Because the depiction works in ellipsis and is not linear like Plato’s
narrative, it deviates a little from the text by not showing the shackles
that bind the cave dwellers and force them to look in only one direc-
tion, towards the wall. The shadows themselves stem from statues that
are placed on top of a stone wall behind the cave dwellers, backlit by fire.
At this point a recurring and common misunderstanding can already be
avoided, because the engraving is very true to the allegory: the shadow-
casting statues are not lit by the daylight coming from the entrance to the
cave but by an artificial source, the small lantern hanging from the ceiling
of the cave.

This is crucial because it illustrates that the platonic difference between
illusion and reality, appearance and truth is not binary but organized in
a hierarchy that has more than two layers. To put it differently: Bau-
drillard’s distinction between map and territory in his ontology of media
is modelled after the difference between shadow images and statues in
the platonic allegory, not between shadows and the sunlit world outside
the cave. But, according to Plato, only the latter is the realm of truth,
the only reality there is, the realm of ideas. In the copper engraving one
can see the cave-dwellers arguing and talking to each other in an agitated
manner while those outside, who walk in the sunlight, can only be seen as
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blurred figures from within the cave. It is remarkable how close this depic-
tion is to the perceptual logic of photographic imagery: while the people
inside the cave are drawn with sharp detail, the figures outside the cave
not only appear blurred but also ‘soft’ in a photographic sense. The part
of the picture that is supposed to depict the outside world appears gen-
erally ‘overexposed’, thereby simulating the limited dynamic range typ-
ical of film and photographic sensors. The glaring sunlight overpowers
all visual detail. This is very true to Plato’s description in politeia, which
is constantly working with optical metaphors of blindness and visibility,
transparency and opacity, while at the same time degrading the senses as
not being suitable for true ‘insight’.

The epistemological hierarchy in Plato’s allegory of the cave is there-
fore not binary but threefold: first, the shadow images; second, the statues
illuminated from behind by fire, thus animating the shadow play in front
of the wall; and third, the realm of ideas outside the cave. Plato only dif-
ferentiates between the epistemological framings in which the objects are
perceived: inside and outside. Like the shadow images, the statues too
are ‘just’ images (compared to the real world of ideas), but the shadow
images are epistemologically weaker than the statues on top of the wall,
which is a way of thinking typical of Plato. While the flickering shadows
can only show ephemeral and fleeting shapes (Greek, phantasmata; Latin
simulacrum), the statues are at least of concrete matter, stable objects of
perception. But both are images, and because of this are categorically dif-
ferent from the world of ideas. Statues and shadows are related by mimetic
interconnection of representation, a mode of existence completely differ-
ent from ideas. As far as images go, statues are ‘better’ than unstable
shadow images but, like them, are still ‘just’ images.

Only because of this is it possible for map and territory to change
places, as the cultural critique of the victory of simulation is suggest-
ing, because only elements that belong to the same logical or categorical
plane can substitute for one another. For Plato, ‘reality’ or that which
lies beyond the cave exit, is categorically different from all that exists
within the cave. In contrast, the difference between shadows and stat-
ues is not categorical but gradual, and this is why they can interrelate as
substitutes for one another as in Baudrillard’s philosophy. For an ideolog-
ical critique, the notion of an authentic reality that has to be saved from
the shadow images of simulation thus becomes problematic. Following
Plato’s idea as explained above, the thesis of an ‘agony of the real’ falls
short because reality is not really affected by the difference between map
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and territory. This means that Baudrillard’s critical stance cannot assume
a privileged position from which the distinction between simulacra and
authentic reality can be made. In other words, even with Baudrillard we
are still inhabitants of Plato’s cave.

At this point one could ask if Plato’s way out of the cave is the only
viable one. What if, what is really interesting is not outside the cave
where the sun blinds the eye so that nothing is really visible in any case?
These are crucial questions that philosophy of the twentieth century was
engaged with in many ways, and one of the most original contributors
to this field of inquiry was Hans Blumenberg in his late opus magnum,
‘Höhlenausgänge’ (cave exits). The title already gives away that it is a
modern approach to the platonic allegory but the book begins with the
conjecture that for humankind the way into the cave is not a regression
away from ideas, but on the contrary a basic condition for civilization as
a whole. Blumenberg proposes an inverted platonism, because for him
going into the cave is at the very core of civilization, the birthplace of
culture. According to his evolutionary—anthropological speculations, the
cave allows for culture and civilization to prosper because—contrary to
jungle and savanna—it allows for concentrated attention towards a specific
point in space, the cave exit, while jungle and savanna need a kind of
constant but dispersed alertness towards all directions, because in those
environments danger could come from anywhere and all sides. Therefore
the situation of the cave as an environment for living had the extremely
important side-effect of making the kind of deep sleep possible that is
characteristically human. Only in this safe environment, where this kind
of sleep is possible, can dreams occur. In the wilderness, on the other
hand, there is no peace, only a kind of ‘dulled alertness, even while sleep-
ing’.8 For Blumenberg, conquering the cave is the beginning of a certain
mastery of space that was not possible in the openness of the savanna and
the perceptual complexity of the jungle. At the same time, the human
need for shelter inside an enclosed medium is met. Of course, the Ger-
man philosopher had to make some far-reaching psychoanalytical as well
as anthropological assumptions here. One of them was the thesis that the
evolutionary origin from the ocean and the liquid medium of the womb

8Hans Blumenberg, Höhlenausgänge, Frankfurt/M. 1996, p. 27 (this and all of the
following translations from this book are by me).



130 M. RAUTZENBERG

has instilled an indelible longing for the ‘intramarine conditions of the
easy and secure life in a homogeneous medium’9 in the human psyche.

Here, in cavernous safety, the ‘birth of imagination’ takes place,
mankind evolves to become ‘dreaming animals’.10 This has political con-
sequences too: while one can live comfortably within the safe enclosure
of the cave, one cannot make a living there. But for the first time in
history it is possible for the physically weaker members of a primordial
tribe to survive without having to participate directly in the hunt for food
and therefore without being able to provide for themselves. So, provoca-
tively, Blumenberg ties the birth of imagination directly to the physically
weak, who have to compensate in some way for their inability to earn
their right to exist. Their ‘weapon’ to do this with is imagination: ‘The
pleasure of being able to let something happen, without having to suffer
through it, was the secret of the non-hero.’11 The meandering imagina-
tion in the safety of the cave becomes a powerful tool of the intellectual
non-hero against the huntsmen and warriors, the artists against the able-
bodied ‘men of action’.

Culture is and always will be a conspiracy against the exclusive standardiza-
tion of humanity through the example of the strongest, the most useful and
efficient members of society—albeit knowing that without them, nothing
would work—even if this conflict is changing its name … Those who are
excluded from the hunt become dreamers, storytellers, tricksters, image-
makers, fools, who provide enrichment and entertainment during times
between hunting sessions … Fiction and compensation originate from the
same source.12

9Ibid., p. 22.
10Ibid., p. 29.
11Ibid., p. 30.
12Ibid., p. 33. [Kultur ist und wird bleiben eine Verschwörung gegen die exklusive

Standardisierung des Menschlichen durch die Tüchtigsten, Nützlichsten, Stärksten—ohne
die alles andere nicht ginge—mag dieser Konflikt auch seinen Namen ändern … Der
vom Jagdtrieb ausgeschlossene wird zum Träumer, Erzähler, Narren, Bildermacher, Pos-
senreißer, zur Bereicherung der für den Lebenshunger zunächst toten Zeit … Fiktion und
Kompensation kommen aus der selben Quelle.]
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The imaginative power of the cave is the result of the combination of
fantasy and power, a power that is not based on weapons but on imagina-
tion and fancy. The stories of the cavemen become legend, from legend
springs myth, and from myth cults and rituals are born:

The alliance between imagination and magic could not have been far
fetched: those who could bind the imagination of others would soon have
gods and ghosts at their side. Where images are made, cults can emerge.
In the end the strong ones went out with the power of fulfilled rituals
strengthening their backs. The weak would become keepers of the tem-
ple.13

Obviously, Blumenberg is not talking about computer games or even
media here, but it is interesting how deep the described cave situation
of concentrated attention towards a specific point is inscribed into the
collective imaginary. The famous ‘man cave’, for example, already allud-
ing to the caveman, is a popular resort or safe haven for businessmen
(and to a far less a degree, women, which is interesting) who want to
escape everyday stress. These rooms—most of the time luxuriously dec-
orated with pinball machines, video game consoles, sports memorabilia
and, of course, an enormous dominating TV set as the only look-out
from within the cave—allow their inhabitants to be carefree, to relax in
an environment that seems to be worlds apart from the tensions of the
‘rat race’ out there. Examples like this can be multiplied all the way to the
cliché of the ‘stay-at-home’ nerdy kid who has to be dragged away from
the screen into the garden by his or her parent to ‘get some fresh air’.

It should be obvious, though, that one cannot use Blumenberg as a
philosophical excuse for media consumption without restraint. Nothing
could be further from the intentions of the philosopher, who never owned
a TV set in his life, and of whom only two photographs exist. But it is
evident that even in the most trivial incarnations of cave dwelling, it is
still Plato’s version of the cave that is at play here. The powerful influence
of the platonic allegory permeates all social strata of education as well as
the collective imaginary. It is not a specific problem of philosophy or the
study of Plato alone, far from it.

One does not have to follow through with all the conclusions Blu-
menberg is drawing from his interpretation of the platonic narrative to

13Ibid., p. 30.
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find his inversion of the allegory interesting, because in it lies a radical re-
evaluation of the epistemological role of the image, because Blumenberg
suggests a reversed Platonism: the cave facilitates culture and civilization
because it is the birthplace of images (the images within the caves of Las-
caux immediately come to mind). Leaving the cave does not mean ascend-
ing towards a higher place as in Plato’s philosophy, but on the contrary,
a descent into the difficulties and dangers of the struggle for survival.

In situations of struggle and hunting for food, human consciousness is
constantly bound by possible danger, always on the look-out. In this state
of mind, fleeting fancies of imagination cannot arise. On a side note: it
is exactly the same with games and play. Where the primary needs of an
organism are not satisfied, playfulness cannot occur— it needs free space
to unfold.14 Animal offspring can play only when older members of the
pack are watching over them, so they do not have to be aware of their
(possibly dangerous) surroundings; humans can only dream, think and
create when they do not have be alert all the time.

‘Images, symbols, names and finally notions are media in which the
harsh urgency of reality could be represented; a reality that one could
withdraw from because of those very media … The breadth of real-
ity could be imagined as potentiality.’15 Image, symbol, name, notion:
according to Blumenberg, this is the evolution of medial world appre-
hension. At the beginning there is the image (not the word!) as a first
distancing between mind and world, the basic condition for differentia-
tions between illusion and truth, map and territory. But this sequence is
not to be understood as hierarchal. Images are not ‘weaker’ than sym-
bols, names or notions (that would be blatant Platonism), they are just
the first way of distancing from reality. Images come first because, for
Blumenberg, humans are defined as ‘emphatically visible beings’16 and it
is because of this that the visual sense plays such a primary role in human
evolution. Their upright walk makes easy prey out of humans in jungles

14Gustav Bally, Vom Ursprung und den Grenzen der Freiheit: Eine Deutung des Spiels
bei Tier und Mensch, Basel 1945.

15Hans Blumenberg, Höhlenausgänge, Frankfurt/M. 1996, p. 35. [‘Im Bild, im Sym-
bol, im Namen und schließlich im Begriff werden die Dringlichkeiten einer Realität
vorführbar, aus der man sich in dem Maße zurückziehen konnte, wie man über jene
Repräsentanten verfügte … Die ›Weite‹ der Wirklichkeit wird als Möglichkeit vorstellbar.’]

16Ibid., p. 55.
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and savannas, the gaze of the other constitutes human subjectivity: Rim-
baud writes ‘J’ai une autre’ namely the one who is seen by the other. So,
for Blumenberg, the cave is first and foremost an ‘escape from visibility’
and this is the image’s hour of birth. Looking at the cave entrance in a
concentrated way from the safety of the back of the enclosed cave, the world
becomes an image.

Therefore it only seems natural that even modern media such as com-
puter games have a very specific relationship to topics concerning caves.
But the number of references to cave dwelling and cave exploring in
computer games is quite striking because not only do these references
occur thematically but also historically and formally. Computer games as
explorable image spaces are a kind of lucid-dream version of Blumenberg’s
cave exploration in the sense that it is not the cave itself that is explored
but, from the relative safety of the cavernous enclosure, the world as an
image. The resulting possibilities often go far beyond what game design-
ers originally envisioned. Not only are ways of meta-gaming already invad-
ing reality, but digital myths and legends begin to lead a life of their own.

Geocaching, for example, is a form of speleology that found its way
from the inherent logic of computer games such as Colossal Cave Adven-
ture back to reality, transforming it through new gaming and epistemic
potentials. It is a long-standing tradition to hide so-called ‘secrets’ within
a given game world. In Tomb Raider , for example, the secrets consist of
small items that are placed in hard-to-reach places inside the game archi-
tecture and whose purpose is just to be found. The items themselves are of
no importance, but the finding of them is the aim. This is easier said than
done, because the secrets are very artfully hidden. In geocaching this idea
is re-implemented into reality with the aid of global positioning system
(GPS) equipment, and specific rules and regulations. As in Tomb Raider ,
the thrill does not lie in the items themselves but in the act of finding
them—the ‘hunt’ itself. With this geocaching is ludifying cities and land-
scapes by way of integrating computer game logic, including interfaces
and regulations, into reality.17

Another interesting example in this context is in-game photography.
Aesthetically elaborate games such as Grand Theft Auto V (Rockstar

17Layne Scott Cameron, The Geocaching Handbook: The Guide for Family Friendly,
High-Tech Treasure Hunting. Guilford, CT 2011; Erik Shermann, Geocaching: Hike and
Seek with Your GPS, Berkeley, CA 2004.



134 M. RAUTZENBERG

Games, USA 2013) or Skyrim have always been used by gamers to pro-
duce breathtaking screenshots. David Hall, for example, is famous for
depicting the game worlds by finding arresting motives and placing them
within delicate compositions inspired by the history of the visual arts.
Now professional photographers have discovered the aesthetics of com-
puter games and treat Grand Theft Auto V as a virtual environment for
street photography in the styles of Bruce Gilden, Garry Winogrand or
Joel Meyerowitz. To that end, the in-game interfaces the game provides
are used to walk the virtual streets of a fictitious Los Angeles in order
to see what happens. Because the artificial intelligence of an open world
game such as Grand Theft Auto V offers such elaborate routines and
behaviours, they are complex enough to interact with one another in
unexpected and unforeseen ways without ‘breaking’ the game. In-game
street photography treats these interactions within the virtual world as
‘street life’, applying the aesthetics of street photography, which means
waiting for the decisive moment to occur. The resulting ‘photographs’ are
interesting because they question the very foundation of documentary
photography. Because street photography itself is defined by ethical and
aesthetic guidelines that have been developed through the history of the
medium from Walker Evans to Bruce Gilden, and that depend on authen-
ticity and certain notions of what the term ‘documentary’ means, applying
rules to a virtual word of computer games means questioning those very
notions of documentary authenticity, revealing them to be aesthetic pro-
grams through and through. There are, of course, reasons why Grand
Theft Auto V is such a successful backdrop for this kind of photographic
aesthetic, because, in contrast to the real world, it provides a visual back-
drop that is made exclusively of images derived from classic Hollywood
cinema and TV series such as Breaking Bad or The Sopranos , as well as the
films of Quentin Tarantino or Michael Mann. The result is a world that
is designed to appeal to the camera, as real landscapes only occasionally
do. In this city it is always ‘golden hour’, for example, because, as every
cameraman knows, sunset and dawn provide the most dramatic light for
photography.

There is even a kind of war photography in Grand Theft Auto V. In
its competitive multiplayer modes players can shoot each other in many
inventive ways. The in-game cell phone that works as an interface and
menu system in the main game works here too, resulting in a different
photographic aesthetic that looks like common war journalism as seen
on CNN every day. The ‘photographers’ in these modes even create their
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own costumes in the character creation menu of the game, where one can
customize one’s appearance in the game. Here, people design clothes with
‘Media’ or ‘Press’ imprints on their backs, which, as in real war situations,
does not guarantee that the players remain unharmed.

But even this can be turned around again: the American artist Doug
Rickard, for example, takes the automatically generated pictures of
Google Street View and arranges them in a way that again reminds of
classic street photography. But this time these photographs originate in
a photographic practice that is in no way connected to aesthetic crite-
ria. So in the case of in-game photography the virtual image is explored
as a world while in the case of the random Streetview shots the world
is explored as an image. All of this is following the logic of speleology
as described above, an interweaving of map and territory where it is not
always sure where to find the exit from the cave.
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gle_

 tooliJ
 

1W
 , 

I �
rete objects that can be considered separately fr

om
 their sui

= !
 

r
o

undings-=i
dd 1!!,

2re and m
ore resem

ble system
s that are inter

tw
ined w

ith natural system
s, som

etim
es on a global scale: 

T
here are objective w

ays to m
easure thi

s increasing dom
inance 

of the technological environm
ent. Scores of scientifi

c studies have 
descri

bed its eff
ects in quantitative term

s: th
e elim

ination of anim
al 

species (by the year 2000
 the num

ber of extinctions is expected to 



rc:ach 20 pe rcr
nt of a

ll specie s), the d est ru
c tion of fo

r est acreage 
(especi

a lly of tropical rain fo re sts) , the de p
letion of groundw

ater 
from

 aquifers (such as t he H
i gh  Plai ns A

quifer in the U
nited States), 

chc:  dis ap pear .ance of chem
ica ls i n the atm

os phere (m
ost evid ent in 

the Antarctic · ·ozone hole"). Sci entist s concur th at , alth ough hum
an 

m
o dification of the nat ural env

ironm
ent is by no m

eans novel, the 
rate a nd the ex

tent of th e m
od

ifi
c a tion a re unparalleled. 2 Th e only 

histo ri
cal  even

t that is com
parable, in term

s o f enviro nm
e ntal tr ans

form
ation, i s ch

e discovery  of ag ric u
lture.  

Th
e  p

hy
si

c
al conse que nc es  of th

is env ir onm
ental transfo

rm
a

tion ar e of  sup
rem

e im
portan ce to hum

an su rvival. T
hey are not t he 

on ly conseqU
tences, ho w

ever . T
h

is book exam
ines w

hat  is com


m
o nly called '"the environm

en ta l crisis" from
 a cultural ra ther than 

a m
a te ria l pen;

pective. T he term
 "environm

ent al  qu alit y" i s inher
ently am

big1.110
us: it d esc r ibe s th e physic al cap ac ity  to s up port life, 

but it can also r efer to an unquantifiable capa city to pr ov
ide psychic 

and social w
d

l- b
ein

g . O
ne can im

agine a f ut ure env iro nm
ent th at 

adeq
uately  pro

vides the m
ate rial bas is  fo

r  hum
an  li fe

 but is p sycho
lo g

ica
ll y a nd so

cial
ly in tolerable.  T

h
i s book asks w

heth er dest ru
ction 

;; 
of the natural envir onm

ent m
ig ht be cu

lturally as  w
ell as physic al ly 

harm
ful t o hum

an life. Th e h
istorian of religion M

ircea E
liade h as 

rem
i nd

ed us  th
at the N

eolith
ic shift  fr

om
 past oral to  agricultural 

civiliu
tion "p

rovoked upheavals a n d s piritual b reakdow
ns w

h ose 
m

ag
n

i tude t ht
 m

o
dern m

in d fi nds i t w
ell- nig

h
 im

possib
le to  con

ceive. An  anci
ent w

orld, th e w
orl d of nom

adic hunters, w
ith  its 

religio
ns, its m

yths, it s m
oral conceptions, w

as ebbing aw
ay. T

hou
sa nd s and tho

usa nds o f years  w
ere to elapse  befo

re the f inal l am
en

tations of th e old w
o rl

d die d aw
ay, f

orev er doom
ed by the advent 

of ag
r

icu
l t

ur e.
 O

ne m
ust also suppose that  the prof

oun d spiritual 
crisis a

roused by m
an's decision to call a halt and bi nd  himse l

f to the soil 
m

ust h
ave ta.ke

n m
an y h undreds of years to b ecom

e com
pl etely 

integra te d. "
3 le is not  only im

aginable but  proba ble tha t hu m
anity's 

decisio
n to unl,

ind itself fro m
 t he soi l

-not to retur n to a n om
adi c 

existence, but ro
 bind itself inst ea d to a predom

inantly t echnological 
e•1Vi ron m

ent--h
as p ro

voked a sim
i larly prof

ound sp iritual crisis. W
e 

arc now
 em

badc
ed  up

on another period of cultural m
o urn

i ng a nd 
up

h
eav:al, as w,e

 look back to a w
ay oflife th at  is ebbing aw

ay. 
O

u r sense
 of m

ourn
ing is m

ost evident w
he n w

e see a natural 
landsc

ape that has bee n dem
eaned by technological intru

sion: the  

office park in th e m
e adow

, t h e highw
ay throug h the m

arsh lands , 
the fie lds leve led  fo

r m
alls, th e beach w

alled  w
ith condom

in ium
s,  

the canyons sprinkle d w
ith tract h ousi ng and l aced w

ith highw
ays. 

Such experiences  often ar ouse sadness,  a pprehension, r age. But these 
are not our only  res pons es to the  t echnol ogical enviro nm

e nt. T
he 

sa m
e artifa

ct s that a re lam
ented as a viol ation of nature can, in a nother 

c on text, be celeb rated as  a v icto ry over nature. W
e are m

ore likely 
to adm

ir e a te chno logical envi ro nm
ent  w

hen, instead of  s eem
i ng to 

invade and degrade  nat ure, it dis place s nature entirely. For e xam
ple, 

H
o ust on and St. Pa ul- M

inneapolis hav e developed elaborate system
s 

o f tunn els and  w
alkw

ay s t hat are v irtual ind oor cities  (the H
ouston 

sys tem
 runs 6 m

iles; t he St. P aul skyw
alks connect 32 city blocks).  

T
h es e surro unding s a re com

fo
r table bo th physically and social ly,  fo

r 
they exclude not on ly s um

m
er heat and w

inter co ld but also beggars 
an d oth er  people considered u ndes irable . 4 Shopp ing centers, airp or ts, 
and ho tels can be char m

ed w
orlds of  light and co lor a nd m

usic. In 
these artific ial enviro nm

ents, the pa in of c ontrast is absent.  H
ere 

"m
echanizatio n takes com

m
and,  "

5 and every detail of co ns tructio n 
is p lanned to c om

fo
rt the bod y and relax t he m

ind . Contem
p orar y 

e�peri ence of th e arti ficial  enviro nm
e nt is therefo

re con tradicto ry: 
w

hile w
e grieve  fo

r a lost w
ay ofl

ife
, w

e rejoice in a new
 one . 

H
o w

 can w
e com

e to term
s  w

ith the se conflicting  responses?  
E

liade has  p.r:_cm
o sed that fu

ndam
ental changes in hum

a nity's control 
of the m

aterial univ erse als o bri n g f
unda m

enta l chang es  in its u ni
vers e of m

e aning, w
hich  he call s "the im

agi nary w
orld.  "

6 Fo r ex
am

ple, he sa)'.s, w
hen hum

an be in gs learne d to  e xert control over 
the m

aterial w
orld through__!!i

ining a nd m
etallurgy, they  also dis

co vered a new spiritual w
orl

d. A
s a student of reli gion and m

yt hol
ogy, E

liad�
rim

aril y in terested in im
aginary w

orlds
 a s t he y are 

exP.r essed in  sacre d m
y

ths  and r ituals . Sec ular  literature, how
ev

er, 
can al so em

body th e w
orld of  m

eaning that evolv
es along w

ith the 
m

aterial  w
orld.  If the inve ntion of t he pasto ral-

at onc e one of  the 
m

ost dt rabl e and supp
le m

odes ofl
iterature--

arose from
 the inv�

 
tion of agriculture and cities , then the great environm

ent
al transf

or
m

ation o f our ow
n day m

ay lead to other literary i nventio ns equal ly 
f

un dam ent al and endurin g. 7 T
hat rem

ains to be seen. In the m
ean

tim
e, older f

o rm
s of literature have been used to explore the s ignif

ican ce of  our n ew m
ateri al envir onm

ent . 



lie thesis of this boo k is tha t, since the ninete enth century_, 
narratives about underground w

orlds ha�
provided a prophetic 

�
w into our environm

e�
 @it

ure. Subterranean surroundi�
 

-
-

-
--,

 
�

ether real or im
aginary, fu

rnish a m
odel of an artificial environ_ .. 

m
ent from

 w
hich nature has been effectively banished. H

um
a 

-beings w
ho live underground m

ust use m
echanical devices to provide 

... 
�

 
the necessities of life: fo

od, light, even air. N
ature provides only. 

;
ace. The underw

orld setting therefo
re takes to an extrem

e th
_!: 

cli sp lacem
e nt of the natural environm

ent by a technological one�
 

ypodiesizes J-ium
an life

 in a m
anufactur�

w
orld. W

hat w
ould�

 
m

an personality and society look like the�
 

iThe underw
orld w

as first defined as an environm
ental m

etaphor by 
�w

is.M
um

fo
rdlb.  1895) 

�
Te

chnics and C
iviliz

ation (1934)_, his 
pith6rcalcing and stillm

eplaceable study of the m
achine age in � 

-
-� 

�
ltural conte�

 Te
e/m

ies and C
iviliz

ation w
as published at a pivotal 

point in M
um

fo
rd's career. After w

riting a series of w
orks fo

cusing 
on Am

erica
n cultural history and literature, he had decided to w

iden 
his em

brace both in tim
e and space and to attem

pt a m
ore general 

interpretation of the trium
ph of m

echanization in the W
est. To be

com
e be

tter acquainted w
ith European sources in technological his

tory, M
um

fo
rd applied fo

r and received a Guggenheim
 fellow

ship, 
w

hich enabled him
 to take a fo

ur-m
onth trip to Europe in early 1932. 

O
n that trip he visited M

unich's D
eutsches M

useum
, w

here he was 
especially captivated by the novel and realistic life-size reproductions 
of ore, salt, and coal m

ines. 8 

In w
riting the early chapters of T

echnics and C
iviliz

ation, M
um

--
.. 

-
�

d drew upon this im
pressive experience to stress the historical 

e_gnificancc of m
inin

g in prom
oting (ear

ly industrializa�
 ((th� 

steam
-an

d=ioa
l i";;ffase, w

hich he called "paleotechnic industry j
. 

..._
 

----I
�

 
-

�
um

fo
rd went:.2!!.t

 how
ever, to explore the m

ine's m
etaphorica

 
e_gnific:u1

cc
 as a w

orking environm
ent. W

hereas other environ m
en

� 
e!.ntain som

e sort of fo
od, som

e eroduct directly translatable into 
life

, M
um

fo
rd noted, "the m

iner's environm
ent alone is-

- 7:tlH
�nd 

..__
 

. 
-

saccfiarin
 aside--=iio

t only com
pletely inorganic but com

pletely ined 
ible. "

9 The peasant on the surface of the earth m
ay also end

ur
e 

backbro
king labor, but he has the beauties of nature to distract him

: 
the scurry

ing rabbit that recalls the pleasure of hunting, the passin
g 

girl w
ho rem

inds him
 of his m

anhood, the play oflight on the river 

that aw
akens reverie. ['ne m

iner, how
ever, w

orks in a place from
 

�
ch organic nature seem

s to have been banisfiecfl
 

Th
e m

ine . . .  is the fi
rst com

pletely inorg
anic environm

ent to be created 

and lived in by m
an: Ja

r m
ore inorg

anic than the giant city that Spengler 

has used as a sym
bol of

 the last stag
es of

 m
echanical desiccation. F

itld and 

fo
rest and stream

 and ocean are the environm
ent of life

: the m
ine is the 

environm
ent alone of

 ores, m
inera

ls, m
etals . . . .  Ex

cep
t fo

r the cry
stalline 

form
ations, the fa

ce of the m
ine is sh

ap
eless: no .fr

iendly trees and beasts and 

clouds greet the eye . . . .  If
 the m

iner sees sh
ap

es on the w
alls of his ca

vern
, 

as the candle fl
ickers

, they are only the m
onstrous distortions of

 his p
ick or 

his arm
: shapes of fe

ar. D
ay has been abolished and the rhythm

 of natur e 

broken: continuous day-and-night production fi
rs

t cam
e into existencr here. 

T
he m

iner m
ust w

ork by artifi
cial light even though the sun be shining 

011tside; still fa
rt

her dow
n in the seam

s, he m
11st w

ork by artifi
cial ventilation, 

too: a trium
ph of the "m

anufa
ctured environm

ent. "10 

In earlier drafts of this section of T
echnics, M

um
fo

rd experim
ented 

w
ith other language to express his perception of the m

ine as an 
environm

ental m
odel. In his first draft of 1933, M

um
fo

rd described 
the m

ine as an "environm
ent of w

ork, unrem
itting and undistracted 

·w
ork." H

e kept this idea (in T
echnics itself the sentence reads .. Here 

is the environm
ent of w

ork: dogged, unrem
itting, concentrated 

w
ork"

11), but he knew
 it w

as incom
plete: in the m

argin he scraw
led 

a note to him
self: "N

ecessity to live by artificial m
eans. "

12 On his 
next draft M

um
fo

rd added a versior, of the passage quoted above, 
noting that mi

ning requires artificial light and ventilation. In this 
second draft, how

ever, the passage ends w
ith the w

ords "a trium
ph, 

too, of the non-e
nvironm

ent. "
13 By the final draft, M

um
fo

rd realized 
that the term

 "non-e
nvironm

ent" w
as not quite the right term

 either, 
since life

, by definition, takes place in som
e environm

ent. The m
et

aphorical signifi
cance of the m

ine is not the absence of environm
ent 

but the dom
inance there of "artificial m

eans." This, fin
ally, is how

 
M

um
fo

rd defines m
ini

ng as a m
etaphor fo

r m
odern technology in 

T
echnics: as[

'place w
here the organic is displaced by the inorgams

 
�

ere the environm
ent

 �
deliberately m

anufactured k
hurnan

 
oeings rather than spontaneously created by nonhum

an processe� 
W

hen M
um

fo
rd put "m

anufactured" in quotation m
arks in the 

final draft, he in
dicated his aw

areness that he w
as inventing a term

, 
that no standard term

 w
as available-

w
hich is still the case. 14 There 



was, however. a stan
dard image of the manufactured environm

ent: 
the city. As M

um
ford noted in Tee/m

ies, Oswald Spengler had used 
the giant city ;as

 a sym
bol of "the last stages of m

echanical desicca
tion" in his eno

rmou
sly influential work The D

ecline of
 the We

st 
( 1928). Accordi

ng II> Spen
gler, as the soul of the city develops, it 

becom
es the wh

oleworld; the gigantic m
egalopolis "suffers nothing 

beside itself and sel5
 about annihilating

 the country picture." There 
is no question of aie

xisten
ce with nature, which is banished: " ... 

here the picture
 is cl

 deep, long gorges between high, stony houses 
filled w

ith colouued411u
st an

d strange uproar, and m
en dwell in these 

houses, the likes
 of which no nature-being has ever conceived. Cos

tum
es. even f:aoc

s, a.:
 adjusted to a background of stone. By day 

there is a streeit
 trafic

 of strange colours and tones, and by night a 
new light that outs11i

nes the m
oon. "

15 In m
uch the sam

e spirit (fo
r 

he borr
owed hea

vily from
 Spengler's interpretation), M

um
fo

rd fo
re

sees in Tlit C
ulture•fC

itits (1938), his next book after Te
chnics, the 

self-destructive devd
opm

en
t of an independent urban environm

ent. 
According to M

um
C..

d, the already dom
inant M

etropolis will becom
e 

a devouring M
eg

alopo
lis an

d finally a wasted N
ecropolis. Even now, 

city streets are comag
 to resem

ble deep pits: "N
ature, except in a 

surviving landsca
pe pa

rk, is scarcely to be fo
und near the m

etropolis; 
if at all, one m

us
t look

 overhead, at the clouds, the sun, the m
oon, 

when they appea
r thro

ugh the jutting towers and building blocks. "
16

 

Coundess other writers, from
 Edward Bellam

y (Looking Back
ward, 1888) to Yevg

eny Zam
yatin (W

e, 1920) to Aldous Huxley 
(Brave N

ew W
or

ld, 1932), 17 have used the city as an im
age of an 

artificial environ
m

elll.
 The im

agery ofhyperurbanity resem
bles that 

of the undergro
und. In thi

s century, im
aginary underworlds are 

alm
ost always vast ot

ies an
d m

any "fantastic cities" are buried far 
below the ground

. 1 8 Ev
en cities on the surface are im

agined as being 
so detached froDI

 na
re tha

t they resem
ble caves. 19 Spengler had 

predicted that the
 gim

t citie
s of the fu

ture would be stone m
asses 

harboring a deca
dent population of neo-cavedwellers. 20

 

In 
Technics

 M
um

fo
rd him

self had written that nineteenth
century cities w

ere, ill fact an
d in appearance, extensions of the coal 

mine. 21 M
umfonl

 inmt
ed, however, the underworld is a m

ore ef
fective im

age of a m
am

factured environm
ent, in that it is "far m

ore 
inorganic" than di

e city
. He was keenly aware that, until fairly recent 

tim
es, even cities

 as luge as London or New York or Paris had 

retained a rural character. As a boy growing up in New York City 
around the turn of the century, M

um
fo

rd had daily strolled around 
gardens, trees, anim

als, ponds, and rivers; "the Port of New York," 
he wrote in his autobiography, "becam

e m
y W

alden Pond . "
22 

In the decades after writing Technics and C
ivilization and Th

e 
C

ulture of C
ities, M

um
fo

rd continued to search fo
r im

ages to convey 
the all-encom

passing nature of a technological environm
ent. He 

struggled to find a vocabulary that would adequately express his 
conviction that the twentieth century was witnessing an unprece
dented stage in technological developm

ent. In his research and writ
ing, M

um
fo

rd kept pushing the origins of m
echanization back to 

earlier and earlier tim
es-

back to ancient Egypt, and eventually to 
the discovery of agriculture. As he had earlier enlarged his com

pass 
from

 Am
erican to W

estern
 history, now he em

braced the globe. 
From

 this sweeping perspective, M
um

fo
rd concluded that hum

anity 
was m

oving into an unprecedented stage of m
echanization, one 

m
otivated by a new technological ideal. In the 1960s he invented the 

term
 "m

egatechnics" to describe that ideal: "In term
s of the currently 

accepted picture of the relation of m
an to technics, our age is passing 

from
 the prim

eval state of m
an, m

arked by the invention of tools 
and weapons, to a radically different condition, in which he will not 
only have conquered nature but detached him

self com
pletely from

 
the organic habitat. W

ith this new m
egatechnics, he will create 

a unifo
rm

, 
all-enveloping structure, 

designed 
fo

r 
autom

atic 
operation. "

23
 

Today, not the city but the spaceship has becom
e the standard 

im
age of the m

egatechnic ideal of com
plete detachm

ent from
 the 

organic habitat. This newer im
age, however, denies the claustro

phobic realities of hum
an life on earth. Although the spacecraft itself 

m
ay m

odel an all-encom
passing technological environm

ent, its m
is

sion-
hurtling through endless space, going boldly where no one 

has gone befo
re--

suggests the vision of an endless frontier where 
new varieties of nature wait to be discovered. Unlike the m

ine, the 
spaceship fails to convey a sense of perm

anent enclosure in a finite 
world. Furtherm

ore, because of the indeterm
inacy of the interstellar 

void, space travel lacks the verticality that gives the underworld its 
unique power in the hum

an im
agination. 

Stories of descent into the underworld are so ancient and uni
versal that their fu

ndam
ental structure, the opposition of surface and 



depth, m
ay w

ell b
e roo

ted in the structure of th
e hum

an brain. T
h

e 
congruence m

ay
 

be ex
p

lained by th
e Freudian hypoth

esis of an 
O

edipal exp
erience that splits hum

an beings into conscious and un
conscious selves, o

r b
y the Jungian hypothesis of a collectiv

e sub
conscious. In any

 case, th
e m

etaphor of depth is a prim
ary category 

of
h

um
an th

o
u

gh
t. 

It is th
e co

m
b

inatio
n of

 enclosure and verticality-
a com

bina
tion not fo

und either in
 cities or in spaceships-

that giv
es the im

age 
of an

 underw
orld

 its unique pow
er as a m

odel of a technological 
env

ironm
en

t.[f
w

e im
agine going underground, w

e not only im
�g 

an
 env

iro
nm

en
t w

h
ere organic nature is largely absent; w

 
-

·ace a journey
 [hat is one of

 the m
ost enduring 

u
ral trad

ition
s of

hu
m

ankind, a m
etaehoricaljourn 

£!Y through
 descent belo

w
 th

e su
rfa

ce. T
he prim

ary docum
ents fo

.!, 
'ffiTs

 study w
ill be nineteenth-century(fi

ctional narratives th
at im

agme
 

�m
an life in su

b
terran

ean space. B
efo

re looking at these narrativ
e�

 
though, w

e need to loo
k at th

e cultural tradition fr
om

 w
hich die 

:hong befo
re V

irg
il's A

eneas w
as guided by a Sibyl to the infern: 

�
ions th

rough
 a cave on the leaden Lake A

vernus, long bef�
 

stories of Pr�
p

ine's ab
duction to the underw

orld b
y Pluto or o

f 
Q

reh
eus's d

escen
t to th

e Stygian realm
 to bring back E

urydice, 24 

�
 long b

efo
re reco

rded history, w
hen the earliest hum

ans drew
 

�
 b

ison an
d

 bears they hunted on the w
alls and ceilin

gs of cav
es

.:. 

t!iFY m
ust h

ave to
ld sto

ries about the dark underw
orld lying even 

�
PSr w

ith
in th

e earth. E
ven in environm

ents that lack caves-
the 

�
ah

ari D
esert, and th

e flat op
en lan�

s of
 Siberi

a and C
entra 

�
a-

the (
pieliterate in

h
abitants as

sum
ed a vertical cosm

os: sky
1 

�
h. and u

nderw
o

rla.(J
ne underw

orld m
ight be a region of w

ater, 
�

re, or a coun
terh

eav
en(

(s'u
gges

ted by the w
ay the sun and star� 

�
below

 th
e hori

zon), b
ut1n

 any case nature w
as assum

ed to be a! 
[ee'�

 it w
as hig

h
, its m

aj
or axis verti�

n this richly sym
boli£ 

[m
"verse of the p

ast, vertical m
ov

em
ent w

as fa
r m

ore signifi
cant tlial,! 

Fo
vem

ent in the horizo
ntal axis. N

arratives about journeys to
 tne 

�
rid below

 w
ere inherently sacred 

T
he idea of a v

ertical cosm
os began to w

eaken in E
urope during 

the age of th
e great explo

rations, betw
een about 1500 and 1700 . 26 A

t 
the sam

e tim
e, as p

art o
f the sam

e gradual process o
f

 secularization, 

the sacred m
yths th

at fo
rm

 the earliest content of W
estern literature 

began to
 be displaced by fi

ctive fo
rm

s that "underm
ined the religious 

authority of those 
[m

ythic] 
structures by constituting a kind of

 
secular substitute fo

r th
em

. "
27 B

eginning in the R
enaissance, the epic 

tradition of
 the journey to

 the underw
orld w

as transfo
rm

ed into 
narratives th

at w
ere w

ritten and secular rather than oral and sacred. 
In these narratives, an adventurous, unlucky, or half-m

ad traveler 
sets fo

rth
 and

 discovers an underw
orld, w

hich he enters and fr
om

 
w

hich he m
ay or m

ay n
o

t em
erge. 

In som
e of

 th
ese narratives, th

e im
print of the earlier sacred 

tradition is still quite evident. 
For exam

ple, 
W

illiam
 B

eckfo
rd's 

(1760-
1844) w

idely read Va
thek (1787) tells how

 the C
aliph V

athek
, 

a m
an of

 prodigious p
ow

ers and appetites, enters into a pact w
ith

 
E

blis, the O
riental Satan. A

ft
er renouncing his religion and G

od, the 
caliph is allow

ed to
 enter E

blis's Palace of
 Subterranean Fire, w

hich 
lies below

 the ruins o
f an

 ancient city and w
hich holds treasures and 

talism
ans. W

h
en V

ath
ek an

d his lover approach the ruined city, a 
rock platfo

rm
 opens befo

re them
 and a polished m

arble stai rcase 
leads them

 dow
nw

ard to
 the realm

 of
 E

blis: " ..
. they fo

und them


sel
ves in

 a place w
hich

, although vaulted, w
as so spacious and loft

y 
that at fi

rst they to
o

k it fo
r a great plain. A

s at length their eyes 
becam

e accustom
ed to

 the great size of surrounding objects, th
ey 

discovered row
s of colum

ns and arcades ru
nning off

 in dim
inishing 

perspective until th
ey concentrated in

 a radiant spot like the setting 
sun pain

ti
ng th

e sea w
ith

 his last rays. "
28

 T
hen they see an im

m
ense 

hal
l h

oldin
g a m

ulti
tude o

f
 pale specters, som

e shrieking, others 
silent, all

 w
ith

 glim
m

erin
g eyes an

d w
ith th

eir ri
ght hands on their 

hearts, w
hich

 are consum
ed by fi

re. T
his is not heaven but hell; 

V
athek and hi

s lover to
o

 begin to burn
 w

ith hatred and are con
dem

ned to
 etern

al
 despair. Vathek is a self-consci

ous, precious, but 
com

p
elling revival o

f th
e sacred

 tradition b
y

 a hi
gh

ly sophisticated 
w

ri
ter (it w

as com
p

osed in French b
y

 a w
ealthy E

nglish
 aristocrat

aesthete). It po
w

erfu
lly influenced B

yron and K
eats, and it has been 

praised b
y Jorge L

uis B
orges as "th

e first truly atrocious H
ell in 

literature. "29 
M

any other underw
orld narratives are considerably m

ore light
hearted. A

 generation befo
re Vathek a w

andering N
orw

egian scholar, 
B

aron L
udvig H

olb
erg (1684-1754), w

rote w
hat becam

e the best
know

n early subterranean adventure tale, Th
e Journ

ey of
 N

iels K
lim 



to the W
orld U

ndergro
und (1741). Holbe rg's h er o Kli m i s explori ng a 

cave when his r ope breaks. He ends up (or rather down) in  the 
underg r ou nd land of Potu, which h e discovers is inha bite d by ra
ti ona l, peripatetic  trees. O n fur th er exploration Klim finds that Po tu 
is  one  ki ngdom on ano ther planet, Nazar , which  l ies h idden inside 
the pl anet Ea

r th. Nazar too h as a sun that  rises and s ets, although 
night is not  very dark becaus e l ight from th e subterranean sun is 
reflected from Earth's inner surface. 

T
he j

ou
rn

ey of
 N

iels K
lim

 is an "im aginary voyage,"  a type of 
narr ativ e that emerged in  th e late 1 40 0s, when  actual  vo yages of 
discovery  wer e reshaping Wester n ci viliz atio n. In these narratives 
t he description of th e su pposedly discovered l and o r lands, besides 
bei ng enter taining, is o ften intended to  c omm ent up on contempo
rary so ci ety by presen tin g an alternative at once str ang e and rec og
nizable. The best-kn

own imag inary voyage i n Engl ish  is Jonathan 
Swift's G

u
lliver's T

ravels, but there are many others; one scholar has 
catalog ed 215 such tales written  b etween  170 0 and 1800. 30

 The plot 
devices are sim ple  and oft-r epeated: a shipwreck on a mysteriou s 
island (used  b

y
 Shakespear e in T

h e T
em

pest), a new invention (Jo
hannes Kepl er u sed this in a tale about a vo yage to the moon)-o

r 
the discovery of a s ubte rranean world. 31 

This narrative tradition retained its popular ity thro ugh th e nine
teenth  century. Jules V erne ti tled his serie s of noveli stic adv entures 
"i�agina ry voyages," and H. G. Wells used  the time-ho nored device 
of a seeming ly magical inv ention (a t ime machine, a gravity-defying 
su b stance) to carry

 explo rers into unde rground worlds distant  either 
in time ( fa r into the eart h's fu ture) or in space (inside the  m oo n). In 
the  ninetee nth century,  howe ver, another type  of underg round story 
also be g an to be written-o

n e quit e diffe ren t in it s funda mental  
structu

re. Instead of being  a p lace to visit, the  unde rw or ld beco me s 
a place t o live . Instead of being dis covered through chance, an un
derworld is constru

cted (or a natu ral  underw orld is vas tly enlarged ) 
throug

h deliber ate choice. 
The difference bet ween the two types of stories is evident if we 

compare two works by J ules V er ne. In 1864 V erne published V
oy

ag
e  

au cmtre de la terre [Journey to the  Ce nter of the Earth] , the story of 
the Da

nish professor L iden brock and his nephew Axel, who, along 
with a guide, descend into the crater of an Icelandic volcano, explore 
a maze of caverns, d iscover an underground sea, glimpse a giant 

man-like creature driving a h erd of mammoths, and finally burst 
back onto the ea rth's surface throug h Mou nt Etna. Then and now, 
J

ourn
ey is  on e of Verne's most popular books. Far less famous, an d 

quit e di fferent in its pr emise, is another Verne book  o n a subt erranean  
th eme, publis hed thirteen years l ater . 

L
es lndes noires (187 7)  [var

iously translated a s The Bl ack Indies, Black Diam onds, Und er
g round  City, or The Ch ild of the Cavern) is a sto ry  not of intrepid  
explo rers and g uides but of hard-w orking engi neer s and miner s, and 
not of an exc i ti ng journey but of  a permanently functioning under-
gro und so ciety. Th e story goes that a Sco ttish  miner, unwilling to  
believe th at the pit he worked had b een exhausted, m oved wi th h is 
family  into the mine aft er it was closed. Th ere he  doggedly searched 
for a n ew seam . Eventually he found one, and oth er miner s jo in him  
to  buil d a subter ra nean, ut opian Co al T own-an autonomous un
derworld environment, artificially ligh ted and ventilated a nd capabl e 
of supporti ng  human li fe i n co mplete independ ence from th e surface 
wo rld. On e novel d esc ribes  an im a� �

1 subterranean jou rney, the 
ot her an i maginary su bte rranean so �

 
To explai n the emergence of the second type of underground 

tal!!, we mu st look outside li terary tr adition.  The u ndergro und may  
be an endu ring archetype, but it is not  a them e beyond time and 
soc iety. The id ea of permanently l iving bel ow the  surface of the earth 
emerged along with modern science and techn ology. As scientifi c 
k nowled ge a dvanced, the idea  of di scovering a hidden inner  world 
be cam e le ss and less credible. As technolo gy a dvanced, on t he othe r 
hand, th e idea of buildin g an inner wor ld  becam

e more  and more 
credible. Let us look mo re  carefully a t e ach o f these  dev elopmen ts. 
At the  time N

iels K
lim

 wa s written, in the  middl e o f the eighte ent h 
centur y, the poss ibility that  the earth was hollow and habitable 
within  still had  some respect able advoc ates. In the ear ly 1700s the 
F rench civil e ng ine er  Henri  Gaut ier (1660-17 37) comb ined some 
Cart esian t heories  o f gravity  a nd some exp erimen ts with  a me rcury 
barometer to conclude tha t at 1,195 fathoms  b el ow sea level gravity 
would go to zero and the n become negative,  and that 1, 195 fathoms 
still lowe r one would find an inner sea , the mirr or image of the 
ex ternal one. The two oceans , Ga uti er theori zed, were connected  at 
the pol es,  and the e arth was  as hollo w and light  as a balloon. 



In the late 4 700
s, h

o
w

ev
er, other geologists (the term

 geology 
w

as beg
inning 1:0

 be used ab
ou

t that tim
e), using not C

artesian but 
N

ewt
o

nian phy
$ics, co

n
vincingly dem

onstrated that th
e earth as a 

w
h

ole
, fa

r fr
om

 being h
o

llow
, m

ust be fa
r denser than its outlying 

rocks
. 32 In 177

4
 N

evil M
askelyne, the A

stro
nom

er R
oyal, theorizing 

that di
e presenoe

 o
f m

o
u

ntains w
ould aff

ect a plum
b line as N

ew
to

n 
had pred

icted in
 1729, realized that if

h
e could quantify this eff

ect h
e 

could
 calculate ich

e av
erage den

sity
 o

f the earth
. H

e set u
p

 an o
bser

v
atory

 o
n either side o

f a ridge in northern Perthshire and determ
ined 

th
e dir

ection o
f

 wh
e plum

b lin
e w

ith respect to selected stars at each 
o

f the
 tw

o locu
ti

o
ns. 

A
cco

rd
ing to M

ask
elyne's calculations, 

the 
m

eau
 density o

ff
 irh

e earth
 w

as double that o
f the hill. (H

is estim
ate 

w
as high

; the wn
d

erlyin
g ro

ck
s in the area are quartzites, m

arb
les, 

and m
ica schi

sts
, w

h
ich

 giv
e it a h

igh
er-th

an-average density.) In
 

1798, H
enry u

v
endish

 (1731-1810) carried o
u

t experim
ents w

ith
 

an ele
gant torsion

 balan
ce th

at m
easured th

e N
ew

to
nian gravitational 

attrxt
io

n betw
ee

n bo
d

ies o
f k

now
n m

asses, th
us perm

itting him
 to 

"w
eig

h the earth..
" H

e calculated that the average density of the earth
 

is 5.48 ti
m

es th
:tt

 o
f w

ater. C
avendish

's w
o

rk w
as m

o
re accurate (the 

curren
tly accepted

 value is 5.517), but M
askelyne's w

ork, w
hich w

as 
m

ad
e o

n
 a real

 IJIIIO
Untain

, w
as m

o
re im

pressive to m
an

y
 geo

lo
gists. 

In repo
rting his ·�

m
rk, M

ask
elyne scoff

ed at G
autier and o

thers "w
ho

 
suppo

sed the eart
h to b

e o
nly a h

ollo
w

 shell o
f m

atter. " 33 

D
espite such

 eviden
ce o

f th
e earth's density, th

e idea of a hidden 
inner

 w
orld pci:s

isted 
into th

e nineteenth century. 34 Jo
hn C

leves 
S

y
mm

es (1780-
18

2
9), an

 eccentric o
fficer in the U

.S
. infa

ntry, th
eo


rized th

at the eart
h

 co
n

sists o
f fi

ve hollow
 concentric spheres, w

ith 
spaces

 b
etw

ee
n

 th
em

, an
d that these sph

eres are habitable on bo
th 

th
eir co

nvex .mail
 their co

ncave surfa
ces. T

h
e in

ner realm
 could b

e 
entered

 th
rough

 p
o

lar o
p

enings th
o

usands o
f m

iles in
 d

iam
eter. 

A
rouod

 each
 open

ing th
ere w

as an icy "ho
o

p," b
ut w

ith
in the h

o
o

p 
th

e clim
ate w

as 01
ild o

r ev
en hot. D

espite evidence of th
e earth's 

d
ensity

, th
is th

eo
ry receiv

ed co
nsiderable attentio

n w
h

en in 1823 
Sym

m
es petiti

one
d C

o
n

g
ress to

 spo
nso

r an A
ntarctic ex

pedition to
 

search
 fo

r the pob
r o

pen
ing. S

ym
m

es's disciple Jerem
iah

 R
eyno

lds 
(1799

-1858) ca
nie

d
 o

n aft
er S

ym
m

es's death, stressing th
e general 

benefits
 th

at could
 be deri

ved fr
om

 such an ex
pedition: th

e po
tential 

co
ntrib

utio
n to

 dae
 w

h
alin

g industry, th
e charts that w

o
uld aid naval 

and m
erchant shi

p
s, th

e strength
ening o

f trading ties w
ith L

atin 

A
m

erica. T
h

anks in part to
 R

eyno
lds's eff

orts, an expedition to chart 
th

e A
ntarctic co

ast w
as fu

nded b
y

 C
o

ngress and set sail in 1838. It 
consisted o

f six
 vessels carryin

g, alo
ng w

ith a crew
 of "invalids and 

idlers" (in w
o

rds of its captain, C
harles W

ilk
es), seven civilian sci

entists, tw
o

 artists, and tw
o

 tech
nicians-

th
e largest gro

up of civilian 
researchers assem

bled in fe
deral service at that tim

e. T
he observing, 

the collecting, and th
e m

apping do
ne o

n the 85,000
-m

ile W
ilkes 

E
xpedition m

ake it a m
ilesto

ne in the develo
pm

ent of A
m

erican 
science. In o

th
er respects, th

e expedition proved calam
itous. O

nly 
18

1 of th
e o

riginal crew
 o

f 346 m
en

 returned in 1842; the rest w
ere 

lost to d
isease, shipw

recks, or desertion
. 35 

Sym
m

es's lasting co
ntrib

utio
n w

as not to scientifi
c fa

ct but to 
literary im

agin
ation. 

E
dgar 

A
llan 

P
oe review

ed R
eynolds's 

1834 
speech to th

e H
ouse o

f R
epresentatives in 

T
he S

outhern
 L

iterary
 

M
essenger an

d
 later defended h

im
 in

 o
ther publicatio

ns. 36
 Po

e w
as 

entranced b
y

 th
e po

ssib
ility o

f a subterranean realm
; visions o

f such 
a w

orld appear in h
is w

orks fr
o

m
 "M

S. Found in a B
o

ttle" (1833) 
to

 "E
urek

a" (1848), inclu
ding T

he N
arra

tive of A
rthur G

ordon P
ym

, 
"H

ans P
fa

al," 
"D

ream
-L

and," and
 "U

lalum
e." 

In
 A

rthur G
ordon 

P
ym

, th
e shipw

reck
ed h

ero
 flo

ats so
uth

w
ard on a raft in an iceless 

sea, under sk
ies lit by strange flares of auro

ra b
orealis, until he fi

nally 
rushes into

 a gigantic cataract-e
v

idently the polar opening w
here 

the o
uter ocean po

urs into th
e inner one--

and glim
pses there a huge, 

shrouded, perfectly w
h

ite h
um

an fi
gure. 

In this tale Poe quotes 
verbatim

 alm
o

st half o
fR

eyno
lds's 1,500-w

o
rd

 1834 appeal to C
on

gress. A
n

 even m
o

re po
w

erfu
l stim

ulus to
 P

oe's im
aginatio

n appears 
to have b

een
 Sym

m
es's no

vel S
y m

z
onia: A

 
V

oy age of D
iscovery

, 
published in

 1820 under th
e pseudo

nym
 "C

aptain A
dam

 S
eabo

rn. " 37 

It is a lively, o
ft

en unintentio
nally am

using account o
f a polar ex


peditio

n th
at co

m
es

 upo
n

 a m
ysterio

us sh
ip o

f unearth
ly sw

iftness 
("no drift

 fr
o

m
 the ex

tern
al w

o
rld," intones C

aptain
 Seaborn

) and 
finally sails into

 the Intern
al W

o
rld, a verdant and ro

lling land gently 
lit by th

e refl
ected ligh

t o
f th

e sun en
terin

g through the po
lar o

pening 
and inh

abited
 b

y
 a w

ise and ratio
nal race of "Internals." Fro

m
 this 

entertaining b
u

t strange uto
pian tale, 38 P

o
e fa

shioned so
m

e o
f his 

m
ost h

aunting im
ages: th

e storm
 and the m

ystery ship that appear 
in "M

S . 
Fo

und in a B
o

ttle," th
e land o

f spirits inside the earth 
discovered b

y
 Pym

, the polar o
pening seen b

y H
ans Pfa

al on his 
w

ay to
 the m

oon, the m
y

sterio
usly lighted im

ages o
f "U

lalum
e" 



and "D
ream

-L
and." In the hours befo

re h
is death in the charity w

ard 
of a B

altim
ore hos

p
ital, raving in a night-long delirium

, Poe repeat
edly called out "R

eynolds! R
eynolds! O

h, R
eynolds!" 

Ju
les V

ern
e ardently adm

ired P
oe and w

as w
ell acquainted w

ith 
T

he N
arrative of

 A
rth11r G

ord
on P

ym
. In 1863 V

erne w
rote an essay 

on Po
e in w

hich he analyzed the Pym
 sto

ry at length, quoting the 
last en

try in P
ym

's journal and com
m

encing: "A
nd so the sto

ry ends, 
unfi

nished. W
h

o w
ill ever co

m
plete it? A

 bolder m
an than I, and 

one m
o

re bent on venturing into the dom
ain o

f the im
possible. "

39 

W
h

en V
ern

e w
rot

e this essay, he had just p
ublished his first great 

success, C
i,,q S

em
ai11es en B

allon [Five W
eeks in a B

alloon], and he 
w

as beginning w
ork on a new

 novel, chis one about the discovery 
of a p

o
lar volcano by a B

ritish exp
edition co the A

rctic. V
erne had 

heard o
f the W

ilkes E
xpedition, and he w

as intrigued by the idea 
that active volcanoes at the p

oles caused openings there and perhaps 
even p

ro
vided entrances into

 the earth's interior. In the new
 novel 

(eventually p
ublis

h
ed in 1865 under the title V

oyages et av
entures de 

C
ap

taine Ha
tteras), one of the characters, 

D
r. C

law
bonny, firm

ly 
sup

p
o

rts the idea that the po
lar regions are habitable, and rem

arks: 
"In

 recent tim
es it has even been suggested that there are great chasm

s 
at the P

oles; it is th
rough these that there em

erges the light w
hich 

fo
rm

s the A
urora, and you can

 get dow
n through them

 into the 
interio

r o
f the eart

h. "
40

 

V
ern

e clearly considered D
r. C

law
bonny's theories fa

rfetched, 
but he w

as also
 intr

igued by the som
ew

hat m
ore credible speculation 

that th
ere m

ight be
 other reaso

ns fo
r hollow

 spaces under the earth's 
surfa

ce. G
eologists

 w
ere still vag

ue about the w
ay tem

peratures and 
densiti

es w
ere distr

ibuted inside the planet. T
he com

position o
f the 

inner earth w
as still

 a m
ystery, and co

uld be described and interpreted 
in a variety of w

ays. A
ccording to the em

inent geologist A
rchibald 

G
eikie. w

ho w
ro

te
 the article o

n geology in
 the ninth (1887) edition 

of th
e E

ncyclopaetlia
 B

ritannica, various theories ("m
ostly fa

ncifu
l") 

about th
e insid

e of the earth h
ad

 been propounded, but only three 
m

erited
 serious con

sideration: the earth m
ight have a solid crust and 

m
olten

 interi
or; a liquid substratum

 m
ight lie beneath the crust, the 

rest of th
e globe bei

ng solid; o
r the planet m

ight be solid and rigid 
co the center, except

 fo
r "lo

cal vesicular spaces." T
he last theory w

as 
fa

vored
 by th

e em
inent L

ord K
elvin, co-discoverer of the second 

law
 of therm

odyiu
m

ics. 4
1 

D
uring the w

inter ofl 863-
64 V

erne had a series of conversations 
w

ith C
harles Sainte-C

laire D
eville, a geographer w

ho had explored 
E

uropean volcanoes and w
ho theorized that they m

ight be connected 
by passages under the earth. 

V
erne becam

e so
 excited by D

eville's 
ideas chat he dropped his w

ork o
n C

ap
taine H

atteras and quickly w
rote 

J
ourn

ey to 
the 

C
enter of the E

arth. 
In that bo

o
k he described the 

underw
orld in a w

ay com
p

atible w
ith K

elvin's theory of "local 
vesicular spaces." Furtherm

ore, since geologists of his day agreed 
that the earth's interior m

ust be h
o

t (citing as proof the eruption of 
volcanoes and the therm

al gradient in
 m

ine shafts), 42 V
erne took care 

to explain how
 his exp

lorers co
uld descend so fa

r w
ithout burn

ing 
up. J

ourn
ey is fa

rfc
tched, but not too m

u
ch so. 

O
ver the next three decades V

erne continued co w
rite his m

em


orable "im
aginary voyages," including several m

ore o
n subterra

nean them
es. E

ventually, in
 1897, V

ern
e sum

m
oned the w

ill to take 
up the challenge h

e had raised years befo
re in

 his essay on Poe: 
com

pleting the P
ym

 narrative, and, in
 particular, ex

plaining the g
reat 

w
hite fi

gure that suddenly lo
o

m
s befo

re P
ym

 at th
e end of the tale. 

In
 his 

1897 w
ork 

L
e 

Sp
hinx 

des 
G

laces
 

[T
he Ice Sphinx], 

V
ern

e 
retµrned to

 the idea o
f a polar m

ountain, w
hich had inspired C

aptaine 
H

atteras; this tim
e, how

ev
er, the m

ountain is an
 enorm

ous sphinx
like lodestone that attracts all the iron in th

e area. T
he hero, Jeorling, 

disparages A
rthur G

ordon P
ym

's story as "unadulterated fa
ntasy

delirious into the bargain "-
until, at the en

d o
f th

e book, he and his 
com

panions discover P
ym

's corpse on th
e rock, hanging fr

o
m

 the 
strap o

f his rifle, 
w

hich h
ad

 been irresistibly draw
n there by the 

m
agneti

c sphinx. 43 

B
y a rem

arkable coincidence, w
hile V

erne, ag
in

g and ill, w
as 

laboring on L
e Sp

hinx
, an

other w
riter of science fa

ntasy-
a vigorous 

young m
an no

t q
uite thirt

y and just beginning his career-
published 

an
 underground tale also fe

aturin
g a w

hite sphinx. T
he year w

as 
1895, the w

riter w
as H

. G
. 

W
ells, 

and the story w
as 

T
he 

T
im

e 
M

achine.· In W
ells's no

vel the sphinx-like object turn
s out to be

 a 
hollow

, bronze-plated pe
destal into w

hich the narrator's tim
e-travel 

m
achine is snatched by the sinister underground M

orlocks, w
ho. in 

the w
orld o

f the year 802
,701, hunt th

e hapless above-ground E
loi. 

W
ells w

as hailed as another Jules V
ern

e. 
H

e w
as also fr

equentl
y 

com
pared to E

dw
ard B

ulw
er-L

ytton, since Th
e T

im
e M

achine re
m

inded E
nglish readers o

f that author's 
1862 book 

T
he 

C
om

ing 



R
ace.•• W

ithin th
e n

ext six years, 
W

ells w
rote several m

ore tales 
abou

t subterranean realm
s of technolog

y: 
W

hen the S
leeper W

akes 
(1899),4 5 A

 S
tory

 of
 the D

ays to C
om

e (1899), and T
he F

irs
t M

en in the 
M

oon (190
1). 

In the open
ing years of the tw

entieth century, the skein of 
underground stories becam

e even m
ore tangled as authors continued 

to respond to one another's subterranean visions. In 1905 W
ells w

rote 
a lo

ng and laudatory fo
rew

ord to 
U

nderground M
an, the E

nglish 
tran

slation of a utopian fa
ntasy by the em

inent French sociologist 
G

ab
riel T

arde. (T
he French version, titled F

rag
m

ent d'histoire fu
ture, 

had been published in 1896.) O
nce it appeared in E

nglish, T
arde's 

talc w
as con

stantly com
pared w

ith W
ells's.«, A

 few
 years later, in 

1909, W
ells's com

patriot E
. M

. Forster portrayed a dystopian un
derg

round society in his short story "T
he M

achine Stops." Forster 
later explained that "T

he M
achine Stops is a reaction to one of the 

earlier heavens ofH
. G

. W
ells. "

47 T
he "heaven" Forster had in m

ind 
w

as probably W
ells's A

 M
odern

 U
topia (1904)-

not the earlier T
im

e 
M

a chine, w
hich is so sim

ilar to "T
he M

achine Stops" that one critic 
has rem

ark
ed tha

t they "are basically the sam
e story. "

48
 A

ll these are 
sto ri

es not of des
cent into a sacred tim

eless realm
, but of projection 

into a highly tech
nological hum

an fu
ture. 

T
ex

t and context interpenetrate. E
vents in

 science and in technol
ogy

 altered the lines of the underground stories, opening up new
 

im
ag

inative possibilities w
hile closing dow

n others. O
n the other 

han
d

, the scientifi
c and technological events w

ere info
rm

ed by the 
story

line of the journey to the underw
orld in quest of truth and 

pow
er. T

he sign
ifi

cant relationship betw
een literature and science 

and techn
ology is

 to be fo
und in

 this structural congruence of plot
lines, rather than

 in the all-encom
passing fo

g
 of a zeitgeist or in the 

asso
ciation o

f par
ticular literary im

ages w
ith particular biographical 

detail
s. A

t least, this is the argum
ent I shall try to m

ake in the next 
tw

o
 chapters. 
C

hapter 2 2<l
dresses scientifi

c developm
ents of the late eigh

teen
th century an

d the nineteenth century; chapter 3 covers techno
logica

l developm
ents of the sam

e period. 
O

ne purpose of these 
cha p

ters is sim
ply to show

 how
 m

uch actual excavation-
fr

om
 the 

diggin
g up of anci

ent T
roy to the digging of railw

ay tunnels through 
the A

lps-
w

as going on in the period w
hen V

erne, W
ells, and Forster 

w
ere w

riting. T
hey could not avoid seeing som

e excavation projects 
and hearing about m

any others. E
v

en m
ore im

portant, they knew
 

the sam
e w

as true o
f their readers. T

his assum
ption of shared expe

rience allow
ed W

ells to have the narrator of T
he T

im
e M

achine explain 
to his readers of the 1890s that, although the evolution of an under
ground species m

ight seem
 grotesque, "even now

 there are existing 
circum

stances to point that w
ay": 

T
here is a tendency to utilise underground sp

ace fo
r the less ornam

ental 
purposes of civilisation; there is the M

etropolitan R
ailw

ay in L
ondon, for 

instance, there are new
 electric ra

ilw
ays, there are subw

ays, there are im


derground w
orkroom

s and restaurants, and they increase and m
ultiply. E

v
idently, I thought, this tendency has increased till Industry had gradually 
lost its birthright in the sky. I m

ean that it had gone deep
er and deep

er into 
larger and ever larger underground fa

ctories, 
spending a still-increasing 

am
ount of

 its tim
e therein, till, in the end-

! E
ven now

, does not an E
ast

E
nd w

orker live in such artifi
cial conditions as practically to be cut off

 fr
om

 
the natural surfa

ce of
 the earth? 49 

B
ut context involves m

ore than
 com

m
on intellectual and tech

nological experiences. If the m
ythological journey to the underw

orld 
shaped 

the 
nineteenth 

century's 
subterranean 

narratives, 
it 

also 
shaped that century's science and technology. T

he quest to recover I 
the truth about the past b

y digging ever m
ore deeply w

as a central 
project of nineteenth-century science. In technological projects too, 
�xcavation w

as cast in
 m

ythological term
s, as a heroic journey into 

fo
rbidden realm

s. 
T

he second and third chapters w
ill study the 

subterranean quest as a plotline in nineteenth-century science and 
technology. 

B
eginning w

ith chapter 4, the em
phasis w

ill b
egin to shift

 fr
om

 
actual to m

etaph
orical excavation, and fr

om
 secondary to prim

ary 
literature. T

he pivotal point is aesthetic sensibility. N
ew

 aesthetic 
concepts-

fi
rst sublim

ity and later fa
ntasy-

w
ere invented that ex

pressed �he em
otional pow

er of subterranean environm
ents, a pow

er 
not encom

passed by the traditional aesthetic term
inology of beauty 

and ugliness. 
Furtherm

ore, sublim
e and fa

ntastic im
ages w

ere ex
tended fr

om
 subterranean environm

ents to technology in general. 
Sublim

e im
ages dom

inated the fi
rst industrial revolution, w

hile fa
n

tastic ones characterized the second industrial revolution. B
oth aes

thetic categories helped shape and organize the sense im
pressions of 



daily lifc
---

concrete, vivid, but chaotic-
into an im

aginary w
orld of 

hum
an m

eaning. Iconography therefo
re provides a link betw

een 
actual exca

vation and the literary them
e of underw

orld life
. 

The literature is analyzed in m
ore detail in chapters 5-7. These 

last three chapters describe and evaluate significant late-nineteenth
century and early-tw

entieth-century stories about im
aginary under

ground soc
ieties. The fifth chapter centers on the social im

plications 
of subterr.anean life, especially the concern that hum

ans living in an 
enclosed environm

ent m
ight degenerate into feeble, brainless he

donists or cr
uel, heartless barbarians. Chapter 6 explores the political 

im
plications of living in an environm

ent that requires a high degree 
of planning and in w

hich resources are strictly lim
ited. The note of 

anxiety evident in chapters 5 and 6 becom
es even m

ore pronounced 
in the final chapter, w

here the potential fo
r catastrophe in subterra

nean life
 is considered. In this last chapter a recurring nightm

are is 
the threat of ecological disaster, caused either by hum

an fo
lly or by 

nature's revenge. 
1 originally intended to deal w

ith Am
erican as w

ell as w
ith 

British and French literature. (In the latter case, I am
 lim

iting m
yself 

to the European language and literature I know
 best.} W

ith respect 
to scientific, technological, and aesthetic background, it seem

ed to 
m

e that sim
ilarities in experience w

ould outw
eigh any national dif

ferences separatin
g the Am

ericans from
 the British and the French. 

I expected to use subterranean stories by Am
erican w

riters such as 
L. Frank Baum

, w
ho w

rote num
erous sequels to 

T
he 

W
onderfa

l 
Wi

z
ard of

 O
z

 (1900
) set in the underground realm

 of the N
om

e 
King, 50

 and Edgar Rice Burroughs, w
ho fo

llow
ed T

arz
an of

 the A
pes 

(1912) w
ith

 a series of tales set in a w
eird inner w

orld called Pellucidar, 
in

habited by crea
tures like the H

oribs-
snake-m

en w
ith scales and 

soft w
hite bellies. 51 As I continued to read and w

rite, how
ever, I 

discovered that th
e Am

erican stories, w
hile entertaining and signif

icant in their own
 w

ay, did not fit together w
ell w

ith those w
ritten 

by British and French authors. Their them
es did not seem

 to m
esh. 

I have concluded that this is no accident. M
y w

ork supports Leo 
M

arx's contention that Am
erican fa

bles expressing the pastoral ideal 
are cultural sym

bols arising from
 the unique Am

erican historical 
experience. 52 A

s M
arx has show

n, Am
erican w

riters typically de
velop the them

e of the technological environm
ent on the horizontal 

plane: the m
achine invading the garden, the individual retreating, at 

least tem
porarily, from

 com
plex civilization to a m

ore natural en
vironm

ent out w
est or in the w

oods. In particular, Am
erican w

riters 
explore a "m

iddle landscape," a pastoral haven lying (in their im
ag

inations) betw
een urban civilization and prim

itive nature. M
arx 

theorizes that this literary tradition is inextricably related to the 
unique environm

ental conditions of Am
erican national experience: 

a technically advanced society inhabiting a continent rich in natural 
resources and sparse in population. 

In a sim
ilar w

ay, the fa
ble of the technological underw

orld seem
s 

to resonate w
ith O

ld W
orld conditions, w

here prim
itive nature w

as 
largely absent and w

here the presence of the built environm
ent w

as 
fa

r m
ore dom

inant. British and French w
riters seem

 to fa
vor a 

vertical axis that is m
ore uncom

prom
ising than the horizontal one 

prevalent in Am
erica. Instead of three zones, they w

ork w
ith only 

tw
o: surfa

ce and subsurfa
ce, pastoral and m

anufa
ctured. The choices 

are starker because there is no longer a m
iddle landscape; prim

itive, 
raw

 nature is no longer perceived as an alternative. Furtherm
ore, 

vertical m
ovem

ent betw
een subsurfa

ce and surfa
ce is fa

r m
ore dif

ficult than the relatively easy horizontal passage betw
een city and 

pa. storal retreat. 
A

s these com
m

ents illustrate, by their very nature these stories 
practically dem

and a structuralist reading that fo
cuses on the recur

rent spatial patterns. Like the m
yths to w

hich they are so closely 
related, 

subterranean narratives can be analyzed into repetitive 
units-

fo
r exam

ple, the opposites of surfa
ce and depth-

w
hich com


bine and recom

bine like elem
ents of gram

m
ar. 53 Certainly m

y read
ing of these stories ow

es m
uch to techniques of narrative analysis 

that, in turn, ow
e m

uch to stru
cturalism

. But if w
e begin here, w

e 
cannot end here. Ifw

e fo
cus too exclusively on schem

atic repetitions, 
the stories all begin to look the sam

e. 54 
--

In fa
ct, they are not at all the sam

e, because othe
r elem

ents of 
narrative keep escaping from

 the relatively rigid com
m

on structure . 
N

arration perm
its and indeed encourages contradiction, exploration, 

questioning, and suspension ofjudgm
ent, as opposed to abstract and 

logical statem
ents of conviction. The story can m

ove in directions 
that the w

riter did not fo
resee at the outset. N

arratives create their 
ow

n m
om

entum
 because the very act of storytelling opens up un

expected and perhaps unintended possibilities. In this respect the 

-
-

-
-

-
-

-
-

-
-

-
-

-
-

· -
----



narrative process is like the technological one: the act of construction 
develops its ow

n m
om

entum
. 55 

E
ven m

ore obviously, 
the exploratory quality of narrative 

m
ethod resem

bles that of scientific inquiry (although one should not 
push the com

parison too fa
r; there are m

any im
portant distinctions 

betw
een fictional narrative and scientific theorizing). T

he com
m

on 
po

int is the opportunity-
indeed the need-

to expand fr
om

 the 
present to the fu

ture. 56
 H

. G
. W

ells called Wh
en the Sleep er W

akes one 
of his "fa

ntasias of possibility." T
hese fa

ntasias, he said, "take som
e 

great creative tendency, 
or group of tendencies, and develop its 

possibility
 in the fu

ture." 
"'Suppose these fo

rces to go on,"'
 said 

W
ells, "that is the fu

ndam
ental hypothesis of the story. "

57 Scientists 
use a sim

ilar process w
hen they run a com

puter m
odel to test a 

hypothes
is; they calculate, on the basis of certain assum

ptions, w
hat 

w
ill hap

pen if a "group of tendencies
" should go on in the direction 

in w
hich it is now

 headed. In m
any cases (especially w

hen dealing 
w

ith no
nreproducible, large-scale environm

ental events) they m
ust 

project po
ssibilities rather than confirm

ed data. T
his m

ode of think
in

g has been described by the anth
ropologist C

liff
ord G

eertz as 
"neither m

ore nor less than constructing an im
age of the environ

m
ent, ru

nning the m
odel fa

ster than the environm
ent, and then 

predictin
g that the environm

ent w
ill behave as the m

odel does. "
58

 

T
he defining characteristic of the subterranean environm

ent is 
the exclu

sion of
 nature-

of biologica
l diversity, of seasons, of plants, 

of the su
n an

d the stars. T
he subterranean laboratory takes to an 

extrem
e the ecological sim

plification of m
odern

 cities, w
here it 

som
etim

es seem
s that hum

ans, rats, insects, and m
icrobes are the 

only rem
ainin

g fo
rm

s of w
ildlife

. Th
e guiding principle of this lit

erary expe
rim

ent is, therefo
re, w

hat the critic Fredric Jam
eson has 

term
ed "w

orld-reduction": "a principle of system
atic exclusion, a 

ki
nd of su

rgical
 excision of em

pirical reality, som
ething like a process 

of ontolog
ical

 attenuation in w
hich th

e sheer teem
ing m

ultiplicity of 
w

hat exis
ts, of w

hat w
e call reality

, is deliberately thinned and 
w

eeded o
ut through an operation of radical abstraction and sim

pli
fication. "

59 Jam
eson rem

inds us that the "high literature" of the 
nineteenth

 century explicitly sought a "cognitive and experim
ental 

function." w
hether through "w

orld-reduction" or through other 
pri

nciples
. 

T
hat "cognitive and experim

ental fu
nction," though, is prac

ticed not in the natural w
orld but in the social w

orld-
and here the 

analogy betw
een literature and science breaks dow

n. O
ver and over 

again, as w
e shall see, w

hat is m
ost sim

plified in these narratives is 
not nature but hum

anity. T
he w

riter descends below
 the social sur

fa
ce to seek the truth about the low

er classes-
people regarded pri

m
arily as subj

ects fo
r cognition and research, as pieces of buried 

evidence to be dug up and analyzed. W
hat the w

riter unearths, 
how

ever, is less fr
uitfu

lly read as a description oflow
er-class reality 

than as a reflection of m
iddle-class anxieties that the w

riter shares. 60
 

T
hese stories have to be read not only as m

ythic structures, not only 
as prophetic narratives, but also as expressions of bourgeois con
sciousness. O

nly then do w
e becom

e aw
are of the extent to w

hich 
nature and technology are both class-related categories. T

he tech
nological environm

ent is regarded as a threat prim
arily because of 

the social arrangem
ents it seem

s to im
ply; conversely, nature is 

presented as an alternative not so m
uch to an undesirable technolog

ical order as to an undesirable social order. 
A

t the outset I said that the goal of this book is to explore the 
psychological, social, and political im

plications of living in a pre
dom

inantly technological environm
ent. In order to deal w

ith all these 
consequences, 

w
e m

ust read these subterranean stories sim
ulta

neously as m
�

J;, narratives, and ideologies, w
ithout letting any 

one of those readings overpow
er the rest. T

hat is quite a challenge, 
but only then can w

e assess the fu
ll significance of the present envi

ronm
ental transfo

rm
ation. T

he subterranean environm
ent is a tech

nological one--
but_it is also a m

ental land�cape, a social t�rrain, and 
an ideological_�

P-
·-· • 

·-�'� 
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 Manfredo Tafuri:
 From the Critique of Ideology
 to Microhistories
 Carla Keyvanian

 Manfredo Tafuri is interpreted and understood, especially in the

 U.S., almost exclusively in the light of two books he published, in

 the original version, in 1968 and 1973: Theories and History of Archi-

 tecture and Architecture and Utopia, respectively.'

 Later, fundamental developments in his thought generally

 are reduced to the notion that he abandoned the study of modern

 architecture in favor of what is almost perceived as a regression to

 Renaissance studies.

 Even in Italy, where poor translations cannot be claimed as a

 justification, the development of his notion of history has been re-

 ductively read by many as an abandonment of a politically commit-

 ted history in favor of an old-fashioned, erudite philologist's histo-

 riography. In the words of an Italian critic writing after his death,

 Tafuri sought refuge "in the past, in intelligence, and erudition. No

 longer remembering neither his nor our hopes in projects." 2

 The aim of this paper is then to better articulate and histori-

 cally contextualize Tafuri's passage from the critique of ideology to

 a model of architectural history that I will propose as a fruitful one:

 a model that has a cross-disciplinary approach and for which

 philology is a fundamental methodological tool. At the same time, I

 will show that this passage does not represent an abandonment of

 his intention to write a politically committed history (provided we

 understand this as meaning "concerned with the contemporary"),

 but rather a shift in the tactics employed to achieve this aim.

 I will begin with a brief outline of Tafuri's critique of ideol-

 ogy and then proceed to show how, in attempting to solve the prob-

 lems posed by it, he modified his historiographic approach.

 In 1973 Tafuri published Progetto e utopia (Architecture and

 Utopia)-published in a shorter version in 1969 in the review

 Contropiano-which earned him his undying reputation as a radical

 Marxist. Its central thesis-that architecture, since the age of the

 Enlightenment, had been the ideological instrument of capitalism

 and that it could not, therefore, any longer hope to have any "revo-

 lutionary" aims-raised cries about Tafuri's nihilism and his having

 declared the "death of architecture."

 But Tafuri's message, an extremely clear one, was that one

 could not hope to reveal the ideologies that were represented by ar-

 chitecture through the production of an alternative architecture.

 1 M. Tafuri, Teorie e storia dell'architettura.

 (Bari: Laterza, 1968). Eng. trans. Theories

 and History of Architecture. (New York:

 Harper & Row, 1980); M. Tafuri, Progetto

 e utopia. Architettura e sviluppo capital-

 istico. (Bari: Laterza, 1973). Eng. trans.

 Architecture and Utopia. Design and

 Capitalist Development. (Cambridge, MA:

 MIT Press, 1976). All dates of publication

 will henceforth refer to original Italian

 versions.

 2 Antonino Saggio, Review of "II Progetto

 storico di Manfredo Tafuri," Casabella

 619-620 found in Domus 773

 (Luglio/Agosto, 1995): 104 [my trans.].

 ? Copyright 2000 Massachusetts Institute of Technology 3
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 Architecture had been such an integral part of the capitalist project

 that it was an illusion to hope that it could critique it with a counter

 project.3

 Architecture could not, therefore, be "political." It was, in-

 stead, history that would have to become the systematic revelation,

 and critique, of the ideologies that architecture embodied. It was the

 "historical" project rather than the design one that had to become

 "capable of calling into question, at every instant, the historic legiti-

 macy of the capitalist division of labor." As he still stated very

 explicitly years later, in 1980 in "II Progetto storico" (The Historical

 Project) the introductory chapter to La Sfera e il labirinto (The Sphere

 and the Labyrinth).4

 The idea of a historiography that has political potential was

 neither new nor peculiar to Tafuri. His position was a common one

 among Italian left-wing intellectuals of the '60s and early '70s. It was

 based upon Antonio Gramsci's and Benedetto Croce's ideas

 (Gramsci's in more radical terms) on the need for a history that was

 "alive." That was, in other words, directly connected to the present

 by its ability to perform a critical role in awakening consciousness

 and bringing about social change.

 Another important source for this idea was Walter Benjamin

 whose works started appearing in Italian translations in the very

 early '60s. A short essay, the "Theses of the Philosophy of History,"

 in which Benjamin advocated an unmediated connection between a

 revolutionary present and the past, proved crucial not only for

 Tafuri but for the whole group of the so-called School of Venice.5

 Tafuri's aim undoubtedly was to write a history that would

 have political significance. The central problem, then, was that of

 writing such a history without transforming it into an operative one.

 Operative history, practiced in Italy by historians such as Bruno

 Zevi and Paolo Portoghesi, had been radically attacked by Tafuri in

 Theories and History in 1968. In this book, Tafuri declared operative
 history to be an:

 analysis of architecture (or of the arts in general) that, in-

 stead of an abstract survey, has as its object the planning of

 a precise poetical tendency ( ... ) derived from historical

 analyses programmatically distorted and finalized. By this

 definition, operative criticism represents the meeting point

 of history and planning. We could say, in fact, that opera-

 tive criticism plans past history by projecting it towards the

 future.6

 Operative history, in other words, applied a deforming filter

 to specific ages of the past, transforming them into mythical ones

 endowed with ideal values in order to designate them as models for
 design.

 Tafuri certainly had no intention of writing a history that

 could be of any direct use to designers. Principally for the reasons

 3 According to orthodox Marxist thought,

 real change cannot occur until the under-

 lying conditions of production are

 changed. Any attempt at reform in a

 single sector (such as architecture)

 constitutes therefore a serious error as it

 only hinders the advent of real change.

 For a clear instance of this critique, see

 Tafuri's analysis of the reasons why the

 experiments in social housing of the

 1920s and '30s in Germany failed

 Manfredo Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co,

 Architettura Contemporanea (Milano:

 Electa, 1976). Eng. trans. Modem

 Architecture (New York: Harry N. Abrams,

 1979), 1. See Ch. Xl: "The Attempts at

 Urban Reform in Europe Between the

 Wars," esp. 156-57.

 4 M. Tafuri, La sfera e il labirinto.

 Avanguardia e architettura da piranesi

 agli anni '70 (Torino: Einaudi, 1980), 16

 [my trans.]. Eng. trans. The Sphere and

 the Labyrinth. Avantgardes and

 Architecture from Piranesi to the '70s.

 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987).

 5 W. Benjamin, "Theses on the Philosophy

 of History" first published in Neue

 Rundschau61:3 (1950). Eng. trans. in

 Illuminations. Walter Benjamin. Essays

 and Reflections. Hannah Arendt, ed.

 (New York: Schoken, 1988), 253-264.

 Abundant traces of the influence exerted

 by Benjamin, and by this essay in particu-

 lar, remain. From 1964 to 1972, Massimo

 Cacciari and Marco De Michelis

 published Angelus Novus, a journal

 inspired by the Paul Klee painting to

 which Benjamin refers to in this essay.

 Cacciari published in Nuova Corrente, in

 1975, "Di alcuni motivi di Walter

 Benjamin (da Ursprung des deutschen

 Trauerspiels a Der Autor als Produzent

 "[On some motifs in Walter Benjamin

 from Ursprung des deutschen

 Trauerspiels to Der Autor als Produzent]).

 Tafuri makes explicit and frequent refer-

 ences to Benjamin's ideas. For an accu-

 rate critique of this book, see Tiedemann,

 Rolf, "Historical Materialism or Political

 Messianism? An Interpretation of the

 Theses 'On the Concept of History'," in

 Gary Smith ed., Benjamin (Chicago:

 University of Chicago Press, 1989).

 6 M. Tafuri, Theories and History of

 Architecture, 141.
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 we have seen, that architecture could not become the instrument

 for change and because history had other tasks, the unveiling of

 ideologies.

 But writing a history that was very much concerned with the

 contemporary situation, a history that had political aims, involved

 the same risks as that of writing one aimed at designers: that of

 deforming the past in order to suit these aims. And this risk was

 very clear to Tafuri. In 1966, in the preface to his book on Mannerist

 architecture, he declared:

 While it is true that every history worthy of being called

 such, after Croce and Gramsci, is always "current" history,

 it is also necessary to emphasize that it principally has to be

 history: a free investigation of the events of the past,

 enriched by a contemporariness that is part of the historian's

 culture, but not subjected to the demonstration of preconsti-

 tuted theses.7

 But Tafuri himself had come very close to the possible defor-

 mations caused by the "contemporariness" of some of his earlier

 writings. In a work published in 1961, for instance, he had argued

 that the baroque, seventeenth century interventions on the medieval

 town of San Gregorio, near Rome, had, in reality, been part of a

 unitary urban plan. His argument meant to critique "romantic atti-

 tudes" concerning "so-called 'minor' architecture" which, taken out

 of context was used as a model thus producing "deplorable archi-

 tectural populism." 8 But in a much more recent interview regarding

 a different issue, Tafuri himself declared that there were no unitary

 urban plans for a city until the late eighteenth century, at least.

 Again, in 1967, in an article on Borromini's projects for

 Piazza Carpegna, he proposed, through a reattribution of some

 drawings by Borromini and the publication of new ones, a different

 building sequence for the palace. He demonstrated refined scholar-

 ship but did not forget to point out, in the process, that Borromini,

 in his projects, always rejected the use of "models and types." 9 This

 was transparent reference to the proponents of the typological

 approach to design, Saverio Muratori and Gianfranco Caniggia, in

 those years teaching at Rome's School of Architecture. Tafuri and

 others, while still students, had so strongly opposed them that the

 school finally established a parallel, alternative, course of design

 taught by Carlo Aymonino, with Tafuri as one of his assistants.

 Throughout Tafuri's writings of this period, one can clearly

 perceive the struggle with the need to write a history that would

 have political relevance, but that would avoid being distorted by

 this purpose.

 A first solution was provided by the adoption of the idea

 that there is no such thing as "objective" knowledge, and that we

 can only hope to attain "fragments" of it; an idea that had been

 7 M. Tafuri, L'Architettura del Manierismo

 nel Cinquecento Europeo (Roma: Officina,

 1966), 6 [my translation].

 8 M. Tafuri, "Lampliamento barocco del

 comune di S. Gregorio da Sassola" in

 Quaderni delli'stituto di Storia

 dell'Architettura 31:48 (1959/61); quoted

 by G. Ciucci in "The formative years,"

 Casabella 619-620 (Jan.-Feb., 1995): 17.

 9 M. Tafuri, "Borromini in Palazzo

 Carpegna: documenti inediti e ipotesi

 critiche" in Quademi dellisittuto di Storia

 dellArchitettura dell'Universit di Roma

 79:84(1967): 85-107; 94.
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 circulating for some time, but which gained wide resonance with

 the works of Michel Foucault.

 Tafuri adopted this idea from Foucault, but modified the

 "fragments" according to the meaning which Walter Benjamin had

 assigned to them. These had to be the remnants, the traces left by

 the voiceless, and the obliterated of history. With these fragments,

 Benjamin wanted to write a history that "brushed against the grain"

 of the one written by the victors, a history that would prove to be a

 counterhegemonic one.'"

 In "The Historical Project," Tafuri proposed a model of

 history that was a montage of fragments (which, in architectural

 terms, often meant unbuilt projects or anachronistic designs that

 resisted the dominant "style"). Each of the fragments inevitably

 would have been selected to the exclusion of others. This montage,

 a construct of the historian, obviously could not claim any absolute

 validity. Behind every history, including his own, there was, admit-

 tedly, a "project," an agenda. Deformations thus were inevitable for

 both operative criticism and his own history. But, he still claimed,

 it's a question of the ends one proposes."

 The acknowledgment of the inevitable deformations that the

 historian's interpretation imposes on historiography and the impos-

 sibility of attaining an "objective" historiography Tafuri owed

 mostly to Foucault. But this "solution" was not entirely satisfactory.

 Tafuri leveled a fundamental criticism at Foucault's notion of

 history. The belief that history (or reality) cannot be understood in

 any objective way entails, as its logical outcome, an abandonment of

 any project of change. To put it very crudely, Foucault's position

 could be summarized by the sentence "If we cannot even 'know

 reality, how can we hope to 'change' it?"

 For Tafuri, as we have seen, this was unacceptable. In 1977

 he wrote, together with Franco Rella, Georges Teyssot and Massimo

 Cacciari, II dispositivo Foucault [The Foucault Mechanism], an articu-

 lated critique of Foucault's ideas. In it, he asked:

 Is there really space, in the current political moment, for

 this operation of infinite fragmentation of the various prac-

 tices of power, that certainly digs inside the intersections

 and the interstices-and herein lies our interest in the prac-

 tices of Nietzsche, Derrida and Foucault-but in order to

 become a "dissemination" to the wind, in a sort of game

 devoid of rules that can be verified in their social effects? 12

 The need for a history that contains the potential for change

 was unquestionable for Tafuri and not only for him.

 Carlo Ginzburg, the Italian historian, already had criticized

 Foucault's notion of history in the preface to II Formaggio e i vermi

 (The Cheese and the Worms), published in 1976.13 He proposed, in-

 stead of a history that is wary of attempting a recomposition and

 reading of the fragments of historical knowledge; and instead of a

 10 Walter Benjamin, "Theses on the

 Philosophy of History," 253-264.

 11 M. Tafuri, "The Historical Project," 15. To

 understand the full significance of the

 quote we also have to bear in mind that

 Zevi belonged to the same political tradi-

 tion as Tafuris. Zevi, too, intended writing

 a "militant" history. Tafuri was attacking

 where he knew it would hurt most: one is

 certainly free to write such an operative

 history, he meant, but it will not have the

 "political" effects ours will: "It is a ques-

 tion of the ends one proposes."

 12 M. Tafuri, "Lettura del testo e pratiche

 discorsive" in 11 dispositivo Foucault

 (Venezia: Cluva, 1977), 45 [my trans.].

 13 Carlo Ginzburg, I/ formaggio e i vermi. 11

 cosmo di un mugnaio del '500. (Torino:

 Einaudi, 1976). Eng. trans. The Cheese

 and the Worms;The Cosmos of a

 Sixteenth-CenturyMiller(Baltimore: John

 Hopkins University Press, 1980).
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 history that balks at interpretation because there is no "true," "ob-

 jective" meaning, etc., a microhistory. A history that, through the

 careful analysis of clues, traces, and documents, does not shy away

 from attempting to understand the "true meaning" of a specific his-

 torical episode or artistic object.

 Ginzburg had a deep impact on Tafuri for he showed how

 one could write a history that was profoundly political, even if it

 analyzed, as in The Cheese and the Worms, the story of an obscure

 miller tried, and eventually burnt, for heresy in the sixteenth

 century.

 In the '60s, Ginzburg had declared-referring to the title of a

 book by Croce, What Is Alive and What Is Dead in Hegel's Philosophy-

 that he wanted to write a history that was "really dead," in obvious

 and polemical opposition to the views for a committed history, i.e.

 an "alive" one, held by the leftist intellectual milieu to which he

 himself belonged.14

 Although the term "microhistory" was coined by Ginzburg,

 its concepts had been elaborated in the late 60s and 70s by a young

 group of historians who founded a review in 1966 the Quaderni

 Storici, that became a testing ground for new methodological

 approaches to history. Choosing almost randomly from works pub-

 lished in the review we read, for instance, of the story of Saccardino,

 a seventeenth century quack and charlatan who preached that reli-

 gion, and especially the idea of hell, was a fraud whose only pur-

 pose was for "the princes to have their own way," and that people

 had to "open their eyes." Saccardino ended up duly hanged in

 Bologna's main market square, of course, but if this was Ginzburg's

 idea of a history that is "really dead," it is little wonder that Tafuri

 perceived its potential."5

 Almost paradoxically, in fact, such accounts as in The Cheese

 and the Worms, that of the struggle that pitted the miller against his

 inquisitors; his "low" against their "high" culture and the inevitably

 ensuing clash of languages, cultures and mental structures, illumi-

 nated the power relations that articulated the social hierarchy of that

 time: a politically charged history if there ever was one.

 For writing such a history "philology" was an indispensable

 methodological tool. One that would enable the microhistorian to

 dismantle previous historiographic constructs and elaborate differ-

 ent ones, whose validity would be firmly based upon the careful

 scrutiny of primary sources.

 To those brought up in an entirely different scholarly tradi-

 tion, this may not sound like a revelation. But, in Italy, philology

 had been repudiated as a valid instrument for writing history for a

 long time. Ever since, in fact, Croce had denounced nineteenth

 century erudite history that based its positivistic faith on the accu-

 mulation of often uninterpreted "documents." For Croce, history

 was to be based on "interpretation" just as the criticism of a work of

 art had to be based on "intuition."

 14 B. Croce, Ci che e vivo e cib che e morto

 nella filosofia di Hegel (Bari: Laterza,

 1907).

 15 C. Ginzburg and Marco Ferrari, "La

 colombara ha aperto gli occhi," Quademi

 Storici38 (1978): 631-9. Eng. trans., "The

 Dove-Cote Has Opened its Eyes" in

 Microhistories and the Lost People of

 Europe, Edward Muir and Guido

 Ruggiero, eds. (Baltimore: John Hopkins

 University Press, 1991).
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 Italian historians, still imbued with Croce's idealism,

 consider with suspicion a "philological" history. As I mentioned at

 the beginning, the passage of Tafuri from a critique of ideology to an

 "old-fashioned" philological approach to history mostly has been

 perceived as a contradiction, or as the abandonment of a committed

 history after the political disillusionments of the last few years.

 Alberto Asor Rosa, a literary critic and founder, with

 Massimo Cacciari, of the review Contropiano, provides us, instead,

 with a much more insightful explanation, seeing Tafuri's philologi-

 cal approach as the logical outcome of the critique of ideology.

 Although, he says, many might "find it difficult to understand:"

 The "critique of ideology" precedes and determines the

 discovery of "philology," and makes it both possible and

 necessary. Think about this: once no veil any longer exists,

 all that remains is to study, understand and represent the

 mechanisms of reality, for which one should refinedly use

 the instruments of an inquiry that is (clearly within certain

 limits), objective.16

 Tafuri's philological inquiry-which extends itself not only

 to literary texts but also to architectural models, drawings, the built

 works themselves and their relationship to each other-is what

 enables him to write his "architectural" microhistories.

 The elaboration of this microhistorical method will run

 parallel, for Tafuri, to the project that occupied him for the last

 decade of his life (from L'Armonia e i Conflitti of 1983, to Ricerca del

 Rinascimento in 1992): the rewriting of the Renaissance.

 He listed the fundamental concepts of an architectural micro-

 history in the introduction to L'Armonia e i Conflitti, an as yet un-

 translated book on the sixteenth century Venetian church of San

 Francesco della Vigna:

 As far as we're concerned-he declared-the artistic object

 is to be questioned, rather than in its individuality, as a

 witness that can testify as to the roles that were assigned to

 it by the mentality (or mentalities) of the era to which it

 belongs regarding its economic meaning, its public func-

 tion, the means of production incorporated in it, the struc-

 tures of representation (= ideologies) that condition it, or of

 which it is an autonomous enunciator.17

 Ricerca del Rinascimento, his last book, is a constellation of

 microhistories or of "monads," to use a Benjaminian term: a con-

 catenation of minute events of the past that are particularly signifi-

 cant to our present.

 The book starts with an analysis of the urban plan for Rome

 of Nicholas V in the 1440s, and the role that traditionally is assigned

 to Leon Battista Alberti as the Pope's advisor and architect. Tafuri

 reads the Pope's urban strategy as part of a plan to consolidate the

 16 A. Asor Rosa, "Critica dell'ideologia ed

 esercizio storico" [Critique of ideology

 and historical practice], Casabella

 619-620 (Jan.-Feb. 1995): 33.

 17 M. Tafuri, LArmonia e i conflitti. La

 chiesa di San Francesco della Vigna

 nella Venezia del '500 (Torino: Einaudi,

 1983), 7.
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 papacy's secular power. To this aim, he wanted to build architecture

 that would demonstrate the "supreme and undisputable authority

 of the Roman Church" by seeming as if "built by God himself." "8

 Next, Tafuri philologically reconstructs the work of Alberti

 (both textual and architectural), and the ideas he came into contact

 with, penetrating his mental set with a procedure strikingly similar

 to that used by Ginzburg for his miller.

 The Alberti that emerges from Tafuri's analysis is one who is

 highly sceptical of authority and is critical of the display of luxury

 and the rhetoric of power. How would "this" Alberti have aided the

 Pope in his intent to build architecture that would seem as if "built

 by God himself," Tafuri asks? Or, if he did, it would then be neces-

 sary to clearly distinguish the intentions of the Pope from those of

 the architect, in other words, analyzing the conflict that must have

 arisen between practices of power and artistic languages.

 But a fundamental aspect of Tafuri's reassessment of Alberti

 lies in the awareness he claims for the Renaissance theorist, of the

 existence of a multiplicity of models of antiquity. In other words,

 Tafuri's Alberti was (and was aware of) constructing an artificial

 "tradition" founded, rather than on "the" model of antiquity, on a

 selection from the models available. Alberti and other humanists, in

 other words, were establishing the principles of an architectural

 language that was already perceived as self-referential, founded on

 neither "the" model of antiquity nor on a metaphysical concept of

 beauty.

 The last chapter concludes with an analysis of an unbuilt

 project and three buildings in Venice by Jacopo Sansovino, who had

 left Rome after its sacking in 1527. Tafuri analyzes the struggle

 between Sansovino's "modem" Roman architectural language and

 the Venetian context in which he had to operate.19

 The first project by Sansovino in Venice for Vettor Grimani,

 is one that never was built. Tafuri points out that the rotation of the

 axes necessary to achieve regular geometric spaces on an irregular

 site derives directly from the Roman tradition of Raphael, Bramante,

 and Sangallo. Other elements of this tradition include the monu-

 mental staircase, the lack of a portico, and the two connected court-

 yards. In the strained political climate between Venice and Rome, it

 was precisely the blatantly "Roman" character of the project, Tafuri

 asserts, that condemned it.

 The following project by Sansovino, Palazzo Dolfin in 1536,

 Tafuri defines a hybrid: the facade, for instance, exhibits all three

 Roman orders: Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian. But the four bays on

 the piano nobile resting on the two lower arches mark the position of

 the traditional Venetian portego, the large central hail that would run

 across the entire building, from the front to the rear facade.

 Palazzo Corner of 1545 is the most imposing and "Roman"

 of Sansovino's Venetian works. With its rusticated lower story and

 three arches, reminiscent of the so-called House of Raphael in Rome;

 _ ........~~~. _ ... . . . . . . . . .....
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 :::~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~.:::.;.:.:: ..:::: ::r... : X. :.: g..' ...Ii::: . . : .:. :: . ....... . .: .. | ; : ^n.: .: ............. ..... . ...... .. .^
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 Palac for . Vettor Grian. Ground flo ;0-, econ-. .;.:.

 struction_::. (from......... M. Tafuri).S

 18 M. Tafuri, Ricerca del Rinascimento.

 Principi, citta, architetti. (Torino: Einaudi,

 1992), 38 [my trans.].

 19 Ibid, 305-359.
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 Figure 2

 Palazzo Dolf in on the Canal Grande.
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 Figure 4

 Case Moro on Rio San Girolamo.

 h.., s. _~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~.....

 ..~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~. . . ......

 ,t,~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ MIR, w F

 .. _ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~.....

 .. . . . . . . . . ... ... . . . . .

 known one, whose language is strikingly and unexpectedly entirely
 Venetian: the Case of Leonardo Moro in 1544.

 Tafuri analyzes the theological and political reasons of the
 patron, Leonardo Moro, one of the most wealthy members of a

 dogal family in Venice, and reads in this building the critique made

 by Moro of the display of luxury that marked the palaces of the
 rival Loredan and Corner families. The hiring of Sansovino, who
 was working almost contemporaneously at the Palazzo Corner,
 instead of any anonymous stonemason, is significant in this sense.

 With regard to architect's intentions, Tafuri points out that

 with simple elements of vernacular architecture (the monofores and

 trifores, the chimneys, and the doors), the architect achieved a
 rhythm in the facade, closely connected to the tipology of the inte-

 nior. The elevation, with the flanking towers, the horizontal central

 block, and the gate with its crenelations marking the entrance to the

 garden, reputed one of the most beautiful of the Venetian Cinque-

 cento, for Tafuri, all point to a remarkable design effort that is all the

 Design Isus_oue1,Nmbr1Srn 001

This content downloaded from 
128.62.216.51 on Mon, 16 Oct 2023 22:14:27 +00:00 �

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 more significant because of its dissimulation, since the Case seem to

 submit entirely to the Venetian tradition.

 Tafuri reads these houses as a critique of Sansovino to the

 dominant Roman classical language. The architect adopted in this

 project a local tradition instead of the "modern" one constructed by

 humanists such as Alberti, demonstrating how the certainties of the

 Roman "golden age" were anything but monolithic.

 Tafuri tackled, single-handedly, the rewriting of the Renais-

 sance by attacking its historiographic strongholds: the belief in the

 existence of a codified set of principles as elaborated by Rudolf

 Wittkower.20 He demonstrated how these principles were anything

 but prescriptive. He dismantled the traditional model of the

 Renaissance as the age of the "return to antiquity" by showing the

 existence of a multiplicity of models of traditions operating simul-

 taneously.

 Above all, however, he showed how theorists such as Alber-

 ti, and architects such as Sansovino, were conscious that the archi-

 tectural language they were forming was not based on universal

 laws of beauty or on the model of antiquity, but rather on "trans-

 gressions" of those laws that were regulated by "taste," ("a certain

 natural discernment and not any art or rule" 21) or by the conven-

 tions established by the community of contemporary artists.

 What comes to the fore, in other words, is the artists' aware-

 ness of the "self-referentiality" of architecture and, consequently,

 their lack of the much extolled "certainty" that supposedly derived

 from the belief that their architecture was solidly grounded on the

 models provided by a recuperated tradition, that of an age in which

 codified norms of proportion had been established once and for all,

 Tafuri describes the architecture of the Renaissance as expressing a

 ""refined equilibrium between the pursuit of foundations and

 experimentation." I He points out the need for codified norms-the

 ""need," and not their existence-that arose out of the Great Schism,

 the politico-social conflicts of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,

 and the devastating plagues. But this was only in order to juxtapose

 this need to the humanists' willingness to make a leap towards the

 unfounded, that very same "leap in the dark" that he already had

 indicated in Theories and History as necessary for the designing of the

 new.23

 At this point, the significance of the revelation of a Renais-

 sance crisscrossed by contradictions, conflicting traditions, and arch-

 itectural languages, characterized by the artists' awareness that they

 were critically questioning the models of antiquity, creating a "new

 tradition," becomes clear.

 Tafuri's objective in undertaking the formidable task of

 rewriting the Renaissance is to understand the roots of the present

 crisis of architecture, the reasons for the unease, and the anguish

 that characterizes it. He indicates in the introduction to Ricerca del

 Rinascimento the modern thinkers that have most influenced him:

 20 Rudolf Wittkower. Architectural

 Principles in the Age of Humanism (New

 York: Norton, 1962, 1971).

 21 Baldassarre Castiglione. II Libro del

 Cortegiano. (Venice, 1528). Quoted by

 Tafuri, Ricerca..., [my trans.].

 22 Tafuri, Ricerca..., 9 [my trans.].

 23 Tafuri, Teorie e Storia..., op. cit. p. 233.
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 Hans Sedhmayer, Walter Benjamin, Robert Klein, who spoke, respec-

 tively, of the "loss of the center," the "decay of the aura," and the

 "1agony of the referent." This "agony," this "loss," the realization

 that architecture is not the physical expression of the order of the

 universe, was greeted as a liberation at the beginning of the century

 by the historical avant gardes, but considered with anguish since

 the '60s.

 This is, in itself, a phenomenon to historicize, according to

 Tafuri, who does not see in this loss of the referent and a "founda-

 tion" of architecture a fatal occurrence but, rather, the completion of

 a process which it is useless to attempt to reverse by returning to a

 ""golden age," because no such age ever existed.

 In plunging into the Renaissance (the "long Renaissance," as

 he calls it), Tafuri unveils how early the loss of a sure foundation

 was. He points at the problematic relationship that the artists of the

 Renaissance had with their past in order to problematize our rela-

 tionship to history, once more reasserting the impossibility of find-

 ing ready-made solutions in it. The most obvious and immediate

 target of his critique is postmodernism, but his critique also has a

 broader scope. While postmodernism had been dismissed in a few

 pages in 1986, the fundamental questions on the role of architecture

 and, therefore, the architect, remain.24

 Attempting to answer these questions was Tafuri's lifetime

 endeavor. His whole production could be read as the struggle to

 clear the ground of illusions in impossible roles for architecture, in

 order to identify the possible ones. Thus, we can begin to perceive

 Tafuri's work as organized by "projects," which are all logically art-

 iculated parts of the same attempt to find an answer to the torment-

 ing questions of the role of architecture, of that of history, and of the

 margins of possibility left to those who operate in the two distinct

 disciplines.

 The main stages of this trajectory can be clearly identified in

 works such as Teorie e Storia (1968) and Progetto e Utopia (1969 and

 1973), in which he attempted to define the roles and tasks of archi-

 tecture, articulating and distinguishing them from those of history.

 While, in the first book, he dismissed all hope for a history from

 which to extract models for design, in the second he dismissed the

 possibility of a political role for architecture.

 In Storia dell'architettura italiana 1945-1985 (1982 and 1986), he

 examined the ramifications of a particular case, the Italian one,

 assessing the crisis of modern architecture against the background

 of the actual conditions of production of architecture, the disillu-

 sionment with leftist municipal administrations that governed some

 Italian cities from the late seventies to the mid-eighties, the policies

 adopted with regard the use and planification of the territory, and

 the failure of plans and projects in the very difficult reality in which

 architects had to operate.

 24 See "La 'gaia erranza': ipermoderni (post-

 moderni)" in Storia dell'architettura ital-

 iana 1944-1985. (Torino: Einaudi, 1982,

 1986), 230-4. Eng. trans. "'Gay Errancy':

 Hypermoderns (postmoderns)" in History

 of Italian Architecture 1944-1985

 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989),

 189-193.
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 The "Renaissance project" that unfolds itself in L'Armonia e i

 Conflitti (1983), Venezia e il Rinascimento (1985), Ricerca del Rinasci-

 mento (1992) and the important series of monographs, Raffaello

 Architetto (1984), Giulio Romano (1989), and Francesco di Giorgio Mart-

 ini (1993), is only the logical conclusion of this process.25

 In reply to the appeals for a "liberation from inhibitions" that

 the modern movement supposedly had imposed, and a "joyous

 return" to the past, or to the nostalgia for various "golden ages,"

 Tafuri shatters all illusions in the existence of a time when the role

 of architecture, as the expression of the order of the universe, was

 clear and, consequently, so was the architect's as interpreter of that

 superior order.

 It is significant that the first of the "Renaissance books" is

 L'Armonia e i conflitti, N. 6 in the Einaudi Microhistories series. At the

 basis of Tafuri's project, and inextricably linked to it, are his reflec-

 tions on the tools and instruments of the historian. Wittkower

 already had analyzed the Venetian church, and had declared its

 design to be based on an iconological program written by one of the

 patrons. Tafuri proved, through his microanalysis, that the "pro-

 gram" did not precede but followed and justified the design. He

 scored a point against what he and Ginzburg called "wild iconol-

 ogy": the historiographical attempt to read architecture (especially

 Renaissance) as the physical expression of a preexisting literary or

 religious text.26

 More important, he reassessed, in the same book, the role of

 the architect of the time: the image that emerged was not that of a

 fountainhead of creativity and acknowledged interpreter of the

 cosmic order, but as a professional figure that clashed, compro-

 mised, negotiated, attempted to resist, and had to come to terms

 with patrons, authorities, and political protagonists.

 In other words, in L'armonia, he elaborates and tests a histo-

 riographic model while, at the same time, reconstructing a different

 Renaissance, dispelling the myth of an age in which architects had

 recourse to the safe harbor of history, or to preconstituted iconolog-

 ical programs, or to immutable laws of proportions from which to

 directly derive aesthetic principles.

 In revealing the Renaissance as fragmentary, conflictual,

 struggling between a universal architectural language and the need

 for local diversity, and between the model of antiquity and the

 "transgressions" to it he shatters hopes with the existence of a

 happy condition we have to return to. There always was a crisis, he

 proclaims. We never were aided by an unproblematic faith in tradi-

 tion, we always had a limited range of action, and always were in

 search of our role in society and only working at the margins, on the

 thresholds. The task which lies ahead of us is the exploration of the

 full extension of those margins.

 The connections between Tafuri's projects thus appear clear-

 er, if viewed in this light: the elaboration of a historiographic model

 25 M. Tafuri, L'Armonia..., Venezia e il

 Rinascimento. Religione, scienza,

 architettura.(Torino: Einaudi, 1985). Eng.

 trans. Venice and the Renaissance.

 Religion, Science, Architecture

 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989);

 Ricerca...; Frommel, S. Ray, M. Tafuri

 eds., RaffaelloArchitetto. (Milano:

 Electa, 1984); H. Burns and M. Tafuri,

 eds.Giulio Romano (Milano: Electa,

 1989); F P. Fiore, M. Tafuri eds.,

 Francesco di Giorgio Martini(Milano:

 Electa, 1993).

 26 M. Tafuri. L'Armonia..., 9.
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 capable of indicating, albeit indirectly, a way out of the present

 crisis, follows logically the realization that it is "history" rather than

 "~architecture" that is "political."

 We have come a long way from the "critique of ideology."

 But the microhistorical model he defined-an in-depth analysis of a

 closely circumscribed field of inquiry capable of shedding light on

 broader historical issues-is the incisive instrument of a critique

 that is still, undisputably, very much concerned with the contempo-

 rary. That is provided, of course, the microhistories chosen do not

 constitute "philological gossip," as he called it, but are "capable of

 calling into question" our present historical condition.

 Nowhere is this intent stated more explicitly than in the

 introduction to Ricerca del Rinascimento. Regarding the reflections

 that gave birth to this volume he declares, in what retrospectively

 sounds as his intellectual testament, that:

 Starting from what today constitutes a problem, they turn

 back, attempting a dialogue with the age of representation.

 (...) Starting from these [analyses] what will perhaps

 become possible will be an elaboration of mourning: The

 attempt is that of broadening-through the instruments

 that history can legitimately use-the significance of the

 questions that critically operate within current architectural

 culture. Remembering does not mean deluding ourselves

 with the sweetness of remembrance, nor is "listening"

 reducible to a mindless indulging in sounds.

 The "weak power" of analysis, in other words, is

 proposed as a step in a process that lets the unresolved

 problems of the past live, unsettling our present.27

 [My emphasis].

 Nothing could be further from Tafuri's intentions than "seek-

 ing refuge in the past." What animates his whole work is the stub-

 born, relentless search for the possibility of a project, of a identifying

 a direction of march, the possible margins of operation left to archi-

 tecture.

 Many issues of Tafuri's historical project still need to be

 better articulated. But returning to a more careful reading of his

 writings might help us to construct a frame of reference, useful in

 understanding his work and its significance, in light of the various

 labels that have been heaped on him (Marxist, nihilist, etc.). These

 risk completely obscuring our reading of a thinker who posed ques-

 tions, and struggled to find answers, that are at the very basis of our

 work as historians or architects. 27 M. Tafuri. Ricerca ..., xxi.
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Abstract—Piranesi was an extraordinarily talented artist who came to be considered the best known
engraver and etcher of the 18th century. He spent his lifetime recording the magnificent buildings and
ruins of ancient Rome. In his earlier work, he developed architectural fantasies and dark visions of
imaginary prisons, the Carceri d’Invenzione (Imaginary Prisons), which have fascinated people ever
since they first appeared. They also made an impact in later artistic and literary contexts.

Today they are considered the best expression of bewilderment, of the world’s massive oppression
of man. How did Piranesi generate such a powerful source of meaning? I have reviewed a number
of contributions by art essayists in the search for what lies behind the fascination of the ‘Carceri’.
Analysis of these texts provides a rich set of aesthetic and psychological attributes as well as detailed
indications of where to seek the source of the meanings. I suggest here a fruitful integration of
this analysis, developed by considering various particular perceptual and geometric cues. I discuss
three possible sources of meaning: the combination of architectural elements out of proportion; the
difficulty of building a unitary space; and the ‘bottom perspective’ that gives rise to a sensation of
floating.

Keywords: Space perception; art perception; feature integration; impossible figures.

OVERVIEW OF PIRANESI’S WORK

Giovanni Battista Piranesi was born in Mogliano near Treviso in 1720 and died in
Rome in 1778. Son of a Venetian stonemason, his first teacher was an uncle, Matteo
Lucchesi, who taught him to draw and design architectural structures as well as
theatrical sets. His uncle also imparted an appreciation of Palladium’s work. In 1740
he left for Rome where he remained almost all his life. He became a draftsman in
the entourage of the Venetian ambassador Marco Foscarini, but the city itself offered
him the opportunity of developing an interest in classical antiquities. In these years
in Rome, he also studied perspective and stage design under Giuseppe Valeriani,
and engraving under Giuseppe Vasi.

∗E-mail: sergio.roncato@unipd.it
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He returned to Venice briefly in 1744, hoping to establish a career as an architect
but failed and returned to Rome in 1747, setting up as an engraver and print
publisher and finding an immediate outlet for his talent. Eighteenth century Rome
had become one of the main destinations for visitors on the Grand Tour of Europe;
souvenirs most appreciated were the vedute (topographical views) and capricci
(imaginative compositions, a Venetian tradition). Seizing the moment, Piranesi
opened a gallery for the sale of prints — chiefly his own — of his etchings of
poetic ruins and of Renaissance Rome. The international reputation he had gained
grew rapidly.

Over his career he produced around 1000 etchings. There were three main series:
Vedute di Roma (Views of Rome); Antichità Romane (Roman Antiquities); and the
Carceri d’Invenzione (Imaginary Prisons), this last a group of 16 etchings. A first
set of 14 plates of capricci (Invenzioni capric(ciose) de Carceri) were published
during his first stay in Rome.

In a republishing in 1761, all the etchings were reworked and two new ones added.
In this second edition, Piranesi heightens the dark/light contrasts in an architecture
of increasing complexity.

In Fig. 1 three etchings are reported, the complete series can be seen at the web

(a)

Figure 1. The Carceri for the second edition of 1761. (a) Plate III (The round Tower).
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(b)

(c)

Figure 1. (Continued.) (b) Plate VI (The Smoking fire). (c) Plate XIII (The Well).
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(d)

Figure 1. (Continued.) (d) Plate XIV (The Gothic Arch). The arrow indicates volumes impossible to
extend in depth: an anticipation of Reutervärd, Escher, Penrose impossible figures.

sites listed in the References.
His powerful images of the Roman ruins fascinated his contemporaries; in

particular they had a strong influence on Neoclassicism and Romanticism. The
menacing, nightmarish atmosphere of the Carceri inspired the Romantic artists for
a century after his death, and exerted strong influence on the Surrealist movement
in the 20th century. This influence extends even to cinema, Eisenstein being
particularly struck by the Carceri (Nesbet, 2006). In an article from 1946 (reprinted
in Oppositions 11, 1997), he analysed and described an imaginary film sequence
between two engravings by Piranesi: the Carcere Oscura (Dark Prison) of 1743
and Plate XIV of the Carceri d’Invenzione of 1761 (see also Tafuri, 1987).

REACTIONS TO PIRANESI BY THE LITERARY WORLD

The imaginary interiors of Piranesi had a profound effect not only on stage
designers, but also in literature, as clearly demonstrated by eminent writers such
as Goethe, Stendal, Byron, Coleridge, De Quincey, Canetti, Huxley, Yourcenar,
who made significant commentaries. I have chosen extracts from two essays —
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written six decades apart — that demonstrate the persisting interest in Piranesi and
his continued relevance.

(i) Prisons by Aldous Huxley. This essay originally formed an introduction to a
1949 edition of Piranesi’s famous etchings.

All the plates in the series are self-evidently variations on a single symbol,
whose reference is to things existing in the physical and metaphysical depths
of human souls — to acedia and confusion, to nightmare and angst, to
incomprehension and a panic bewilderment. The most disquietingly obvious
fact about all these dungeons is the perfect pointlessness which reigns
throughout. Their architecture is colossal and magnificent. One is made to
feel that the genius of great artists and the labour of innumerable slaves have
gone into the creation of these monuments, every detail of which is completely
without a purpose. Yes, without a purpose: for the staircases lead nowhere, the
vaults support nothing but their own weight and enclose vast spaces that are
never truly rooms, but only ante-rooms, lumber-rooms, vestibules, outhouses.
And this magnificence of Cyclopean stone is everywhere made squalid by
wooden ladders, by flimsy gangways and cat-walks. And the squalor is for
squalor’s sake, since all these rickety roads through space are manifestly
without destination. Below them, on the floor, stand great machines incapable
of doing anything in particular, and from the arches overhead hang ropes that
carry nothing except a sickening suggestion of torture. Some of the Prisons are
lighted only by narrow windows. Others are half open to the sky, with hints
of yet other vaults and walls in the distance. But even where the enclosure
is more or less complete, Piranesi always contrives to give the impression
that this colossal pointlessness goes on indefinitely, and is co-extensive with
the universe. Engaged in no recognisable activity, paying no attention to one
another, a few small, faceless figures haunt the shadows. Their insignificant
presence merely emphasises the fact that there is nobody at home.

. . .

Considered from a purely formal standpoint, the Prisons are remarkable
as being the nearest eighteenth century approach to abstract art. The raw
material of Piranesi’s designs consists of architectural forms; but, because
the Prisons are images of confusion, because their essence is pointlessness,
the combination of architectural forms never adds up to an architectural
drawing, but remains a free design, untrammelled by any considerations of
utility or even possibility, and limited only by the necessity of evoking the
general idea of a building. In other words, Piranesi uses architectural forms
to produce a series of beautifully intricate designs — designs which resemble
the abstractions of the Cubists in being composed of geometrical elements, but
which have the advantage of combining pure geometry with enough subject
matter, enough literature, to express more forcibly than a mere pattern can do,
the obscure and terrible states of spiritual confusion and acedia.

(ii) Extract from Marshall Berman’s Notes from Underground: Plato’s Caves,
Piranesi’s Prisons, and the Subway (2001).
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The underground world of Imaginary Prisons is dramatic, but it is an ominous
spectacle. In these enormous rooms, it’s hard to find a stable place to orient
ourselves. We are overpowered by gigantic structures, but we can neither trace
their foundations nor figure out their functions. Cables and stairways slash
through the sky, but it’s difficult to say where they are going or why. If we
move our eyes only slightly, we are forced to shift our perspective radically,
and we may find it hard to shift back. All the visual elements of this world
seem to clash and contradict. This must be the purest “negative space” ever
envisioned. The light is weird: how can such vast darkness yield such clear,
precise images of details?. . . The way structures are layered, cross-hatched,
and intertwined in this underground world, the way light flashes from above
only to be swallowed up by the darkness again (this is especially true in the
1761 second-state engravings), the absence of entrances or exits, the way the
heaviest piers are piled on each other and seem to press us down — all this
gives this place an aura of disaster about to happen. Any minute, it seems, the
whole world could crash. . . Piranesi seems to gather up all the forms that men
have created to break out of Plato’s cave, but he then puts them together in
such a way that we seem to be trapped in that cave more deeply than ever.

And yet, somehow, those of us who love Imaginary Prisons don’t feel trapped.
Instead, we experience this work as a parable of rising, of striving, of
overcoming, of breaking out of the cave and into the sunlight.

ARCHITECTURAL ATTRIBUTES OF PIRANESI’S WORK

The work of Piranesi has been subject of deep enquiry by specialists in history
of art and architecture (Tafuri, 1980; Wilton-Ely, 1978). Very recently, Kantor-
Kazovsky (2006) published an extensive analysis of the whole body of Piranesi’s
work, and to her I am indebted for the main suggestion to analyse in perceptual
terms the 16 Carceri. In the analysis of Prima Parte di Architetture e Prospettive
she claims: “Piranesi uses the principle of repetition of forms, sometimes rather
monotonous. While Juvarra’s aim was to combine many motifs in one frame,
Piranesi concentrates on a single simple colonnade, pier or arch. His chosen motif
may be isolated or repeated several times in depth or in width. A slow development
and display of similar forms, mostly on a horizontal or slightly diagonal plane,
allows the viewer to get a full idea of individual elements and the ways of their
combination” (pp. 184–185).

In Piranesi’s etchings, a fantastic architecture combines naves, beams, arches,
towers, halls to create an environment that stirs up a rich array of impressions and
emotions. Exploration of some of the numerous web pages dedicated to the Carceri
allow many of these comments to be gathered and classified. The most frequent
attributes are the following:
(A) Depth or abyss (“dungeons, with us at the bottom, like inmates of hell’s deep-

est level”, “underground world, enormous subterranean world”, “structures
layered, cross-hatched, and intertwined in this underground world”).
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(B) Pointlessness (“galleries, ladders, bridges leading nowhere, endless, to dead-
ends”, “the perfect pointlessness, emptiness of purpose”, “insignificant bridges
nonetheless, trapped for eternity”, “ interlocking mysterious compositions (flat
planes, deep diagonals), “endless stone stairways and arches”, “untraceable
foundations, inexplicable functions”, “bridges to nowhere extending to one
side of the structure to the next, but leading only to dead ends not doorways”,
“bizarre galleries leading nowhere”).

(C) Cyclopic architecture (“architecture is colossal and magnificent”, “Massive
architectural forms loom above darkly shadowed spaces”, “the immensity
of the architecture seems to embody the workings of a great supernatural
power”, “combining these imaginary buildings together as closely as possible,
alternations of scale and juxtaposition of elements enhance the sense of
grandeur”, “immense gloomy arcades” , “invention of extraordinarily spacious
buildings such as baths, amphitheatres”).

(D) Voids (“immense arcades”, “vastness”, “vast spaces”, “opening up of space
towards infinity”).

(E) Vertiginous walkways (“cavernous spaces traversed by vertiginous walk-
ways”, “staircases rising to incredible heights”, “wooden ladders, vertiginous
walkways”, “stairways lead nowhere”).

(F) Dark and shadow contrasts (“dramatic contrasts between lit spaces and deep
shadows”, “dark and shadowy prison with no exit”).

(G) Horror (“sinister and fantastic views of imaginary prisons”, “awful horror
suggested by sinister machinery of cables, pulleys, and levers”, “cosmos of
terror and disintegration”, “iron rings”).

(H) Recession ad infinitum (“colossal pointlessness continuing indefinitely, co-
extensive with the universe”, “sequences of vaults, arches and stairs receding
to infinity introduced beyond the arches and bridges by Piranesi”, “spectators
drawn into proliferating labyrinths of staircases, bridges, and passageways
that seem to lead into infinite depths left, right, and centre”).

(I) Insignificant people (“diminutive figures seemingly doomed to climb endless
staircases without hope of arrival; human figures barely noticeable, tiny
humans travel these stairs”).

(L) Confinement (“absence of entrances or exits”, “bridges leading to dead-
ends not doorways”, “fantastic immeasurable dungeons”, “limitlessness as a
prison, with no escape”).

(M) Oppression (“apparent pressing down of the heaviest piers, piled on each
other”, “arches swinging above the observers heads”).

It is very difficult, perhaps impossible, to find a further example in history of an
artist whose etchings stirred up such a richness of impressions and such deep and
complex meanings. The leading motif might be summarised as an organisation
of underground immense space with pointlessness but whatever the definition, the
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variety of impressions and phenomenological attributes inherent in the Carceri
render Piranesi a singular artistic figure indeed.

CUES TO MEANING

So what are the pictorial and architectural cues that produce such a rich set of
meanings? The most frequent attributes cited by Carceri’s art critics are confinement
and immensity. Piranesi represents these two attributes in vedute and in monument
etchings; the confinement is almost claustrophobic in etchings such as Antichità
d’Albano (water reservoir), the immensity of vaults is widespread in many etchings
(Adriano bridge and mausoleum). Etchings and engravings do exist in which
dreariness and neglect emerge and pervade, but none has been taken as the symbol
of fear, bewilderment and anxiety that the Carceri have become. Where, then, is
the source of the meanings? According to some essayists, it is the paradoxical
simultaneous presence of confinement and immensity that disturbs. The immense
vaults and naves are perceived as a wide space enveloping itself, a continuous
experience in which infinity and finiteness alternate and cancel each other out.

Arcades and vaults are almost ubiquitous in the 16 etchings, but it is difficult
to assign to these architectural forms — despite their specific representations —
the source of the attributes. If we look at Raphael’s School of Athens nothing
analogous to the oppression of Piranesi’s halls can be found in the perspective of
the vaults; indeed, there is quite the opposite impression, one of openness. The
weird combination of confinement and immensity itself does not generate anxiety.
In Figs 2 and 3, two examples demonstrate this combination: the immensity of the
spaces and the ‘shell’ that encloses them are both striking: the impressions given
by the vastness of the spaces and of their enclosure are equally powerful, this latter
heightened by the light that appears or filters through from openings high up. But
even so, the impact of this impression is very much less than the sense of unease
and claustrophobia evoked by the Carceri etchings.

Walls and arches — made up of colossal blocks often arranged irregularly —
may evoke feelings of being hemmed in, of inescapable barriers. Kantor-Kazowsky
(2006) claims that the Tuscan way of building fortifications with ‘huge irregular
blocks of stones’ arises out of a reaction of terror seen in Renaissance architectural
thought (Leon Battista Alberti). A wall of massive blocks is undoubtedly impressive
but the sinister spell of the Carceri is so pervasive throughout the 16 etchings that it
cannot derive from the ‘texture’ of a simple wall.

Some researchers shift attention from the architectural forms or details them-
selves, and onto the layout, which has bewildering characteristics. According to
Huyssens (2006), “Instead of viewing limited spaces from a fixed-observer perspec-
tive and from a safe distance, the spectator is drawn into a proliferating labyrinth
of staircases, bridges, and passageways that seem to lead into infinite depths left,
right, and centre. It is as if the spectator’s gaze is imprisoned by the represented
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Figure 2. Piranesi, Giovanni Battista. Veduta interna dell’antico Tempio di Bacco, oggi Chiesa di
Santa Costanza [interior of the ancient temple of Bacchus]. Original etching from the “Vedute di
Roma”.

Figure 3. Piranesi, Giovanni Battista. Veduta interna della Chiesa della Madonna degli Angioli detta
della Certosa che anticamente era la principale Sala delle Terme di Diocleziano. [S. Maria degli
Angeli. Interior. Formerly the central hall of the Baths of Diocletian]. Rome. 1776. Original etching
from the “Vedute di Roma”.
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space, lured in and captured because no firm point of view can be had as the eye
wanders around in this labyrinth” (p. 18).

In the search for a typical feature of Piranesi’s Carceri, we cannot concentrate
on the labyrinthine layout represented. Some images and representations are
more labyrinthine than others, and a source of wandering — technical drawings,
urban landscapes — but they have not the pregnancy of meaning of the Carceri.
Conversely, we may register a sensation of wandering in an environment with quite
the opposite characteristics of the Carceri, for example a modern building with glass
walls and bright intersecting corridors.

The conclusion is that the acute sense of oddity that the Carceri convey has
more than one origin. Not only does one perceive a labyrinth, but also a series
of dissonances, incongruities, a scene with a fleeting spatial organisation. There
are no absolute reference points or directions for ‘inside/outside’, ‘above/below’, so
their order reverses as scene inspection proceeds. The axes and directions of spatial
organisation are not steady; Piranesi reaches this result principally by violating two
main constraints, namely dimensional coherence and the unit of perceived space.
The complex of these incoherencies is sometimes associated with a perspective
which views from below, generating a particular sensation of objects floating. Let
me illustrate this violation of constraints, and the sensation of floating.

VIOLATION OF CONSTRAINTS

Dimensional and topological

Figure 1a (Plate III, ‘The tower’) is a good example of the perceived effects of
violation of architectural units proportions.

At the bottom of the figure, staircases lead to the base of a bastion; from its
top, traversed by a terrace, the arches of a nave lead out. A bastion is in fact
part of a fortification that projects outwards from the curtain or wall corner. In
the etching, it plays the role of a column that supports arches forming an immense
nave. The bastion is simultaneously the outer side of part of a building, and the
static component of an inner space. The ‘exterior’ attribute of the bastion wall is
enhanced by the bridge that joins it through an appropriate wall.

The various architectural forms we have analysed here — stairs, grating, stones,
arches, terraces — and the small figures do not have compatible (or consistent)
dimensions. Note that the bastion has the dimensions of a tower when referred to
the stairs, but the stones and grating are out of proportion with respect to the steps
themselves and the figures. At the bastion top, a terrace replaces the capital, again
larger and out of proportion. The arches departing from the top are as large as the
terrace.

What the observer can view resembles the illusory Ames room, where dimen-
sional incongruences are distributed in both depth and vertical direction.

Note that three scenes are piled up on top of each other: staircases, bastion,
arches and naves. They preserve the perceptual sizes they have from different
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distances and are combined ‘pictorially’. The staircases and bridge are drawn as
though perceived from further off compared with the bastion, as are the arches. The
phenomenological effects are clear: the tower appears magnified. Dürer in his ‘View
of Arco’ (1495), in which a giant face is carved out in the rock, can be considered
a precursor of these effects. Vogt-Göknil (1958) has observed that in some plates,
the dimensional spaces evolve into two-dimensional planes; dimensions of depth
are pulled apart; and dimensions of breadth are being made to shrink (Escher’s
engravings, Carceri, Plate XIV).

Space fragmentation

What we perceive is the result of a series of processes by which fragments are
integrated into wholes. Psychologists have singled out and analysed several aspects
and manifestations of these completion processes, one of the best known being
amodal completion. These processes are harder to explore when complex visual
scenes are considered. The Carceri offer a singular chance to examine these
aspects of visual integration or completion. What we experience is the imagining
of a fragmented world; what is missing is not the unity of an object, but rather
the unity of space and the coherence of the parts in which it articulates. The
various architectural elements are pictorially joined with great skill to guarantee
spatial and constructive continuity. But the final result appears phenomenally odd,
sometimes at local level, often at global level. A possible source for the perception
of incongruence at the local level has been considered in the section above on
incoherence. Here I aim to show how spatial integration can be thwarted, or lead to
illogical solutions.

The lack of spatial unity of the Carceri scenarios can be likened to the effect we
can observe when we reproduce polyhedral shapes on a plane surface. The three
polygons in Fig. 4a are perceived as a block (parallelepiped) (or more precisely
‘interpreted’, since they can as the interior of an open block). If we draw patterns
of this type in conjunction with a lateral edge, we produce various different
phenomenological outcomes. In Fig. 4b, two blocks contact along an end edge,
while in Fig. 4c they have a common side edge. In this latter case, the contemporary
presence of the two blocks in the phenomenological world seems incompatible. The
drawing appears unstable: if we perceive one parallelepiped, the other disappears
and vice versa, and it is certainly impossible to perceive a unitary volume.

Over the last century, many artists have dicovered the fascination of the ‘chimeric’
shapes produced by particular combinations of surfaces and volumes reproduced in
two-dimensional space: shapes that are complete only in part, are unstable, and
possess elements that are impossible to fit together to form a real three-dimensional
object.

These curious effects have been widely illustrated in the drawings of the Swedish
painter Reutervärd, then by Dutch engraver M. C., Escher and English mathemati-
cian Roger Penrose. In Fig. 4d, three parallelepipeds reproduce the basic pattern
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Figure 4. (a) parallelepiped. (b) and (c): the two volumes have opposite orientation in depth
and appear as ‘impossible pairings’. (d) Volumes drawn following the Reutervärd rules, the whole
pattern appears as an impossible figure. (e) An impossible figure that is not perceived as such, the
impossibility becomes apparent by exploring the block surfaces (f).

with which Reutervärd drew the first impossible figures of cubes. If the three paral-
lelepipeds are brought together so as to touch, it creates the Penrose triangle.

The three shapes in Fig. 4d appear impossible to fit together to form a whole
object. The instability of the percept here consists in the impossibility of connecting
all the shape at once, since one of the three areas of connection has a block that
uncouples; if we try perceptually to hook up the ends of the blocks, the couplings
just made vanish, and so on. In this case, the resistance to a perceptual integration of
the three blocks reflects the impossibility of physically (geometrically) connecting
them in the direction illustrated in the drawing. Nevertheless, the physical-
geometrical constraints do not seem inviolable for the perceptual system. Figure 4e
illustrates a case of physical impossibility that is not perceived as such, unless the
observer is required to explore the world defined by the blocks. An observer asked
to imagine walking along the direction of the arrows in Fig. 4f will notice at the end
point that he is close to one extremity of the left-hand vertical parallelepiped but
above the start point, despite the fact that he was walking on a plane surface.

In this case, the spatial exploration refutes the phenomenal percept, an event
neither rare nor exceptional in daily life or experimental enquiry. The strangeness is
enhanced when the paradox is made directly visible. Escher illustrated this paradox
in a startling way in his engravings entitled: Belvedere, Ascending-Descending and
Waterfall.
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The scenarios created by Escher have spatial arrangements that reproduce the
basic organisations illustrated in Figs 4c and 4d; their illogicity is made evident by
images of people walking or climbing and by water-flow from which the observer
sees that the motion is impossible because the space extension in height and depth
is illusory, or else through a drawing where distance between surfaces is altered.

The space in the Piranesi etchings also presents serious difficulties to an observer
who imagines walking within them. An interesting essay by Stoppani (2006) offers
valuable suggestions for analysing the ‘movement’ in the Carceri (“The nature of
space is . . . determined by the movement that operates in it”). Nevertheless, the
reasons for which this space is difficult or impossible to explore are richer and more
complex than just those taken into consideration in polyhedral volumes.

Let me illustrate two conditions of difficulty of local scene integration.
In Fig. 5, I have drawn an example of a possible solution to a process aimed

at integrating a cube and a staircase. The stairs lead to a level below that of the
surface with sides A and B; if the phenomenal field were a reproduction of these
geometrical indications, we would be induced to perceiving a cube without a base
and a staircase suspended in empty space. This solution is discarded in favour of
a perceptually simpler one: the staircase begins at a higher level than A and leads
down to a solid surface. The solution is illogical, but the visual system prefers it
because it is ‘less disturbing’ (the viewer has a weak impression of space torsion).

There can also be volumes that ‘resist’ the process of integration. In Fig. 6, a
perspective view depicts a space divided into three adjacent cubes; two walls are
interrupted by corridor openings. At local level, the solutions are easy because
the depth cues are clear. Globally, the integration of the volumes — of which a

Figure 5. A staircase suspended in empty space or leading to the A × B floor?
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Figure 6. Intersecting corridors (see text).

partial view is drawn — is difficult. Integration can occur along two different spatial
directions, as indicated by arrows. Along the first, surface completion leads to the
perception of cubes (or three rooms); in the perpendicular direction, completion
gives rise to corridors through the rooms. The corridors and rooms are interlaced
but the solution is not easy to perceive for observers unable to complete the volumes
of corridor and rooms at the same time. They appear to interfere and cannot be
integrated into a unitary volume.

These two examples above illustrate possible sources of difficulty in achieving
a perception of a whole congruent space in the Piranesi Carceri. Furthermore, it
should be noted that the scene gives no clear indication of how to explore its spaces;
rather, it seems to impede exploration or take the explorer off route. The people
scattered throughout the etchings do not allow the observer to understand where they
come from, nor do they demonstrate intentionality or destination points. Piranesi
draws all types of devices — stairs, passages, ropes, chains — inventing connection
and interlacement of lines, surfaces and volumes, to complicate the perceived space.
In summary, any attempt to come through the space of the Carceri is frustrated by
a double failure: impossibility of creating for oneself a plane of exploration, and
impossibility of inferring, from the motions represented, a direction to proceed or
even an auxiliary device such as Ariadne’s thread.

The Carceri are a collection of challenges for the visual system, which has to
solve problems of surface and space completion at different levels. The scenarios
are made up of intersecting solid and empty volumes, and concave and convex
surfaces, in a variety of ways that severely hinder the search for basic patterns of
spatial incongruity as can be carried out in the Escher engravings.

The perceptual solution is unsteady and illogical, like an unconvincing solution
of a problem. Perhaps the true fascination of the Carceri lies in the uncertainty of
the perceptual results, that is, in the elusiveness of many of its contradictions that
solicit a continuous revision of the hypothesis of their odd world.
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Figure 7. The same pattern from two different perspectives.

Floating patterns

In Fig. 7, the same series of parallelepipeds has been reproduced from a top and
a bottom perspective. Note the difference of phenomenological impression. From
the top, the complex is steady; viewing from below gives a vivid impression that
it is floating and dynamic. Massive form, vastness and perspective from below: all
these attributes contribute to generating a perception of unstable equilibrium, easy to
disrupt and collapse on the observer. Piranesi uses this device directly by drawing
suspended wooden passages, but the interlacing arches and bridges viewed from
below contribute to giving the overall scene the appearance of a floating building.
The bottom perspective is not Piranesi’s usual point of view, according to Vogt-
Göknil (cited by Kantor-Kazovsky, 2006): the Carceri represent an exception that
demonstrates how impressive the objects may become when depicted from this
unusual direction.

This brief overview clearly demonstrates that Piranesi’s Carceri constitute very
suitable material for research into vision and scene perception, providing a unique
opportunity for study. Their variety might indeed form a fertile basis for an all-
round investigation of the procedures by which the visual system achieves its
coherent representation of the world in its complex manifestations. Figuratively and
otherwise, Piranesi certainly challenges us with problem-solving at many levels.
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This dissertation argues that Texas, a border region influenced by the disparate 

cultures of Mexico and the southern and western United States, developed a tri-racial 

society, economy, and polity in which individuals were designated “Anglo,” “Mexican,” 

or “Negro.” When the Irish, Germans, and Czechs immigrated to the state in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they did not fit comfortably into these 

categories. They were always viewed as white, but certain traits kept them from being 

considered Anglo. Language, religion, the use of alcohol, and a real and reputed 

willingness to ally themselves with their black and brown neighbors set them apart. The 

Know-Nothing movement, the Civil War, Reconstruction, and an 1887 prohibition 

referendum brought them significant hostility, even occasional violence. Their 

experiences in 1887 sparked efforts to “become Anglo,” shedding or downplaying their 

prior identities.  
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Even in the early twentieth century, the idea of Irish, German, and Czech “races” 

remained current; such thinking contributed to harsh federal immigration restrictions in 

the 1920s. But in Texas, the extension of Jim Crow-style segregation to Mexican-

Americans during that period also extended the Anglo designation to all those who were 

not black or brown. The two world wars furthered Anglicization, making it undesirable to 

be identified as German-American and giving all Texans a taste of the wider world. 

Between the wars, the discovery of oil on land owned by some Irish helped make them 

Anglo. In the post-World War II era, education reform and other developments sounded 

the death knell for crucial Czech and German language use, while Mexican-Americans 

began to seek the privileges of Anglo-ness as a reward for service to their country, 

without having to become Anglo. Revelations of Nazi atrocities helped change 

understandings of race and the concept of ethnicity gained in popularity. By about 1960, 

most Texans considered the Irish, Germans, and Czechs Anglo. During the next decade, 

as legal restrictions based on race were repealed and black and brown Texans embraced 

their racial identities, the Irish, Germans, and Czechs not only embraced their Anglo-ness 

but once again began to celebrate their ethnic attributes as well. 



viii 

Table of Contents 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................1 

Chapter 1 ..........................................................................................................................25 

Chapter 2 ..........................................................................................................................73 

Chapter 3 ........................................................................................................................127 

Chapter 4 ........................................................................................................................155 

Chapter 5 ........................................................................................................................185 

Chapter 6 ........................................................................................................................249 

Chapter 7 ........................................................................................................................274 

Chapter 8 ........................................................................................................................322 

Conclusion ......................................................................................................................370 

Bibliography ..................................................................................................................376 

Vita   ................................................................................................................................389 



1

Introduction 

On Thursday, May 26, 1887, the people of Texas learned to whom their state 

belonged, and to whom it did not. 

J.B. Cranfill, editor of the Waco Daily Advance, published that day what came to 

be known as “the Native White Man editorial.” He harked back to Reconstruction, the era 

of “Negro domination,” or, as he colorfully put it, “the time when the carpetbaggers, the 

bo-Dutchmen and ignorant negroes ruled Texas.” Now, he wrote, “In the full tide of 

prosperity, only interrupted by the orgies of the bo-Dutchman and the ignorant buck 

nigger, we hardly have the time to recall the horrors of that day.”1 

The Daily Advance was the chief organ of the interests pushing an amendment to 

the Texas constitution that would have banned the production, sale, and consumption of 

alcoholic beverages in the state. In its pages, Cranfill trumpeted views that were broadly 

held, if seldom spoken in such blunt terms. 

“[T]he native white Anglo-Saxon element of the South are going to rule their 

native land,” he warned. “In their veins flows the blood of men unaccustomed to 

domination of any kind.”2  

It was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that the term “Anglo-Saxon,” 

later shortened to “Anglo,” would be used to distinguish “native whites” from African 

Americans and Mexican Americans.  Indeed, Texas from the middle of the nineteenth 

1 Waco Daily Advance, May 26, 1887. 
2 Ibid. 
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century to the middle of the twentieth can be considered a “tri-racial borderlands,” in 

which three “races” shared the land – the “Anglo,” “Mexican,” and “Negro.”3 

Cranfill’s admonitions did not stop with the black and brown, however.  Others 

who opposed prohibition had affronted the native white Anglo-Saxons as well.  “[T]heir 

outrages,” he continued, “will not be tolerated, whether in the shape of the mutilation of 

the statuary at the Alamo by the Irish Catholics, or the raising of the Hohenzollern ensign 

over the flag of the United States by bo-Dutch beer guzzlers at Weimar. The color line,” 

he declared, “is not the only line that can be called to the support of the flag of their 

fathers.”4 

Elsewhere in the issue, Cranfill explained exactly what he meant by the curious 

derogatory term he applied both to Germans and to Czechs. “Prohibition was born in the 

South,” he wrote. “The importations in this campaign are the . . . bo-Dutchmen from the 

slums of Germany. . . . For years the low- bred Germans have flocked here for the 

privilege of earning their bread.”  And “’[B]o’ is simply an abbreviation of the word 

‘Bohemian,’ and refers to that class of animal that is trying to turn Texas into a Sunday 

beer garden, destroy the sanctity of the Sabbath and the happiness of the Texas home.”5 

The editor laid it out clearly: the Irish, Germans, and Czechs were no more to rule 

the state than were the “ignorant buck niggers.” They were not one with the Anglo-Saxon 

element – indeed they were its enemy, and a danger to its welfare.6  

3 Neil Foley, The White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1997), 1-16.  
4 Waco Daily Advance, May 26, 1887. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Though most Texas Czechs were actually from Moravia, “Bohemian” was the common term used to refer 
to them during the nineteenth century and much of the twentieth. Sean N. Gallup, Journeys into Czech-
Moravian Texas (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1998), ix-10.  
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In this dissertation, I will argue that Cranfill’s position was not merely widely 

shared, but had a long shelf-life as well.  Far into the 20th century, many descendants of 

European immigrants to the Texas-Mexico borderlands continued to be perceived not as 

Anglos, but as members of nationality groups whose status vis-à-vis the “native white 

Anglo-Saxons” varied with a number of factors, not least their incomes.  Though they 

were native Texans and considered white, they were not fully Anglo, and thus not 

entirely distinct from Mexican Americans, who were not white. 

By the latter part of the 20th century, these descendants of European immigrants 

had become Anglo, their move from nationality to race complete. I will examine the 

processes through which they became Anglo, and explore the ways those processes 

differed from the process of becoming “Caucasian” or “Old Stock” in other parts of the 

United States. Though Texas was home to the descendants of a broad array of European 

groups, I will focus on the experiences of the three Cranfill singled out: the Irish, 

Germans, and Czechs, who over time would form the largest cohorts of immigrants to 

enter Texas, other than those from other parts of the United States and from Mexico.  In 

Texas, as elsewhere, the Irish and Germans represented a first major influx of 

immigrants, while the Czechs were part of a second wave that met different kinds of 

challenges as they entered American society.7  

Definitions 

Let me pause a moment to define some terms that will recur throughout this 

dissertation and will play important roles in its argument: race, ethnicity, nationality, and 

Anglo.  I am not unaware of the sometimes heated discussions about the meanings of the 

7 Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998), 1-12; Russell Kazal, Becoming Old Stock: The 
Paradox of German-American Identity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).  
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first three words and the varied baggage they carry.  For the purposes of this study, 

however, I propose the following definitions.  All three terms are constructs used in the 

ongoing attempt to understand how human beings relate to each other.  Their meanings 

have changed over time, and their relationships to each other also have changed.  “Race” 

has meant a group that is perceived by its members or the members of the larger society 

to have certain physical and non-physical attributes that set it apart from other members 

of the society. These attributes are thought to be in some sense immutable, to be passed 

on from generation to generation, and to have certain correlates in behavior and abilities.  

Race is supra-national or extra-national; while it may be applied to the residents of a 

nation-state or their descendants, it is not about where people come from but who they 

are. Race is also thought to be in some sense scientific, enunciating biological facts and 

creating categories on the basis of those facts. 

“Ethnicity” is a comparatively recent concept, one partaking more of a 

sociological than a biological approach. Indeed, in the introduction to the influential 

collection The Invention of Ethnicity, Werner Sollors states that the first printed use of the 

term came in a 1941 book by the sociologist W. Lloyd Warner. Like race, ethnicity also 

refers to distinguishing physical and non-physical attributes, but the distinctions it 

denotes are finer-grained, and ethnicity has a closer connection to national origins.  But 

as national boundaries change over time, ethnicity does not. And certain nations never 

acquire ethnicity; rather, they contain an array of ethnicities.  This is especially true of 

nations that incorporate a number of “tribal” groups or where the majority population is 

made up of immigrants. One does not speak of a Nigerian ethnicity, or an American 

ethnicity. As the twenty-first century dawned, the new concept was forced to comprehend 

the kind of large-scale migrations that shaped the late nineteenth and early twentieth and 
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that were often, if not always, discussed in terms of race. There is a French ethnicity, for 

example, but it does not include the ethnic Turks who are permanent residents of France 

and whose children will be natives of that country.  Language and folkways such as diet 

play a key role in constituting ethnicity.  Religion complicates it, sometimes binding 

people, sometimes separating them.8  

“Nationality” has to do with identification with a legal and governmental entity 

known as a nation.  Nationality is closely related to “nationalism,” which Benedict 

Anderson has argued is the instrument through which various groups have created 

“imagined communities” for themselves.  I presume here that at least since the eighteenth 

century, “nationality” has been understood to be a byproduct of a world system 

increasingly organized on the basis of the invented nation state. Unlike ethnicity, it does 

not include biological or sociological characteristics, but it does carry political attributes 

and practices. The Turks mentioned above retain Turkish ethnicity but have French 

nationality. Nationality does not, for our purposes, depend upon admittance to citizenship 

or other legal methods of “belonging” to a nation. Rather, it is conferred by self-assertion 

and by the common opinions of others.  Nationality can go away when the nation one 

identifies with disappears, and the processes of colonialism and decolonization have 

complicated issues of nationality in ways that are crucial to understanding how the world 

works, but that need not concern us here.9    

It is important to discuss briefly the meaning of nationality for the three groups 

with which we will deal. Leaving aside the historically fraught idea of a German race, it 

is possible to speak, in the modern era, of a German ethnicity that bound those who lived 

8 Werner Sollors, ed., The Invention of Ethnicity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
9 Benedict R. O’G. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, 2nd ed. (New York: Verso, 1991).  
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in any of several kingdoms, duchies, and principalities.  But there was no German 

nationality prior to 1871.  From German unification in that year until after World War II, 

residents of these entities and those who emigrated from them could be said to share a 

German nationality. East Germany – technically the German Democratic Republic -- and 

West Germany – technically the Federal Republic of Germany – emerged from the ashes 

of World War II. And while German ethnicity remained, the nationality was temporarily 

subsumed in an East German nationality and a West German nationality.  After 

reunification in 1990, a German nationality returned. 

It likewise is possible to speak of an Irish ethnicity, but despite the heroic efforts 

of the Irish people, only in the twentieth century has it been meaningful to speak of an 

Irish nationality. During most of the lives of the Irish who came to Texas, it made more 

sense to identify oneself not even by one’s province, but by one’s county.  Even now, 

Irish people identify with one of two nations: the Republic of Ireland or Northern Ireland, 

which is part of the United Kingdom. Because there were two main streams of Irish 

people who came to America, it is important for us to look back to the 1600s, when 

Britain resettled rebellious Lowland Scots in Northern Ireland. These would become the 

ancestors of the Scotch-Irish (or Scots-Irish) who came to America in great numbers in 

the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  Originally an ethnic group, their Protestant 

religion allowed them to be assimilated quickly in the new land and to become the 

backbone of the aforementioned “Old Stock” Americans, or Anglos, as they came to be 

called in Texas.10  

10 James G. Leyburn, The Scotch-Irish: A Social History (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1962).  
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Czech ethnicity, like the Irish, survived despite long years of political oppression. 

Ethnic Czechs lived in Bohemia, Moravia, Silesia and other smaller central European 

regions. For nearly 400 years, from 1526 to 1918, the Czechlands were ruled by the 

Hapsburgs, then the Austrian Empire and its successor, Austria-Hungary.  There was no 

Czech nation and no Czech nationality. In the reconfiguration of Europe after World War 

I, the Czechlands were combined with neighboring Slovakia to form the artificial state of 

Czechoslovakia. Occupied by Germany in the lead-up to World War II, the never 

completely stable republic was part of the Communist bloc from 1948 until 1989, when it 

threw off the Soviet influence that had been reasserted violently as recently as 1968.  

Four years later Czechoslovakia amicably split into its natural components, Slovakia and 

the Czech Republic, at last allowing for an independent Czech nationality. 

All this said, what then does the word “Anglo” mean? Is it a race, an ethnicity, a 

nationality? To dispense with the last first, it is not a nationality. There is not nor has 

there ever been an Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-American nation in the sense used above. 

Whether it is a race or an ethnicity depends upon its use.  

Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary defines an Anglo as “a white inhabitant of 

the United States of non-Hispanic descent,” a usage it states derives from American 

Spanish and is short for the Spanish word angloamericano, meaning Anglo-American. 

The Online Etymology Dictionary leaves out the detour into Spanish, stating that Anglo 

derives directly from “Anglo-American,” first used in 1738. Another online source, your 

Dictionary.com, defines the term as “An English-speaking person, especially a white 

North American who is not of Hispanic or French descent,” and offers a helpful “usage 

note”: 
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In contemporary American usage, Anglo is used primarily in direct contrast to 
Hispanic or Latino. In this context it is not limited to persons of English or even 
British descent, but can be generally applied to any non-Hispanic white person. 
Thus in parts of the United States with large Hispanic populations, an American 
of Polish, Irish, or German heritage might be termed an Anglo just as readily as a 
person of English descent. However, in parts of the country where the Hispanic 
community is smaller or non-existent, or in areas where ethnic distinctions among 
European groups remain strong, Anglo has little currency as a catchall term for 
non-Hispanic whites.11  

The Oxford English Dictionary Online defines the noun “Anglo” as a colloquial 

term meaning “A person of English (or non-Latin European) origin, esp. one resident in 

the United States, an Anglo-American; orig. in South-west United States, distinguished 

from a Mexican American.” It lists its first use in print as 1941, when Erna Fergusson 

wrote in Our Southwest, “Los ricos accepted the incoming Anglos as friends, as wives or 

husbands.” In 1958 it appeared in the report of a learning experiment: “The test was also 

administered to 28 ‘Anglos’ (as they are called in the Southwest).” Most interestingly, 

according to the OED, in his 1972 novel The New Centurions, police officer turned 

author Joseph Wambaugh wrote: “Serge couldn’t . . . think of another family on his street 

with only three children except the Kulaskis and they were Anglos, at least to the 

11 Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, accessed July 30, 2007, 1:30 p.m. CDT; Online Etymology 
Dictionary, accessed July 30, 2007, 1:10 p.m. CDT. (This view is supported by the 1856 travel diary, A 
Journey Through Texas Or, a Saddle Trip on the Southwestern Frontier, in which Frederick Law Olmsted 
and his brother John Hull Olmsted, non-Spanish speakers who had little prior contact with speakers of 
Spanish, used the term “Anglo-American” to distinguish Texans who had immigrated to the state from the 
United States from German immigrants.) yourDictionary.com, accessed July 30, 2007, 1:15 p.m. CDT. 
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Chicanos they were Anglos, but now he thought how humorous it was to have considered 

these Polacks as Anglo.”12 

Thus defined in opposition to “Latino” or “Mexican-American,” whether Anglo 

denotes race or ethnicity depends upon whether those terms are intended or interpreted as 

racial or ethnic. As the historical sociologist David Montejano noted in Anglos and 

Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986, “The bonds of culture, language, and 

common historical experience make the Mexican people of the Southwest a distinct 

ethnic population. But Mexicans . . . were also a ‘race’ whenever they were subjected to 

policies of discrimination or control.”  In the rare cases in which Mexican Americans 

were simply an ethnic group, Anglo, too, was an ethnicity.  Much more frequently, as we 

shall see, both Mexican Americans and Anglos saw each other and were seen by others in 

racial terms.13  

A Story of Race and Place 

This, then, will be a story about race, and about how conceptions of race have 

changed over time. First and last, however, it will be a story about place. Texas has been 

described as “a border province between the South, the West, and Mexico,” a province 

where law and custom regarding race, ethnicity, and nationality differ from those in other 

parts of the United States.  As in the South, African Americans shaped Texas culture, 

society, and economy.  As in the Southwest, Mexican Americans had great influence. 

12 Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2nd ed., 1989, accessed July 30, 2007, at 1:10 p.m. CDT. The OED’s 
first definition of the term applies to Canadian usage, in which an Anglo is an English rather than a French 
speaker. 
13 David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1987), 5. 
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And more than in other states of the South or Southwest, European immigrants, directly 

from “the Old Country,” played a crucial role. This will therefore also be a story about 

language as both a unifying and dividing force. It will be a story about nationalism, or 

more precisely, nationalisms, and how they have influenced social and political 

interactions in what has been called a “nation of nations.” It will be profoundly a story 

about culture and cultures – social practices such as the celebration of holidays and the 

use of alcohol, as well as the role of religion and non-belief in individual and community 

life. It will be a story about the intersection of culture, economics, and politics in a 

borderlands setting. It will be a story about change, and about becoming – not just Anglo, 

but fully American.14   

My thesis is that European immigrants to the Texas-Mexico borderlands became 

Anglo over the course of the long 20th century through a process in which the tri-racial 

system of identification first made room for diversity among whites – allowing for whites 

who were not Anglo.  Then, as circumstances changed, it made those provisional whites 

“whiter” as it stretched and reshaped Anglo identity to include them. A key feature of this 

process was the conflict between and eventual accommodation reached by native and 

immigrant drinking cultures and a powerful native anti-alcohol culture. The three 

immigrant groups I will concentrate upon were, with individual exceptions, drinking 

cultures, as were the non-white cultures of Texas, the Mexican-American and African-

American, and the “provisionally white” culture of poor whites. The Irish, Germans, and 

14 Foley, The White Scourge, 3; “Here is not merely a nation but a teeming Nation of nations,” from “By 
Blue Ontario’s Shore,” Walt Whitman, Complete Poetry and Collected Prose (New York: Library of 
America, 1982), 271. 
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Czechs had several opportunities to assimilate into an Anglo identity, but as we will see, 

their adherence to certain Old World nationalisms, their opposition to alcohol restriction 

and their aversion to being identified with poor whites delayed their admission. 

Ultimately, it was the larger society’s grudging and partial adoption of their ways that 

allowed them in.15    

Race in America 

In Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of 

Race, Matthew Frye Jacobson argues that when Americans of the eighteenth, nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries used the term “race,” they actually meant it. They were not 

talking about ethnicity or nationality. They harbored a fundamental belief in the 

connection between physical attributes and innate social, intellectual, and political 

capacities, not merely among persons of Asian or African descent, but also of various 

“races” of Europeans. Members of the Irish “race,” for example, were primitive, alcohol-

consuming, romantic and melancholy, perhaps not yet suited for the rigors of self-

government. Teutons, as Americans called Germanic peoples, were sturdy and 

businesslike, yet perhaps not the equal of their Anglo-Saxon cousins when it came to 

abstract thought. Twenty-first century scholars are wrong when they explain away the 

racialness of such beliefs and the degree to which those beliefs determined social, 

economic, and political relations.16 

15 Foley, The White Scourge, 7. 
16 Jacobson, 13-38. 
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Scholars are also mistaken, he contends, in presuming that those beliefs 

developed, as the twentieth century dawned, into something approximating our current 

views.  In fact, racial interpretations of American society actually reached a high point in 

the later years of the nineteenth century through the 1920s, culminating in the eugenicist 

views of men such as Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard. Those influential thinkers 

expanded upon Darwinian and Spencerian theories to posit a racial hierarchy headed by 

“Nordics” and ranging downward through “Alpines” and “Mediterraneans” to various 

non-white groups. Their arguments were persuasive to many of their contemporaries, 

who were attempting to cope with the unfamiliar features of modern society, not least 

industrialization, immigration, and urbanization. Indeed, these views would eventually 

lead to the very restrictive system of quotas incorporated into the Johnson-Reed 

Immigration Act of 1924, which radically cut immigration to the United States from 

outside the western hemisphere, especially the entry of persons from Eastern and 

Southern Europe.17 

The new policy, Jacobson writes, had the paradoxical result of reducing racialist 

thought. Once “Anglo-Saxon” Americans no longer had to worry about drowning in a 

“rising tide” of Slavs, Italians, and Russian Jews, they no longer invested much energy in 

concern about less-white Europeans.  This served to somewhat whiten such individuals, 

especially as the exodus of African-Americans from the Jim Crow South brought the 

industrial north a new “Other” that differed more obviously from the Old Stock 

17 Ibid., 39-90. 
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Americans.  The social dislocations caused by the economic upheaval of the Great 

Depression also placed a damper on the racial preoccupations of the 1920s. And the 

racial rhetoric emanating from Europe during this period, some of it akin to that of Grant 

and Stoddard, was to a certain extent ignored by Americans, whose energies were taken 

up in simply meeting the newly desperate day to day demands of feeding and housing 

their families.18 

Jacobson concludes that the revelations of race-based Nazi atrocities that came to 

light toward the end of World War II had a dramatic effect upon American 

understandings of race. Academics and popular social commentators moved rapidly to 

attempt to wipe out all vestiges of intra-European racialism. All Europeans, regardless of 

nationality, ethnicity, religion or erstwhile race, were lumped into the old, but newly 

“scientifically accepted” classification of Caucasian.  Within the United States, the black-

white binary was emphasized. Black people of all ancestries and continents were lumped 

into the new “scientific” category of Negroid, while those who were neither black nor 

white, including not merely Chinese and Japanese, but Pacific Islanders and Native 

Americans, became Mongoloid. Ideas of race seemed simpler, cleaner, and somehow 

more real.19 

18 Ibid., 92-96; Lothrop Stoddard, The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-Supremacy (New York: 
Scribner, 1920).  See also David R. Roediger, Working Toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants 
Became White, or The Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs (New York: Basic Books, 2005), 
145-156.
19 Jacobson,  91-135.
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The Borderlands Context 

Immigrants from Ireland’s four provinces and the numerous states, principalities, 

and duchies that made up what would become Germany dominated immigration to the 

United States beginning in the 1840s.  Following the Civil War, their numbers were 

augmented by thousands of Eastern and Southern Europeans, including the Bohemians 

and Moravians who would later be termed Czech. These same groups made their way to 

Texas, but when the influx began, in the early 1820s, their destination was not the United 

States, but part of a newly independent Mexico. A group of German nobles contracted 

with the Mexican government to settle hundreds of German-speaking Europeans in 

western Texas to form a buffer against the expansionist tendencies of the United States. 

Mexican authorities were even more welcoming to Irish empresarios who promised 

cadres of Catholics to settle the Gulf coast and preserve Mexican shipping against the 

encroachments of Yankee Protestant traders.20   

But by the time the Irish managed to deliver their colonists in the early 1830s, the 

Europeans had been joined by an ever-growing stream of Americans flowing mainly 

from Southern states such as Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, and Tennessee.  In the first 

three states, cotton monoculture was already beginning to wear out the land, and in the 

last, restless frontiersmen looked westward toward what they imagined to be empty land, 

virtually free for the taking. These Southerners brought with them, in addition to a fierce 

20 Their leader, a cousin of Britain’s Hanoverian Queen Victoria, would later suggest to her that such a 
buffer could be of use to Britain as well, limiting America’s possibilities as an imperial rival. Handbook of 
Texas Online, s.v. “Solms-Braunfels, Prince Carl of,” 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/fso3.html (accessed April 30, 2010). 
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hostility against Native Americans, large numbers of enslaved persons of African 

ancestry, creating an ethnoracial mix that was present almost nowhere else on the 

continent, except perhaps for the city of New Orleans. Texas was in fact home to a 

variety of Native American groups, from the Karankawa of the coast to the Alabama-

Coushatta of the east Texas forests, to the Apache and Comanche of the western plains. 

The natives of Mexico who inhabited the region were of two principal types: 

ranching elites of mainly Spanish ancestry and mestizos, or persons of mixed Spanish, 

Indian, and possibly African blood. The former owned vast, unfenced grazing lands; the 

more privileged of the latter operated small ranches they worked on their own or with the 

assistance of family members.  The less fortunate worked as vaqueros, or cowboys, first 

on the big ranches owned by their countrymen, later on those belonging to European and 

American newcomers. 

The more the number of Americans in Texas increased, the more they chafed at 

Mexican laws and customs. Many came without permission, as virtual outlaws. Those 

who entered through legitimate channels had agreed as a condition of their admittance to 

become Mexican citizens and members of the Roman Catholic Church. Most had no 

intention of continuing as either, and by 1835, the vagaries of Mexican politics had 

convinced a substantial number that it was time to end the charade. Slavery had been 

declared officially illegal in Mexico, which gave Southerners who immigrated with their 

enslaved servants pause and provided an economic motive for rebellion. After several 

months of low-grade conflict, the “Texians,” as they called themselves, declared their 
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independence in March of 1836. Among them were a number of leaders of Mexican 

descent, as well as Europeans and immigrants from the United States.  A few deadly 

skirmishes and what would become famous as the siege of the Alamo ensued. In most, 

the Texians found themselves overmatched. But the Mexican army was led by the erratic 

President of the Republic, Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna. Mostly by luck and a little by 

quick thinking, the remnant of the Texian forces, led by former Tennessee governor Sam 

Houston, managed to surprise the Mexican troops while they were encamped on the 

coastal plain at San Jacinto on April 21, 1836. They captured the commander, and in one 

improbable stroke, independence was won. 

The Texas that emerged from the brief revolution was a multi-racial, multi-lingual 

society and polity that welcomed new settlers of any background, with the exception of 

free persons of African descent. For nearly ten years, it existed as an independent 

republic, though a client of the United States. In late December 1845, it joined the Union 

as the twenty-eighth state. Only a few years later, through the settlement that ended the 

United States-Mexican War, most of the rest of the Southwest became American territory 

as well. But in the tense atmosphere that prevailed in the antebellum period, because it 

was both a cotton and a slave state, Texas came to be seen not as part of the Southwest, 

but of the South. When the Civil War came, Texas joined ten other Southern states in 

seceding. Most of Texas was never invaded by Union forces; hundreds of refugees from 

states that were occupied fled there, many bringing large numbers of enslaved persons. 

The black population of the state increased from 182,921 in 1860 to 253,475 by 1870, 
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rising almost 40 percent during the ten years after the war began. When freed by order of 

Union General Gordon Granger on June 19, 1865, more than two years after the 

Emancipation Proclamation, most of these new Afro-Texans chose to remain in the state 

rather than return to their former plantation homes or experiment with freedom in the 

unfamiliar North.21 

They added yet another element to an eclectic population that included Old Stock 

Americans; Europeans from a number of political subdivisions of that continent, 

including in addition to the Irish, Germans, and Czechs, persons from England, Scotland, 

France, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and Poland; Mexicans of varying socio-economic 

status; and, for the next twenty years or so, a mix of Native Americans who fought the 

former groups and each other for control of the state’s open lands. By the late 1880s, 

however, most Native Americans had been expelled into Indian Territory as a result of a 

series of bloody confrontations on the state’s western frontier.22  

The Texas of the second half of the nineteenth century was southwestern in that it 

had mainly a ranching economy dependent upon a substantial labor force of Mexican 

descent. But as home to a significant farming culture that raised cotton, corn, rice, sugar 

cane, and sweet potatoes for the commodity markets, it was also Southern. These crops 

were cultivated by Mexican-American workers in the state’s southern and western 

21 The United States accepted Texas into the Union on December 29, 1845, but the ceremony formalizing 
the transfer of power did not occur until February 19, 1846.  Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. 
“Annexation,” http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/AA/mga2.html (accessed May 1, 2010);  
United States Census, 1870, Table I, “Population of the United States (By States and Territories) in the 
Aggregate and as White, Colored, Free Colored, Slave, Chinese, and Indian At Each Census.”  
22 See Gary Clayton Anderson, The Conquest of Texas: Ethnic Cleansing in the Promised Land, 1820-
1875 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2005). 
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regions and by African Americans and poor whites in the east and central areas. Over the 

years, perhaps because they were associated with black and poor white agricultural 

workers, the Mexican-origin population came to be discriminated against as a separate 

racial group – one “subjected to policies of discrimination or control.” The same was 

true, of course, of the state’s African-American residents, now citizens.  And the fact that 

black people were “raced” and brown people were “raced” had a profound effect upon 

identity formation among European Texans, even as they clung to the distinctive cultures 

they brought to what was to them a new and promising land. Eventually, as a result of 

local, national, and international events, they would opt out of ethnicity and into race.23 

Pre-Anglo Europeans  

Texas would eventually attract significant numbers of emigrants pushed out of 

Ireland by the famine of the mid-nineteenth century; these will form part of our story.  

But our initial focus will be upon the first Irish people to come to Texas: those who 

settled on what was then the northeast coast of Mexico in 1834. Unlike the famine Irish, 

they came mainly from the eastern coast of Ireland, from the county of Wexford.  Drawn 

to Mexico and accepted by Mexican authorities because of their Catholicism, their 

experience was distinct in many ways from that of most Irish immigrants to the United 

States. Their journey to an Anglo identity differed radically from that of the Philadelphia 

Irish whose journey to whiteness Noel Ignatiev chronicles in How the Irish Became 

White.  He argues that Philadelphia’s Irish immigrants won the privileges of whiteness by 

23 Foley, The White Scourge, 1-16; Montejano, 5. 
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distinguishing themselves from the African Americans with whom they shared the city’s 

antebellum slums. The Irish of South Texas came to a sparsely populated domain in 

which a small Mexican ranching elite ruled. They allied themselves with this elite and at 

least temporarily assimilated into it, their shared religious identity binding them, indeed 

uniting them, against Protestant immigrants from the United States. Rather than 

differentiating themselves from a darker people, they won higher socio-economic status 

by embracing them.24 

Germans also began coming to Texas while it was still part of Mexico, but their 

relationship to Texas Mexicans, or Tejanos, differed from that of the Irish. While a 

significant number of the early Germans were Catholic, some were Protestant (mainly 

Lutheran), others Jewish, and still others Free-Thinkers, or atheists. Many voted 

Republican and some, though not all, sympathized with the Union in the Civil War. 

Unlike Germans who immigrated to the territory that would become New Mexico and 

Arizona, those who came to Texas associated with other Germans and married within that 

group where possible.  Early arrivals from the Czechlands tended to congregate in the 

vicinity of existing German settlement, often accepting employment from prosperous 

Germans. A few Czech single men came to Texas as early as the late 1820s, but large-

scale immigration did not begin until after 1850.25  

24 Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: Routledge, 1995); Graham Davis, Land! Irish 
Pioneers in Mexican and Revolutionary Texas (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2002); 
William H. Oberste, Texas Irish Empresarios and Their Colonies: Power and Hewetson, McMullen and 
McGloin, Refugio-San Patricio (Austin: Von Boeckmann-Jones, 1953). 
25 Kelley, Sean Michael, “Plantation Frontiers: Race, Ethnicity, and Family Along the Brazos River of 
Texas, 1821-1886 (Ph.D. diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 2000). 
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Chapters One and Two will look more closely at the actions that Irish, German, 

and Czech immigrants took prior to 1887 that served to set them apart in the eyes of 

persons who came to Texas from the United States. The first will outline events through 

1850, while the second will focus on those that occurred thereafter, particularly during 

the run-up to the Civil War, the war itself, and its aftermath.  

Chapter Three will concentrate on the events of 1887, a pivotal year in the 

ethnoracial history of the state. From the 1840s, prohibition advocates, mostly Yankee 

Protestants, had attempted to enforce their views on the people of Texas, but without 

success. In 1887, they managed to place a statewide prohibition amendment on the ballot 

with dramatic results. Irish, German, and Czech Texans joined Mexicans and some 

African Americans in denouncing the proposal. Their protests were greatly amplified by 

the financial support of brewing, liquor, and saloon interests, an early example of the 

intersection of commerce and culture. The story of the referendum fight is worthy of 

study in its own right, but it is made more fascinating because for the only time in its 

history, in that year, Texas took a statewide census. Intended to boost the state’s 

agricultural reputation, in the hands of an unusually curious administrator, the county-by-

county survey became much more. Of particular interest in the present endeavor are 

detailed statistics on the color and nationality of the state’s residents, and the religious 

denominations present in each county.26   

26 L.L. Foster, Forgotten Texas Census: First Annual Report of the Agricultural Bureau of the Department 
of Agriculture, Insurance, Statistics, and History, 1887-1888 (1889, reprint Austin: Texas State Historical 
Association, 2001). 



21

By comparing the results of the prohibition fight and the census, we may better 

understand connections of race, region, and religion at a high point of European 

immigration into the state. We also see the rise of racialist and eugenicist thought during 

this period, in Texas as in the rest of the United States. Increasingly, various European 

national groups were categorized according to their imputed race. Germans in particular 

had an opportunity to embrace the dominant northern European identity; instead they 

joined with the state’s other drinking cultures and worked vigorously to defeat the 

prohibition proposal. 

Becoming Anglo 

Chapter Four will look at the years between the Prohibition fight and the outbreak 

of the Mexican Revolution in 1910.  It will examine two approaches to winning the 

benefits of Anglo-ness employed by prominent German Americans.  The first 

emphasized convincing other Texans of the superiority of German culture in the hope 

that once they understood what Germans had to offer, they would welcome them into the 

Anglo community without insisting upon their giving up alcohol.  The second involved 

breaking down the associations many Anglos presumed existed between German 

Americans and African Americans by taking a leadership role in the anti-black “Lily 

White Republicans.” The chapter concludes with a glimpse of the long-running battle 

over restoration of the Alamo between Adina De Zavala and Clara Driscoll. It explores 

De Zavala’s efforts to impress upon San Antonians the value of Tejano culture and 
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Driscoll’s literary attempt to sever the links between the early Irish settlers and their 

Tejano neighbors.  

In Chapter Five, we will take up a series of interrelated developments that 

transformed the Rio Grande Valley in the first two decades of the twentieth century. The 

coming of the railroad, irrigation, and farmers from the Midwest disrupted longstanding 

economic, political, and social relationships among the owners of large ranches and the 

skilled mestizos who worked their great spreads. The Mexican Revolution of 1910 

further challenged these systems by sending a flood of unskilled Mexican workers into 

Texas.  And events surrounding the rebellion known as the Plan de San Diego led Texans 

to take seriously the Zimmermann Telegram. That intercepted message revealed a 

quixotic proposal promising German aid and suggesting Japanese participation in 

restoring Mexico’s lost territories. It helped prompt the United States’ entry into World 

War I.  

Nationally, the German community had made the grave error of believing they 

could keep America out of the European conflict. Chapter Six delves into the 

consequences of that mistake in Texas.  National and international concerns were 

exacerbated by an impeachment battle pitting colorful Gov. Jim Ferguson against 

University of Texas students led by the scion of another political dynasty, the Hogg 

family.  Ferguson’s refusal to reveal the source of a large loan cast suspicion on Texas 

Germans, linking them once again to the brewers and the vexed subject of alcohol. 

Prohibitionists combined anti-German and anti-Ferguson feeling with the state’s new 
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status as a center for the training of soldiers and airmen to push through what amounted 

to the statewide ban they had been seeking since 1887. 

Chapter Seven explores the aftermath of World War I and the Great Depression.  

It looks closely at the consequences of a new racialization of Mexican Americans, 

especially its effects on the Irish, Germans, and Czechs. Using historical animosities and 

a false emphasis on hygiene, Anglos who saw themselves as progressive fostered an 

expanded system of segregation that drew the boundaries of Anglo-ness more starkly and 

thus had the perhaps unintended effect of whitening previously suspect groups. But this 

movement sowed the seeds of its own destruction, prompting the creation of a League of 

United Latin American Citizens that would help lay the groundwork for the black and 

brown civil rights struggles of the latter half of the twentieth century. The chapter also 

includes an examination of Nazi-linked organizations such as the German-American 

Bund and their battle with Congressman Martin Dies, as well as a look at the dramatic 

effects of the discovery of oil on the Irish. And it begins and ends with a German-

American novelist’s ambivalent view of the status of Mexican Americans. 

The ways that World War II and post-war developments in the state affected 

understandings of race and ethnicity are the focus of the final chapter. Particular 

emphases include the role of military training facilities, defense plants, and the war itself 

in broadening the outlook of Texas individuals and communities, particularly the 

previously insular Czechs. The continued career of the Bund, the internment of German 

Texans, and the presence in the state of major internment camps are also discussed, as are 
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attitudes toward the horrors perpetrated by the Nazis. Among post-war developments 

addressed are the rise of the American G.I. Forum with its new approach to Mexican-

American civil rights and the surprisingly decisive influence of education reform on the 

continued viability of German and Czech language communities.  The chapter argues that 

as the Irish, Germans, and Czechs moved closer to becoming Anglo in the 1940s and 

1950s, they helped set the stage for the sweeping changes in civil rights that would 

follow. 

The dissertation concludes with a discussion of the profound effects of African-

American and Mexican-American activists’ embrace of black and brown racial identities 

and the flowering of Irish, German, and Czech ethnic identities once the transition to an 

Anglo racial identity was complete.   
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Chapter 1 

Why would Texans believe the sensational accusations Cranfill made about the 

Irish, Germans, and Czechs during the 1887 prohibition fight?  Not all did, of course, but 

the notices his assertions received in the state’s other newspapers indicate that at least at 

first, his allegations gained significant traction. What had these immigrants and their 

descendants done to make Anglos willing to believe them both immoral and disloyal? 

The answer to that question breaks down along ethnic lines, though it is possible to 

isolate four broad areas the three groups shared that spurred suspicion: language 

differences; religion, or lack thereof; social practices, including attitudes toward alcohol; 

and associations, particularly with African Americans and Mexican Americans. 

Language was an obvious barrier. Most European emigrants who came to Texas 

were hard for their neighbors to understand. The Germans spoke various regional 

dialects, while the Czechs used Bohemian, Moravian, and Silesian versions of their 

language. The Irish spoke English, but it did not sound like the English the Anglos had 

learned at their parents’ knees.  Religion also distinguished the newcomers.  Rather than 

belonging to the Baptist and Methodist denominations common in the American South, 

they were most often Catholic, Lutheran, Jewish, or Free-Thinkers, including both 

agnostics and atheists. Their social habits, too, were strange: they danced and they sang 

outside of church. Some of them gambled. They played and listened to music and 

performed and attended theatricals. They involved all generations in their social events, 

from the youngest children to the most venerable elders. Some of this they did on 
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Sundays, often while consuming alcohol. And they allied themselves with the “wrong” 

people: in the case of the Irish, and occasionally the Germans and Czechs, they 

intermarried with Mexicans and Mexican Americans. The Germans and Czechs often 

eschewed slavery and sometimes championed the cause of African Americans. The 

Germans even made a separate peace with the Comanches.27 

But beyond these areas, there were specific events that made each group suspect. 

For the Irish, the main issue was real and supposed collusion with Mexican forces in the 

Texas Revolution of 1835-1836 and the United States-Mexican War of 1846-1848. The 

Germans, often with cause, were accused in the 1840s of opposing annexation to the 

United States in favor of creation of a Teutonic state in the borderlands; in the 1850s, of 

opposing slavery; in the 1860s, of opposing secession; and in the postwar era, of 

advocating equality for freed-people.  The Czechs, too, opposed slavery and maintained 

close ties to Bohemians and Moravians residing in the North, which raised questions in 

the minds of their neighbors from the antebellum era through Reconstruction.  

The Irish and Germans began arriving in Mexican Texas in significant numbers in 

the 1830s; large-scale Czech immigration did not occur until the 1850s, after Texas was 

annexed to the United States. Individuals of all three groups had visited Mexico, in the 

27 Throughout this dissertation, the word “Mexican” will be used to denote citizens of Mexico, including 
Tejanos prior to Texas independence. “Mexican American” will be used for citizens of the United States of 
Mexican descent and persons of Mexican descent residing in the United States for whom citizenship status 
is not readily discernible. “Tejano” will be used for persons of Mexican descent residing in Texas, 
particularly during the period prior to United States annexation of Texas. “Texian,” the term residents of 
the region used to refer to themselves from the early revolutionary period through annexation, will refer to 
those residing in the state who were opposed to Mexican centralist rule from the late 1820s through the 
1840s. Paul D. Lack, The Texas Revolutionary Experience: A Political and Social History, 1835-1836 
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992);  Irene Marschall King, John O. Meusebach, 
German Colonizer in Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1967). 
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case of the Irish as early as the eighteenth century. The first European settlers to come to 

Texas were the successors to the conquistadors who claimed the southern and western 

portions of North America for the Spanish crown, arriving early in the sixteenth century. 

By the 1760s, some of these “Spaniards” were actually refugees from Ireland. British 

suppression of Catholicism had increased in 1690 with the Battle of the Boyne, the 

Treaty of Limerick, and the implementation of the Penal Laws; many Irishmen fled to 

France and Spain, where they could practice their religion and take advantage of military 

and governmental opportunities from which they were barred in their homeland. Some of 

those opportunities took Irishmen to New Spain.28

 The first Hispanicised Irish inhabitant of Texas to be known by name, Hugo 

Oconór, entered northern New Spain in 1767, as interim governor of the province. Better 

known and ultimately more influential was Belfast-born horse trader Philip Nolan, who 

made several trips into Texas in the 1790s to obtain horses he sold in Louisiana and 

Kentucky. Though there is little evidence to support the claim, he was for many years 

considered the first of the filibusters – United States-based adventurers who sought the 

independence of Texas. Accompanied by a cadre of heavily armed Americans on a fourth 

foray into the province in 1801, he was killed by Spanish soldiers. Officials took note of 

his companions, correctly surmising that Texas held great allure for Americans, 

particularly in the newly created states just to the east of the Mississippi. When the 

Louisiana Purchase was consummated in 1803, they were convinced it was only a matter 

28 Seán Duffy. The Concise History of Ireland (Dublin: Gill & MacMillan Ltd., 2000), 120-121. 
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of time before restlessly westering Americans began to move into New Spain in 

dangerous numbers.29 

With the beginning of agitation for Mexican independence in 1810, the northern 

provinces of Spain’s American empire were in a state of almost continual chaos.  In 1812 

a party of filibusters led by a native Texan and a former United States Army officer 

temporarily “liberated” Texas, declaring the “first republic.” Though this insurgency was 

put down within the year, it was followed by increased hostilities between Native 

Americans and the Spanish, and continued interest from the United States, which claimed 

the Rio Grande as the southwestern boundary of the Louisiana Purchase.30

During this period of uncertainty, a former officer of the Prussian army, J.V. 

Hecke, traveled through the region. Upon returning to his homeland, he wrote Reise 

durch die Vereinigten Staaten (Travels through the United States), an influential volume 

largely devoted to the possibilities he saw in Texas. He bluntly suggested that it would 

make a fine location for a Prussian colony that would serve as a source of raw materials 

for the kingdom’s rapidly growing factories and a market for its exports.  He had thought 

out his scheme in some detail, arguing that the costs might be borne by a commercial 

29 John Brendan Flannery, The Irish Texans (San Antonio: The University of Texas Institute of Texan 
Cultures at San Antonio, 1980), 17, 21; Maurine T. Wilson, “Philip Nolan and His Activities in Texas” 
(master’s thesis, The University of Texas at Austin, 1932), 1-2. Part of Nolan’s notoriety derives from his 
sharing the name of the protagonist of a very popular nineteenth century novel, The Man without a 
Country. Its author, Edward Everett Hale, stated that though he had heard of this Nolan, and had perhaps 
been influenced by that knowledge, his Philip Nolan was not the same as the Texas adventurer. T.R. 
Fehrenbach, Lone Star: A History of Texas and the Texans (Cambridge, Mass.: Da Capo Press, 2000), 110-
131; Davis, 13, 75.    
30 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Gutiérrez-Magee Expedition,"  
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/GG/qyg1.html (accessed May 2, 2010). 
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entity similar to the joint stock companies that were then furthering British colonial 

interests around the world. Defense could be handled by bringing over 10,000 of the 

martial state’s excess soldiers, who could be given free land in return for their services. 

The rest of the colonists could be recruited from among the Germans who had emigrated 

to the United States and found hardship in the cities of the Northeast. Hecke’s book 

attracted great interest in Texas throughout Prussia and other parts of what was still an 

un-united Germany.31

While New Spain struggled to put down repeated attempts at revolution, the 

United States attempted to fend off Britain’s efforts to undo the results of the American 

Revolution in the War of 1812. By 1815, the British and their former colonies reached a 

stalemate and agreed to a settlement that returned the two parties to the status they had 

prior to the commencement of hostilities. A collateral dispute continued, however, pitting 

the United States against Spain for control of Spanish Florida, which had become a haven 

for hostile Native Americans. In 1819, then-Secretary of State John Quincy Adams and 

the Spanish ambassador, Luis de Onís, signed a pact that gave Spanish Florida to the 

United States and ended the United States’ formal designs on Texas.32 

31 Moritz Tiling, History of The German Element in Texas from 1820-1850 and Historical Sketches of the 
German Singers’ League and Houston Turnverein from 1853-1913 (Houston: Moritz Tiling, 1913), 7-9. 
Until German unification in 1871, the Kingdom of Prussia was one of the largest and most influential 
German-speaking states and was famous for its military prowess. A stylistic note: local versions of the 
name of the popular German Turner organization vary.  Rather than converting them to one style, I will use 
the version preferred by each individual group. 
32 Jesús F. de la Teja, Paula Marks, Ron Tyler, Texas: Crossroads of North America: A History (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 2004), 145.  
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The treaty did not, however, end American interest in what remained of Spain’s 

possessions. Officials who warned of the danger of filibusters were proven right: a steady 

trickle of Americans and other immigrants began exploring the northern provinces in 

search of commercial, farming, and mining opportunities. Among them was a shrewd 

entrepreneur who may have genuinely considered himself a Spanish subject, or who may 

simply have recognized the value of appearing to do so. Though born in the United 

States, Moses Austin had lived in Missouri when it was Spanish territory. Fluent in the 

Spanish language and well aware of the opportunities Texas presented, he sought 

permission of the colonial government to organize a group of emigrants from the United 

States and lead them to a new homeland in Texas. There was one catch: New Spain was a 

Catholic colony and all new residents had to pledge allegiance to the Crown and to the 

Church. Actually, there were two other impediments: first, on June 10, 1821, Moses 

Austin died; second, on August 24, 1821, Mexico won its independence from Spain.33  

Moses Austin’s son, Stephen Fuller Austin, petitioned officials of the new 

national government for permission to fulfill his father’s contract. Observing that 

Americans were coming to Texas despite the Adams-Onís Treaty and other attempts to 

stanch the flow of immigrants, the government temporarily decided that its best course 

would be to try to regulate the kinds of people who sought to make Texas their home. 

They approved his request. The elder Austin had selected a large tract of rich, alluvial 

land in east-central Texas, watered and connected to the Gulf of Mexico by three deep 

33 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Austin, 
Moses," http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/AA/fau12.html (accessed May 4, 2010). 
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streams, the Brazos, Colorado, and San Bernard rivers. Under the colonization 

agreement, officially called an “empresario” contract, Stephen Austin was required to 

recruit and assist in provisioning and transporting 300 families to his grant. He would 

then divide the land among them, with each recipient family required to occupy its 

portion of the grant and improve it within two years, or risk forfeiture.34  

After securing authorization to recruit colonists, Austin traveled to St. Louis and 

from there southward to New Orleans, the de facto capital of the southwestern 

borderlands and jumping off place for individuals and groups headed for Texas from the 

United States and Europe. Austin sought colonists from the states of the “old Southwest”: 

Arkansas, Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee. Most of those who joined 

him were people of means, in contrast to those who came to Texas through less formal 

channels. By 1825, some 297 households had settled in Austin’s colony. Sixty-nine of 

those were affluent enough to report owning a total of 443 slaves among them. The 

majority of the 1,790 inhabitants claimed British ancestry; most of those were Scots-Irish, 

sharing the ethnicity of many “Old Stock Americans” living in the United States. And 

though in order to take possession of their lands they pledged that they were Roman 

Catholic, most also shared the Protestant convictions of most Old Stock Americans.  

Since the government in Mexico City was unable to supply them with Catholic clergy, in 

the early years their beliefs remained a moot point.35 

34 de la Teja, 156-160. 
35 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Old Three 
Hundred,” http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/OO/umo1.html (accessed May 4, 2010). 
The Scots-Irish were descended from Lowland Scots forced from their homeland in the early seventeenth 
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At least one member of Austin’s first group of colonists actually did mean his 

pledge of loyalty to Mexico and to the Catholic faith. James Hewetson was a 25-year-old 

Irish physician who had initially immigrated to Philadelphia.  He joined Austin in St. 

Louis and traveled with him to New Orleans, where they gathered the first shiploads of 

colonists. Upon reaching the land reserved for Austin in central Texas, for reasons that 

remain obscure, he decided to continue deeper into Mexico, finally settling in Saltillo, 

then the capital of the state of Coahuila y Texas, and apparently a miniature version of 

New Orleans. There he met a native of County Wexford who would become his partner.36  

James Power had left Ireland for America in 1809 and settled in New Orleans a 

year later. Born in 1788 or 1789, he had been about ten years old when the ill-fated Irish 

rising of 1798 reached its climax within a few miles of his home.  There an 

overwhelming force of British troops smashed an Irish contingent, most drawn from the 

Wexford countryside.  Power met with some success as a general merchant in New 

Orleans, but in 1822 he removed his business to Saltillo, joining a thriving commercial 

community that included a number of Irish immigrants.37 

 In the meantime, Mexican officials began to realize that despite their declared 

intention of becoming full-fledged Mexican citizens, Austin’s colonists were Americans 

century and resettled in Northern Ireland. They came to British America in very large numbers, many 
arriving as indentured servants. After colonizing areas of Pennsylvania and North Carolina, they began 
filtering through the Appalachian Mountains into the “Old Southwest.” Ever eager to search out better 
opportunities, many came to Texas, either as legally sanctioned immigrants such as those who joined 
Austin, or more usually, as unofficially authorized immigrants who surreptitiously crossed the Red and 
Sabine rivers. Fehrenbach argues that the Scots-Irish were the most numerous immigrants to Texas.  
36 Oberste, 24-29. Davis, 73-75. 
37 Oberste, 22. Duffy, 140-142.  
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and intended to remain so.  In addition to these legally sanctioned faux-Catholic 

immigrants, the number of illegal Protestant immigrants crossing the Sabine and Red 

rivers into the northeastern portion of the state was growing every day. These newcomers 

made no pretense of joining the Catholic Church or taking out Mexican citizenship 

papers. In their distress, Mexican officials decided that what was needed was a buffer to 

separate Texas from the United States. They became convinced they could contain the 

influx by securing colonists from Catholic countries, especially Ireland, and decided to 

extend the system of empresario contracts of which the Austins had taken advantage.38 

Power and Hewetson had each been exposed to that system. The latter had closely 

observed Austin. Power knew Austin slightly and was well acquainted with Don Felipe 

Roque de la Portilla, a former empresario who had tried to settle a tract in central Texas, 

only to be deterred by the Native Americans who made it their seasonal home. Unlike 

Austin’s colonists, the two Irishmen had thoroughly assimilated into Mexican society 

during their years in Coahuila y Texas. Each became a Mexican citizen and both married 

Mexican women – Power, Roque de la Portilla’s daughter, Dolores, and Hewetson, a 

wealthy widow – perhaps at least partially in response to the Mexican policy of granting 

additional land to “foreign” settlers who married Mexican citizens. They also assumed 

the Spanish version of their shared first name, signing themselves Santiago Power and 

38 de la Teja, 169-170. 
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Santiago Hewetson. Both became fully bilingual. This voluntary Hispanicization would 

later inspire misunderstandings by both Mexicans and Americans.39 

 In 1826, the two Irishmen formed a partnership and proposed to settle 400 

families – 200 Irish and 200 Mexican -- on a tract on the Texas coast near Mission 

Nuestra Señora del Refugio.  The Refugio mission complex, built a quarter century 

before by Karankawa Indians under the direction of Franciscan friars, was the last 

Spanish mission constructed in Texas.  From the start of their endeavor, Power and 

Hewetson ran into difficulties. An earlier empresario, the Tejano Don Martin de Leon, 

had already settled a colony of Mexican citizens on part of their grant. He had no 

intention of moving. Nor did an ancient colony of Tejanos at La Bahia (later Goliad), also 

within the territory set aside for the pair.40  

In the same year, Adolphus Sterne arrived in Texas. Other Germans traveled 

through the region, but Sterne appears to have been the first to put down roots. Born in 

Cologne in 1801, the son of an Orthodox Jewish father and a Lutheran mother, he fled his 

homeland to New Orleans in 1817 to escape conscription.  Traveling on a passport he had 

forged, he eventually made his way to Texas, where he settled in the eastern frontier town 

of Nacogdoches. There he encountered a German-American family, the Dursts, who had 

39 Oberste, 4-5, 15, 86, 91. 
40 Ibid., 15. Power and Hewetson were not the first to attempt to import Irish settlers, nor would they be 
the last. A few years earlier, the triumvirate of Tadeo Ortiz, Diego Barry, and Felipe O’Reilly had 
unsuccessfully sought to sponsor 10,000 Irish and Canary Islander settlers in the state.  Edith Louise Kelly, 
Mattie Austin Hatcher, “Tadeo Ortiz de Ayala and the Colonization of Texas, 1822-1833”, Volume 32, 
Number 1, Southwestern Historical Quarterly Online, 
http://www.tsha.utexas.edu/publications/journals/shq/online/v032/n1/contrib_DIVL1189.html 
[Accessed Tue May 4 20:18:12 CDT 2010]; Davis, 24-25, 78-79. 
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settled in the old Spanish town around 1806, after sojourns in Arkansas and Louisiana.  

He renewed a friendship with Sam Houston, whom he had met during a stint as an 

itinerant merchant in northern Louisiana.41  

Shortly after arriving in East Texas he became embroiled in the Fredonian 

Rebellion, a scheme by a dissatisfied empresario to declare a separate republic in 

northeast Texas.  Arrested, convicted of treason, and sentenced to be shot for smuggling 

guns in barrels of coffee, Sterne found common ground with his Mexican captors in their 

shared devotion to Scottish Rite Masonry.  They eventually granted him his freedom after 

he pledged he would never take up arms against the Mexican Republic again. Though 

socially active in Nacogdoches, with its almost even distribution of Tejano and 

American-born residents, Sterne, like many early German Texans, chose to marry another 

German. He returned to Louisiana to wed Eva Ruff, a native of Wurttemburg who had 

immigrated there as a child.  He brought her back to East Texas, to a farm on the outskirts 

of town, where Houston was a frequent guest.42 

Two years after Sterne’s arrival and Power and Hewetson’s receipt of their grant, 

two other Irishmen, John McMullen and James McGloin, proposed to settle Irish 

colonists in East Texas. Less is known about the backgrounds of these men, though both 

41 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Sterne, Nicholas 
Adolphus," http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/fst45.html (accessed May 4, 2010).  
Some of Stephen Austin’s settlers had German-sounding surnames, and German sources indicate that 
Baron de Bastrop, Austin’s land agent, may have settled a group of Oldenburg natives at the site of the 
current city of Bastrop as early as 1823, but it appears that Sterne was the first German to linger in Texas 
and make a name for himself. 
42 Ibid.; Gilbert Giddings Benjamin, The Germans in Texas: A Study in Immigration (1910; reprint, 
Austin: Jenkins Publishing Company, 1974), 14.  
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spent significant time in the United States before emigrating to Mexico. There, at 

Matamoras, on the Gulf coast just below the Rio Grande, they had established a 

mercantile business. Seeing the difficulties Power and Hewetson had encountered, they 

were careful to avoid competing claims when they requested their own empresario 

contract in 1827. Denied the tract they initially sought, they were assigned one just to the 

south and west of that of their countrymen. Because it carried no counterclaims, they 

were able to recruit colonists before the earlier grantees.43 

Traveling to New York, McMullen and McGloin approached Irish immigrant 

families who had found American city life daunting. Their promise of the opportunity to 

own land proved persuasive and they quickly secured a large cohort. But perhaps because 

of their own lack of experience as farmers and ranchers, they failed to prepare their 

colonists for the realities of life on the southwestern frontier. The newcomers began 

arriving in Texas by ship in 1829, ill and without appropriate tools and provisions. Rather 

than journeying inland to the McMullen-McGloin grant, they made their way the short 

distance from the coast to the Refugio mission and settled among a small Tejano 

community already present there. After forbearing for nearly a year, Power complained to 

Mexican authorities that they were squatting on land granted to Hewetson and himself. 

They were given the opportunity to stay or to move on to their original destination. 

Several chose to become the first Refugio colonists. The majority moved westward, 

founding a new town they called San Patricio de Hibernia, west of present-day Corpus 

43 Flannery, 31-48; Davis, 72-105; Oberste, 21-24, 28-29. 
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Christi. The area was subject to hostile visitations by Native Americans who were 

accustomed to seasonal harvests of its flora and fauna. In a move that reverberated down 

to the 1880s, the San Patricio Irish sought the protection of a small garrison of Mexican 

soldiers at nearby Fort Lipantitlan.44 

A few Irish immigrants who had come to Mexican Texas independently around 

1829 also chose to take up homesteads within the Power and Hewetson grant. Among 

them, Nicholas Fagan had “drifted,” in his daughter’s words, from New York to the 

Texas coast. Antrim-born John Joseph Linn had accompanied his father to New York as a 

boy in the wake of the 1798 rising before moving on to New Orleans and then to the 

Corpus Christi area. Like Power and Hewetson, they quickly assimilated, the former 

becoming a close friend and client of perhaps the most prominent Tejano ranchero of the 

Texas coast, Don Carlos de la Garza, whose Carlos Rancho was known throughout 

northern Mexico.45 

Ranching in the sere, semi-arid terrain of southwestern Texas could not have 

differed more from raising livestock in the green, well-watered counties of eastern 

Ireland. De la Garza sold Fagan a herd of longhorn cattle and taught him the rudiments of 

dry country ranching. The two families became trusted friends, though they did not, like 

44 Fehrenbach, 148-151; Davis, 80-88, 249-254; Flannery, 31-42; Hobart Huson, Refugio: A 
Comprehensive History of Refugio County from Aboriginal Times to 1953, vol. 2 (Woodsboro, TX: The 
Rooke Foundation, Inc., 1953), 126.    
45 T. C. Allan, "Reminiscences of Mrs. Annie Fagan Teal", Volume 34, Number 4, Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly Online, 
http://www.tsha.utexas.edu/publications/journals/shq/online/v034/n4/contrib_DIVL4573.html 
[Accessed Thu Apr 5 17:25:59 CDT 2007];  Huson, Vol. 1, 160-161; John J. Linn, Reminiscences of Fifty 
Years in Texas (1883; reprint, Austin: The Steck Company, 1935), 9-16. Note that Allan and Huson offer 
slightly differing versions of Mrs. Teal’s recollections. 
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Power and the Portillas, intermarry.  Linn, on the other hand, soon allied himself with 

Power and Hewetson’s nemesis, Don Martin de Leon, and eventually became a 

prominent merchant in de Leon’s colony at nearby Victoria. Both the Fagans and the 

Linns became bilingual, conducting personal and business transactions in Spanish.  Linn 

became known as “Juan Linn” in Texas; a Victoria street bears that name to this day.46 

Mexican authorities continued to be uncomfortable with the state of affairs in 

Texas, particularly with the number of newcomers from America. They dispatched 

Brigadier General Manuel de Mier y Teran on a tour of Texas during 1828 and 1829. 

Based in part on his observations of the volatility of the United States-born population, 

the national government decreed the “Law of April 6, 1830,” which barred further 

settlement by emigrants from the United States, but encouraged newcomers from Europe, 

and especially from Catholic countries, Ireland first among them. The law set off protests 

that culminated in exactly the outcome the Mexican government most feared – the loss of 

Texas.47 

In the months after the law was promulgated, the first of many German settlers to 

come to Texas as a family group arrived on the Texas coast, headed for Austin’s colony. 

Friedrich Ernst came first to Harrisburg, between Galveston and what is now Houston, in 

1831. Born near Oldenburg in Lower Saxony, he apparently used the name Christian 

Friedrich Dirks while serving in the military and working in the post office in his 

46 Huson, Vol. 1, 173; Linn, 10-16; Ana Caroline Crimm, “Success in Adversity: The Mexican Americans 
of Victoria County, Texas, 1800-1880”(Ph.D. diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 1994), 124, 135-
164. It should be noted that not all Irish immigrants to Texas were Catholic. In  the early 1830s a small
band of Irish Presbyterians settled at Stagger’s Point on the western edge of East Texas. Flannery, 28-29.
47 de la Teja, 169-171. 
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hometown.  In 1829, he and his wife and five children hurriedly made their way through 

northern Europe and across the Atlantic to New York, where he briefly operated a hotel 

or boarding house. At some point in their journey, Dirks began using the name Johann 

Friedrich Ernst, giving rise to reports that the family had fled Oldenburg because he was 

accused of embezzling a large sum. Encouraged by one of the several popular travel 

accounts by German authors, he decided to move to Missouri. Charles Fordtran, a 

younger, single German, traveled south along with the Ernsts. At New Orleans, the men 

learned of Austin’s Texas colony and the land available there. Lacking tools, supplies, 

and skills necessary for farming, they nevertheless decided to proceed by ship to the 

Texas coast.48  

In a memoir written in 1898 when she was an elderly woman, Ernst’s daughter, 

Caroline, recalled the harsh conditions they encountered. Aboard ship, she remembered, 

“The boat was jammed with passengers and their luggage so that you could hardly find a 

place on the floor to lie down at night.” The party remained near the coast for five weeks. 

Fordtran soon left for San Felipe, Austin’s headquarters, to arrange for land grants. Upon 

the Ernsts’ arrival there, Caroline Ernst von Roeder von Hinueber wrote, her Lutheran 

father 

48 Only two accounts of the Ernsts’ emigration mention the embezzlement charge; one, in the Handbook of 
Texas Online, seems to be based on the other, the self-published Friedrich Ernst of Industry, by Miriam 
Korff York. York refers to an 1839 letter from Ernst to then-Texas President Mirabeau B. Lamar, stating 
that “embarrassments” that would have kept him from becoming Texas’ representative to the Netherlands 
could easily be cleared up. York’s footnote cites an 1841 letter in which Ernst refers to having earlier told 
Lamar of the “embarrassments,” but does not state them. Why Ernst and Fordtran set out from New York 
for Missouri via New Orleans is unclear. They apparently went by ship down the Atlantic coast rather than 
traveling overland or by river routes. 
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had to kiss the Bible and promise, as soon as the priest should arrive, to become a 
Catholic. . . . But no one ever became Catholic, though the priest, Father 
Muldoon, arrived promptly. The people of San Felipe made him drunk and sent 
him back home.49  

Miguel Muldoon, an Irish-born cleric educated at Seville, Spain, had 

accompanied Spain’s last viceroy to Mexico and remained after independence. In the late 

1820s or early 1830s he met Stephen Austin, who invited him to join the community at 

San Felipe. There he served the nominally Catholic settlers who, less-hostile chroniclers 

recall, appreciated his tolerance and courage and his efforts to aid Austin in his relations 

with the Mexican government. He also performed baptisms and weddings for colonists of 

all religious persuasions, traveling a circuit that encompassed Texas’ Anglo frontier.50 

 About the same time that the Ernsts joined Austin’s colony, Power moved his 

base of operations from Saltillo to his Texas grant and persuaded Don Felipe and the rest 

of his Portilla in-laws to accompany him. At last, in April, 1833 he was ready to sail for 

Ireland to recruit colonists from his native Wexford. Traveling from New Orleans to the 

Northeast by riverboat, Power enlisted colonists as he went along, arranging for them to 

join the Portillas on the Texas coast. Finally, he arrived in Ireland, where he had great 

success, securing as colonists in Wexford a large number of relatives and friends. He also 

drew interest from neighboring counties as well as Sligo on Ireland’s western coast. 

While Power’s Irish recruits were neither destitute nor oppressed, they did labor under 

49 Caroline Von Hinueber, “Life of German Pioneers in Early Texas,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 
2, no. 3 (January 1899), 227-232. 
50 Flannery, 23-26. 
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certain political strictures, and the idea of a Catholic republic where they would have full 

civil and political rights proved enticing.51 

Among those securing passage to Texas via Liverpool and New Orleans in 1834 

was eight-year-old Bridget Rosalie Hart.  Many years later she recalled Power’s appeal: 

[He] represented Texas as one of the richest countries in the world and the most 
delightful climates. . . . . As proof . . .  he was going to take his only sister and her 
family with him . . . as she was happy and prosperous at home, he would never 
advise her to go to a new country if he was not certain she could do a great deal 
better in Texas. . . . My darling mother and father consulted each other, and the 
result of their deliberations was that everything would be sold, and we would join 
the emigrants.52 

The trip was an arduous one. Rosalie’s younger sister died aboard ship, and when 

the party reached New Orleans, they found cholera raging. Some 200 of the emigrants 

died prior to reaching Texas. The schooners the survivors boarded for the final leg of the 

journey wrecked as they attempted to land on the Texas coast, and Rosalie’s father 

succumbed to cholera on their first day ashore. “We had to camp out,” she remembered. 

There was no place [to] shelter even the sick. Mother piled up her trunks and the 
farming utensils . . . and covered overhead with bedclothes to form a tent. It was 
not very comfortable quarters, but it was the best we could do.53     

Power himself was ill, and his sister was among the dead. He appealed to 

Mexican authorities, who offered assistance. He fulfilled much of the Mexican portion of 

his contract with the Tejanos of the Refugio mission and the community at La Bahia; 

51 Oberste, 91, 94-95, 99; Huson, vol. 1, 164; Davis, 39-71. 
52 Bridget Rosalie Hart Priour, Diary, Corpus Christi Museum, Corpus Christi, Texas, no date, Chapter 
VII. Priour’s handwritten “diary,” actually a memoir, has no page numbers, but is divided into 51 brief
“chapters,” headed by Roman numerals.
53 Ibid., Chapters IX-XII. 
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with the loss of so many of the Irish to illness, he also won permission to recruit colonists 

of other backgrounds, including Germans. But the sudden arrival of a large number of 

Irish people changed the relationship between the Tejanos and the Irish and other 

Europeans. No longer was it necessary for the newcomers to assimilate as Power and 

Hewetson, Fagan and Linn had. Even language changed: the Irish colonists’ attempt at 

Spanish pronunciation soon transformed the Spanish “Refugio” – pronounced “Ray-foo-

hee-oh” -- into “Ree-fury-oh” and “La Bahia” into “Laberdee.”  But the Tejanos still had 

important skills to impart and the Irish were eager students. By the late summer of 1835, 

the Irish colonies, with the help of their Tejano neighbors and friends, had begun to 

thrive.54 

During these years, Friedrich Ernst became the catalyst for significant German 

immigration to east-central Texas. A letter he wrote to a friend in Oldenburg was 

published in several newspapers and eventually made its way into a book of advice for 

travelers. His glowing descriptions of the climate and the richness of Texas soils made 

Industry, the small settlement he founded, a magnet for Germans interested in making a 

new start in what was still northern Mexico. Many chose to settle there, while others 

made it a way station on their journey further inland. Among those who decided to join 

the Ernsts were a large family group from Westphalia, the von Roeders and their in-laws, 

the Klebergs.55   

54 Davis, 95-96; Huson, vol. 1, 160;  Priour, Chapter XVII. 
55 In German Colonists and Their Descendants in Houston, Dorothy E. Justman offers a tantalizing tale 
from Caroline Louise Sacks von Roeder, matriarch of the group and mother of Mrs. Robert Justus Kleberg, 
about “the bittersweet wedding of our wild son Sigismund, whose duel with the Prince of Prussia brought 
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 Like the Ernsts, the Kleberg party had intended to settle elsewhere in America.  

But coming into possession of a copy of the letter Ernst had written, they soon changed 

their minds. As Judge Robert Justus Kleberg, the de facto leader of the group, wrote 

many years later, the letter painted Texas  

as a beautiful country, with enchanting scenery, lovely landscapes, a delightful 
climate, similar to that of Italy, the most fruitful soil, a Republican Government, 
with unbounded personal liberty, free from the baneful tyranies [sic] and social 
disadvantages of older countries.56       

They sent several young von Roeder brothers ahead of the main party to find 

Ernst and his settlement at Industry and arrange for the generous land grants the letter-

writer had promised awaited German settlers. The larger party embarked from the port of 

Bremerhaven as soon as they received word that the scouts had arrived in Texas – only a 

few months after Power and his cohort left Liverpool. Their party, twelve in number, all 

related by blood or marriage, sailed in the company of several other German families 

bound for Texas. After a 60-day voyage, they landed at New Orleans at the end of 

November and spent two weeks there prior to chartering a schooner to take them to 

Brazoria, a coastal port from which they could travel up the Brazos River to the vicinity 

of Ernst’s settlement. Among the possessions they transferred from the ship that brought 

them across the Atlantic to the smaller vessel were the trappings of a comfortable 

us all to Texas.” Quoted in Glen E. Lich, The German Texans (San Antonio: The University of Texas 
Institute of Texan Cultures at San Antonio, 1981), 43. 
56 Charles W. Hayes, Galveston: History of the Island and the City, vol. 1 (Austin: Jenkins Garrett Press, 
1974), 135. 
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German life – a “fine piano” belonging to Rosa von Roeder Kleberg, Robert’s wife, and a 

number of oil paintings and engravings.57 

 Three days before Christmas, 1834, the schooner wrecked near the midpoint of 

the Gulf shore of Galveston Island.  The long, narrow isle, running parallel to the 

mainland for 32 miles, had formerly been the headquarters of the pirate Jean Lafitte, but 

since 1821 had been inhabited mostly, according to Kleberg, by “deer, wolves and 

rattlesnakes.”  In contrast to the Ernsts themselves, the San Patricio colonists to the south, 

or even the Power colonists, the Kleberg-Von Roeder party had prepared well and had 

brought with them not merely the comforts of home, but the necessities for making a 

success of farming. And unlike the Power colonists who were not merely shipwrecked 

but wracked with disease, the Germans arrived in good health and were able to salvage 

much of the contents of the schooner, according to Robert Kleberg’s recollections:  

The passengers had saved their luggage and many of the goods that had been 
thrown overboard for the purpose of lightening the ship; in particular, the 
provisions and blankets were secured. From the sails, mast and beams, we 
constructed a large tent, with a separate apartment for the women and children. 
Thus the passengers, being sheltered against the inclemency of the weather, and 
being supplied with good provisions and game (the island swarming with deer and 
fowl), lived very comfortably. 58 

A few days after they had established themselves, a steamer arrived off the island. 

Having observed the foundering of the schooner, the captain offered to take a few of the 

party on to the mainland for a fee of $16 per person. Kleberg took him up on it, with the 

intent of finding another ship in which to transport the family and their belongings. 

57 Ibid., 135-138. 
58 Ibid.; Tiling, 26 
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Unsuccessful on the coast, he traveled inland to Austin’s settlement, where he received 

the disquieting news that three members of the family’s scouting party who had gone 

ahead, including two of his brothers-in-law, had died “under very distressing 

circumstances.” The two survivors had managed to make a successful land claim, but at a 

site some distance from other Europeans “where they lived in a camp resembling savages 

more than civilized men.”59 

 Kleberg returned to Galveston with a small sloop. By making numerous trips over 

the course of four months of severe weather, the entire party was transferred to the 

mainland. There they rented a house for the women, children, and elders of the party, and 

the men proceeded to the von Roeder grant near San Felipe.60  

 Part of what alienated the Germans from the Americans with whom they shared 

the frontier is evident in Robert Kleberg’s account of the next months. First, the party had 

planned ahead and supplied themselves with the necessities of life – including “the 

implements of husbandry necessary to commence farming.” Despite the fact that none of 

the men were accustomed to hard manual labor, they were nevertheless able to build two 

relatively capacious log cabins and clear and fence ten acres of land, which they planted 

in corn and cotton. By the summer of 1835, like Power’s colonists down the coast, they 

had begun to prosper.61  

59 Hayes, 136-138. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
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 They were able to do so, according to Kleberg, because upon the reunion of the 

group, they resolved to begin the work of building their settlement upon the principles 

enunciated by the French utopian socialist Charles Fourier. From the beginning, the 

Germans brought a level of political, social, and cultural development to Texas that was 

disproportionate to that of settlers arriving from the United States. And from the 

beginning, their greater orderliness and their quick prosperity made them the targets of 

the resentment of their less fortunate neighbors.62 

 Like the Irish imported to South Texas by Power and Hewetson, McMullen and 

McGloin, the Germans had barely begun their lives as Texans when the early phases of 

the Texas Revolution brought Mexican troops across the Rio Grande and the Nueces. The 

Klebergs and Von Roeders were happy to move their womenfolk and children to Cat 

Spring, the little community they had carved out of the wilderness some fourteen miles 

from the nearest settlement. Thinking they would have ample opportunities to return to 

Harrisburg, they left treasures they had worked hard to move from shipwreck to 

temporary shelter on Galveston Island in the rented cottage on the mainland.63 

 The first of McMullen and McGloin’s colonists had been in Texas a little over 

five years and the Power and Hewetson and Kleberg groups only months when a long-

festering Mexican political dispute flared into crisis in Texas. Ever since Mexican 

independence, constant conflict had pitted advocates of a strong central government 

against the federalists, who favored greater autonomy for the states. By the mid-1820s, 

62 Ibid., 137. 
63 Ibid., 138. 
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the federalists had gained the ascendancy and passed what came to be known as the 

Constitution of 1824. This document set forth a vision of a Mexico in some ways quite 

similar to the United States, with a central government charged with representing the 

republic in international affairs, but leaving local matters under the control of state 

legislatures, governors, and judicial bodies. Immigrants coming to Texas from the United 

States looked to the 1824 Constitution as a promise that they could substantially control 

their own affairs, not realizing that it was simply a symbol of one swing of Mexico’s 

political pendulum.64 

By 1834, Mexico’s president, Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, had declared the 

country unready for democracy.  Elected as a Federalist, he switched sides and embarked 

upon rule as a Centralist dictator. Like the Spanish governors before him, he was alarmed 

by the numbers of land-hungry Americans and Europeans pouring into the northern 

reaches of his domain and in September, 1835 sent a military force under the command 

of his brother-in-law, Martin Perfecto de Cos, to ensure that the newcomers understood 

that they were now citizens of Mexico.65  

The Texians now found themselves in opposition to the president they had seen as 

their champion. Cos’s arrival in Texas sparked first a movement seeking a return to the 

republican principles of the Constitution of 1824, then a drive toward independence.  The 

Texian response fluctuated between these two goals, with the followers of Stephen F. 

64 Lack, 3-16; de la Teja, 156-184. 
65 Lack, 17-38; de la Teja, 176-184. 
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Austin generally favoring the former and those of the erratic and vituperative Henry 

Smith the latter. Power and McMullen sided with the more conservative Austinites.66  

 Cos’s force of about five hundred men traveled up the coast of Texas by ship, 

sailing into Copano Bay at the end of September. Power and Hewetson’s colony at 

Refugio was the settlement nearest the shallow natural anchorage. The Mexican troops 

marched to the settlement, where Power received the Mexican general, reportedly telling 

him, “I wish you had not come,” and receiving the answer, “It is too late now, besides a 

soldier can only obey.”67 

 Here we see the first of the incidents that led to Anglo mistrust of the Irish 

Texans.  Cos and his men had been sent to occupy Texas. Because Power was Catholic 

and had married Dolores Portilla, the emissary of Santa Anna presumed that he 

welcomed the centralist contingent and treated him with deference, sparing the small 

settlement at Refugio the usual unpleasant consequences of invasion.  In fact, Power sent 

messengers to other settlements notifying them of the presence of the occupying force 

and setting in motion the first opposition to Cos and his men. But neither Cos nor many 

of the American settlers realized it. After lingering a few days at Power’s home, Cos 

turned his forces to the northwest, making his way first to La Bahia (Goliad) and thence 

66 Davis, 115-119. By this time Hewetson had largely retired from active involvement in the Refugio 
colony, residing in Monclova, Coahuila, but sympathizing with the federalists. 
67 Oberste, 153 (from memoir of Power’s son, Philip).  
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to San Antonio, where he took possession of the town. He made his headquarters at the 

tumbledown remains of the mission of San Antonio de Valero, known as the Alamo.68  

 In the meantime, confusion surrounded conditions at the other Irish colony in 

South Texas, San Patricio de Hibernia. The Mexican government maintained a small fort 

on the Nueces River at Lipantitlan, not far from the San Patricio colony. The Irish were 

on good terms with the soldiers and commanders, who had protected them from attacks 

from hostile Native Americans. When bands of men ready to resist Cos began forming, 

the Irish of San Patricio were not among them. Whether by choice or because they were 

coerced by members of the garrison at Lipantitlan, they sided with the Mexicans, at least 

at first. Cos, in fact, referred to them as “the faithful Irish inhabitants of San Patricio.” 

Whatever the reason, the San Patricians’ failure to fall in line behind the Texian cause 

was not forgotten. In November, a force made up largely of Refugio Irish took 

Lipantitlan, arresting several members of the San Patricio Irish community and seizing 

two cannons that had belonged to McMullen and McGloin.69 

In mid-October, Sam Houston’s friend, the German Adolphus Sterne, now 

serving as Nacogdoches alcalde, or mayor, had traveled to New Orleans to recruit a force 

to expel Cos. Adhering to the letter of his pledge not to take up arms against the Mexican 

government, he financed the outfitting of 120 men who responded.  They formed two 

companies collectively known as the New Orleans Greys, a reference to their uniforms, 

which resembled those of certain United States troops of that era. Traveling separately, 

68 Ibid., 151-157; Davis, 113-116. 
69 Ibid., 114, 131-132. 
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the companies arrived in Texas in time to take part in the late fall siege of San Antonio. 

Joined by Texas residents -- Tejanos, Irish, and Germans, as well as recently arrived 

Americans -- they surrounded the Mexican garrison there. After several weeks of tense 

waiting, five days of bloody hand to hand combat in the streets of the town led to the 

eventual triumph of the Texians and their partisans over Cos on December 9.70   

 Even after his defeat, there were differences of opinion about what those who had 

fought against his forces were fighting for:  some still insisted that their goal was 

restoration of the 1824 constitution. But shortly after the siege ended, a group of Irish, 

Tejano, and American settlers met at Goliad and signed a declaration stating that “the 

former province and department of Texas is, and of right ought to be, a free, sovereign 

and independent State.” Of the 91 signers, fully one-third were Irish colonists from 

Refugio, and in a gesture of some significance, Nicholas Fagan hoisted the “Irish flag of 

independence,” a white banner bearing the image in red of an upraised arm brandishing a 

sword dripping blood. Santa Anna responded to this declaration and to the defeat of his 

kinsman by taking command of the Mexican army and invading Texas, crossing the Rio 

Grande on February 16, 1836 at the head of an army of thousands of well-trained 

soldiers. The Texas Revolution was underway.71  

The conflict lasted just 67 days, and ended anti-climactically on April 21 with the 

Texians’ mid-afternoon raid on a napping Santa Anna at San Jacinto. But despite their 

70 Handbook of Texas Online, “Sterne”; de la Teja, 193-198. 
71 Davis, 120-121; Oberste, 172-175; Mary Agnes Mitchell, The First Flag of Texas Independence 
(Refugio, Texas: Mary Agnes Mitchell, 1937). 
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final victory, things mostly went badly for the Texians, and the events of the war had far-

reaching consequences for the Irish and Germans among them.  

 Serving as merchants to settlements along the coast, Power and Linn learned early 

that Mexican troops were massing along the Rio Grande. Spurred by this news, residents 

began to flee when they heard of Santa Anna’s entry into Texas. Some of the San Patricio 

Irish colonists, led by Susannah O’Docharty, the wife of a local official who sided with 

the centralists, set out for Matamoras.  But most fled northeast, headed for Louisiana or 

even more distant havens. The Refugio, Goliad, and Victoria residents were on their way 

by February 20th; others farther up the coast waited until news of the fall of the Alamo 

reached them.  The Refugians fled an attack by a hostile band of Tejanos organized by 

Don Carlos de la Garza.72 

 The exodus came to be called the “Runaway Scrape.”  With most men of fighting 

age taking part at least sporadically in the conflict, the train of refugees comprised a 

motley assemblage of Tejanos, Irish, Germans, Anglos, and African Americans -- mainly 

women, children, older men, slaves, and persons with disabilities -- anxiously pausing, 

sometimes for days, at each of the eight swollen rivers that penetrated the coastline, from 

the Nueces at the Southwest to the Sabine that marked the border with the United States 

on the northeast.73  

 Power’s colonists were entrusted to the care and leadership of his teenage 

nephews, Thomas O’Connor and Michael O’Brien.  Rosalie Hart recalled: 

72 Lack, 156-165. 
73 Lack, 223-230; de la Teja, 208-209. 
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We were ordered to take nothing but provisions for two days and one frying pan, 
one coffee pot, and skillet. They would not tell us where we were going for fear 
the women and children would speak of it . . . and the Mexicans and Indians 
would follow us and kill every one of us.74 

On the move again weeks later, she wrote, 

[we] had to walk twelve miles through a swamp of water nearly up to our knees, 
and the weeds and grass were higher than our heads so that we were completely 
concealed. I had very thick, long hair at the time, but when we arrived . . . my hair 
was so full of mud Ma had to shave my head to get it clean.75 

 Robert Kleberg reported years later that his young wife, Rosa, “who was a very 

delicate lady, was compelled to ride horseback, carrying her infant with her, and assisting 

in driving the stock, which was necessary for their existence.” The rivers became 

dangerous and frustrating barriers. There being no bridges, refugees in wagons, on 

horseback, and on foot were forced to wait long hours, sometimes days, to be taken 

across on ferries that normally carried only one or two travelers a week. Early spring 

rains had swelled several of the streams outside their banks so those waiting to cross 

often found themselves wading knee-deep in swift-moving water. The Klebergs and Von 

Roeders stopped short of the Trinity River and made their way back to Galveston, the 

scene of their first Texas experiences.76  

74 Crimm, 159; Priour, Chapter XVII. 
75 Priour, Chapter XX. 
76 Hayes, 138; de la Teja, 208. The Kleberg-Von Roeder women found  sparsely populated Galveston 
trying: ‘One night, during their stay upon the island, when all were wrapped in sound slumber, they were 
awakened by the frantic screams of one of the ladies, Miss Louise Von Roeder, who pointed, with horror-
stricken face, to a dark object close to the head of the couch occupied by my wife, Mrs. Otto Von Roeder 
and their infants. To their consternation they beheld a huge alligator, with open jaws, in close proximity to 
the babies’ heads. Mr. Von Roeder and Charles Mason, who had been aroused by the alarm, dispatched the 
monster.” Hayes, 139. 



53

 Some of those fleeing set fire to their homes, pens, and outbuildings as they 

departed so that they could not be used by the advancing centralist troops. Others left 

their property in the hope of returning to it after the end of the war. They were 

disappointed; where the Texian forces did not put settlements to the torch, the invaders 

did.77  

 Santa Anna led his men and their artillery to San Antonio, the site of Cos’s 

humiliation, arriving on February 23. Most of the town’s residents fled when they learned 

he was on the way; those who did not joined Texian rebel soldiers, including a contingent 

of Sterne’s New Orleans Greys, who had made the Alamo complex their headquarters. 

The Mexican troops began bombarding the old mission’s stone walls and continued for 

thirteen long days. The leader of the rebels, William Barret Travis, appealed for 

reinforcements to James Fannin, commander of a force including other members of the 

Greys in the vicinity of Goliad and Refugio. Meanwhile, a second centralist army of 

1,000 men under the command of General José Urrea marched up the coast. It met its 

first action February 27 at San Patricio, reportedly benefiting from intelligence supplied 

by some of the Irish who retained sympathy with the centralists, and easily conquering a 

Texian expeditionary force quixotically heading for Matamoras to attack the Mexican 

garrison there.78 

77 Lack, 224-237. 
78 Ibid., 158; de la Teja, 202-211. 
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 Four days later, on March 2, representatives of the various colonies and 

municipalities in Texas met at Washington-on-the-Brazos, a small town not far from 

Austin’s colony and the settlements of the Ernsts and Klebergs. Voting to create a new 

“Republic of Texas,” they signed a declaration of independence modeled on that of the 

United States.  Among the 59 signers of the declaration were James Power and Sam 

Houston, the commander of the Texian Army and a friend of Power. In the vicinity of 

Refugio when the election of delegates took place, he joined his comrade in representing 

the Irish colony.79 

 Fannin, plagued by vacillation, could not decide whether to remain and engage 

Urrea, or heed Travis’s pleas and move his men to San Antonio to aid the Texians holed 

up in the Alamo.  After an abortive foray toward the besieged garrison, he opted to stay 

put. Early on the morning of March 6, Santa Anna’s troops attacked, breaching the 

crumbling walls of the mission in bitter, hand-to-hand fighting. Within hours, some 600 

Mexican soldiers and all the Texian combatants were dead, Santa Anna having ordered 

the execution of the rebel wounded. Civilians were spared -- a few Tejano women and 

children, others belonging to families that had immigrated from the United States, as well 

as a few enslaved African Americans. Among the slain defenders were two of the 

Refugio colonists.80 

79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid.; Davis, 247. For a modern effort to disentangle the many strands of myth surrounding the fall of 
the Alamo, see James E. Crisp, Sleuthing the Alamo: Davy Crockett’s Last Stand and Other Mysteries of 
the Texas Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).  
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 Several days of confusion ensued. Santa Anna at first remained in San Antonio, 

then led his troops east toward Austin’s settlement and Washington-on-the-Brazos, where 

the rebel delegates were at work on a constitution for the new republic. Urrea dallied in 

the Refugio-Goliad vicinity, apparently awaiting intelligence from Tejano spies as to the 

numbers and armaments of the Texian forces in the area.  Numerous Tejanos, including 

the Navarros, Seguins, de Zavalas, and the descendants of Victoria’s Don Martin de 

Leon, sided with the revolutionaries.  Many others, including Don Carlos de la Garza, 

sympathized with Santa Anna. He and his family and his vaqueros served as effective 

informants for the Mexican army, aiding the siege of the Alamo by disrupting efforts to 

reinforce the small garrison there. De la Garza himself recruited and led one of the few 

Tejano units actually fighting on the side of Santa Anna. His Victoriana Guardes had 

attacked Power’s settlement in late February, sparing civilians from death, but forcing 

them from their homes. In the meantime, Tejanos from outlying areas who remained 

loyal to the centralist Mexican government took refuge at his headquarters. Located 

within a triangle of prairie between Refugio, Goliad, and Victoria, the rancho had its own 

store and church, along with numerous outbuildings in which the refugees easily could be 

housed.81 

 After hesitating for almost a week, on March 12, Fannin decided to challenge 

Urrea’s superior force, sending 120 men to Refugio to defend the few residents remaining 

there. Three days of skirmishing followed, culminating in significant losses on both sides 

81 Davis, 114-115; Fehrenbach, 200; Crimm, 152-153; Lack, 163-164. Lack calls those who sympathized 
with Santa Anna and the Mexican centralists “Tories” and identifies the de la Garzas as “the most 
important Tory Tejano family,” 151. 
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and the execution of Texians in two separate incidents. By March 15, the mission and the 

surrounding countryside were in centralist hands; the town had been burned. One of the 

few families remaining, the Ayres, were spared because Urrea was moved by the pleas of 

the mother and children; two Germans were saved through the intervention of Juan 

Holzinger, a German officer in Urrea’s army.82 

 The following day, Urrea occupied the key port of Copano, where supplies for 

both sides had been landed. On March 19, Fannin’s inability to take decisive action led to 

the largest single loss of life for the Texians. In what came to be known as the Goliad 

Massacre, Fannin and his men were caught on an open prairie outside of town and 

surrounded by Urrea’s forces. For a week, the Mexican general held them at the fort at 

nearby La Bahia. Sending horsemen to Santa Anna to obtain orders, he recommended 

clemency and transportation of the prisoners to New Orleans. Santa Anna demanded that 

he execute them all.83 

On Palm Sunday, March 27, Urrea’s men divided the Texians into four groups, 

telling them they were to be marched to Matamoras. Instead, the cohorts were taken in 

separate directions and shot at close range. Some 342 were killed; 28 were spared. These 

included a young Prussian who had joined Sterne’s Greys at New Orleans, Hermann 

Ehrenberg. In a dramatic and lavishly embellished account of his experiences in Texas, 

Ehrenberg claimed that the fusillade fired by Urrea’s men cut down the Texians on either 

82 Davis, 134-136; de la Garza, 208-211. 
83 Ibid. 
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side of him, but missed him entirely. He then ran for the nearby San Antonio River and 

made his escape.84 

 Also spared were two other Germans, an American doctor, and several Irishmen. 

One, a San Patricio colonist, was the brother of a woman who had extended hospitality to 

one of Urrea’s officers when the centralist troops had passed through. The others were 

Refugio colonists, including Nicholas Fagan. The story passed down through generations 

of Refugio Irish holds that when Don Carlos de la Garza, Fagan’s friend and patron, 

learned that Santa Anna had ordered the entire rebel force executed, he contrived an 

elaborate ruse to save the lives of Fagan and a handful of other Refugio colonists. He sent 

a messenger to Fagan, stating that the authorities had ordered him to take a few others 

and a quarter of beef to a nearby orchard, where they should stay until summoned. 

Initially skeptical, Fagan sent the messenger away twice and did not comply until the 

message had been given three times. While hiding in the orchard, he heard the cries of his 

compatriots, begging not to be shot, and the gunshots that rang out in reply. Though 

many Irish did die at Goliad, this intervention by a notorious Santa Anna sympathizer 

84 Ibid., Crisp. Ehrenberg, whose highly readable reminiscences of the Texas Revolution were published in 
the 1840s in Leipzig as Fahrten und Schicksale eines Deutschen in Texas, has become a controversial 
figure. Made available in English in 1925 in a flawed translation, his story was taken at face value by 
generations of historians who found its “eye-witness accounts” of key moments added color to their 
volumes. In the 1990s, however, James E. Crisp began examining speeches Ehrenberg attributed to Sam 
Houston that historians had used to brand Houston as harboring racist sentiments toward Mexican-origin 
persons and Native Americans. Believing these to be inconsistent with all other records of Houston’s 
views, Crisp contends that Ehrenberg simply made them up. This, of course, casts doubt on what he 
claimed to have experienced and seen during the conflict; Crisp is at work on a biography of Ehrenberg that 
hopefully will aid in deciding their veracity. 
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later added to Anglo suspicions of the Irish. The survival of the Germans built the list of 

resentments Anglos held against them.85 

 Several men among the small number of German immigrants who had arrived in 

Texas by the time of the Revolution entered the fight on the side of the rebellious 

Texians, designating a few to remain and ensure the safety of the elders and womenfolk, 

while the others joined the military. Robert Justus Kleberg recalled in old age his 

participation, along with that of his brothers-in-law:  “No sooner had we settled our 

families than the war broke out with Mexico, in which we at once enlisted for the cause 

of Texas.” Two of his brothers-in-law took part in the successful assault on San Antonio 

in fall 1835. Kleberg and Louis Von Roeder joined the army under Sam Houston in the 

spring of 1836. That evening, Kleberg recalled,  

General Houston received the startling intelligence of Fannin’s massacre at 
Goliad. General Houston pretended not to believe the news, and had the 
messenger who conveyed it arrested as a spy, but really for the purpose of 
concealing the fact from his army. But not withstanding his seeming disbelief, he 
took up his line of march towards the Brazos the same night.  

At that point, he noted, Houston’s force included some 1,400 men. But by the time they 

dug in on the coastal plain at San Jacinto, desertion and disease had reduced their number 

to 900.86 

85 Davis, 145-146; Huson, Vol. 1, 386; Crimm, 158; Priour, Chapter XVIII.  De la Garza’s pull with the 
Mexican officers allegedly led them to allow Fagan and his companions to leave the fort where they and 
the other Texians were being held. The odd detail of the quarter of beef may reflect a conflation of 
Nicholas Fagan’s survival with the story that his son, John, had fortuitously missed being captured 
altogether because he was out foraging for beef to feed Fannin’s garrison. 
86 Lack, 126; Hayes, 140; de la Teja, 213. 
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 The chaos that had reigned in South Texas since February now moved to the 

center of the fledgling republic as Santa Anna pursued Houston’s forces toward the coast. 

Urrea, headed north, was stymied by the Brazos River, in full flood stage. Houston’s 

strategy was continual retreat, in an attempt to draw Santa Anna into a position in which 

the Texians might be able to cope with his larger force. Many in his volunteer force, both 

officers and men, disputed this course of action, as did several of the republic’s civilian 

officials.87 

 At last, on a sultry spring afternoon on a marshy plain near the point at which the 

San Jacinto River emptied into Galveston Bay, Houston’s controversial plan worked. The 

Mexican army had encamped in a narrow space between the plain and the marsh itself. 

About halfway between the Mexican breastworks and a grove of trees at the edge of the 

plain was a rise – low, but high enough to conceal the movement of the Texians from 

Santa Anna’s lookouts. Between 3 and 4 p.m. on Monday, April 21, Houston attacked, 

his forces moving stealthily across the open field and over the rise. By the time the 

Mexicans, who were on siesta, realized what was happening, it was too late. The battle 

itself was brief – only 18 minutes – though the Texians took out their pent-up frustrations 

for much longer, killing at least 600 Mexican soldiers before the afternoon was over. 

Ironically, this total did not include Santa Anna, who had escaped into the depths of the 

87 de la Teja, 211-212. 
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marsh and hid there. He, along with 700 more of his men, were captured by the end of the 

next day.88  

 Though the dead and the captive comprised only a small portion of the Mexican 

forces on Texas soil, the rest of the army continued under the command of Santa Anna. 

At Houston’s bidding, he sent orders to the ranking officer, General Vicente Filisola, to 

retreat to San Antonio. Urrea and the commanders of other forces that had escaped 

capture dispatched messages arguing for continuing the conflict, certain that the Texian 

victory – the only significant one since the defeat of Cos at San Antonio the previous 

December -- was a fluke. Filisola later stated that given the difficulties posed by the 

spring rains, dwindling supplies, and illness among his troops, his only option was retreat 

– not merely to San Antonio, but south of the Rio Grande. The others reluctantly obeyed

his commands.89  

A number of Irish and Germans had participated in the decisive battle. After 

evacuating the refugees from Refugio, Goliad, and Victoria, seventeen-year-old Thomas 

O’Connor joined Houston’s force and is reputed to have been the youngest combatant 

there. Robert Justus Kleberg fought with distinction and served as one of the guards of 

Santa Anna after his surrender. Ehrenberg claimed to have been captured by Mexican 

troops after evading death at Goliad and to have escaped from them during the chaos 

following San Jacinto, joining Houston’s force after its triumph. The Czech role was 

88 Ibid, 213-215; Stephen L. Hardin, Texian Iliad: A Military History of the Texas Revolution, 1835-1836 
(Austin: The University of Texas Press, 1994), 199-217. 
89 Ibid., 216. 
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more romantic, if more limited. Frederick Lemský, a recent arrival, enlisted in the Texian 

army in mid-March between the fall of the Alamo and the debacle at Goliad, serving as a 

musician. A flutist, he is reported to have played the tune, “Will You Come to the 

Bower?” on the fife as the battle at San Jacinto ensued.90  

 The years immediately after the Revolution were no less chaotic than those they 

succeeded. Immigrants from America were disappointed when the United States did not 

immediately propose annexation. The American political situation had changed since the 

era of Jackson; the idea of admitting Texas to the Union as a slave state had become so 

controversial that even those promoting “manifest destiny” shied away from making 

Texas part of the United States. The fledgling republic was thus faced with developing a 

working national government and rebuilding virtually all of its southwestern settlements 

destroyed in the conflict of March and April. Sam Houston was elected the first post-war 

president.  

 Though the Mexican armies had retreated beyond the Rio Grande, the Texians 

still faced hostilities from a number of Native American groups. Among Houston’s tasks, 

then, was to maintain a standing army to defend the settlers who were straggling back to 

90Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "O’Connor, 
Thomas," http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/OO/foc13.html (accessed May 5, 2010); 
ibid., s.v. "Kleberg, Robert Justus [I]" 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/KK/fkl6.html (accessed May 5, 2010); ibid., . s.v. 
"Lemský, Frederick" http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/LL/fle28.html (accessed May 5, 
2010).  Lemský’s tenure in Texas was cut short when he and a partner drowned in Galveston Bay while 
moving a load of corn on a flat barge in 1844. After the Revolution he had settled in Brazoria County, 
where in 1841, he became a charter member of the German Union of Texas and taught music, German and 
French. Crisp,53. Lack reports that Power fled to New Orleans after the fall of the Alamo, 216; Davis puts 
a more positive spin on it, stating that Linn and Power played key roles in provisioning the Texian army 
(150). 
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their devastated homes. Unlike most members of the Texian army, who came and went as 

they believed themselves needed, Robert Justus Kleberg had enlisted permanently and 

was unable to rejoin his family until August of 1837.  Rosa had heard nothing of him 

during these hard months.  He was shocked by her condition upon his arrival:  

My wife and child were haunted by malignant fevers. They looked feeble and 
despondent, and alarmingly showed the traces of hunger and disease. The first 
letter she had received was just at the moment of my return from the war. The 
letter was written with pokeberry juice, and was hardly legible. I found her sitting 
before her tent almost in despair to decipher the pale hierogliphics [sic] of this 
dilatory missive. This was indeed the saddest picture of those trying and eventful 
days.91

Among the other Germans who served the republic during and after the revolution 

was David Levi Kokernot, born in Amsterdam of German Jewish ancestry. On orders 

from Houston, Kokernot confiscated the livestock of many “Tories,” as the rebels labeled 

residents who either sympathized with the Mexican centralists or felt the Texian cause 

too risky to endorse.  Though the majority of Tories were Tejano, those he visited were 

mainly Anglos. His methods were often harsh and overly dramatic; some of those who 

lost stock accused him of horse theft and cattle rustling – among the most serious of 

frontier crimes. Though he was exonerated by Houston himself, his actions did nothing to 

endear German-speakers to their Anglo neighbors.92  

 Mexico continued in turmoil. By 1838, bands of soldiers had commenced raids 

across the border and into South Texas.  James Power, who returned to his headquarters 

91 Hayes, 138. 
92 Lack, 176-179. See also Natalie Ornish, Pioneer Jewish Texans: Their Impact on Texas and American 
History for Four Hundred Years, 1590-1990 (Dallas: Texas Heritage Press, Publishers, 1989).  The author 
of this dissertation is a direct descendant of D.L. Kokernot. 
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on Copano Bay, was twice seized and imprisoned by Mexican raiders, first in 1838 and 

again in 1841, when they sacked Refugio. In 1839, Mexican forces re-occupied Fort 

Lipantitlan. And in 1842, in events disturbingly similar to those of 1836, Mexican forces 

invaded the Republic in February and occupied Goliad, Refugio, and Victoria. This time, 

however, Texans at San Patricio fought off the invaders, and the South Texas settlements 

again began to rebuild. Don Carlos de la Garza, the ally of Santa Anna in 1836, now 

sided with the Texans. This might have persuaded Anglos once and for all that the 

familial and economic connections the Irish maintained with their Tejano neighbors 

would not cause them to side with the Mexicans in a conflict. But developments later in 

the decade once again raised suspicions.93 

 The year 1842 was significant for more than the Mexican invasions, however. 

Since the arrival of Ernst in 1831, Texas had continued to be a favored destination for 

those seeking to emigrate from German-speaking lands. Throughout the decade they 

came, individually and in small groups, often several families from a single village or 

region, who sent for companions as soon as they were established. Even so, the German-

speaking population of the Republic in 1836 remained small. Once Texas won its 

independence, it exerted an even stronger pull – especially once the new republic’s 

93 Huson, vol. 1, 438-484.  Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Mexican Invasions of 1842," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/MM/qem2.html (accessed May 5, 2010). San Antonio 
was also occupied in March, but the invaders retreated after Texas militia forces threatened. A second 
invading force re-occupied the town in September, but abandoned the town before year’s end. Note that the 
term “Texian,” preferred during colonial and revolutionary times, has been supplanted by the more familiar 
“Texan.” 
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government began a drive to increase settlement through a renewed system of empresario 

grants. 

Back in Europe, the agricultural crisis that would devastate Ireland and parts of 

the Continent had begun. A group of German nobles met and decided that one solution 

might be creation of a German state in the American West. The Republic of Texas laid 

claim to millions of acres and formed a barrier to the expansionist dreams of the United 

States, they believed. They named their group the Verein zum Schutze deutscher 

Einwanderer in Texas or the Society for the Protection of German Immigrants in Texas, 

and sent two of their members to explore options in central Texas. Their goals were not 

dissimilar from those enunciated by Hecke a generation before: the relief of surplus 

workers, raw materials for German industry, and perhaps most important, markets for 

Germany’s burgeoning industries. The society came to be known in Texas as the 

Adelsverein, or Society of Nobles.94 

 The two counts met with Sam Houston, who offered them an empresario contract 

similar to those through which Austin, Power, and De Leon had populated their colonies. 

Because their grant would have been west of the settled areas of the Republic and subject 

to conflict with Native Americans, they declined it in favor of purchasing land on their 

own. After a year in Texas, each returned to Germany with a different recommendation – 

one advocated immediate action to begin the organized emigration of a large number of 

workers, while the other recommended proceeding more cautiously. In 1843, the 

94 Benjamin, 25-54; Lich, 23-31. 
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members reorganized the society as a joint-stock company and raised the equivalent of 

$80,000 for the acquisition of more land. Each member purchased shares in the 

undertaking. Almost from that point forward misfortune dogged the enterprise.95 

First, they contracted with an unscrupulous land speculator who sold them land to 

which he did not have the rights. Then, though it technically had no land for him to 

manage, the society sent Prince Carl of Solms-Braunfels to Texas to see to its affairs. 

They next purchased the right to colonize a large grant lying roughly in the area Houston 

had offered them, northwest of San Antonio. Prince Carl attempted to make the best of 

things, given that the grant had not been surveyed or otherwise made ready for the arrival 

of the German emigrants who were now on their way. First he dispatched a report on 

conditions in Texas to his cousin, the British monarch, Queen Victoria, suggesting that 

Britain would benefit from the creation of a “New Germany” that would serve as a 

barrier to what he saw as the United States’ ambition to create an empire in western 

North America to rival that of Britain in Asia and Africa. She should, therefore, consider 

financial support of the venture, which involved not only Solms-Braunfels, but others of 

her German kinsmen.96 

On a more practical note, he selected a stretch of coast on Matagorda Bay, the 

best natural port between Galveston and Copano, as a port of entry for his colonists. He  

named it Carlshafen, after himself. Three shiploads of immigrants arrived in December, 

95 Ibid. 
96 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Solms-Braunfels, Prince Carl of," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/fso3.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
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1844, wracked with illness like the Irish before them, and like them compelled to camp 

temporarily on the beach. Recognizing that they could neither remain on the coast nor 

travel by ox-cart as far as the society’s distant grant, in March of 1845, Prince Carl 

purchased a tract to the east of San Antonio on the Comal River and named it New 

Braunfels, after his German home. It quickly became a prosperous settlement that 

attracted not only the hundreds of immigrants being imported by the Adelsverein, but 

other German-speaking settlers as well – a western version of Ernst’s Industry and the 

Klebergs’ Cat Springs, which also hosted the newly arrived until they could arrange for 

their own homesteads further inland.97 

Prince Carl was recalled by the society little more than a month after he led the 

first group to their new home.  This was lucky since it transpired that he had kept no 

records of his extensive expenditures on behalf of the society. Even more fortuitous was 

the selection of his successor, Baron Ottfried Hans von Meusebach, whose savvy 

approach to making a success of the Adelsverein’s efforts was reflected in his immediate 

decision to become plain “John O. Meusebach” in Texas. He oversaw the importation 

and permanent settlement of a total of 5,257 German immigrants to the Republic – 

bringing the society’s total to more than 7,000.98   

He managed to undo the financial damage done by Prince Carl at least long 

enough to obtain credit with which to purchase 10,000 acres of land northwest of San 

Antonio on the Pedernales River, a part of the Adelsverein’s grant. There he established a 

97 Ibid. 
98 Lich, 49-61. 
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second German town, Fredericksburg, which, like New Braunfels, soon thrived. He also 

encouraged the Adelsverein settlers to spread out to the north and west, further into the 

land grant to which the society had gained the rights. Learning that the Comanches 

considered this land their hunting grounds, Meusebach met with ten chiefs and promised 

at least $1,000 worth of gifts in return for a pledge to allow surveyors to map the three-

million acre tract and to let the colonists live in peace. It also provided for the Native 

Americans to visit European and American settlements on peaceful errands, a provision 

quite in opposition to the views of most Anglos at this time. The chiefs came to 

Fredericksburg in 1847 to sign the pact, known as the Meusebach-Comanche Treaty.99 

 Though Meusebach made great progress, he was not able to put the Adelsverein 

venture on permanently sure financial footing by the time he stepped down from the 

position of general commissioner, shortly after the execution of the treaty with the 

Comanches. By the end of the year, the society was in bankruptcy, and by the end of 

1853, it had turned over all of its assets to its creditors. Its constant financial difficulties 

led to much bad press, especially from colonists and would-be colonists who had found 

life in Texas far different from the glowing reports they had read in the letters of earlier 

immigrants. Nevertheless, many of them were able to prosper and the German presence 

in Texas became significant. A “German belt” now stretched across central Texas from 

northwest of San Antonio to southwest of Houston – not to mention the large numbers of 

Germans who had gravitated to the cities – Houston, San Antonio, and Galveston – and 

99 Ibid. 
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those who founded small, isolated communities, such as Windthorst and Nazareth in 

north Texas.100  

 During the years of the Adelsverein’s major activity, Texas was undergoing other 

rapid changes.  Despite the machinations of Prince Carl and others who opposed it, the 

United States finally agreed to annex Texas in late 1845. The Republic ceased to exist on 

February 19, 1846.  The borders of the new state remained in dispute, however. Mexico 

continued to claim the Nueces River as the southwestern boundary, while the United 

States believed it had acquired the terrain between the Nueces and the Rio Grande. The 

boundary dispute and the United States’ ambition to add to its territory what became New 

Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, Utah, Nevada, and California led to the United States-

Mexican War. That conflict began in early 1846 and concluded with United States’ 

control not only of the disputed area, but of large portions of central Mexico, including 

key ports and the capital, Mexico City. The weakness of the Mexican government and the 

reluctance of the United States to annex portions of the defeated country south of the Rio 

Grande made it impossible to conclude a peace treaty until 1848, when the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo was finally approved.101 

The United States-Mexican War had significant, if peculiar implications for the 

Irish and Germans in Texas. Like the rest of North America, Texas received large scale 

immigration from Ireland during the famine years in the mid-1840s. Refugees fleeing 

100 Lich, 61-73. 
101 De la Teja, 243-247.  Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo," http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/TT/nbt1.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
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hunger and political duress joined relatives and friends in the Irish colonies, but they also 

congregated in San Antonio and Galveston. San Antonio developed an Irish 

neighborhood that became known as “the Irish Flats,” and the 1840s saw the beginning of 

what would become decades of Irish dominance in local politics. Corpus Christi served as 

a major military port for troops brought from the United States to fight in the war, many 

of whom were Irish. Some, favorably impressed by the climate and terrain, chose to 

return and settle there after the war.102  

But it was the action of other Irishmen among the United States Army that would 

cast a shadow across the Irish of Texas. Led by John Riley, a soldier of fortune who had 

developed a habit of desertion while serving in the armies of three countries, a group of 

more than 150 United States soldiers, mostly Irish immigrants from the northeastern 

states, deserted their units and went over to the Mexican side. Calling themselves 

collectively the Batallón de San Patricio, or Saint Patrick’s Battalion, and individually 

San Patricios, they fought valiantly against their former comrades. But when the United 

States emerged victorious, the seventy who had survived the conflict were tried and 

sentenced to death. For a variety of reasons, the sentences of fifteen, including Riley, 

were commuted. Instead of being hanged, they each received fifty lashes and most were 

branded with a large “D” on the face.  Three were branded on the hip; as an outward sign 

of their disgrace they were briefly compelled to wear an eight-pound iron collar studded 

102“Irish Flats,” vertical file, Texana/Genealogy Division, San Antonio Public Library; Flannery. 
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with three foot-long prongs, similar to those used on runaway slaves in the antebellum 

South.103 

There is no evidence that any of these men had any connection to the Texas Irish, 

but the name “San Patricio” inevitably linked them in the minds of many, particularly 

those who harbored ill feelings toward the Irish for other reasons. The defense invoked 

by some of the San Patricios, that they had been inebriated during their errant activities, 

did little to raise Anglo opinions of the Irish. Less attention has been paid to a group of 

Texas immigrants who actually did fight in the war – a German brigade organized by 

August Buchel, like Riley a soldier of fortune. Landing in Texas shortly before the 

commencement of hostilities, he recruited a unit that distinguished itself in the United 

States victory at the Battle of Buena Vista.104 

The decade closed with a wave of abortive revolutions in Europe in 1848 and 

1849 that began in Sicily and swept through France, Italy, Germany and the Hapsburg 

Empire. They spurred emigration from the states of the German Federation and from the 

Czechlands, which had chafed for centuries under oppressive Hapsburg rule. 

Disillusioned liberals, who had hoped to modernize their nations and raise the status of 

their working classes, departed as soon as they could gain permission. Many workers, 

seeing little hope of advancement in their homelands, also opted to emigrate. Despite the 

bad press the Adelsverein venture had received from disappointed immigrants, Texas 

103 Robert Ryal Miller, Shamrock and Sword: The Saint Patrick’s Battalion in the U.S.- Mexican War 
(Norman, Okla.: University of Oklahoma Press, 1989), 3, 92-112; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "San 
Patricio Battalion," http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/qis1.html (accessed May 5, 
2010). 
104 Lich, 100. 
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remained a favored destination. In particular, the novels of Charles Sealsfield, a former 

Catholic priest born Karl Anton Postl in the Czechlands, drew the attention of emigrants. 

His Das Kajütenbuch or The Cabin Book, was published in German in 1841. Subtitled 

“Or, National Characteristics,” it painted a romantic picture of the Texas of the 

revolutionary era that appealed to those in search of opportunity – whether to earn a fair 

wage or to create a utopian community.105 

 Though only about 100 German “Forty-Eighters,” as the liberals were called, 

came to Texas, their influence was disproportionate to their numbers. Mainly settling in 

Sisterdale, a small German settlement founded by an agent of the Adelsverein, they 

brought with them more books than farming implements. Sisterdale became known as 

one of the “Latin Settlements” and her residents the “Latin Farmers,” a reference to their 

education and erudition. Though a few made a go of the less than idyllic farm life, most 

drifted away – some to San Antonio, others to New York and the German cities of the 

Midwest. Among those who would have the greatest effect on Texas were Adolf Douai 

and August Siemering.  Both pioneering teachers and newspapermen, their journalistic 

efforts during the 1850s gained the German community in the state an only partially 

warranted reputation as advocates of abolition.106    

 The 1850s saw continuing immigration from Ireland and Germany, and the 

beginning of what became a rising tide of newcomers from the Czechlands – Silesia, 

105 Lich, 7, 11, 20. 
106 R. L. Biesele, The History of the German Settlements in Texas, 1831–1861 (Austin: Von Boeckmann-
Jones, 1930).  
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Bohemia, and especially Moravia. With the gathering of large numbers of European 

Americans in the state came a flowering of national-group institutions, including, in the 

countryside, settlements and small towns almost entirely inhabited by individuals of a 

single group. In larger towns and cities, group members founded newspapers, churches, 

fraternal organizations, working people’s societies, and women’s groups aimed at 

consolidating community.  

 In the next chapter, I will describe the development of the Irish, German, and 

Czech communities that emerged from these efforts and the rise, in response, of an active 

nativist movement. I will also examine the key roles of those communities in the state’s 

struggles to deal with the issue of slavery; their crucial political, military, and journalistic 

activities during the Civil War; and their efforts during Reconstruction both to aid the 

freed people of the state and to heal the breach caused by the conflict. Finally, I will look 

at their attempts to cope with post-war increases in immigration, urbanization, and 

industrialization, not least the radical expansion of the railroad, with its implications for 

the Texas of the remainder of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth.  
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Chapter 2 

When did some Anglo Texans become convinced that their Irish, German, and 

Czech neighbors might indeed be aliens whose interests were not the same as their own? 

The 1850s were turbulent years in American history. As the nation rapidly added territory 

in the West, the vexed issues of slavery and its expansion moved in fits and starts toward 

crisis.  At the same time, the starvation and political unrest in Europe that had led to 

massive emigration in the 1840s continued to swell the population of the older, more 

established regions of the United States, particularly the Northeast and the upper 

Midwest. 

Most of the South received fewer immigrants, but the same was not true of the 

recently annexed Texas.  The 1850 census, published in 1853, reported a German-born 

population of 8,191 for the state, an Irish-born population of 1,403.107 The Irish and 

Germans continued to flock to the state, where inexpensive land and the presence of 

former compatriots made the difficult transition to America seem easier, or at least 

possible.  In 1851, the first of many organized groups of Czechs emigrated to Texas, 

settling in the German communities of east-central Texas – what would become Austin, 

Washington, Fayette, and Colorado counties.  Like the Irish and Germans before them, 

many among the earliest succumbed to a combination of disease, inclement weather, and 

107 United States Census, 1850, pp. xxxv-xxxvi; Table XV. “Nativities of the Population of the United 
States.” These numbers should be compared with those for the groups with the next highest totals, England 
(1,403) and Mexico (4,459). All these reports raise questions. First, were those listed as born in Mexico 
born in Texas and the territories added through the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo when they were Mexico, 
or did enumerators only count those who had been born in areas that were still Mexico as of 1850? Second, 
most scholars of German immigration to Texas argue for a much larger German-born population in 1850.  
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lack of preparation. But they kept coming. Before the dislocations caused by the Civil 

War, they became a significant element of the state’s population. 

The Czechs were perhaps the most genuinely oppressed of the groups that 

migrated to Texas. Ruled since the sixteenth century by the Austrian Hapsburg dynasty, 

the Slavic provinces of Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia endured a largely feudal economic 

system until the uprisings of 1848.  These ill-fated revolutions swept through the 

Czechlands108 as they did through the German states and much of the rest of the 

Continent. What distinguished these provinces from the rest of Europe was their early 

Reformation Protestantism. The corrupt practices that would move Martin Luther to 

break with Rome in 1517 were challenged a century before by Jan Hus, a Roman 

Catholic priest residing in Bohemia. Excommunicated for his views and his preaching, 

Hus was burned at the stake when he could not be silenced. Though the Hapsburgs 

insisted upon their subjects’ Catholicism, two Hus-inspired underground movements that 

eventually played a role in emigration from the region took firm hold: a unique brand of 

evangelical Protestantism that came to be called the Unity of the Brethren, and Free-

thinking.109 

Among the first individuals to leave the Czechlands for Texas was a Protestant 

clergyman, Rev. Josef Arnošt Bergman. He made his way to the Klebergs’ and von 

Roeders’ small settlement, Cat Spring, with his wife and four children in March, 1850. 

108 The term “Czechlands” will be used when referring to Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia together, or 
when it is not possible or necessary to differentiate among them. 
109 The Christian Sisters Union Study Committee, Unity of the Brethren in Texas (1855-1966) (Taylor, 
Texas: The Unity of the Brethren, 1970), 1-27. 
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Playing a role similar to that of Ernst among the Germans, he wrote enthusiastically of 

his experiences in Texas and urged other Czechs to settle there. That Bergman found a 

home among the Germans was somewhat ironic.  As a Slavic people, the Czechs retained 

their distinctive language despite centuries of pressure to abandon it for the German 

spoken by their Austrian overlords. They saw emigration as an opportunity to preserve, 

indeed cultivate, their Slavic culture – as well as an escape from mandatory Catholicism.  

But because they could speak German and not English or Spanish, the German 

settlements were a logical place to pause until they learned more about their new 

country.110  

Acting upon Bergman’s recommendation, the first organized group of emigrants, 

16 families including 74 persons, departed Moravia for Texas in November, 1851. Like 

the Irish and Germans who came to Texas, most of the Czech emigrants of this period 

were middling farmers – families who had an attachment to the land, but did not and 

sometimes could not own much of it. The timing of the first cohort’s departure became a 

pattern among the Czechs and would ensure their relative prosperity. They waited until 

after the harvest, sold their crops and the livestock they could not bring with them, and 

departed for a winter journey. They traveled by train to Hamburg, then sailed for Texas, 

making the same intermediate stops as Power’s colonists some 17 years before: first to 

110 Clinton Machann and James W. Mendl, Krásná Amerika: A Study of the Texas Czechs, 1851-1939 
(Austin: Eakin Press, 1983), 16-17; William Phillip Hewitt, “The Czechs in Texas: A Study of the 
Immigration and the Development of Czech Ethnicity, 1850-1920” (Ph.D. diss., The University of Texas at 
Austin, 1978), 39-42. The Czechs’ embrace of the German community of Central Texas was not the only 
irony in Czech immigration to Texas. By the time it was ended by the federal restrictions of the 1920s, 
most – though certainly not all – Texas Czechs were Roman Catholic.  
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Liverpool, then to New Orleans, then to Galveston. Of the first group, only 38 survived 

the trip. When Bergman learned of their route, he wrote to the man who had organized 

the trip but chosen not to make it: tailor and political activist Josef Lešikar.  In a 

misguided attempt to save money, he said, they had opened themselves to disease and 

privation. Better to sail on a German ship from Hamburg or Bremen directly to 

Galveston. And that is what Lešikar and many others did, pausing briefly if at all before 

heading on to Cat Spring and the rich bottomlands of the Brazos and Colorado river 

valleys.111 

This was the same land originally settled in the 1820s by Stephen F. Austin’s Old 

Three Hundred, joined in the 1830s and 1840s by one of the two streams of German 

Texans – the other being the Adelsverein recruits who took a more southerly and westerly 

route, via the port of Indianola. Already this region had one of the most ethnically diverse 

populations of any rural area in Texas or possibly the entire nation.  For in addition to 

Austin’s Anglos and Ernst’s Germans, it had a large cohort of African Americans – 

mainly the enslaved workforce of the Old Three Hundred, but a few slaves owned by 

Germans and a very few free people of color. The Czechs – mostly Moravians, a lesser 

number of Bohemians – soon spread out, organizing small communities that often 

replicated the populations of the villages they had left behind. They continued departing 

Europe in a chain of small groups, each comprising only a few families, every year until 

111 Hewitt, 45-46.  
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the Civil War interfered with transatlantic shipping and cut the exodus off in 

midstream.112 

The advent of this large group of immigrants, speaking a language even stranger 

to their ears than German, raised the suspicions of Anglo Texans.  The Czechs shared 

many of the Germans’ suspect proclivities, especially a fondness for dancing and alcohol. 

This, combined with their ability to live separately from the Anglo community, now led 

many members of that community to perceive both the Germans and the Czechs as 

foreign in ways that they had not applied to the earliest German settlers. Like Power and 

Hewetson, Linn and Fagan, Irishmen who had to assimilate quickly into Mexican society 

in order to survive – indeed, like Stephen Austin himself – the first Germans had to learn 

to deal with the Anglos on their terms until there were enough German-speakers, 

including not just the Czechs, but also a significant number of Swiss and Austrians, to 

create self-sufficient communities. In the 1840s, these thresholds were met; in the 1850s 

they were consolidated and became obvious to the Anglos, eventually spawning fears, 

resentments, and a nativist movement not unlike the one that swept the northeastern 

United States during the same years. 

The first open hostilities between European immigrants and Texas Anglos, 

however, involved the Irish. Henry Smith had served as governor of Texas during the 

112 “Indianola” was the new name of Carlshafen. Though most Texas Czechs were of Moravian origin, 
they allowed themselves to be called “Bohemian” by their new neighbors, and even came to refer to 
themselves that way.  
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volatile period from late 1835 through early 1836. He and his nephew, Joseph F. Smith, 

had long disputed Power’s claim to lands along the Gulf Coast, and argued that they were 

not part of his original grant, but had been purchased later. Power claimed that the 

Mexican Constitution of 1824 did not distinguish between the ways land had been 

acquired. During 1845, but before annexation, the Republic of Texas agreed to require 

land owners in both of the Irish colonies to have their property surveyed and the 

boundaries reported to its General Land Office. The residents of Refugio and San Patricio 

saw no reason to do so. The dispute lingered on into the statehood period and finally 

came to a head when they met on October 10, 1853 in Refugio to protest the state policy, 

voting to “oppose and repel by force and arms” any attempt to survey land they had 

received through grants from the Mexican government.113  

Joseph Smith’s response to the joint action of the Irish colonists was to attack 

them as Irishmen and on the basis of their religious and familial ties to Mexicans and 

Tejanos. Power and Hewetson’s conduct “show[ed] great moral depravity,” he wrote; 

Power had never actually met the terms of his empresario contact, but claimed as 

colonists persons who remained in Ireland and Mexico. Worse, he charged, the Irish had 

been on the wrong side in the Revolution: “I had forgotten the best part . . . and that is 

that about half of these colonies, were traitors in the revolution, and many fought against 

us.”  The incensed colonists appealed to the state Senate and cited the participation of 

113 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Smith, Henry," 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/fsm23.html (accessed May 5, 2010); Davis, 103, 
268.
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their compatriots not only at the Alamo, Goliad, and San Jacinto, but earlier, at 

Lipantitlan.114 

In 1855 the state Supreme Court resolved the case. It vindicated the individual 

colonists and validated their claims, though it ruled against Power on the issue of the 

purchased lands. Even though the Irish ultimately triumphed, their joint action, their 

threat of violence against those who opposed them, and Smith’s accusations of disloyalty 

were followed by a flowering of nativist sentiment, even among former friends like Sam 

Houston. The increasing numbers of the Irish-born within Texas borders may also have 

raised concerns.  Spurred by the lingering effects of the potato famine and the continued 

availability of inexpensive land that made the tribulations of city life in the Northeast and 

Midwest seem especially onerous, in 1860 some 3,450 Texans claimed Ireland as their 

place of birth – an increase of 143 percent over the decade.115  

Power himself never knew the final outcome of the dispute with the Smiths; he 

died in August, 1852, at the age of 63.  His position as leader of the Irish fell to his young 

cousin, Thomas O’Connor, who had guided the Harts and other Irish refugees to safety 

during the Runaway Scrape. The younger man qualified for the land grant due a head of 

household under Power’s contract by describing “domestic servants” as his family and 

was able to add to it as a veteran of San Jacinto.  Within a decade, he became one of the 

larger landowners in the colony, and eventually the region. According to family legend, 

114 Ibid.; Joseph F. Smith to the Hon. D.M. Stapp, Refugio, November 1, 1853, Memorial 184, Box 78, 
Texas State Library and Archives, Austin; Citizens of Refugio County to the Hon. President of the Senate, 
n.d., Texas State Library and Archives. This Joseph Smith is not to be confused with the Mormon prophet.
115 United States Census, 1860, Table No. 5, “Nativities of Population” (State of Texas), 490.
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Tejano rancheros not only taught O’Connor how to make a success of herding cattle on 

the coastal plain, they also instructed him in the art of building the saddletree, the wooden 

structure that underlay the elaborate Spanish leather saddle. He is reputed to have roamed 

South Texas selling the fruits of his craft, while he lived frugally and scouted properties 

he might eventually add to his growing pasturelands.116  

While the Irish of the South Texas colonies were fighting for their rangelands, 

Irish enclaves began to flourish in Galveston, San Antonio, Corpus Christi, and Victoria. 

Corpus Christi’s “Irishtown” eventually encompassed 27 blocks. Its baseball team 

competed with one fielded by the city’s German “Dutchtown.” In both San Antonio and 

Corpus Christi, new parishes staffed by immigrant priests from Ireland were created, and 

separated Irish and Mexican Catholics for the first time. In San Antonio, where Catholics 

of all backgrounds had worshipped together at San Fernando church, St. Mary’s parish 

was opened in 1856 to serve the Irish. They continued to take an active role in the 

political and economic lives of these settlements. In the port cities, they came to dominate 

dockwork.117 

German communities also continued to increase in importance. Galveston and 

San Antonio provide examples of their urban organizations. The 1856-1857 Galveston 

city directory, the earliest extant, lists two German-language weekly newspapers, a 

German Masonic lodge, and German Methodist and Lutheran churches. During this 

116 Davis, 103. Hewetson, though implicated in this dispute, had long since made his home in Saltillo and 
had left the day to day management of the Texas grant to Power and his descendants. Sister Margaret Rose 
Warburton, “A History of the Thomas O’Connor Ranch” (master’s thesis, The Catholic University of 
America, 1939), 113. 
117 Flannery, 103-118. 



81

period, Galveston was on its way to becoming one of the busiest ports in the nation. Its 

German connections helped give it a cosmopolitan air. Direct sailings via the New York 

and Bremen line connected the port to fifteen German cities and states.118 

German cultural activities blossomed not just in urban areas, but wherever a 

significant German-speaking population had coalesced. By 1860, Galveston, Houston, 

New Braunfels, San Antonio, and Comfort were home to chapters of the Turners 

Association. More often referred to as the Turn Verein, this association proved hugely 

popular among Germans throughout the United States.  Part of a worldwide movement 

founded in 1811, aimed at instilling German cultural values in the men of the German 

diaspora, it also encouraged physical fitness through a program of gymnastics.  Each 

Turner chapter built a hall where its meetings could be held and gymnastics exercises 

performed; often these capacious structures became valued resources for the entire 

community and were in use seven days a week by Anglos as well as Germans.119  

At least as popular as gymnastics among the German newcomers was singing in 

their native tongue. At Prince Carl’s settlement of New Braunfels, a singing society 

gathered in 1851; German residents of Austin formed one of their own in 1852.  They, 

along with societies from San Antonio and the Latin Farmer settlement of Sisterdale, 

joined forces for a state singing festival, or “Staats-Saengerfest,” the following year.  

118 A. De Long, Galveston Directory for 1856 (Galveston: News Book and Job Office, 1856). 
119 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Turnverein Movement,"  
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/TT/vnt2.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
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Such groups offered their members fellowship and the opportunity to discuss the issues 

of the day, as well as keeping alive traditions from the Fatherland.120  

In 1853, Germans began to organize political clubs, first at New Braunfels, then at 

Sisterdale, the headquarters of the “Forty-Eighters.” The Sisterdale group, “Der freie 

Verein” or the Free Society, may have affiliated with a national German organization 

opposed to slavery; in any case, its members were open in their opposition to the peculiar 

institution. Political societies were also formed at other communities in the area settled by 

the Adelsverein immigrants. This tendency toward organized political activity seems not 

to have been shared by those who had put down roots further east, in settlements such as 

Industry and Cat Springs, though German-born individuals there did undertake public 

service.121 

In March 1854, the Sisterdale society called for a mass political meeting of all 

Germans in Texas, to be held in conjunction with the second Staats-Saengerfest, 

scheduled for mid-May in San Antonio. German political, social, and cultural groups 

from around the state sent delegates to the convention, which proposed reforms in all 

three areas. Among the less controversial were popular election of the President of the 

United States and United States Senators, and graduated income and inheritance taxes – 

even a demand for an end to “Sunday laws” that interfered with the German tradition of 

enjoying alcohol and social activities on the Sabbath. But the delegates also addressed the 

120 Website of the Austin Saengerrunde, http://saengerrunde.org/Austin_Saengerrunde/History.html, 
accessed May 5, 2010. Germans customarily refer to Germany as the Fatherland, unlike many nationalities 
who refer to a “mother country.” 
121 Biesele, 196-197. 
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hot-button issue of slavery. They considered three alternative planks, the first two 

reflecting the reluctance of some Texas Germans to take a stand antagonistic to their 

Anglo neighbors. The second took pains to identify those at the meeting as Texans who 

happened to be German speakers. The proponents of the third, a bolder, more 

straightforward version, withstood all efforts to weaken it: 

Slavery is an evil, the removal of which is absolutely necessary according to the 
principles of democracy. Since slavery concerns only the states, we demand that 
the federal government refrain from all interference in matters pertaining to 
slavery. However, if a state determines on the removal of this evil, it may call 
upon the federal government for aid in the execution of its decision.122  

As soon as the German-language resolutions were made public, controversy 

erupted. The state’s German-language newspapers were full of letters, most from more 

conservative Germans, denouncing the slavery plank. Some argued that it made it appear, 

falsely, that all Germans opposed slavery; one pointed out what he considered the futility 

of efforts to end slavery and warned the delegates against allying themselves with 

abolitionists, most of whom, he believed, were also nativists. He pointed out that most of 

the officials selected by the convention were not United States citizens and were, 

therefore, poor choices who would open the community to charges that they were aliens 

championing an alien cause. The uproar continued for weeks, the controversy moving 

122 Biesele, 199. The first version read: “According to our opinion, slavery is a social evil which 
may get into conflict with white labor. However, this question affects the Germans too little and is 
interwoven too much with the interests of our fellow-citizens for us to take the initiative in this 
matter or to let it determine our political stand.” The second stated:  “Negro slavery is an evil 
which threatens the continued existence of the Union. Its abolition must be left to the several states 
in which it exists. We German-speaking Texans are not in a position to suggest a solution but feel 
that the federal government should not interfere in this question.” Though the version eventually  
passed is strongly worded,  references to the meeting as an “anti-slavery convention” exaggerate 
the role of the issue. 
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into the English-language press once the resolutions were translated. The Western Texan 

condemned the convention and the singing societies which, it argued, harbored the ultra-

radicals who purported to speak for all Germans. But it concluded that the majority of 

German Texans were “enterprising and useful citizens, who knew the laws and 

recognized the value of the existing institutions.” The Texas State Gazette cautioned the 

Germans against igniting a firestorm of hostility by engaging in a “crusade against 

slavery, the laws, and religion in Texas.”123 

Just as the dispute was winding down, the editor of the San Antonio Zeitung, 

Adolf Douai, launched an editorial campaign championing abolition. Because his paper 

was one of the state’s most prominent, once again many Anglos presumed that it spoke 

for all Germans and that abolition was a burning issue in the German community. In fact, 

it was not. Though most Germans did not own slaves, there is conflicting evidence about 

whether this was a moral and political choice or an economic one. As early as 1829, John 

Durst, a German-American resident of Nacogdoches, appealed to Stephen F. Austin for 

relief from a decree abolishing slavery throughout the Mexican Republic: “We are ruined 

for ever should the Measure be adopted,” he wrote.124  

Location was a key factor in German positions regarding slavery.  The western 

lands settled by the Adelsverein Germans and those who followed them came to be 

known as the “Hill Country,” an arid region of broad plateaus ascending into narrow, 

craggy valleys that lay between granite and limestone ridges.  After a few failed attempts 

123Ibid., 200-201. 
124 Randolph B. Campbell, An Empire for Slavery: The Peculiar Institution in Texas, 1821-1865 (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989), 26.  
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at farming, most residents took up grazing as their principal agricultural activity. These 

individuals often held abolitionist view and loudly denounced slavery. This made sense, 

not only because many of them had been political radicals in their homeland, but because 

herding goats, sheep, or the rugged cattle prevalent in this era required little more labor 

than could be supplied by family members.125 

But those who had settled in the comparatively lush Brazos and Colorado river 

valleys tended to be less overt in their objections, if they had them. Cultivation of the 

region’s major cash crop, cotton, was labor-intensive. In addition, cotton-planting had 

spread into Texas from the Old Southwest states of Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, 

where slave labor was believed essential to making an economic success of the crop.  A 

minority of the Germans in this area actually purchased slaves of their own. One, Franz 

Hinze, wrote to friends in Europe that “I have bought myself a black man who will be 

mine as long as he lives, and when [I die] my children will inherit him.” He continued 

with seeming equanimity, if limited accuracy: “here the black people are all slaves who 

can be bought and sold. They have no rights in relation to whites, [and] no whites can be 

sold.”126 

125 Terry G. Jordan, German Seed in Texas Soil: Immigrant Farmers in Nineteenth-Century Texas 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1966), 118-191. 
126 Ibid., 60-117, 192-203.  The degree to which the two German areas differed itself divides the two 
outstanding professional analysts of the Germans in Texas, the late geographer Terry G. Jordan and the 
historian Walter Kamphoefner. Kamphoefner cites statistics regarding German views on secession to argue 
that Jordan’s case for “geographic determinism” is overblown. Kamphoefner, “New Perspectives on Texas 
Germans and the Confederacy,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 102, no. 4 (April 1999), 440-455.   
Walter Struve, Germans and Texans: Commerce, Migration, and Culture in the Days of the Lone Star 
Republic (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996), 73-77, 93-94. Franz Hinze to “Freund Tödtenheide,” 
February 25, 1862, in Heinz-Ulrich Kammeier, “Halleluja, jetzt sehen wir Amerika”: Auswandererbriefe 
aus dem Kreis Lübecke und Umgebung, 1836-1889 (Espelkamp: Verlag Marie L. Leidorf, 1994), 80.  
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By the end of the 1850s, some 18 Germans in Austin County, the heart of the 

eastern German settlements, owned 78 slaves – a small proportion of the total slaves in a 

cotton-raising county, but nevertheless a significant number.  However, perhaps because 

of the wide publicity received by the German convention’s anti-slavery resolution, some 

Anglos and African Americans in the Brazos valley continued to believe the Germans 

there shared that meeting’s sentiments. Sarah Ford, a former slave from the area who was 

interviewed in the 1930s, recalled a German family that had aided her fugitive father as 

“white folks . . . what don’t believe in havin’ slaves.”127 

The uproar over the anti-slavery platform coincided with a state prohibition 

referendum. Rather than banning sale and consumption of alcohol in general, it proposed 

what came to be called “local option” – the right of communities to prohibit the sale of 

less than a quart of liquor at a time. It was soundly defeated statewide and received less 

than 30 percent of the vote in the Brazos River counties with small European immigrant 

populations. But in heavily German Austin County, the vote was quite close; 49 percent 

of the voters – presumably non-Germans and non-Czechs -- supported local option.128 

This evidence of increasing hostility between Anglos on the one hand and 

Germans and Czechs on the other was also reflected in the statewide English-language 

press as the decade reached its midpoint. It soon flared into the sudden popularity in 

127 Kelley, 235; George P. Rawick, ed., The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography (Westport, 
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1972), series 2, vol. 4, Part Three, Texas Narratives, 1365-66. 
128 Kelley, 233. 
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Texas of the American Order, better known as the Know-Nothing Party. The mere fact 

that there existed in the state German language newspapers, in which Germans could read 

and write about issues without the surveillance of English-speaking Anglos, became a 

reason for suspicion. Somewhat ironically, the trademark of the American Order and the 

source of its popular name was its own insistence upon secrecy and its members’ 

unwillingness to share their goals and methods with non-members. In the Northeastern 

United States, where the order enjoyed its greatest popularity, its main causes were 

opposition to immigrants and Roman Catholics.129   

In Texas, the Know-Nothings initially seemed to have had less interest in anti-

Catholicism and eschewed any challenge to the Irish Catholics of South Texas. Though 

they did label Texans of Mexican ancestry “priest-ridden,” their main tactic against them 

was to argue that the only Mexicans left in Texas were of the “peon” class, that the 

members of that class accepted African Americans as their social equals, and aided them 

in escaping slavery by fleeing into Mexico. Nor did the Know-Nothings make an issue of 

the religious affiliations or atheism of the Germans and the Alsatians, a group of French-

speakers with German connections who had settled in southwest Texas. Rather, they 

attacked them on the basis of their supposed unwillingness to “mix” with Americans.130 

The Texas State Times of Austin became a mouthpiece for the Know-Nothings. It 

was edited by John Salmon “Rip” Ford, later famous as a swashbuckling leader of the 

Texas Rangers. In June of 1855, it published a letter from a correspondent signing 

129 Litha Crews, “The Know Nothing Party in Texas” (master’s thesis, The University of Texas at Austin, 
1925), 32, 41.  
130 Ibid., 45-46, 18-19.  
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himself “Curtius” that prefigures some of the assaults leveled by Cranfill some thirty 

years later: 

Who are the Germans of Texas, then, and what are they doing? They are the 
escaped victims of foreign tyranny and despotism, come to us by invitation, to 
share the liberties of this country and to enjoy that peace and tranquility and those 
natural rights of man denied them in their native land. .  . . Their famous ‘platform 
convention’ of San Antonio is the first stride toward treason that came before the 
public eye. Their annual singing societies, as they are termed, call them together 
from every part of the state annually, and there hidden from the eyes of the native 
citizens. . . . conspire to do other things, which we never know except by accident, 
that are commensurately abominable to native Americans.”131 

Curtius also alleged that the Germans of New Braunfels had “ordered all 

Americans in that town to leave before Christmas.” Ford himself denounced the 

Germans’ tendency to settle in groups, complaining that “retaining their language – and 

many of their customs, do not seem to fit them to become good citizens of the United 

States at all.” He suggested that their intent was more to “Germanize America than to 

allow themselves to become Americanized.” Ford also claimed that Germans had 

violently attacked Anglos, but that even more treacherous were their efforts in “rendering 

negroes discontented – of persuading them to run off from their owners.132 

Though there is little evidence that these accusations had any foundation in fact, 

they prompted German residents of Comal County, where New Braunfels is located, and 

neighboring Lockhart to issue statements indicating their support for the laws of the 

United States, including those regarding slavery.  One German, in a letter to the Times’ 

competitor, the Texas State Gazette, stated with regard to a reported attack by Germans 

131 Ibid., 35-36, quoting Texas State Times, June 16, 1855. 
132 Ibid., 36-38, quoting Texas State Times, October 6, 1855 and June 23, 1855. 
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on an Anglo lawyer at New Braunfels: “The whole population should not be held to 

account for what a few – perhaps drunken fellows – may have done.”133 

Though most of the allegations leveled by the Know-Nothings may seem far-

fetched, certain elements do ring true – the Germans did communicate among themselves 

– and in the eastern counties, with the newly arrived Czechs -- using a language their

Anglo neighbors could not understand. The same was true of Spanish-speaking San 

Antonians. In addition to their newspapers and singing societies, the Germans had social 

groups such as the Turn Verein and the new Casino Clubs, the first of which had been 

organized in San Antonio in 1854. They sent their children to German language schools – 

sometimes in areas where none were conducted in English. Perhaps most disconcerting, 

they were prospering – sometimes through mutual aid efforts and sometimes through 

superior education and mercantile and artisanal skill.134 

The Know-Nothings stunned the state with an across-the-board victory in the city 

elections held in San Antonio at the beginning of 1855. Irish, German, French, and 

Mexican candidates had long shared power there.  On January 1, 1855, according to the 

Texas State Times, “every Catholic and every naturalized citizen” was defeated. In 

keeping with the American Order’s emphasis on secrecy, its candidates did not reveal 

their allegiance until after they were elected. Two months later, a Know-Nothing 

candidate won the mayor’s office in Galveston, again having concealed his membership 

133 Ibid., 42, quoting Texas State Gazette, June 30, 1855. 
134 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "German-English School," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/GG/kbg8.html(accessed May 5, 2010); s.v. "German 
Free School Association of Austin," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/GG/kbg7.html(accessed May 5, 2010). 
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in the Order until after his victory. In San Antonio, the Know-Nothings instituted a 

“reform” program apparently consisting mainly of a $300 a year tax on liquor retailers. 

Mexican and German residents began organizing opposition to the new administration, 

the Times reported. 135  

As the German convention of 1854 had been disguised by its timing to coincide 

with the Staats-Saengerfest, the first statewide meeting of the Know-Nothings was 

conducted under cover of a meeting to discuss navigation issues. Gathering on June 11, 

1855 at Washington-on-the-Brazos, the revolutionary-era state capital situated in the 

heart of the eastern German belt, they secretly nominated a slate of candidates and 

endorsed the anti-Catholic and anti-immigrant policies of the national party. Their 

nominee for governor was popular Lt. Governor David  Dickson, who placed his name on 

the ballot as a Democrat; they also fielded nominees for U.S. Representative, Lt. 

Governor, and commissioner of the General Land Office. Though the truth of their 

backing by the American Order was almost immediately revealed, Dickson and most of 

the other candidates continued to insist that they were in fact Democrats. Only the 

nominee for Land Commissioner ran as an independent.136  

Later in July the Germans of San Antonio met at Vauxhall Garden – the site of the 

1854 anti-slavery resolution vote -- declaring their support for the true Democrats in the 

upcoming elections, alleging that the American Party’s “whole organization is based on 

prejudice,” and vowing opposition to changes in naturalization laws. “We regret as a base 

135 Crews, 67-68, quoting Texas State Times, February 17, 1855. 
136 Ibid., 76-79. 
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and unfounded calumny, the accusation that Europe sends us mostly paupers and 

criminals – an accusation which reflects upon ourselves,” they added.137 

Sam Houston, probably the best known Texan of this era, defied the secrecy of 

the Order and openly campaigned for it as both the best hope of keeping the Union 

together and of preserving slavery. His involvement is instructive on two counts. First, 

his public endorsement of the Order gave it a prestige that it would not otherwise have 

enjoyed. Second, his statements during this period reflect the various concerns that 

motivated hostility toward Irish, German, and Czech immigrants, as well as Texans of 

Mexican ancestry. First arriving in Texas in 1832 after a checkered career as a Jacksonian 

Democrat in the United States, Houston immediately complied with Mexican law and 

was baptized a Catholic.  He appears to have harbored no particular hostility toward 

Catholics or Tejanos at the time. Indeed, his close friendship with James and Dolores 

Power seems to have stood him in good stead when James arranged for him to represent 

Refugio in the 1836 convention – a meeting that both declared Texas’ independence and 

made Houston commander of the Texian army. His reputation as a hard-driving and hard-

drinking man continued as he led that army to victory over Santa Anna and served a term 

as the first non-wartime president of the Republic.138  

His views began to change after the war.  First, he came to distrust Mexicans 

when his attempt to use Santa Anna as a diplomatic representative to Washington, 

137 Ibid., 87, quoting Texas State Gazette, August 1, 1855. 
138 As a Jacksonian, Houston saw these two goals as compatible.  Marian J. Barber, “Sam and Margaret” 
(paper presented at the annual Sam Houston Symposium, Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, Texas, 
February 2009).  
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seeking United States’ annexation of Texas, not only failed but contributed to the 

dictator’s eventual return to power in Mexico. But of greater import was his marriage in 

1840 to Margaret Moffette Lea, a staunch Baptist from Alabama more than 25 years his 

junior. It took her more than a decade, but she eventually turned Houston – once known 

to the Cherokees among whom he lived for a time as “Big Drunk” -- into a temperance 

advocate who gave anti-alcohol lectures and cautioned bitterly against the Catholic 

Church’s supposed efforts to keep Protestants from practicing their religion.139  

 As late as 1853, when a group of Texas Protestant ministers asked him to help 

enact a “Sunday law” mandating that Texans observe the Sabbath with the same degree 

of solemnity the clergymen believed it deserved, Houston took the opportunity to defend 

“civil and religious liberty” in a statement “Opposing Legislation Concerning Religion 

and Prohibition.”  While he agreed that “any unnecessary amusement that is calculated to 

disturb and annoy persons engaged in religious worship on the Christian Sabbath is 

wrong and censurable, such as horse racing, gambling of all devices and indulging in a 

social glass in public,” he refused to endorse a law to enforce his views, citing the Irish 

experience with English tyranny as a negative example: 

The Irish, that noble race so prolific of brave warriors, grand statesmen and 
brilliant orators, whose deeds of bravery have immortalized every battlefield over 
which waved the British flag, permitted the English lords to be centuries in 
forging their fetters, inch by inch, here a little, and there a little until today they 
are in helpless bondage.140 

139 Ibid. 
140 The Writings of Sam Houston, 1813-1863, eds.  Amelia W. Williams and Eugene C. Barker, vol. 6, 
January 30, 1828-February 25, 1858 (Austin: The University of Texas Press, 1941), 21. 
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He noted his opposition to the provision in the state Constitution that barred 

ministers and priests from service in the legislature, but suggested that those who wrote it 

were “smarting from the tyrannical act of the Mexican Catholic priesthood.”  He cast the 

Texas revolution as a battle for religious freedom: 

The laws of Mexico, intended to prescribe and regulate a person’s religious belief, 
were the first moving cause that inspired the Texas patriots to draw their swords 
in defense of enlightened freedom and religious toleration.141 

They fought for the rights not merely of conventional Protestants, he wrote, but also of 

Quakers, “Seventh day Baptists,” and Jews:  

The men who fought for and won her independence dedicated her soil to be the 
abode and dwelling place of freemen of every kindred and tongue, coming from 
all nations, to enjoy, unmolested, as they may think proper, the religious views 
and customs taught them in their native land. Our friends, the Germans, are a 
class of immigrants I have made exertions to secure. They purchase our lands and 
pay us cash. Some of them have settled on land that was considered unproductive 
without irrigation, but through their skill and industry this dormant soil blossoms 
like the rose and brings forth immense treasures of wealth. When, in our distress, 
we beckoned these peaceable, intelligent and hardy pioneers to our shores, we 
promised them an asylum of freedom.142  

 Houston was a fervent disciple of Andrew Jackson and particularly championed 

Jackson’s policy of preservation of the Union at all costs. Though he was not an opponent 

of slavery, he supported both the Missouri Compromise and the Compromise of 1850, 

which limited its expansion, because he believed they were necessary to avoid the 

breakup of the Union. In 1854, while representing Texas in the United States Senate, he 

voted against the Kansas-Nebraska Act, with its promise to allow the residents of a newly 

141 Ibid., 22, 23. 
142 Ibid., 23, 25. In addition to his opposition to Sunday laws, Houston also noted that though he himself 
had to observe total abstinence from alcohol, those more fortunate persons, who could handle “stimulating 
beverages” in moderation, should be allowed to do so.  



94

admitted state to decide whether it would permit slavery within its borders. He was 

roundly denounced in Texas and the South, and his political career was thought to be at 

an end.  In that same year, after more than a decade of pleading from his spouse, he 

joined the Baptist Church.143 

Turning against the Democrats, who labeled him a traitor, he became an open 

advocate of the American Order. Shortly before the state election of 1855, he issued a 

letter defending the Order, endorsing its proposal to extend the naturalization period from 

five to 21 years, and attacking those he termed “Anti-American.”  His views on the Irish 

and Germans had changed. He was certain, he wrote, that were Jackson still living, he 

would “counteract the policy of European potentates and statesman, to throw upon our 

shores their refused population of convicts and paupers to pervert our ballot boxes and 

populate our poorhouses.” The Know-Nothings were merely responding to hostile 

“threats” published in the Catholic press, he argued. “The design of the American order 

[sic] is not to put down the Catholics, but to prevent Catholics putting down Protestants. . 

. . we are not willing to place power in the hands of those who acknowledge, or owe 

temporal allegiance to any foreign prince, king, or potentate.” 144 

143 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Houston, Samuel,"  
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/HH/fho73.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
144 Writings of Sam Houston, 195, 197. This strange speech also reveals Houston’s distress at the reaction 
to his vote against the Kansas-Nebraska act and, ironically, his fear of immigrants’ voting to dismantle the 
Union. He demands to know whether the Democrats are following the platform of Jackson or Calhoun! 
198.
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 Speaking at Washington-on-the-Brazos just four days before the election, 

Houston rehearsed the same themes, adding, according to a synopsis printed in The Texas 

Ranger and Lone Star of that city, “the oft-repeated story of Patrick and his wife Biddy 

with the six rosy-cheeked children,” in which Patrick avers that no “bog-trotting 

Irishman” should legislate on his behalf. He continued with a supposedly factual 

conversation involving one Kuhn, a prominent Galveston German, who told a recently 

arrived compatriot that he should vote for Americans because they “know more about 

their affairs than other people.”145 

 On August 6, only the Know Nothing candidates for commissioner of the General 

Land Office and  United States representative in the eastern district won election, along 

with a few state legislature nominees. At this point their anti-Catholicism burst forth in a 

series of virulently anti-clerical declarations that wavered between denunciation of the 

combination of Germans and Mexicans and a heavily racialized hostility toward 

Mexicans alone.146 

An editorial in Rip Ford’s Texas State Times castigated the “unanimity with 

which the German and Mexican vote was cast against the American candidates,” and “the 

thousands and tens of thousands of European paupers who swarm our land,” contrasting 

“those to the manor born” with “these ignorant, vicious besotted greasers, who have 

145 Ibid., 201. 
146 Crews, 104-105. Note that Crosby won numerous counties in which there was a substantial German 
population, as well as Refugio and San Patricio, where he was the only Know-Nothing to win (tables, 112-
114). Perhaps his Irish name influenced voters, including those who may have presumed an Irishmen could 
not actually endorse the principles of the American Party. 
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swelled to such an unprecedented extent the majority of the anti-American party in Bexar 

County.” The writer continued:  

. . . It is impossible for the intellectual and reflecting portion of the American 
people to close their eyes to the fact that some unseen and dangerous element has 
been at work among these benighted people, more to be feared than an army in 
battle array, more to be dreaded than the bristling bayonets and flashing swords of 
an open and avowed foe. A corrupt, sneaking, and licentious priesthood, the most 
unscrupulous and corrupt that ever disgraced any land, have been actively 
engaged around the altars of their churches, and at the firesides of their proselytes. 
The Cross has been prostituted, and for what? To aid the machinations of the 
demagogue, and to render futile the attempts of Americans to rule America. The 
worst passions and the silliest fears of the deluded horde of Mexican peons who 
populated to such a dangerous extent the county of Bexar, have been appealed to 
by a squad of black robed villians [sic], who exercise over the minds of their 
miserable followers a despotism more absolute than that of any Turkish nobleman 
over those who people his seraglio.147 

He went on to portray the offending clergy as “serpent-like” and the voters as 

“lepers” who “crawled to the ballot box” where they “nullified the votes of thousands” of 

Americans.  “Shall a race of men, many of whom are inferior to the African--men who 

have proved themselves incapable of self government under the most favorable 

auspices,” he asked, 

must these men be permitted to wrest from the intelligent American the most 
sacred and the dearest rights which he possesses, at the bidding of a rotten 
priesthood, and the scarcely less corrupt demagogues who can always be found 
ready to betray their country, and surrender their birthright for less than a mess of 
pottage.148 

In concluding, he wove the Germans back into his condemnation, reminding his readers 

that the “anti-Americans” won not only in Bexar County, with its mixture of ethnicities, 

147 Ibid., 106-107, quoting Texas State Times, August 11, 1855. 
148 Ibid., 107-108. 
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but in Comal, where the county seat, New Braunfels, could be considered the capital of 

Teutonic Texas. He then played his trump card, conflating the history of the Irish, 

Germans, and Mexicans in the 1836 revolution, terming the vanquishing of the Know-

Nothings “the political defeat of Texans by the very men whom their valor defeated on 

the ensanguined field of battle. . . .”149 

 The Know-Nothings never again made such a strong showing in Texas. Indeed, 

the Irish Catholic James Devine was returned to the San Antonio mayoralty and retained 

the office after shooting and killing, in self-defense, Know-Nothing alderman J.S. 

McDonald.  But Houston, who at this time harbored the hope that he might receive the 

American Party nomination for President of the United States, continued to champion the 

Know Nothings through the next year. In a speech at a grand Know-Nothing free 

barbecue in Austin on November 23, he denounced Catholics’ supposed subservience to 

the political commands of the Pope and reiterated his implication that “good foreigners” 

did not seek political power.  “While remarking upon the subject of foreigners not being 

acquainted with our language and our laws,” he said, “I must be permitted to relate an 

anecdote which occurred in the late canvass, in a county not remote from this.” 

A candidate while out on an electioneering campaign rode up to the residence of a 
good German citizen. On entering the house he saluted the owner thus: “How do 
you do?” 

“Howd’ye do?” said the German. 

Candidate. “Do you live here?” 

149 Ibid. 
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German. “Yes, I lives here.” 

Candidate. “Well, I am a candidate; I have come electioneering.” 

German. “I have heard tell of electioneering folks going about the country.” 

Then seeing a bottle of liquor on the mantel, the candidate proceeded: “I am not 
one of those temperance candidates you have heard of; I am in favor of allowing 
every man to drink liquor whenever he pleases. There are some candidates who 
are in favor of passing laws to prevent people from drinking liquor; I am not one 
of that sort.” 

German. “Any body wants to pass laws that will make people not get drunk?” 

Candidate. “Yes, there are these Know Nothings who would pass laws not to 
allow people to get drunk if they choose.” 

German. “That’s petter dan goot. I go to town sometimes, where I gets whiskey 
and gets drunk, and then I spends money, and then I have to get sober, and that is 
moughty bad. And then I know if I had laid out my money for something for the 
old woman and the children that would have been goot, and then I would not have 
to feel so bad in getting sober.” 

Candidate. “Well, I am not a Know-Nothing. I am a Democrat.” 

German. “Yeas, I have heard of them Democrats.”  

Candidate. “I am in favor of allowing Germans to vote and hold office and make 
laws. These Know Nothings won’t let foreigners vote for twenty-one years after 
they come to this country.” 

German. “Well, I will vote for that man who does not allow Germans to hold 
office and vote for twenty-one years. We come here, we don’t know nothing 
about your language here; we don’t know nothing about your laws, and we got 
our own notions, and we cannot read your language, and this is your country what 
you make, and we come here and you make the laws – you know better how to 
take care of the government than we do, and I won’t vote for any foreigner to 
make the laws. I come away from my country to get rid of the infarnal [sic] laws, 
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and I don’t want any lawmaker what come from that country, for fear they make 
bad laws for this country, and I come away to get rid of bad laws.”150

It is hard to imagine the Latin Farmers, proud of their informed stances on the 

political and economic issues of the day, or any of the Texas Germans, for that matter, 

responding in this way. But Houston’s story was calculated not merely to persuade his 

audience that what they wanted – the exclusion of immigrants from the political process – 

was what the immigrants themselves wanted; it was also intended to humiliate the 

German, demonstrating his purportedly clumsy speech and his inability to govern himself 

without the benign intervention of the superior Anglo. In it we see a strand of nativism 

that will recur in 1887 and again during the run-up to World War I – a reaction to 

Germans’ own assertions of cultural superiority. 

 This reaction was intensified later in the decade with the publication of a popular 

travel book by the abolitionist Frederick Law Olmsted, later renowned as the designer of 

New York’s Central Park. Olmsted and his younger brother traveled through Texas for 

four months in 1853, but their account of the trip, Journey Through Texas; A Saddle-Trip 

on the Southwestern Frontier, was not published until 1857. In it Olmsted described with 

ill-disguised disgust the primitive conditions he said prevailed among the slaveholding 

whites of Texas, those who aspired to possess slaves but were economically unable do so, 

and the enslaved Africans themselves. He especially decried the slovenliness of their 

cabins and the monotony of their diet, composed, he wrote, mainly of fried pork and fried 

150 Writings of Sam Houston, 219-220. 
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cornbread patties cooked in rancid pork fat. The contrast experienced with the western 

German settlements was striking:  

I never in my life, except, perhaps, in awakening from a dream, met with such a 
sudden and complete transfer of associations. Instead of loose boarded or hewn 
log walls, with crevices stuffed with rags or daubed with mortar, which we have 
been accustomed to see during the last month . . . instead, even, of four bare, 
cheerless sides of white-washed plaster . . . a long room, extending across the 
whole front of the cottage, the walls pink, with stenciled panels, and scroll 
ornaments in crimson, and with neatly-framed and glazed pretty lithographic 
prints hanging on all sides . . . 151  

He continued his wondering praise of the little inn at “Neu Braunfels” with an 

account of a meal including two dishes of vegetables, a salad and “compote of peaches,” 

accompanied by “beautiful and sweet butter . . . such as I have been told a hundred times 

it was impossible to make in a southern climate. What is the secret? I suppose it is 

extreme cleanliness . . .”152 

 Moving on to San Antonio, the travelers found a town comparable in its “odd and 

antiquated foreignness” only to New Orleans, inhabited by about equal numbers of 

Mexicans, Germans, and “Americans.” The Mexicans received them “invariably . . . with 

the most gracious and beaming politeness and dignity.” After a few days there, they 

resumed their exploration of German Texas and learned that the German settlements 

generally had only a handful of Anglo inhabitants and even fewer African Americans. 

Their modest prosperity and orderliness reflected, Olmsted believed, the desirability of 

free labor. But they surpassed the Anglo settlements in other ways; New Braunfels and its 

151 Frederick Law Olmsted, Journey Through Texas; A Saddle Trip on the Southwestern Frontier  (1857, 
reprint: Austin: Von Boeckmann-Jones Press, 1962), 143-144.  
152 Ibid., 144. 
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immediate vicinity offered no fewer than eight schools, including five free elementaries, 

a Catholic school, a free school of “higher grade,” and a “private classical school,” in all 

of which, he emphasized, English was taught in addition to German.153 

Venturing out into the Hill Country in the company of Adolf Douai, the Olmsteds 

spent pleasant hours in conversation with the Latin Farmers and their successors – often 

noblemen and women who had exchanged the certainty of wealth and luxury in their 

politically restrictive homeland for the freedom to rise above poverty through hard work 

in America. Here the singing societies dreaded by the Know Nothings offered 

performances of Italian opera as well as German folk songs.  Far from Houston’s picture 

of an ignorant German unwilling to take on the responsibilities of citizenship, Olmsted’s 

acquaintances treasured the opportunity: 

One of the party said to me: “I think, if one or two of the German tyrants I could 
mention, could look in upon us now, they would display some chagrin at our 
enjoyment, for there is hardly a gentleman in this company whom they have not 
condemned to death, or to imprisonment for life.” 

They were motivated, he concluded, “by their private convictions of right, justice, and 

truth.”154 

Olmsted himself was partly motivated by his own aversion to slavery and his 

belief that it degraded its practitioners. His undoubtedly romantic view of the German 

settlements reflected his appreciation of their employment of free labor. In fact, many of 

153 Ibid., 150, 161, 179. 
154 Ibid., 198-199. Douai’s days in Texas were limited. After the 1854 uproar over his abolitionist 
editorials, he purchased the San Antonio Staats Zeitung from its shareholders, but was unable to make a go 
of it. He left Texas for Boston, where he advocated the creation of a separate “free” state in western Texas 
and later became an important proponent of kindergartens. Olmsted also was captivated by the free state 
idea and continued to promote it himself upon his return to the North. 
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those he found most congenial eventually abandoned an agrarian life to which they were 

not actually well-suited and exchanged their tidy farms for more lucrative and less lonely 

pursuits in San Antonio. Others, including Douai himself, left Texas entirely. 

As the decade drew to a close, the drumbeat of secession began to be heard more 

loudly.  In 1859, Houston, ever the champion of preservation of the Union, was elected 

governor, supported, ironically, by many of the Germans he had insulted just a few years 

before.  He narrowly lost the National Union Party’s nomination for President in 1860, 

only to face growing pressure to support secession as Lincoln’s election began to seem 

assured. However, under Texas law, a secession convention could only be convened by 

the Legislature, which could only be called into session by the Governor. Houston 

initially tried to wait it out, hoping that secessionist fervor might wane after the election. 

But he was forced into action when his erstwhile ally, Rip Ford, and the state’s Chief 

Justice took matters into their own hands and published newspaper ads calling for the 

selection of delegates to a secession convention in late January. The convention took a 

final vote to leave the Union on February 1, 1861, with 166 voting for and 8 against. A 

statewide referendum validated this vote three weeks later, 46,153 to 14,747, and the 

state formally seceded, joining the Confederate States of America shortly thereafter. 

When the Secession Convention then required that all officeholders take an oath of 

allegiance to the Confederacy, Houston refused.  He was removed from office.155  

155Walter L. Buenger, Secession and the Union in Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1984), 173-
176; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Secession," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/mgs2.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
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 The war years were traumatic for all Texans, European immigrants and their 

offspring included. Once again, because of a few prominent incidents, public perceptions 

of the Irish, Germans, and Czechs took hold that were less than completely accurate. But 

they nevertheless colored the ways that members of these groups were seen at the time 

and in later years. Generally, the Germans have been portrayed as Union sympathizers 

and opponents of secession, slavery, and conscription. For decades, this earned them the 

opprobrium of most Texas Anglos and the not-so-secret pride of their descendants; since 

the reassessment of the Civil War that has taken place since the 1960s, their stance has 

been more generally applauded. However, that reassessment has been accompanied by a 

reexamination of the German role, which recognizes that there were indeed Confederate 

sympathizers among them, including some who voted for secession, some who served as 

Confederate soldiers and officers, and others who aided in the economic survival of the 

Confederacy by participating in the smuggling of cotton to European markets by way of 

Mexico.  There were even those who sold out their fellow Germans. 

The Irish, on the other hand, have generally been seen as supporters of secession, 

though among them were a few prominent Unionists and supporters of the Republican 

Party. Most Czechs, having lived in the state for only a few years, simply wished to be 

left alone -- to preserve their ties to the larger Czech community in America and to 

establish successful farms and communities. But despite their sometimes inventive efforts 

to achieve these goals, many were eventually conscripted into the Confederate forces.156  

156 Davis, 188-189, 214-215; Hewitt, 72-103. 
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It was the desire to retain ties to Czechs in other parts of the United States that led 

to trouble for the Czechs of Austin County.  In 1860, rumors of a slave rebellion began to 

circulate. Anglos, especially slaveholders, began searching for evidence of the plot. A 

German slaveholder, Ernst Knolle, reported that two Bohemian residents of Cat Spring, 

the pioneer Josef Lešikar and Jan Reymershoffer, had been serving as “agents” for a 

Czech-language St. Louis newspaper that espoused abolition and advocated the election 

of Lincoln. Perhaps in an effort to take the heat off a German community suspected of 

harboring runaway slaves, Knolle told Anglo authorities the men should be “hanged from 

the nearest oak tree” for their offense. They were not.157 

 For the Germans as for the Czechs, the Civil War began even before the secession 

convention, when a mob destroyed the offices of Die Union, a German-language 

newspaper that had Galveston’s largest circulation. Its editor-publisher, Ferdinand Flake, 

had criticized South Carolina’s secession in an 1860 editorial. Though his press was 

damaged, he had anticipated violence and had secreted type at his home; he used it to 

print the next issue of the paper. Galvestonians who were not necessarily in agreement 

with him but respected him as an upright citizen took up a collection to assist him in 

recouping his losses.  He continued to produce a newspaper through the duration of the 

war, printing on whatever paper might be available and switching finally to a mostly 

English one-page daily called “Flake’s Bulletin.”158 

157 Kelley, 280-281. 
158 Hayes, 924; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Flake, Ferdinand," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/FF/ffl2.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
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The secession referendum itself produced a crisis in largely German communities. 

Nineteen counties voted against leaving the Union; in eleven more, at least 40 percent of 

voters cast their ballots against secession. Of the nineteen, six could be considered 

“German” counties; of the eleven, four. Location on the either the western or northern 

frontier was a more reliable indicator of anti-secession sentiment than German 

background. Residents in those areas depended upon United States troops for security 

against Comanche and Lipan Apache raiding parties. A precinct-level analysis of the 

German counties shows a complex picture. In Austin County, site of the early German 

settlements of Industry and Cat Spring, only 20 percent of voters opposed secession. 

Industry and Cat Spring differed radically from each other, however, with Industry voting 

93 percent for secession and Cat Spring 98 percent against. The Industry residents may 

have been influenced by the efforts of a “prominent German slaveholder.”159  

Comal County, site of New Braunfels and one of the most German counties in the 

state, surprisingly went 74 percent for secession, the only western German county to do 

so. The likely reason was the advice of newspaperman and naturalist Ferdinand 

Lindheimer, editor of the Neu Braunfelser Zeitung, who pointed out that many of the 

Unionists had been among the most vocal of the nativists just a few years before. 

Moreover, open opposition to secession could draw hostile reaction – witness what had 

happened to Flake. “When in Texas, do as the Texans do,” Lindheimer wrote. “Anything 

else is suicide and brings tragedy to all our Texas-Germans.”  Yet the Germans were 

159 Kamphoefner, “New Perspectives,” 446- 447; Buenger, Secession, 174-175. 



106

bitterly divided among themselves. Lindheimer’s press, too, was attacked, by German 

Unionists, who dumped it into the Comal River. The elderly editor pulled it out, and like 

his Galveston counterpart, didn’t miss an issue. But reprisals continued: not only were 

rocks thrown through his windows, but opponents poisoned his dogs.160 

Among the Irish, the secession question divided families. James M. Devine, the 

former San Antonio mayor, passionately supported the Union and left Texas when the 

secessionists triumphed. His brother, Thomas J. Devine, former San Antonio district 

attorney, served the Confederacy as a state judge and negotiator with Mexico, earning a 

postwar indictment for treason. Thomas O’Connor, Refugio County’s second largest 

slaveholder with 14 bondspeople, voted against secession and maintained his Unionist 

position through the end of the conflict. His sons, Dennis M. and Martin, fought for the 

Confederacy. His brother-in-law, Peter Fagan, son of Nicholas, rendered exemplary 

service to the Confederacy in the West and participated in the recapture of the crucial 

port of Galveston from the Federals. Juan Linn’s brother, Edward, a Spanish translator in 

the General Land Office at Austin, was the first person in Texas to take the oath of 

allegiance to the Confederacy. The Irish county’s vote in the referendum, 125-70 in favor 

of secession, reflected these sharp divisions.161  

Most Czechs had not been in Texas long, so few of them took part in the 

referendum. Anthony M. Dignowity, a Czech physician who had settled in San Antonio 

160 Walter L. Buenger, “Secession and the Texas German Community: Editor Lindheimer vs. Editor 
Flake,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 82, no. 4 (April 1979), 395-96; Kamphoefner, “New 
Perspectives,” 447-448.  
161 Davis, 188-189, 214-215; Huson, vol. 1, 4, 9-10. 
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and had become known for his opposition to secession, fled to a Hill Country ranch 

shortly after the vote. Believing that secessionists were coming to lynch him, he traveled 

on horseback to Union territory and on to Washington, where he tried unsuccessfully to 

interest the United States in a pincer-style invasion from Kansas on the north and 

Indianola or Corpus Christi on the coast, to be facilitated by pro-Union Texas Germans. 

His sons were conscripted into the Confederate Army, but both deserted and made their 

way via Mexico to join the Union forces.162 

A less-successful attempt at that maneuver became the most infamous incident of 

the Civil War in Texas, one that divided Anglos and Germans for decades. Conscription 

became a major issue for Czechs and Germans, including those who had only been in 

Texas for a few years. As the war wore on and the need for able bodies increased, the 

definition of an “alien” who was exempt from military service was narrowed to the point 

that it excluded any man under the age of forty-five whose situation indicated he intended 

to make Texas his permanent home. Czech and German farmers fit this description. Like 

others with various motivations, many Czechs, Germans, and Irish volunteered for 

service in home guards and militias, thus avoiding conscription into the regular army.163  

In March, 1862, Confederate officials declared martial law in Texas, requiring all 

“alien” men over 16 to swear allegiance to both Texas and the Confederacy. The reaction 

was swift. The Loyal Union League, founded the year before, drew 500 men from 

neighboring Kerr, Kendall, and Gillespie counties to an impromptu protest meeting. A 

162 Hewitt, 83-86. 
163 Ibid., 80-82. 
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few months later, a much smaller group, who adamantly refused the oath, “63 Germans, 

one Mexican, and five Americans” under the command of German Fritz Tegner, set out 

for Mexico, where they hoped to connect with Union forces.164 

Betrayed by one of their number, they were surprised by a company of 94 

Confederates as they slept, early on the morning of August 10, on the banks of the 

western fork of the Nueces River in southwest Texas. Thirty-two men were killed 

outright. Nine were wounded and executed later, according to a participant who recalled 

that some were shot and others hanged. After this massacre, the Confederates made their 

way back to Gillespie County, where they rounded up and hanged about 50 more men, 

then pursued others into the hills and shot them. In October, seven of Tegner’s men who 

had escaped the initial massacre were killed as they attempted to flee across the Rio 

Grande. The fate of the others remains uncertain. As an additional insult, the 

Confederates abandoned the bodies of those they killed – leaving unburied on the Nueces 

riverbank the “bleaching bones” to which J.B. Cranfill referred in his 1887 diatribe. Not 

until the end of the war did friends feel safe in retrieving the remains, which were 

brought back to the Free-Thinker haven of Comfort, in Kendall County, where they lie 

beneath a large white-washed obelisk bearing the names of each of the fallen under the 

words, “Treue der Union,” or “Loyal to the Union.”165  

164 Claude Elliott, “Union Sentiment in Texas, 1861-1865,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 50, no. 4 
(April 1947), 449-477; Lich, 82. 
165 Elliott, 449-477; Lich, 82. 
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Lesser known is the “New Ulm Matter,” which took place in the eastern German 

counties, in 1860 home to a significant minority of German-speaking Czechs. As the war 

unfolded and conscription became more urgent, resistance flared in Fayette, Austin, 

Washington and Colorado counties. In Fayette, an Anglo woman recorded in her diary, 

“young Bohemians who had been in the country for only a few years hid in the woods 

and in hollow trees.” On New Year’s Eve, 1862, Anglos living among the Germans of 

Austin County began to tell of suspicious meetings where “harangues in German were 

delivered.” As the events of early 1863 unfolded, including Lincoln’s Emancipation 

Proclamation and the Confederates’ recapture of Galveston, both on January 1, worries 

grew.166 

A pair of Anglo spies supposedly infiltrated the German meetings, including one 

at which they reported 500 men bringing food, weapons, and the necessities for setting up 

a military-style camp. They claimed to have heard the Germans boast that “they had more 

men, arms, and ammunition than the Americans left in the county.” When 120 would-be 

conscripts openly refused to be enrolled, Confederate authorities placed three of the 

counties under martial law and began seeking to arrest those behind the resistance 

movement. Like the Gillespie County cohort, they were betrayed by their own 

countrymen. On January 27, German “guides” gave them up to Confederate soldiers who 

arrested six men, reputedly the instigators of the plot. While the soldiers transported them 

to Columbus to be interrogated, the guides attacked their families, dragging women, 

166 Hewitt, 89. 
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elders, and children into the road through New Ulm, beating them, and leaving them 

bruised and bleeding in the midst of the small town. The men were released after being 

held for a week.167  

It should be noted that not all Germans and Czechs resisted service, especially 

after conscription was well underway. Opting to serve with men they knew under officers 

in whom they had confidence, Germans enlisted in three language-specific units that 

became part of a regular Confederate force called Waul’s Legion. An exceptional 

example of a German who served with enthusiasm is the warrior August Carl Buchel, 

who rose from lieutenant colonel to brigadier general in the Confederate Army. Born in 

Hesse, he received military training in France and Germany before rendering 

distinguished service with the French and Turkish armies. Arriving in Texas just as the 

United States-Mexican War got underway, he recruited a cadre of German immigrants to 

fight under the leadership of General Zachary Taylor at the Battle of Buena Vista. He was 

killed in April 1864 while leading his Confederate unit in a charge at the Battle of 

Pleasant Hill.168 

Better remembered than Buchel is Lt. Dick Dowling, the commander of a small 

force of young Irish soldiers, all drawn from among the dockworkers of Houston and 

Galveston, who defeated a much larger cohort of Federals at the Battle of Sabine Pass. 

Ordered to a seafront fort on the border between Louisiana and Texas, they were to 

disable six cannons so that they could not be used by the invaders. Instead, they 

167 Kelley, 284-285, quoting Tri-Weekly Telegraph (Houston), March 11 and February 27, 1863. 
168 Lich, 100-101. 
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strengthened the fort and waited. On September 7, a fleet of 20 United States vessels with 

5,000 men aboard arrived off the bar that protected the pass. The next morning, three 

gunboats advanced upon the desolate-looking battlements. As they came within 1,200 

yards, Dowling and his 42 Irishmen opened fire with all six of their cannons. Continuing 

their bombardment for nearly an hour, they disabled and captured two of the gunboats, 

taking prisoner 317 men, killing 19, and wounding 9. Thirty-seven Federals were listed as 

missing; Dowling’s force suffered no casualties. A monument at Sabine Pass remembers 

the heroic Irishmen, just as the Treue der Union monument at Comfort remembers the 

Germans massacred on the Nueces.169  

The war dragged on until the Confederate surrender at Appomattox, Virginia on 

April 9, 1865. Very little of the action took place in Texas, though the last land 

engagement of the war, the Battle of Palmito Ranch, near Brownsville, occurred more 

than a month later, on May 13, after Lincoln’s assassination.  Confederates under the 

command of the old Know-Nothing, Rip Ford, battled a larger Union contingent until it 

received reinforcements. "Boys, we have done finely," Ford told his men. "We will let 

well enough alone, and retire."170  

 The ensuing years were chaotic. The occupying Union forces were hardly large 

enough to enforce the peace, much less the radical change that the Federal victory had 

wrought: the emancipation of some 250,000 enslaved African Americans. The number of 

169 Flannery, 101-102. 
170 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Palmito Ranch, Battle of," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/PP/qfp1.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
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bondspeople in the state was significantly greater than it had been before the war; as 

areas to the east were invaded and captured, hundreds of enslaved persons were taken or 

sent to supposed safety in Texas. Now they were free. And the task of recreating the 

state’s economy, society, and polity on entirely new terms would begin. 

 For the Irish, Germans, and especially the Czechs in Texas, the second half of the 

1860s, the 1870s and first half of the 1880s were a period of growth, of consolidation, of 

building institutions that would enable them to take their place in a multicultural milieu in 

which Anglos were initially – but temporarily – at something of a disadvantage. At the 

end of the war, some Germans and Czechs took actions that intentionally or 

unintentionally antagonized their Anglo neighbors. They reacted to the treatment they 

had received at the hands of Confederate forces and the local people, mostly Anglos, who 

had abetted them. They welcomed, even embraced the occupying Federal troops. At New 

Braunfels, two Anglo Yankees of the 59th Illinois married into the community and settled 

permanently in the German town.  There and in Austin County, Germans and Czechs 

staged elaborate Fourth of July celebrations, shocking surrounding communities where 

desolate Anglos would not observe that holiday for several years.171 

Somewhat surprisingly, given their record as opponents of secession and their 

reputation as opponents of slavery, Germans did not emerge as major actors in the 

Republican Party of Texas, though many of them quietly supported it, and a few played 

significant roles.  The state, like other former members of the Confederacy, experienced 

171 Kamphoefner, “New Perspectives,” 451; Kelley, 391. 
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Reconstruction in phases. Under the first, known as Presidential Reconstruction, 

representatives met in a constitutional convention in 1866.  Among the delegates was 

Edward Degener, a Forty-Eighter who had settled at Sisterdale and who had been 

imprisoned by the Confederates because of his Unionist views.  Two of his sons were 

among those killed in the massacre on the Nueces. He was an anomaly; former 

Confederates dominated the convention, which succeeded in producing a constitution that 

got Texas readmitted to the Union. But as Federal officials across the South recognized 

that the governments created during Presidential Reconstruction intended a return to the 

pre-war status quo, Congress declared them invalid, ousted their governors, and 

dismissed the representatives they had sent to Washington.172 

“Congressional Reconstruction” followed, mandating a new constitutional 

convention, which met during 1868 and 1869. Degener again took part. Though the 

convention adjourned without producing a constitution, its proposals were accepted by 

the United States and an election was held to fill statewide positions and select 

representatives to Congress. The state now had “home rule,” though Federal troops would 

continue to be present until the settlement that ended the controversy over the disputed 

Presidential election of 1876. The radical branch of the Republican Party, Anglo-

dominated but including Degener, won a narrow victory over the moderates in November 

172 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Degener, Edward," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/DD/fde28.html(accessed May 5, 2010). “Edward 
Degener” vertical file, University of Texas at San Antonio Institute of Texan Cultures. 
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1869. The lone German was elected one of Texas’ first four United States representatives 

after the state was permanently readmitted to the Union.173  

 The public schools were a point of contention. A school law finally was passed in 

1871, mandating a centralized system that would provide free, tax-supported education 

for black and white children. Jacob DeGress, a Prussian-born soldier who had come to 

Texas as an aide to an occupying Yankee general, initially worked as an administrator of 

the Freedmen’s Bureau before being appointed Texas’ first superintendent of public 

education. When the Democrats regained control of state government in 1874, DeGress 

was removed and the school system put on hold. But he continued to live in Texas and 

became an active member of the Republican Party, participating in its state and national 

councils.174  

 Other notable Germans who participated in post-war Republican politics included 

Julius Behrends of San Antonio, editor Ferdinand Flake of Galveston, Hans Teichmueller 

of Fayette County, and B. Erath of Waco, who served as delegates to the 1872 Liberal 

Republican National Convention. August Siemering of San Antonio was a member of the 

Texas delegation to the regular Republican National Convention in the same year. He and 

Edward Degener also attended the 1880 Republican National Convention, while 

DeGress, Robert Zapp of LaGrange and Robert Hanschke of San Antonio were part of 

the delegation to the 1884 convention. Like Degener, Siemering was a Forty-Eighter. He 

173 Kamphoefner, “New Perspectives,” 453; Paul D. Casdorph, A History of the Republican Party in 
Texas, 1865-1965 (Austin: Pemberton Press, 1965), 14.  
174 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "DeGress, Jacob Carl Maria," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/DD/fde64.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
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served as a teacher in Hill Country schools and remained an education reformer 

throughout his life, but his chief contribution to Texas was founding a famous German 

newspaper, the Freie Presse fur Texas, in San Antonio in 1865.175 

 The German and Czech populations of Texas continued to grow as the plantation 

system of the eastern counties was supplanted by a system of sharecropping and tenant-

farming. Anglo planters sought European immigrants whom they felt would be more 

industrious and easier to manage than former slaves. The resumption of transatlantic 

shipping to the Texas ports of Galveston and Indianola allowed the importation of 

workers on a large scale. A typical employment contract resembled in some ways the 

indentures that had brought workers to colonial America. Employers promised a $10 

monthly wage and passage to Texas. In return, a worker agreed to work off the debt, obey 

the employer’s “reasonable” demands, and somewhat surprisingly, to stay on the 

plantation except when authorized to leave by the owner. The state legislature allocated 

$30,000 to support a Bureau of Immigration to recruit new workers.176 

 By 1870, the number of foreign-born Texans had risen to 62,411, up from 43,422 

in 1860 and 17,681 in 1850. For the first time in that year, the United States Census 

recorded statistics on persons with parents born in foreign countries. Some 107,327 

Texans reported that one or both of their parents were foreign-born. Of those, 96,433 said 

both parents were foreign-born, an imprecise indicator of marriage between persons of 

175 Casdorph, 249-251. Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Siemering, August," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/fsi6.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
176 Kelley, 377-379. 
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the same national origin. Of the 62,411 foreign-born, 23,985 reported being born in one 

of the German states, about 1,000 more than listed Mexico as their birthplace. More than 

half the total said they had been born in Prussia. It is difficult to determine the number of 

Czech-born individuals in the state. Some 780 listed Bohemia as their place of birth, 

while 1,748 listed “Austria (proper),” which may have included Moravia. Ireland was 

claimed by 4,031. Thirteen counties reported more than 500 German-born inhabitants; 

two claimed combined German and French populations over 500. Fayette County 

claimed 247 Bohemian-born, while Colorado claimed 150. Only the urban counties 

reported significant Irish-born populations.177  

As German populations grew, both through new immigration and natural increase, 

separate fraternal, civic, and religious organizations for German-speakers became more 

common.  The Turnverein Movement, which had begun before the Civil War, reached its 

zenith in the 1870s. In addition to the four clubs active in the antebellum period, fifteen 

new groups were organized, eight of which were incorporated by the legislature and 

permitted to sell stock in the clubs to their members. San Antonio hosted a “Turnfest” 

convention with a gymnastics competition in San Antonio in 1871, leading to formation 

of a Texas League of Turner associations. The League conducted annual festivals until 

1877, when all the Texas Turnvereins banded together in a “Texanischer Turnerbund.” 

Attendance at the state organization’s 1878 Bundesturnfest in Houston gives a sense of 

the movement’s popularity. Gymnasts from clubs in Austin, Brenham, Fredericksburg, 

177 United States Census, 1870, “General Nativity and Foreign Parentage,” Table IV: United States, 299; 
”Special Nativity by States and Territories,” Table VI: United States, 336-342; “Selected Nativities by 
Counties,” Table VII, State of Texas, 372-373. 
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Galveston, Houston, New Braunfels, and San Antonio took part. While the clubs 

continued to draw members, the gymnastics practice died away beginning in the 1880s. 

But the Turner halls, often featuring bowling alleys, continued to be the sites of many 

community events. Among the groups that used them were the singing societies that 

continued to be popular among the Germans. Most towns with significant German 

populations had at least one choral group; San Antonio was home to the Beethoven 

Maennerchor, a male chorus, formed in 1867, as well as the Mendelssohn Society, 

founded in 1872.178  

 Churches in smaller German settlements often conducted all services in German; 

in larger cities, separate German congregations were common. In San Antonio, Germans 

who had belonged to the Irish parish, St. Mary’s, received their own church, St. Joseph’s, 

only a few blocks away, in 1868.  German Catholics in Galveston had built their own 

church, also called St. Joseph’s, in 1859. By 1868, it had been joined by separate German 

Methodist and Presbyterian congregations; the city’s only Lutheran Church conducted its 

services in German. In 1876-1877, the Galveston City Directory listed two German 

Methodist Episcopal churches, one affiliated with the southern branch of that 

denomination, the other with the northern.179  

178 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Turnverein Movement,"  
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/TT/vnt2.html (accessed May 5, 2010);  s.v. "German 
Music," http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/GG/xbg1.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
179 Galveston City Directories, 1868, 1876-1877, Galveston and Texas History Center, Rosenberg Library, 
Galveston, Texas. 
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Galveston offers a window into the lives of urban Germans. An examination of its 

city directories for the 1870s reveals how extensive separate German associational life 

actually was. Among German organizations were the Germania Club, the Casino Verein, 

the Freundshafftsbund, the German Veterans Association, the Ladies German Benevolent 

Association, the Saengerbund, the Galveston Liedertafel, St. Vincent’s Benevolent 

Association of St. Joseph’s German Catholic Church, the Turners’ Association, the 

Workingmen’s Association, the Schuetzen Verein, and the May-Fest Association. 

National fraternal organizations had German-specific lodges: the Hermann Lodge of the 

International Order of Odd Fellows, the Humboldt Lodge of the Knights of Pythias, the 

Schiller Conclave of the Heptasophs. Most of these groups met weekly; their officers, 

listed in the directories for some years, often overlapped. The 1878-1879 directory 

includes the first listing of the “German Garden Association,” or Garten Verein, a group 

that will play a major role in Galveston society in future years and will serve as a 

barometer of German-American socio-economic status in the state. Galveston was also 

home to two German-language newspapers, successors to those published there prior to 

the war, a smattering of primary schools conducted in German, and a German lending 

library. San Antonio, Houston, and to an increasing degree, the newly founded Dallas, 

had comparable organizational structures.180 

 In the western German counties, where Free-Thinking continued to be popular, 

secular activities such as singing societies, shooting clubs, and physical culture groups 

180 Ibid., 1868-69 through 1878-79. 
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like the Turners took the place of the churches and religious organizations that occupied 

their Anglo neighbors; in majority German Comfort, the first church was not erected until 

1892, after the coming of the railroad. In the Brazos counties, where rapidly growing 

German and Czech communities continued to develop within an Anglo and African-

American matrix, German separatism was also evident in such occurrences as a local 

Turnverein limiting its stockholders to German speakers – excluding most Anglos, but 

allowing most Czechs. Later, Anglos sometimes took over German events that they found 

congenial, such as Christmas observances. The German fraternal organizations and 

singing societies of Washington and Austin counties put on an annual community event 

called the Volksfest beginning in 1875. It featured a parade of marching bands and Turner 

gymnasts, as well as a chariot carrying the May Queen and her court. Initially, the May 

Queens were German, but from 1881 forward, Anglo girls took the role. In Brenham in 

Washington County, the German lodge that had originated the festival lost control of it to 

the Anglo-dominated Brenham Fire Department.181 

German separatism also meant taking care of their own rather than participating in 

Anglo-dominated cooperative efforts like the Grange, and later, the Farmer’s Alliance. 

Germans and Czechs set aside Sundays, when Anglo evangelicals spent the day in 

church, for mutual aid activities, such as building and harvesting, often concluding with 

celebrations that included drinking and dancing. More established German farmers often 

hired newcomers to work on their farms, giving them the opportunity to save up to 

181 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Comfort, Texas," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/hjc16.html (accessed May 5, 2010); Kelley, 397-
398.
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purchase their own teams and equipment. This provided them a leg up in the now 

dominant tenant-farming system. They could begin their careers as semi-autonomous 

tenants, rather than as sharecroppers, the status that often trapped African Americans and 

poor Anglos in a cycle of dependency. More prosperous Germans also occasionally 

joined with their more marginal compatriots to purchase seed cooperatively or jointly 

market their produce to ensure a better price.182 

 During these years, Czechs began to flood into Texas, increasing their presence in 

the Brazos counties of Austin and Fayette, and spreading southward into Lavaca County, 

where 400 Czech families lived by 1880. They also spread northward into the counties to 

the north of Austin – Williamson, Bell, and McLennan. Rev. Josef Opočenský, a minister 

of the Hussite-descended Protestant group that became the Unity of the Brethren founded 

a congregation at Wesley, in 1864, during the Civil War.  He died before he could occupy 

the rectory his grateful parishioners built for him, but his church eventually would 

become the parent of a thriving denomination. The first Czech Catholic priest, Fr. Josef 

Chromcik, arrived in Fayetteville in 1872. He organized St. John’s parish there and 

served outlying Czech Catholic communities as a circuit rider.183 

 Unlike the Irish and Germans, the Czechs tended to shun the cities, settling on 

farms and in villages. But they enjoyed a similarly vibrant associational life that had its 

beginnings in the 1870s and 1880s and would blossom around the turn of the century. 

Theatrical societies were founded in the town of Bluff, later known as Hostyn, in 1875, 

182 Ibid., 385-391. 
183 The Christian Sisters, 39; Hewitt, 130. 
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and in Praha two years later. Proceeds from their productions funded local schools. 

Members of co-operative libraries, known as “reading clubs,” pooled their resources to 

buy Czech-language books, then met to discuss them. The first gathered at Wesley in 

1867, the second at Ross Prairie in 1871.  Fraternal organizations that provided 

fellowship, health and life insurance, and meeting halls where polka bands offered music 

for dancing became essential features of Czech communities. The first lodge of the first 

secular association, the Cesko-slovansky podpoujici spolek (C.S.P.S.), was founded in 

Ellinger in 1884. Other C.S.P.S. lodges followed. The state’s most important Czech 

fraternal, the Slovanska podporujici jednota statu Texas (SPJST) – the Slavonic 

Benevolent Order of the State of Texas -- was not formed until 1897,when Texas lodges 

of the C.S.P.S. decided to break away from the national organization. Catholic fraternals 

began as early as 1879, with the most important, the Katolicka jednota texaska (KJT) – 

the Czech Catholic Union of Texas -- organized in 1889.184 The first of several long-lived 

Czech-language newspapers, the Texan, began publication in La Grange in 1879; it was 

sold the following year and renamed Slovan (Slav). In 1885 it gained an agriculture news 

supplement, Cesko-slovensky rolnik v Texasu (The Czecho-Slovak Farmer in Texas).185  

 The Czech community in Texas produced a predominant leader in these years. 

Born in a Moravian village in 1845, Augustin Haidusek came to Fayette County as a 

child in 1856. He studied Czech and English informally, then enlisted in the Confederate 

Army, serving in Texas. After the war he returned to Fayette County, where he worked as 

184Machann and Mendl,  91-100. 
185 Ibid., 181-182. 
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farm laborer while studying to be a school teacher. In 1868, he joined an Anglo law firm 

in La Grange to study law and passed the bar in 1870, becoming one of the first Czechs 

to practice law in the United States. He married a Czech girl from Ross Prairie, where he 

supplemented his legal income by continuing to teach school. He soon entered politics, 

winning election as chair of the Fayette County Democratic Executive Committee in 

1874 and as mayor of La Grange in 1877. The following year he tried and failed to unseat 

the German county judge. In 1880 he was elected to the represent Lee and Fayette 

counties in the Texas Legislature, the first Czech to serve in a state legislative body in the 

United States. After serving two terms, he won the Fayette county judgeship in 1884 and 

was re-elected in1886 and 1888.186 

 The story of the Irish in these years is a quieter one. Like the Germans, they were 

granted what the Catholic church came to call “national” parishes, often signified by the 

name St. Patrick’s, as in Galveston and a second Irish parish in San Antonio, located on 

the northeast outskirts of town near the newly created Fort Sam Houston. They played an 

important role in politics, especially in San Antonio, where Bryan Callaghan II began 

serving the first of his nine terms as mayor in 1885. Callaghan’s background was as 

exotic as Haidusek’s was plain. The son of Irish immigrant Bryan Callaghan, Sr., and his 

wife, Concepción Ramón, he was born in San Antonio in 1852. After early schooling 

there, he was sent to France for five years of study. He returned to Texas and worked as a 

guard on a stagecoach line before studying law at the University of Virginia. In San 

186Ibid., 222-225. 
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Antonio he married Adele Guilbeau, a member of the town’s French community, in 1879, 

the same year he began his political career with election to the city’s board of 

aldermen.187 

The Irish colonies had followed different courses in the years after the war. San 

Patricio had faded as Corpus Christi grew, its Irish population dwindling to fewer than 

30. Though the number of Irish inhabitants of Refugio also declined, those who remained

still played a leading role in its social, political, and economic life. Thomas O’Connor 

had continued to accumulate ranch land and cattle. In 1873, northern markets were closed 

to Texas cattle for fear of tick-borne Texas fever, contributing to the Panic of that year. 

O’Connor sold his herd early, realizing a gain of $140,000, just as economic depression 

set in. He invested his take in land, eventually owning some 500,000 acres in five South 

Texas counties. An early proponent of barbed wire fencing, he was reputed to have 

purchased land around the properties of smaller landholders, then fenced them out, 

forcing them to sell to him at reduced prices.188  

 In the mid-1870s, three sensational murders in Refugio county shattered the social 

compact that had long bound Tejanos and Irish-Texans. In 1874, a pregnant Anglo 

woman and her husband, both with close Irish ties, were murdered in their rural home 

while their children slept. According to Judge W.L. Rea,  

187 Bryan Callaghan II vertical file, Texana/Genealogy Department, San Antonio Public Library. 
188  Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "O’Connor, Thomas," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/OO/foc13.html (accessed May 5, 2010).  Graham 
Davis argues that O’Connor sold slaves after the Emancipation Proclamation but before the proclamation 
was promulgated in Texas, cutting his potential  losses. Davis, 214. 
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Every Mexican suspected of complicity in the murders was rounded up and 
arrested and brought in and chained up in the rooms of the old wooden courthouse 
. . . One night a mob took the three from the jail and hung them. Most of the 
remaining Mexicans then began an exodus into Mexico. The roads were lined 
with ox-carts and wagons headed west.189  

Three years later, a member of an old Tejano ranchero family, the Castillos, was 

convicted on circumstantial evidence of killing a descendant of James Power in a dispute 

over land titles and boundaries. “The aftermath of [these] murders was that practically all 

of the old colonial Mexican families of Refugio county, . . . sold their lands and moved to 

Mexico.”190  

 The declines in the number of Mexicans and Irish in these areas did not reflect 

trends in the state as a whole. The foreign-born population of Texas had soared to 

114,616 by the time the Tenth United States Census was taken in 1880 – an increase of 

almost 84 percent in ten years, 164 percent in twenty.191  Of that total, 35,347 – more 

than 30 percent -- were listed as having been born in Germany. But no longer were the 

Germans the largest foreign-born group. The number born in Mexico had grown to 

43,161 – probably as a result of railroad construction, which had mushroomed.  The 

figure for Czechs – 6,143 – had increased by 143 percent over 1870. The Irish-born 

189Huson, vol. 2, 211. 
190 Ibid., 212-214. 
191 United States Census, 1880. “Population by Race, Sex, and Nativity.” Table VII. “Population, as 
Native and Foreign-Born, by States and Territories, 1880, 1870, 1860,” 426. 
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numbered 8,103 – just over double the total for 1870 – again, likely a result of railroad 

work.192  

 Though the German-, Irish-, and Czech-born populations continued to grow, they 

did not keep pace with the increases in native-born residents of the state. Between 1870 

and 1880, the native-born total grew from 756,168 to 1,477,133 – a 95 percent gain.193 

Some of this was natural increase, but much of it was due to an influx of immigrants from 

the Southern United States. While many of these newcomers were poor whites, many 

others were middle-class Baptists and Methodists who sought opportunity, but wished to 

replicate the social systems they had left behind. Their efforts often entailed attempts to 

force new norms on their new neighbors. In three areas especially, this brought them into 

conflict with the Irish, Germans, and Czechs: Sabbath practices, alcohol use, and 

language.  As the 1880s neared their midpoint, these conflicts grew more public, and 

more intense.  

 When German farmer Carl Urbantke, a convert to Methodism, refused to help a 

neighbor build a house on Sunday, the entire Cat Spring community was affronted, and 

his status as a member of that community was threatened. Similarly, a decision by 

Augustin Haidusek put the Czech leader at odds with his countrymen. Since 1871, a state 

law had required that instruction in public schools be conducted in English and that all 

public school teachers pass an English competency exam. But because transportation was 

192 Ibid., Table XIII. Showing the Nativities of Foreign-Born Population, 492-495. I have combined the 
figures for Austria proper and Bohemia as because they appear to correspond with areas with large Czech 
populations. 
193 Ibid., Table VII, p. 426. These totals include native-born individuals of European and Mexican 
ancestry. 
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primitive, most schools were neighborhood affairs serving hamlets that often had all-

German or all-Czech populations. Until 1885, these schools were usually conducted in 

the native language of most of the pupils. In that year, Haidusek as Fayette County judge 

declared that English would henceforth be the “primary” language of instruction in all the 

county’s public schools. Needless to say, the decision was not a popular one.194  

Prohibition had long divided the Germans, Irish, and Czechs from many of their 

Anglo neighbors, but the issue was brought to a head when the framers of the state’s 

1876 constitution included a requirement that the legislature pass a local option law. 

Though local option elections were seldom held in immigrant communities, the law still 

created tension. And when nationally known prohibition advocate Frances Willard toured 

the state in 1882, that tension was raised to near crisis-proportions. Before the decade was 

out, it would flare into confrontation.195  

194 Kelley, 385-386; Machann and Menzl, 88-89. 
195 H.A. Ivy, Rum on the Run in Texas: A Brief History of Prohibition in the Lone Star State (Dallas: 
Temperance Pub. Co., 1910), 24-26; James D. Ivy, No Saloon in the Valley: The Southern Strategy of Texas 
Prohibitionists in the 1880s (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2003), 7-23. James Ivy has said the two are 
not related. 
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Chapter 3 

Shortly after dusk on the evening of June 7, 1887 a crowd of more than 2,000 San 

Antonians gathered on a vacant lot a few hundred feet north of the Alamo. It was a starlit 

night; the moon had not yet risen. The city had no electric street lights, and the lot lacked 

gas lighting.  A massive dry goods box had been placed near one corner to serve as a 

speakers’ platform. At its four corners stood men holding oil lamps that lent flickering 

illumination to the scene. Suddenly, one of the lamps exploded, sending a ripple of 

apprehension through the already tense throng. It was a mixed crowd; the announced 

speaker was Henry McNeal Turner, a renowned bishop of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church from Atlanta. He was touring Texas in an attempt to swing the state’s 

substantial black population behind a proposed constitutional amendment to ban the 

production, sale, and consumption of alcohol. His audience seemed, however, to be 

dominated by anti-prohibitionists, black, brown, and white.196  

A white prohibitionist, W.H. Brooker, clambered atop the speakers’ box to 

introduce Turner, but the crowd shouted him down. The bishop himself then mounted the 

makeshift rostrum, but he was unable to make himself heard over shouts denouncing the 

prohibitionists as “rats,” and himself as a “nigger.” 

As he stepped down, the assemblage began chanting for former alderman A.I. 

Lockwood, a saloon owner and staunch anti. He climbed onto the speakers’ box, and as 

196 The portrayal of this incident is drawn from accounts in the June 8, 1887 issues of the San Antonio 
Express, the San Antonio Light, and the New York Times, as well as the Express and Light accounts of the 
inquiry into the events of the night, published June 9-14, and from Ivy, No Saloon.  
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the audience quieted, observed that while it was to have been a prohibitionist rally, it 

seemed to him that “99 of 100” persons there opposed the amendment. He himself saw it 

as an assault on personal liberty, he declared.197  As Lockwood left the platform, one of 

the city’s best respected and most vociferous prohibition advocates, Methodist Rev. A.H. 

Sutherland, took his place. Looking out over the crowd, the minister began to speak.  As 

he opened his mouth, a rotten egg sailed toward him from the western edge of the lot. It 

hit him just above his left eye. Another struck him on the cheek, still others smashed 

against his neck and his clothes. Stunned, he briefly stood silent, then swiftly fled the 

stand.198 As he lurched through the mass of people milling around the box, he accosted 

businessman Gus Kampmann, accusing the larger man of targeting him. Kampmann 

demurred, and the two faced off as if to fight. County Sheriff Nat Lewis stepped between 

them, threatening to arrest both if they did not desist. Kampmann snatched the minister’s 

hat off his head and clapped it back on again, then heeded the lawman’s advice to go 

home.199 

*  *  *  *  *

 By the late 1880s, Texas had undergone a transformation. At the beginning of the 

decade, the state remained a frontier, where opportunity beckoned in the guise of open 

spaces with few inhabitants and fewer rules. By its end, barbed wire had brought the 

great trail drives to a close, and “buffalo soldiers,” most formerly enslaved men carrying 

197 San Antonio Express, June 18, 1887. 
198 Ibid., June 11, 1887. 
199 Ibid., June 8, 1887; June 18, 1887. San Antonio Light, June 8, 1887. 
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out the orders of Anglo officers, had driven the Comanches, Apaches, and Tonkawas 

from the state. A system of railways connected Texas’ cotton, cattle and corn to national 

markets, and to Mexico.   

Immigration advanced as rapidly as commerce. Between 1880 and 1887, the total 

number of Texans rose from 1,580,811 to 2,015,032 – an increase of 26.59 percent, less 

than in the 1870s, but large enough to force accommodations by long-term residents and 

newcomers alike. We know this from a remarkable document that has come to be known 

as the “Forgotten Texas Census.” Intended to combat negative impressions spawned by 

nationwide appeals for help from drouth-stricken northwest Texas, the “First Annual 

Report of the Agricultural Bureau of the Department of Agriculture, Insurance, Statistics, 

and History, 1887-1888,” offered much more than how many bales of cotton and bushels 

of grain were produced in the state. Among a broad array of facts, the author, 

Commissioner Lafayette Lumpkin Foster, included a detailed, county-by-county 

breakdown of the population, including information on race, gender, and ethnicity.200  

According to this census, Texas was 64.93 percent “American,” 19.63 percent 

“colored,” 6.43 percent “German,” and 3.91 percent “Mexican” in 1887-1888. The 

“American” total does not include persons classified as “colored,” “German” or 

“Mexican.” A comparison with the United States Census for 1890 makes it clear that the 

200 I have created tables from the country by county information provided in the Forgotten Census. 
Disconcertingly, the statewide totals Lumpkin gives in the introductory chapters of the document do not 
comport exactly with the results of an addition of the county-by-county figures. Except where county-level 
figures are significant, the statewide totals will be used.  
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“German” category includes not only persons born in Germany, but what was then called 

the “German element” – the German-born as well as American-born persons of German 

ancestry.  The Mexican category likewise includes persons born in Mexico and Texas-

born persons of Mexican ancestry. For this reason, it is impossible to compare exactly the 

figures from the United States censuses of 1880 and 1890, but general conclusions may 

be drawn. 

Statewide, the German element included some 124,968 persons. These individuals 

and families were scattered throughout the state, except for clusters of counties in north 

central Texas and in the Piney Woods of East Texas that were largely Anglo and a few 

along the border that were predominantly Mexican-American. More than half the 

counties had at least 50 German residents, while 26 had more than 1,000. Some 25 

counties were at least 10 percent German, twelve were over 25 percent, and seven were 

over 40 percent German. While these counties were concentrated in central Texas, 

Germans were a significant presence throughout the state, especially in urban areas. 

The coming of the railroads facilitated increased settlement in the state in several 

ways. They allowed ranchers and farmers to move into areas that had previously seemed 

too isolated and remote. But their influence was not limited to transportation. Because 

Texas had more land than money, state and local officials used generous land grants to 

entice national and international railroad financiers to build within the state and along 

certain routes. To ensure they had enough shippers to keep their roads solvent, the 



131

railroad men in turn divided their grants and sold them to would-be farmers and 

ranchers.201  

Cheap land attracted thousands of refugees from the played-out cotton farms of 

the Old South. Many westward-bound adventurers from the northern states, frightened by 

the hardships encountered by those pushing through the Rocky Mountains, detoured into 

Texas. Increasing numbers of displaced smallholders from rural areas of Ireland, 

Germany, the Czechlands, and other regions of Europe also came, eager to try their hand 

at agriculture in a place where the elusive goal of land ownership at last seemed within 

their reach. At the same time, the railroads imported thousands of unskilled laborers, 

mostly from Mexico, to clear their rights of way and lay down track. Some of these 

workers followed the roads northward; others found congenial communities in Texas and 

put down roots, often as tenants or sharecroppers on cotton farms. Chain migration 

amplified all these effects, with earlier immigrants encouraging their compatriots with 

financial assistance, information, and the promise of a welcoming community where they 

could share customs and languages.202 

 These strands of immigration would come into ugly conflict in 1887. Essentially 

what happened in the 1880s was a tipping point phenomenon, or more specifically, the 

simultaneous achievement of a tipping point among several potentially opposing groups. 

We have seen in chapters 1 and 2 that there were significant differences among the 

201 Some railroad building syndicates, especially those based in Britain, initially attempted to ranch the 
lands they received. See Cordia Sloan Duke, 6,000 Miles of Fence: Life on the XIT Ranch of Texas (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1961).  
202 Foley, The White Scourge, 27-28, 44. 
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various groups that settled Texas. But so long as their numbers were relatively small and 

the land was relatively large, each group had a strong incentive – self-preservation – to 

moderate its own views and practices in order to keep the peace and avoid open conflict. 

Certainly, there were points at which these “peace settlements” broke down, notably the 

Nueces massacre during the Civil War.203 

Sometimes these accommodations took the form of forging lasting family ties that 

would ensure economic and political power, as when the Irish empresarios Power and 

Hewetson married women of Mexican ancestry. Power reinforced his connection to the 

Portilla family on the death of his wife, Dolores: within a few years he had married her 

sister, Tomasa, with whom he had five more children. Intermarriage among the Irish and 

Tejanos of San Antonio was not unusual; nor was it necessarily the case that an Irish 

identity was preferred. The family of San Antonio Mayor Bryan Callaghan II offers a 

case in point. When his father, the first Mayor Bryan Callaghan, died, his mother, the 

former Concepción Ramón, married Jose Angel Navarro, son of a Tejano signer of the 

Texas Declaration of Independence. The Navarros had several children; they were 

accepted socially as Callaghan’s siblings. His sisters used the Spanish forms of their 

names, Catarina, Carolina, and Angelita; one married a man with a Spanish surname. 204 

German Texans also married Tejanos during this period. Callaghan’s daughter, 

203 See Montejano for more on concept of the peace settlement. 
204 Untitled typescript, dated August 29, 1910, from Callaghan lateral file, San Antonio Conservation 
Society. 
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Concepción, married Theo Muegge and San Antonio City Marshal Philip Shardein 

married into the Barrera family.205 

These bonds seem to have been accepted. But with the influx of blue-collar 

workers from Mexico, this began to change. Railroad work and other hard manual labor 

began to be thought of as “Mexican work,” degrading not only to those who performed it, 

but to other persons of Mexican ancestry as well. The implications of having a Spanish 

name or possessing Mexican “blood” began to shift.206 

The identity of European immigrants was subtly changing, too. When there were 

only a small number of Irish, Germans, and Czechs in Texas, the fact that they enjoyed 

beer, wine and other forms of alcohol did not threaten their neighbors who chose not to 

imbibe. Their enjoyment of light-hearted social interactions on Sundays did not disturb 

those whose worship was more solemn. But as their compatriots arrived in increasing 

numbers, members of these groups became more open in their activities. In the large 

cities, their saloons, casinos, and beer gardens became popular destinations that attracted 

Anglos as well as their own – especially Anglo men. From the mid-1850s, Germans built 

halls for communal activities, including their beloved music and theater. If Anglos 

wanted to see a play or hear a concert, in many places they had to venture into a German-

controlled hall, such as those owned by the Turnvereins and the Casino Clubs; alcohol 

205 Callaghan vertical file, Institute of Texan Cultures; Frederick C. Chabot, With the Makers of San 
Antonio: Genealogies of the Early Latin, Anglo-American, and German Families, with Occasional 
Biographies; Each Group Being Prefaced with a Brief Historical Sketch and Illustrations (San Antonio: 
Artes Graficas, 1937). 
206 In my research on San Antonio society, I have found no overt criticism of these families. It is, of 
course, ironic that an association with manual labor would lead to a separation of Irish and Mexican 
Texans, since the same type of work had stigmatized the Irish in the northeast for several decades. 
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was readily available. If they wanted to hold a large meeting, for whatever reason, 

including prohibition, the only suitable indoor space was often one of these German-run 

venues, where a bar adjoined the meeting rooms. European-American drinking cultures 

began to predominate, or at least so it seemed to many to whom this was anathema. 

But as the number of newcomers from the Old South, the Northeast, and the 

Midwest also increased, the need to acquiesce in this more relaxed, more convivial mode 

of life waned. If there were enough non-Mexican, non-German, non-Irish, non-Czechs 

present in a community, there was no longer a need for straitlaced Anglos to accept 

practices they found unacceptable. They began building opera houses and meeting halls 

unconnected to the serving of alcohol and sought the passage of laws to bar the sale and 

production of alcoholic beverages. They fought what they saw as the desecration of the 

Sabbath through city-wide prayer meetings, as in Austin in the first week of 1887, and 

lobbied for laws to prevent their neighbors from spending their Sundays shopping, 

visiting in public places, and drinking alcohol.207 In the early days of Texas, many of 

those who came to the republic or the state had been bent on escaping something – debts, 

legal charges, unhappy marriages – and simply wanted to be left alone. Now, many 

immigrants were hoping to recreate the societies they came from, minus the things about 

those societies they didn’t like. Texas, they thought, offered a chance to shape the ideal 

community. 

207 Austin Daily Statesman, January 1-6, 1887. 
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 By 1887, these evolving realities were on a collision course. The year began with 

desperate rumors of drouth, crop failure, and starvation from the state’s northwestern 

counties. In the legislature at Austin, a divisive election for U.S. Senator captured the 

attention of gamblers as well as the public at large. They handicapped the contest as they 

did horse races, even setting up a chalk board at the entrance to the Capitol grounds to 

display the odds.208 Inside the Capitol, legislators faced a minor crisis when several 

members moved that the governor’s “state of the state” message be printed not only in 

English, but in “German, Bohemian and Swede.” A representative from overwhelmingly 

Anglo Limestone County, just east of Waco, contended that “foreigners should learn the 

English language, and . . . the state should not be at the expense of publishing in so many 

languages.” He carried the day: the 5,000 copies of the speech appeared in English 

only.209   

Of much greater import were the legislature’s discussions of prohibition. The 

effort to legally ban the production, sale, and consumption of alcohol in Texas stretched 

back into the days of the Republic. A local option system, written into the state’s 1876 

constitution, allowed governmental units as small as precincts to vote on whether to allow 

alcohol within their boundaries. But prohibition advocates, led by Baptist and Methodist 

activists from largely Anglo north central Texas, sought a statewide resolution to what 

they viewed as the crucial moral issue of the day. Local option had worked fairly well in 

the northern counties, where Frances Willard of the Women’s Christian Temperance 

208 Austin Daily Statesman, January 1-15, 1887. 
209 Ibid., January 14, 1887. 
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Union had focused most of her 1882 tour; but in the south and west, in the large cities, 

and along the Mexican border, it had failed.210  An 1885 election in McLennan County 

and its county seat, Waco, had demonstrated the limits of local option: prohibition had 

been defeated by more than two-to-one in that Baptist stronghold.  

 Most prohibition leaders and many, though not all, of its proponents were, in the 

parlance of the day, “American” – by which was meant non-African-American, non-

Mexican, and non-European.211 Most were also evangelical Protestants. Despite a pledge 

in the prohibitionists’ initial convention of the 1887 drive to “make this campaign as 

citizens of Texas, without reference to race, party politics, [or] religious distinctions,”212 

the contest soon became one as much about race, ethnicity, religion, and broad cultural 

differences as about intoxicating beverages themselves. Though in point of fact, the 

majority of actors on both sides were Anglo men, before, during, and after the contest, 

participants and commentators alike viewed it as pitting “Americans” against “negroes,” 

“Mexicans,” “Germans,”  and in some cases, “Irish Catholics” and “Bohemians.”213  

The push for a statewide amendment had begun as early as 1884. In that year, J.B. 

Cranfill, then a crusading physician and editor in the small town of Gatesville, had 

attempted to get the state Democratic Party to endorse a prohibition resolution. In his 

210 Alwyn Barr, Reconstruction to Reform: Texas Politics, 1876-1906 (1971, reprint Dallas: Southern 
Methodist University Press, 2000), 85-92.  
211 See Forgotten Census. 
212 Dallas Morning News, March 17, 1887. 
213 It should be emphasized that there were Anglos who actively opposed prohibition as well as active 
prohibitionists who were also active drinkers. Prohibition was good for the public, but should not apply to 
them! Also, during this period, the word “Negro” was never capitalized. The term “Bohemian” was applied 
to all Texas immigrants from the Czechlands; it did not have the sense of “countercultural” which it would 
later gain.  
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memoirs, he portrayed an anti-prohibition delegate in the same kind of racialized 

caricature commonly used against African Americans and Mexican Americans:  “A 

German delegate from San Antonio,” he wrote, “was the first to secure the floor. He said:  

‘Meester Shairman! I moofe dat de resolootion which de shintleman eentrodoos 
be laid upon de dable, and de shintleman wheech eentrodoos de resolootion be 
laid oonder de dable!’214 

The assemblage apparently took more interest in the delegate’s views than in his 

accent. The motion was immediately adopted, briefly stymieing the progress of the 

prohibition movement. But by 1887, the dry forces had gained enough strength to 

persuade legislators to put a constitutional amendment before the voters, despite the 

efforts of a national German brewer, W.J. Lemp, Sr., of St. Louis, who contracted to pay 

a Texas German $500 to stop the referendum.215 From mid-spring through election day, 

August 4, the state was alive with rallies, speakings, and barbecues staged by both 

sides.216 The debate was also carried out in the pages of mainstream newspapers, 

German-language papers, and newer journals that sprang up just for the occasion – 

including the leading dry journal, The Waco Advance, edited by none other than Cranfill. 

214 Dr. J.B. Cranfill’s Chronicle: A Story of Life in Texas, Written by Himself About Himself (New York: 
Fleming H. Revell Company, 1916) , 299; J.B. Cranfill, From Memory: Reminiscences, Recitals, and 
Gleanings from a Bustling and Busy Life (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1937), 182. 
215 San Antonio Express, June 1, 1887, quoting Austin Dispatch. Lemp, brewer of Falstaff beer and 
onetime owner of Austin’s Scholz’s Garten, tried to get out of paying when his agent failed. 
216 Barr, 85-92. 
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He had relocated to the larger city, home to Baylor University and, despite the results of 

the 1885 local option election, a bastion of Southern Baptist anti-alcohol sentiment.217  

The anti-prohibition forces, largely bankrolled by in-state and national brewers 

and liquor dealers, hired the Waco railroad lawyer and lobbyist George Clark as their 

strategist and principal spokesman.218 Though the seven breweries operating in the state 

were German-owned, as were the national breweries that contributed $3,000 to the anti-

amendment cause,219 the speakers Clark sent out onto the hustings were mostly Anglo 

men like himself, well known from their roles in state politics. Like Lockwood, they 

argued that the amendment would abridge personal liberties. But Cranfill and others 

sought to cast the issue in ethnic and racial terms. The “native white Anglo-Saxon 

element of the South,” he wrote on May 26, would brook no interference in their control 

of Texas society. “[I]t will be a late day when they submit to having their institutions 

destroyed, their sacred days profaned, and their public buildings defaced by negroes and 

low-bred foreigners.”220 

 Only three of the many issues of the Advance, a daily during the prohibition 

campaign, appear to have survived. To the detriment of Cranfill’s reputation and the 

relief of historians, one of those is that of May 26.  But even had that issue not made it to 

microfilm, it would not have been lost to history. Soon famous for its “Native White 

217 Major papers included the Dallas Morning News, the Houston Post, the Galveston Daily News, the San 
Antonio Express, the San Antonio Light, the Texas Vorwarts, the Waco Daily Advance, and the True Blue, a 
Waco-based anti-prohibition organ. 
218 Barr, 89. 
219 San Antonio Express, May 27, 1887. 
220 Waco Advance, May 26, 1887. 
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Man” editorial, it became a cause célèbre, referred to by newspapers throughout the state 

and invoked by anti-prohibition speakers who sought to turn those vilified by Cranfill 

into opponents of his cause.221  

At some point, according to other publications, he began to deny that he had 

written the offending passages, even to apologize for them.222 To be fair, it is possible 

that he did not write them; that issue lists an associate editor – who he also said was not 

the author. But Cranfill could hardly, as he claimed, have been unaware of what was 

being published. Referring to an incident that seems never to have happened,223 he 

reported that at the mainly German settlement of Weimar in east-central Texas, “the 

American flag was insulted by a lot of low drunken Germans, who ran up the flag of the 

country recently hammered together by the greatest despot of modern times.”224 He also 

mentioned a San Antonio episode that had occurred a few days earlier, in which an Irish 

newspaperman, R.I. Coyle, entered the Alamo and used a hatchet to chop up a wooden 

statue of a saint which was stored there and had been defaced with a Masonic symbol -- 

in Cranfill’s terms, “the mutilation of the statuary at the Alamo by the Irish Catholics.”  

The Germans had been disloyal to their adopted country during the Civil War, he added. 

“On the banks of the Nueces are now the bleaching bones of a lot of such traitors.”225 

221 San Antonio Express, June 29, 1887; June 26, 1887.. 
222 Ibid., June 11, 1887.  
223 Ibid., May 28, 1887. 
224 Waco Advance, May 26, 1887. 
225 San Antonio Light, May 18, 1887; Waco Advance, May 26, 1887. 
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 The May 26 issue also featured one of the most curious aspects of the 1887 

campaign: the prohibitionists’ attempt to appeal to the same Germans and African 

Americans they so harshly maligned. On the front page, Cranfill reprinted an item from 

the Texas Christian Advocate:  

I have met several influential gentlemen from the . . . German counties, and they 
speak most hopefully of the vote in that quarter of the state. Many of the Germans 
will vote with us. . . . What a blessing prohibition will be to this sturdy, thrifty 
race.226 

As word of the “Native White Man” editorial spread throughout the state, an 

event that became equally notorious took place at San Antonio. From accounts published 

in two of the city’s several dailies and the New York Times, it is possible to piece 

together this story:  During the first week of June, prohibition leader W.H. Brooker 

approached Mayor Bryan Callaghan II about holding a series of bi-weekly prohibition 

rallies on the city’s plazas or public squares, noting that his group had been refused use of 

the city’s most popular venue for public gatherings, Turner Hall.227 The Turners had 

refused to rent to Brooker “for love nor money.” Callaghan told him he would have to 

approach the City Council for permission.228 

Later that week, an African-American prohibitionist asked the movement’s local 

chair, G.B. Johnston, for help in securing Alamo Plaza for an address to black San 

Antonians by Bishop Turner, nationally noted for advocating that African Americans, 

who generally opposed prohibition, embrace the dry cause.  Johnston gave the man a note 

226 Ibid. 
227 San Antonio Express, June 8, 1887. 
228 San Antonio Light, June 8, 1887. 
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to take to the mayor,229 then followed up with his own visit to the City Council chamber 

late on Saturday afternoon. He told the mayor he believed he did not need the council’s 

permission to use the plazas, but in case he was denied, he had already asked federal 

officials about using the “federal lot,” on which the city’s main post office and federal 

building were slated to be built. Callaghan told the prohibition leader that if he thought he 

knew the law better than the mayor, to go ahead and try to hold his meeting, and he, the 

mayor, would soon put a stop to it.230 This statement, and its context, would become the 

center of a bitter dispute and what newspapers around the state called a “sensational 

trial.” At the next council meeting, Callaghan presented the prohibitionist request to the 

aldermen. It was rejected in short order, and followed by a resolution that in future, use of 

the plazas for mass meetings would require the express permission of the mayor.231  

On the appointed day, black and white prohibitionists worked to prepare the 

federal lot for Turner’s appearance. Late in the afternoon, they tried to station horse-

drawn wagons or “floats” at one side of the lot to serve as a speakers’ platform, but a city 

police officer refused to allow it. He pointed out that they had positioned them under the 

windows of a very ill woman.232 Instead they brought out a “huge dry goods box” and 

moved it away from her home. As evening fell, Mayor Callaghan, Sheriff Nat Lewis, and 

City Marshal Shardein gathered on the sidelines to observe the gathering crowd, laughing 

229 San Antonio Express, June 18, 1887. 
230 Ibid. 
231 Ibid., June 7, 1887; June 12, 1887. 
232 When Mayor Callaghan and City Marshal Shardein learned of the officer’s actions they castigated him 
for overzealousness. 
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and talking as they watched. One of Shardein’s men, a German, came up and told him 

that he did not believe he could arrest an anti-prohibitionist for attempting to disrupt the 

meeting; the marshal said that meant the officer would have to resign. Callaghan insisted 

that the resignation, and the surrendering of the officer’s badge and gun, happen 

immediately. 

As it got darker, several members of the city council wandered over from their 

places of business to see what might develop. Shardein, Lewis, and Callaghan remained 

on the periphery of the crowd, which grew more and more restive. As the first speaker 

attempted to address them, the anti-prohibitionists began to jeer. They fell quiet only 

when their entreaties encouraged former alderman Lockwood to take the platform; they 

resumed their shouts once he concluded his remarks and ceded the stage to Sutherland. 

As the barrage of eggs began to fly, the crowd became increasingly loud and unruly. The 

black prohibitionists seized the oil lamps and the visiting bishop and headed toward their 

largest church, where Turner was finally able to make his address. One report indicated 

the egg-throwers followed and launched their missiles through the open windows of the 

edifice. Once the lamps were gone, the crowd rapidly broke up, but not before police 

arrested two men, a German employee of the Lone Star brewery, the city’s largest, and an 

African-American barber who had apparently been chanting “Go to hell!” “Go to hell!” 

at the prohibitionist speakers as he stood directly in front of the platform.233  

233 San Antonio Light, June 8, 1887; San Antonio Express, June 8, 1887; June 18, 1887. 
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 Reaction to the episode was swift and intense. San Antonio’s two major 

newspapers agreed that it was a disgrace and had harmed the anti-prohibition cause, 

perhaps fatally. Statewide, anti-, pro-, and officially neutral organs lamented the 

“outrage.”234 When the national press picked up the story, local opinion focused on the 

effect it would have on the Alamo city’s growing reputation as a resort.235 

 For a day and a half, it appeared that the episode would redound to the credit of 

the prohibition cause and might even swing the election in their direction. But on June 9, 

W.H. Brooker filed an affidavit with James Duryee Stevenson, the United States 

Commissioner for the Western District of Texas, accusing Mayor Callaghan, City 

Treasurer Ferdinand Herff, Alderman Hans L. Degener, City Marshal Shardein, ex-

alderman Lockwood, and Gus Kampmann of having conspired to break up the meeting 

by assaulting the visiting bishop and Rev. Sutherland. Also implicated were the two men 

who were arrested, as well as “a little German” named Lendauer who had apparently 

bragged that he was carrying eggs in his pockets.236 

 Several of the men were brought before the commissioner that afternoon to begin 

a preliminary examination to determine whether they should be bound over to the grand 

jury for indictment. Callaghan refused to post bond, saying he would prefer to go to jail  

than to dignify the charges in any way.  Distressed at the thought of sending the mayor to 

234 Various papers from around the state, quoted in the San Antonio Light, June 10-11, 1887 and San 
Antonio Express, June 10-11, 1887. 
235 San Antonio Light, June 8-9, 1887; San Antonio Express, June 8-9, 1887.  New York Voice, quoted in 
San Antonio Express, June 26, 1887. 
236 An Anglo told the newspapers that when Lendauer told him his pockets were full of eggs, he reached 
around behind him and clapped his hands against him, crushing the eggs before Lendauer could throw 
them. 
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an institution referred to locally as the “Bat Cave,” its walls reportedly studded with 

jagged fragments of glass, he allowed the defendants to go home without posting bail.237 

The examination resumed the next morning, and would continue for ten days, 

playing to a packed courtroom. The rising tensions between Anglos and Texans of 

European and Mexican ancestry colored the proceedings from the start. Sutherland called 

the egg episode “the second battle of the Alamo.” He invoked an ancestor who served as 

a messenger for the doomed garrison, and dramatically sought to connect himself to the 

heroes, stating in a letter to the San Antonio Express: 

For half  an hour the missiles flew, the storm raged and the thunders shook the 
very earth at every attempt of that native born Texan to speak and that on the very 
ground bought and baptized by Sutherland blood. . . . every stone of the Alamo 
cried out, “The blood of the mighty dead has stained me!”238 

The federal district attorney who argued the case against the alleged conspirators 

was Rudolph Kleberg of Cuero, son of Robert Justus Kleberg I and his wife Rosa von 

Roeder Kleberg – a member of one of the state’s oldest and most distinguished German 

families and reputedly a foe of prohibition. Herff was the son and namesake of perhaps 

the most prominent of the Latin Farmers, Ferdinand Herff, Sr., who became the foremost 

physician in 19th century Texas and was himself active in politics and public service. 

Degener’s pedigree was equally notable: the son of Edward Degener, who served as a 

Republican representative of Texas in the United States Congress during Reconstruction, 

he was the younger brother of Hugo and Hilmar Degener, two of the German men who 

237 San Antonio Light, June 11 and 16, 1887; San Antonio Express, June 11, 1887. 
238 Ibid. 
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were killed on the Nueces in 1862 and whose bones were finally buried at Comfort in 

1866 – the “bleaching bones” Cranfill railed about. Kampmann was a more ambivalent 

figure. He was a member of one of San Antonio’s leading German clans, but his banker 

father, perhaps the wealthiest man in the city, had recently written him out of his will 

because he had refused to abandon his “dissolute” lifestyle. Lockwood, though himself an 

Anglo, was closely linked to the Europeans and Mexicans through his business and 

political endeavors as owner of the Star and Crescent Saloon and Billiard Parlor.239  

The San Antonio Light opined early on that “Herff and Degener were no doubt 

pitched upon because they were representative Germans,”240 though Brooker testified that 

both men had “freely distributed” whiskey and eggs to the crowd for at least an hour 

before the meeting began. The Light was sympathetic to the accused after a paroxysm of 

shame in its initial coverage of what it later called “the egg riot.” Midway through the 

inquiry, it stated clearly the implications of the hostilities: 

The Waco Advance . . . has served notice on all Germans, together with all 
republicans, white and black, and every foreigner – that they are not wanted in 
Texas, that they have no rights here; and, that the control of the state by the natty 
white man has been decreed by the party of Cranfill and Carroll.241  

239 San Antonio Light, June 11 - 21, 1887 ; Ivy, No Saloon, 74, 82; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Herff, 
Ferdinand Ludwig,"  http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/HH/fhe27.html (accessed May 5, 
2010); Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Degener, Edward," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/DD/fde28.html(accessed May 5, 2010). “Edward 
Degener” vertical file, University of Texas at San Antonio Institute of Texan Cultures; Kampmann family 
vertical file, Institute of Texan Cultures. Ivy makes a very interesting argument about the role of honor in 
the egg episode in No Saloon. 
240 San Antonio Light, June 11, 1887. 
241 Ibid., June 13, 1887.  Carroll was one of the state’s leading Baptist ministers and an ally of Cranfill 
during this episode. Barr, 91-92. 
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The Light’s view appeared to have some validity; indeed, most of the defendants 

were suspect in the eyes of prohibitionists like G.B. Johnston, who made certain 

assumptions about Callaghan as an Irish-Mexican Catholic. The local prohibition chief 

accused the mayor of having been “mumbling drunk” when he visited him in the council 

chambers; a parade of witnesses disputed this characterization.242 Then Brooker was 

forced to admit that his allegations against Herff and Degener were based on hearsay.243 

The man he claimed had supplied his information said it was untrue.244 Moreover, several 

additional witnesses testified that both Herff and Degener had attempted to keep order in 

their areas of the crowd. A German witness recalled that when Herff saw the eggs being 

thrown, “he said it was a disgrace, injury and shame, especially for Germans, to act so; it 

was a disgrace to the city.”245 

The city marshal and mayor offered detailed and plausible accounts of their 

efforts to maintain order without having the police disrupt the meeting, including their 

shared decision to demand the immediate resignation of the German policeman who told 

them his anti-prohibition beliefs would preclude his taking action against other antis. By 

the time they concluded, the examination had virtually reached an end. But the closing 

argument of their counsel, J.W. Walthall, an Anglo lawyer, addressed a key factor 

underlying the entire episode. He said:  

242 San Antonio Express, June 18, 1887. 
243 Brooker was no more deferential to his allies than to his enemies; he called Bishop Turner “a half-
breed.” 
244 San Antonio Express, June 14-15, 1887. 
245 Ibid., June 17, 1887. 
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As the Germans have been mainly charged with the disturbance, and no doubt 
were largely the greatest number there, I will refer to them especially. We must 
remember that this is a new and most exciting question among our people; that we 
have a large German population in the city, who from their youths up have 
acquired the habit of indulging in their mug of laager beer. This habit, thousands 
of them here and in other parts of our state have brought from the “fatherland,” 
and their children born here have acquired it.246 

Far from the vice the prohibitionists decried, he said, beer drinking was an 

integral part of German-American culture. The freedom to indulge in it was part of what 

brought Germans to America in the first place: 

The German father, the German mother, son and daughter have this habit, which 
they believe conducive to health, friendly intercourse and social pleasure. When 
you attack that habit and seek to deprive the Germans of it, they believe it to be a 
wanton assault upon their private and individual rights and privileges – an attempt 
to deny them God-given freedom, and deprive them of an enjoyment inherited 
from their ancestral race and secured under the free laws and institutions of this 
their adopted and loved country. Is it then strange or more than human that they 
should become aroused and feel like rebelling and making open resistance against 
it?247  

 He argued that Cranfill’s abusive editorials had played a direct role in the egg-

throwing affair: 

Is it to be wondered at or condemned as an unpardonable sin, that the Germans, 
Irish and other foreigners among us, as well as the negroes, should attempt to 
break up a prohibition meeting by yells, jeers and eggs in resenting the villainous 
and slanderous abuse heaped upon them by Cranfill, the acknowledged leader of 
the prohibitionists . . . .? No German, Irishman or other foreigner or negro can 
read his dastardly abuse of their race and people, and not be fired with resistance 
to a cause headed by a slanderer so foul and debased in his attack upon them. 
Hear what he says and then wonder if you can at the disturbance complained of.” 

246 Ibid., June 21, 1887. 
247 Ibid. 
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He then quoted Cranfill at length; of the anti-prohibitionist convention, he said, the editor 

wrote: 

the “valk lide” of the bo-Dutch sergeant-at-arms is mingled with the “set down 
dar” of the ignorant nigger doorkeeper. They are all solid now against the 
amendment and loud against the control of the state by the ‘white man.’ . . . the 
bo-Dutch element in Southern Texas were false to their state during the war.248 
The commissioner dismissed the charges against all the accused except Lockwood 

and Kampmann, leaving it to the federal grand jury to examine the evidence against them 

at its next meeting.249 The outcome was anticlimactic to say the least. In the immediate 

aftermath of the incident, the press and the public had sympathized decidedly with the 

prohibitionists. Had Brooker, Sutherland, and their colleagues resisted the urge to 

humiliate their opponents, it might have continued so. As it was, because their 

accusations targeted almost exclusively Irishmen, Germans and persons with connections 

to the Mexican community, it was easy for Walthall to connect them with Cranfill’s 

“Native White Man” screed. When they were unable to prove most of their allegations, 

the consequences for their crusade were lasting and severe.  

The referendum campaign continued through the summer, but with much less 

drama. German support for the anti-prohibition cause continued to be strong, but largely 

behind the scenes. Through the weeks leading up to August 4, Germans, Czechs, and 

Tejanos organized anti-prohibition clubs and heard speakers in their native languages.250 

248 Ibid.  Did Walthall point out that Cranfill referred to Hans Degener’s brothers? The quotations, from 
news accounts of Walthall’s closing argument, do not make this clear. I have been unable to find the 
records of this case; the oldest items at the National Archives Fort Worth regional center, which houses the 
records of the United States Commissioner for the Western District of Texas, are dated 1893. 
249 Ibid., June 22, 1887.  I have been unable to find out the final outcome of this case. 
250 San Antonio Light, July 23, 1887. 
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In July, Clark and the anti-prohibitionists contrived to have newspapers across the state 

reprint the lengthy 1853 statement by Texas Revolutionary hero Sam Houston, in which 

he explicitly said he could not support a law that would harm German Texans.251  

The election rules for the referendum allowed to vote men who had “filed their 

declaration of intention to become citizens of the United States” almost up to election 

day. In San Antonio, nearly 350 took advantage of this provision, 253 of them German. 

In Fort Worth more than 70 papers were issued in the two days before the election, 

mostly to “natives of the German Empire.”252 The prohibitionists’ efforts to push the 

referendum thus had the unintended effect of bringing immigrants more fully into the 

battle. 

 Despite the hopes of Cranfill’s correspondent, the German counties did not go 

heavily for prohibition, no matter how beneficial it might have been for them. In the 

counties that were at least 25 percent German, the anti-prohibition totals ranged from 

59.73 percent in 25-percent-German Mason County to 97.91 percent in 60-percent- 

German Comal (site of New Braunfels). The average was 82.12 percent.  But the German 

counties were not the only ones to go heavily against prohibition. Bexar County, where 

San Antonio is located, was only 13 percent German, but voted 89.14 percent against. 

Fort Worth, where both sides had held huge rallies, was the only major city in the state to 

go for prohibition.253 According to the 1910 Rum on the Run in Texas: A Brief History of 

251 San Antonio Express, July 9, 1887.  
252 San Antonio Light, August 3, 1887; Dallas Morning News, August 4, 1887. 
253 Ibid., August 6, 1887; Galveston Daily News, July 1, 1887 and July 26, 1887. 
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Prohibition in the Lone Star State, the statewide totals were 220,627 against and 129,270 

for. The 91,357 vote margin of defeat was enough to deal statewide prohibition a telling 

blow. It was not submitted to popular referendum again for more than 20 years.254  

Of the state’s major newspapers, the Dallas Morning News gave the fullest 

coverage of the aftermath of the election. Over the five months of the campaign, it 

reported, Waco had been a focus of the fight. The turnout there was the greatest in the 

city’s history. On election night,255  

As soon as darkness fell over the city, thousands of the citizens gathered on the 
plaza, where a band was discoursing sweet music. As soon as the immense crowd 
had gathered great bonfires were set ablaze, anvils were fired and the heavens lit 
up with fireworks and cheer followed cheer and were re-echoed until the wildest 
enthusiasm prevailed.256  

Only at Greenville did prohibitionists attribute their loss to the votes of Anglos: 

“The defeat of the amendment was brought about by white voters from the country,” 

wrote the Morning News correspondent.257 At El Paso, there was first chagrin and then a 

mass protest meeting denying reports that anti-prohibitionists had imported Mexican 

254 Another unusual feature of the referendum campaign was the scandal that arose around a letter sent by 
African-American political activist and Baptist minister J.B. Rayner to the prohibition leader Rev. B.H. 
Carroll, suggesting a strategy and various tactics for getting black Texans to support the prohibition 
amendment. Though dated March 17, the letter did not receive much notice until it was published by 
various papers around the state between mid-June and mid-July. The tactics adopted by Carroll bore fruit, 
but the letter’s revelation had the paradoxical effects of allowing anti-prohibitionists to argue to whites that 
Rayner and Carroll were engaged in a secret plot to get black voters to turn the tide for the amendment, 
thus boosting white anti-voting, while at the same time making black voters feel they were being 
manipulated, thus limiting black turnout. It may also have contributed to overt voter-suppression 
movements. For more on the African-American role in the referendum, see Gregg Cantrell, “’Dark 
Tactics’: Black Politics in the 1887 Texas Prohibition Campaign,” Journal of American Studies, vol. 25, 
no. 1, April 1991, pp. 85-92.  
255 Dallas Morning News, August 7, 1887. 
256 Ibid., August 6, 1887. 
257 Ibid., August 7, 1887. 
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citizens and driven them around in hacks to the various polling places, where they 

allegedly voted several times during the day.258 Some observers argued that the 

Prohibitionists had received as little as 15 percent of the African-American vote in the 

majority black counties along the coast, and as much as 40 percent where black voters 

were more scattered.259 At Corsicana, Congressman Roger Q. Mills, who had 

crisscrossed the state speaking against the amendment, noted after the referendum that his 

side had been characterized as “saloon stump speakers, beer-guzzlers, foreigners, negroes 

and Democrats; . . . our speakers were hired and our voters debauched by money 

contributed by the whisky ring” -- but they had won anyway.260 

At Longview, a prohibitionist argued that the failure of the amendment was “due 

to the colored Republican vote, nineteenths of whom are anti.”261 The prohibitionist view 

at McKinney was that “the antis had four props – the rotten politicians, the whisky, the 

negroes and the foreigners.”262  At Waxahachie, they said “the antis scar[ed] weak-kneed 

Democrats into voting against their better judgment and against a measure which would 

have carried had it not been for the negro, Mexican and foreign vote.”263 At Longview, 

the prohibitionists contended, “The amendment was defeated by the negro and Dutch 

vote and the influence of leaders in the Democratic party using the party lash against 

258 Ibid., August 4-5. 1887. 
259 Ibid., August 6, 1887. 
260 Ibid., August 7, 1887. 
261 Ibid., August 8, 1887. 
262 Ibid. 
263 Ibid. 
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prohibition.”264 A German-surnamed prohibitionist newspaperman there was more 

specific: “I think three fourths of the whites in Gregg county voted for prohibition, and 

four-fifths of the white people of Longview . . . we were defeated by the negroes, the 

Mexicans and the foreign element.”265 

The Republican anti-prohibitionist Dr. Arch Cochran concurred with his 

opponents on the importance of the African-American and German votes:  

Every Republican county in the State went anti overwhelmingly, the negroes 
voting almost solidly against the amendment. I think we got at least 45,000 
colored votes. Fort Bend, Wharton, Colorado, Grimes and all those counties, with 
a teaming [sic] colored vote, went solid anti. About 95 per cent [sic] of the 
Germans went the same way, in all about 30,000.266  

Perhaps the most hostile take on the election came from a prohibitionist 

officeholder from McKinney. Presented as the satirical “prayer” of an anti, it ran:  

Lord bless our faithful co-laborer, Dr. Arch Cochran: cleanse and sanctify his 
45,000 negro Republican vote which he has brought to our aid in this great 
whisky fight. Increase and bless the Germans that put in their 30,000 votes with 
the negroes, and that they may so replenish the earth as to Germanize our 
institutions. Give aid, comfort and numbers to the 21,000 Bohemians that never 
fail to vote for whisky. Bless the Radical counties that never fail to vote for 
whisky. Give strength and activity to the 23,000 Greasers, for they voted often, 
early and late at San Antonio, Laredo and El Paso. And more especially now, O 
Lord, bless and keep the unfortunate women that have drunken husbands in good 
health so they may pick cotton for more and better whisky for their husbands.267 

But it also encapsulates the changes that were taking place in the state. As the 

events portrayed in Chapters 1 and 2 demonstrated, there were always differences 

264 Ibid., August 9, 1887 
265 Ibid., August 11, 1887. 
266 Ibid., August 8, 1887. 
267 Ibid., August 11, 1887. Note the suggestion that the wives of drunken husbands will be doing work 
deemed best suited to African- and Mexican-American workers. 
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between Anglos and Texans of more recent European ancestry. But the demographic and 

economic developments rapidly reshaping Texas in the 1880s brought with them a new 

level of intolerance toward members of cultures that appreciated the availability of 

alcohol and a more convivial lifestyle – cultures that included Texans of African and 

Mexican ancestry, as well as those descended from the Irish, Germans, Czechs, and other 

European groups – and, it should be remembered, a significant number of Anglos. The 

referendum fight came at an exceedingly volatile moment in social, economic, and 

political relations in the state. Jim Crow was several years from its full, totalizing 

brutality; indeed, Texas Anglos struggled mightily during these years to create a space in 

which free African Americans might both be controlled and rendered useful in a white-

dominated economy. 

They also wrestled with how to handle the Mexican Americans, who had long had 

a role in the life of the southern and western parts of the state, especially in places like 

San Antonio, and those who had begun spreading north and eastward along the routes of 

the railroads. Anglos began to try to impose a new conception of Mexican-origin persons 

as a separate race, subject to racial controls similar to those applied to African 

Americans. True, they had been demonized as the persecutors of those who fell at the 

Alamo and Goliad, but they had nevertheless had a place in white society. It was simply 

not possible to imagine, even as late as 1887, anyone calling Bryan Callaghan’s mother 

or sister a “Greaser.” 
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 But it would not be long before there would be Anglos who would try. The 

referendum of 1887 was more significant for the racial and ethnic fissures it revealed – 

and perhaps created -- than for any effect it may have had with regard to alcohol itself. 

Being denounced as traitors, called “bo-Dutch,” grouped with “Greasers” and “ignorant 

buck niggers,” opened the eyes of the Irish, Germans, and Czechs to their tenuous 

position in a state more and more subject to Anglo domination. In Chapter 4, as Anglos 

weave their webs of control ever tighter, European Americans will try to pull off two 

contradictory moves: building up their ethnic identities while beginning to lay claim to an 

Anglo identity by separating and distinguishing themselves from the black and brown 

Texans with whom they had previously been associated. In so doing, they will 

participate, in ways they generally had not to this point, in the racialization and 

oppression of African and Mexican Americans. The process of becoming Anglo starts 

now. 
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Chapter 4 

The Democratic State Convention meeting in San Antonio in mid-August 1890 

had promised to be a donnybrook. The huge and hugely popular attorney general, James 

Stephen Hogg, faced a spirited challenge for the gubernatorial nomination from Judge 

Gustave Cook, a prominent Houston lawyer who had traveled the state speaking in 

opposition to the 1887 prohibition referendum. But Judge Cook withdrew his name just 

before the convention was gaveled to order. In an article headlined, “The Very Latest,” 

the San Antonio Daily Express named the slate most likely to receive the party’s nod. 

Headed by Hogg, it ended with the name of Jacob Bickler for superintendent of public 

education.  Two nights before, the Express reported, 200 men had attended a Bickler 

caucus at the city’s Turner Hall. Though Hogg’s own brother was a candidate for the 

position, Bickler, the former superintendent of the Galveston city schools and founder of 

the German and English Academy at Austin, remained the odds-on favorite.268 

With all the other nominees decided, the assemblage finally got around to the 

education position. As bleary-eyed delegates trickled out of the stuffy hall, men from 

around the state began rising to place in nomination the names of little known candidates. 

The acoustics in the hall made it hard to hear the nominating and seconding speeches, but 

by the time they were done, eleven individuals were in contention.  Five ballots later, 

Bickler was bested by Henry Carr Pritchett of Waller County.  Despite superb credentials 

– fluent in six languages, he had a master’s degree from the University of Wisconsin --

268 San Antonio Daily Express, August 11, 13, 15, 1890. 
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according to the Express, Bickler was defeated for one reason and one reason only: he 

was a German. As the candidate himself wrote in a letter to the paper a few days later, his 

opponents alleged that this meant he was also “an anarchist, an atheist,” and not 

insignificantly, “an inebriate.” Some feared that he would insist upon the teaching of 

German in the public schools, not recognizing that such instruction was already an 

accepted part of the curriculum, at least in the major cities.269 

Three weeks later, another long, hot afternoon turned to evening as the 

Republican State Convention’s credentials committee droned out its report in the same 

stifling San Antonio Convention Hall. On Thursday, September 4, a weary crowd, black, 

white, and brown, jostled for any position that offered the slightest hint of a breeze.  A 

small group strained to hear the committee’s decision on which Houston delegation 

would be seated – the regular, integrated one, or a renegade group made up completely of 

whites. When the presider announced that the integrated delegation had won, a burly, 

bearded white man leaped upon a chair and shouted for recognition. 

In a thick German accent, Dr. Max Urwitz told the assemblage of his long 

devotion to the cause of equal rights for African Americans.  As an eleven-year-old in 

Prussia, he had prayed for the victory of the Union Army and an end to slavery in 

America. After coming to the United States as an adult, he had worked for the 

enfranchisement of black men.  But now he bitterly denounced “negro domination.” 

Behind the rejected white delegation, he said, stood “true citizenship.” He lauded “the 

269 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Cook, Gustave," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/fco51.html(accessed May 5, 2010); San Antonio 
Daily Express, August 10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 19, 23, 1890.  
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sacrifice offered by the white people for the ignorant negro” and declared the African-

American delegates’ “hearts were as black as their skins.”270 They were now, he 

bellowed, “forging the fetters to enslave me and my fellow men.”271 Looking out over the 

suddenly attentive delegates, Urwitz dramatically  

reached for his pocketknife. With it he cut the [convention] badge from his 
shoulder. With his right hand he flung the ribbon abroad over the heads of those 
near him. With his left hand he replaced the knife. With a bow he descended from 
the chair upon which he had been standing.272 

As a wave of “uproarious applause” swept the audience, he strode out of the hall, a 

gaggle of white delegates in his wake, and adjourned to Mission Garden, a popular 

biergarten favored by the city’s German community. The next day, the so-called Lily 

White Republicans would reconvene at Turner Hall to discuss their own platform for the 

coming general election. 

* * * * *

From 1888 through 1909, Texans grappled with issues of identity. What did it 

mean to be an authentic Texan? Was Cranfill right that only the “Native White man” 

counted?  Could an Irish Catholic be loyal to his church, for example, and still be a true 

Texan? Could a Bohemian read a newspaper in his native language, yet participate fully 

in the affairs of his adopted home?  Could a German and her children decorate a 

Christmas tree as her ancestors had, but escape the censure of those who believed the 

holiday deserved a more solemn observance?  Could a Mexican immigrant or, for that 

270 Houston Daily Post, September 8, 1890. 
271 San Antonio Daily Express, September 5, 1890. 
272 Ibid. 
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matter, a person born in Texas of Mexican ancestry, no matter how distinguished, ever be 

a real Texan? Could a black person? 

The question was complicated because the state’s population continued to grow 

dramatically during this period, with European immigrants, especially Germans and 

Czechs, arriving in striking numbers.273 Between the “Forgotten Texas Census” of 1887 

and the United States Census of 1900, the state’s total population grew by 54 percent, 

from 1,976,199 to 3,048,710.274  Though the rate of increase slowed in the following 

decade, the state gained nearly 850,000 more new residents by 1910.  It is difficult to 

determine precisely the increase in European-born Texans in these years.  The 1887 

Census measured, in a useful though inexact way, the “German element,” or the German-

born plus those of German ancestry – in other words, those who thought of themselves or 

whose neighbors thought of them as German. It did the same for the Irish and the 

Bohemians, as the Czechs were then called. The way the United States Census depicted 

the “foreign population” changed radically over these decades as Americans’ concerns 

began to focus more on who should be kept out of the country and who should be let in. 

For the first time in 1910, persons of Mexican ancestry were listed separately, rather than 

being combined with residents from “other countries.”275  

273The number of persons with Irish-born parents actually declined by a little over 700 between 1890 and 
1900. 
274 Forgotten Texas Census; United States Census, 1900, Vol. 1, 2 (Table 1). 
275 That Census also included a section on the “mother tongue” of “foreign” residents, which served to 
further divide the populace, at the same time that it lumped together individuals such as the Spanish 
speakers of Mexican, Cuban, Spanish, and Central and South American ancestry or the German speakers 
with Austrian, Swiss, and German forebears who may have differed more than they were alike. 
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It is possible, however, to see that German immigration and natural increase 

continued at a significant rate. Between 1890 and 1900, the United States Census 

reported an 18 percent increase in Texas residents born in Germany or with parents born 

there. The rate of growth of the Czech population was even more dramatic. In 1890, 

Census-takers enumerated slightly more than 5,000 Bohemian residents; in 1900, the 

number was slightly more than 20,000 – an increase of 298 percent!276  At the same time, 

the Mexican-American population, which had increased moderately since the Civil War, 

began to grow more rapidly as workers from Mexico were imported to build the network 

of railroads that would soon connect the state’s rapidly growing cities and small towns. 

The number of Mexican-born residents rose from 51,559 in 1890 to 71,062 in 1900 to 

125,016 in 1910.277 The number of African-Americans also continued to grow, mainly 

through natural increase, from 488,171 in 1890 to 620,722 in 1900 to 690,049 in 1910.278  

In addition to this population change, the two decades saw a national economic 

crisis, a brief war between the United States and Spain, and a devastating hurricane that 

literally decimated the state’s most dynamic city, Galveston. They also saw a Texas 

gubernatorial race in which African Americans played a decisive role, the rise of the 

276 United States Census, 1890 and 1900.  The Czech population may actually have been significantly 
larger. The Census shows a very large Austrian population in Texas during these years. Because parts of 
the Czechlands were under the control of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, it is not unlikely that many Czechs 
may have been placed in this category.   
277 United States Census, 1890, Table 32; 1910, Table 15. Note the large jump between 1900 and 1910, 
reflecting the beginnings of the great migration of Mexican-born individuals in to the United States as 
Mexico sank into a protracted revolution – a situation explored more fully in Chapter 5.  Note also that in 
the 1910 Census the national origin “Bohemia” seems to have been completely subsumed in that of 
“Austria.” (See especially Table 16.) 
278 United States Census, 1910, Table 1 (Population – Texas), 799. 
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Populist Party, and the initiation of efforts to bar black voters from the polls.279 In this 

volatile environment, some European Americans found it easiest to stick with their own 

kind, keeping strong links to their homelands, and preserving cultural and social 

connections and practices. Especially for the Germans and Czechs, language was key: 

they joined congregations worshipping in their native tongues and participated in 

fraternal organizations, ladies’ aid societies, and workingmen’s associations where they 

might even hear the distinctive dialects of their home regions.  For others, assimilation 

was more attractive, particularly in parts of the state where Anglos made up 

overwhelming majorities. 

For most, a combination of the two options seemed the best alternative – 

participate in the activities of the larger community, particularly in business and politics, 

but at home and where possible at church and in social settings, enjoy the customs and 

comrades of earlier times.  But it was just such connections that rendered one vulnerable 

to the assertions of Cranfill and those who saw the 1887 referendum defeat as a slap to 

Anglo mores and a triumph of an unholy coalition of “Irish Catholics,” “bo-Dutch,” 

“niggers,” and “greasers.” The experiences of Bickler and Urwitz illustrate the 

predicament in which European immigrants and their descendants found themselves in 

the years following the prohibition contest. Being Irish, German, or Czech could be a 

decisive liability in itself, as Bickler discovered. But the meanings these identities carried 

279 For a sense of major currents in Texas politics during this period see Lawrence Goodwyn, Democratic 
Promise: The Populist Moment in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976) and Marian J. 
Barber, “On the Cusp of Jim Crow: Race and Class in the Texas Gubernatorial Election of 1892” (master’s 
report, The University of Texas at Austin, 2002). 
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in the eyes of Anglos could be an even greater drawback – one so devastating it could 

seem imperative to sever them, as Urwitz would seek to do.  

Although the antis had won the prohibition battle, the bruising contest left 

lingering animosities. The two men’s stories show two divergent ways to cope with those 

hostile attitudes: build up one’s culture so that it could take a place of honor beside that 

of the Anglo majority or join with the Anglos in deprecating other non-Anglo cultures, 

and thus gain at least a provisional claim on Anglo-ness oneself. Bickler cultivated 

aspects of his German nationality and relied upon his erudition and cultural 

accomplishment to win him a position of influence in an Anglo-dominated state. Urwitz 

sought admission to the Anglo majority by forcefully separating himself from African 

Americans, who were widely perceived as the partners of German Texans. Anglos’ 

exaggerated view of German opposition to slavery and the Confederacy and advocacy of 

black rights through such institutions as the Loyal Union League and the Reconstruction-

era Republican Party, colored this perception.  Later in this chapter, we will see a parallel 

instance of legitimation through separation -- an effort to deny the traditional connections 

between Irish and Mexican Texans.  

Born in 1849 in Eastern Prussia, the son of a Jewish merchant, Urwitz studied 

medicine and surgery at Berlin before embarking in 1873 for the United States, where he 

continued his training at Philadelphia and New Orleans. He moved to Texas in 1882, and 

settled first at Victoria. The former DeLeon colony was by then a small but growing city 

in which the continuing influx of Germans and Czechs mingled with the Irish, Tejano, 
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and Anglo population, as well as with the freed slaves who worked the cotton fields 

surrounding the town. In his first year in the area, the young physician joined a fellow 

immigrant in founding a short-lived German-language newspaper.  Not long after, he 

married the very Anglo Marie Bennet, daughter of Miles Squier Bennet, a well-known 

Presbyterian land owner who traced his background to the Puritans. His more recent 

ancestors had moved to Texas from Massachusetts. The Bennets were avid local 

historians, dedicated to the preservation of Anglo-Texan heritage.280 

In 1884 Dr. Urwitz tried his hand at electoral politics. His opponent was DeWitt 

County’s incumbent state legislator, Rudolph Kleberg, who later played a role in the San 

Antonio egg-throwing conspiracy trial. The contest invites comparisons between a 

German immigrant to Texas and a Texan of German ancestry.  Local newspapers made 

fun of the doctor’s preference for speaking in his native language, his choice to run as a 

Republican in a Democratically dominated district, and his difficulty in attracting crowds 

to his public appearances. After one ill-fated event in which he and Kleberg were to have 

debated in English, the handful of spectators who showed up joined Urwitz as he 

adjourned to Meyers’ saloon, while Kleberg rode off to visit his father, the venerable 

Robert Justus.  A few days later a “respectable audience” gathered to hear Urwitz address 

them in German, while Kleberg chose to speak in English. One journal drew the contrast 

between the candidates starkly: “Dr. Urwitz has never voted in this State; never worked 

the roads; never sat upon a jury; lived long in America before he renounced his native 

280 Marian J. Barber, “Lily Whites and Longnecks: German Political Activism in Gilded Age and 
Progressive-Era Texas” (paper presented to the annual meeting of the Texas State Historical Association, 
San Antonio, March 2007). 
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prince – not until about a year ago did he take out papers as a citizen of the United 

States.”281 

Though he finished third in the contest, Urwitz did win the allegiance of one 

group of the American-born: the “colored citizens” of Goliad County endorsed him, and 

he won significant margins in the district’s two counties with large black populations.282 

In 1887, he took an active role in the prohibition fight, speaking on behalf of the anti-

prohibition cause. Shortly thereafter, he and Marie relocated to Houston where, despite 

his strong showing among African-American voters in his legislative race, he became 

embroiled in the struggle for a whiter Republican party.283 

Bickler, while conspicuous in his devotion to his adopted country, made different 

personal choices, ones that placed him among those who sought to establish a stronger 

German Texas. Also born in 1849, in what is now Germany’s Rhineland-Palatinate, he 

came to America in 1863, making his way to the German stronghold of Milwaukee. He 

graduated from the University of Wisconsin in 1871 and moved to Austin the following 

year. There he taught in public and private schools and briefly worked in the Texas 

General Land Office under the employ of a German commissioner. On the day he left 

281 Ibid. 
282 Jackson and Victoria. In the latter, he defeated Juan Linn’s son, E.D., the popular editor of the local 
English-language paper. It should be noted that the first stirrings of the Lily White Republican movement 
began in 1884, but there is no evidence that Urwitz took part. 
283 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Lily-White Movement," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/LL/wfl1.html (accessed May 5, 2010). It should be 
noted that the Lily White movement had its origins in 1884  and had in fact been named by the African-
American Republican leader Norris Wright Cuney of Galveston. It began to play a role in Republican 
councils as early as the presidential election of 1888. Urwitz’s involvement was not an isolated instance of 
German participation. The group held a strategy meeting the night before his speech, chaired by a man with 
a German surname and attended by several other German-surnamed men.  
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that job to resume teaching, he married a native Texan of German ancestry, Martha 

Lungkwitz, daughter of a celebrated landscape painter, Hermann Lungkwitz. He 

championed German identity in his own Texas German and English Academy, a boys’ 

school he founded in 1877 and led until assuming the superintendency of the Galveston 

public schools the year of the prohibition referendum. He also became president of the 

Texas State Teachers’ Association, a combination professional association and union that 

still survives.284 

It seems that it was only in his venture into electoral politics that Bickler was 

confronted with overt anti-German prejudice. The political realm during this period was 

complex and sometimes contradictory.  As we have seen, it had long been open to non-

Anglos, The German Edward Degener represented Texas in the United States Congress 

in the early 1870s and served as a San Antonio councilman later in that decade. The 

city’s Callaghan dynasty began with the mayoralty of Bryan V. Callaghan, Sr., in the 

1840s. By the 1880s, as we have seen in Chapter 3, Irish and German individuals played 

important roles in San Antonio’s city government. The Callaghan “machine,” started by 

the old mayor’s son, controlled the city throughout the 1890s and 1900s, while in 

Houston, John Thomas Browne, a member of the Ancient Order of Hibernians born in 

County Limerick, served as mayor from 1892 to 1896 and represented the city in the state 

legislature from 1897 to 1899 and again in 1907. 

284 L.E. Daniell, Types of Successful Men of Texas (Austin: E. Von Boeckmann, Printer, 1890); 
Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Bickler, Jacob," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/BB/fbi2.html (accessed May 5, 2010). 
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The Irish, Germans, and Czechs did not play a prominent role in the Populist 

movement that gained many adherents among African-American and Anglo farmers in 

the state in the 1890s -- this despite Populist attempts to appeal to Germans with German 

candidates, speakers and even German-language newspapers. Populism drew most of its 

adherents from among evangelical farmers who sought relief from the crop-lien system. 

By this time many German farmers and sheepmen, Czech farmers, and Irish ranchers had 

achieved a level of economic stability that rendered that system less of a burden. For 

them the movement’s links to the nativist and anti-Catholic American Protective 

Association and to prohibitionists rendered it unattractive; anti-prohibition sentiments 

continued to motivate members of all three communities. Nor did they participate 

actively in the most significant development of this period, the creation of the all-white 

Democratic primary which, combined with the decline of the Republican Party, led to the 

virtual disenfranchisement of African Americans. They did, however, play a part in that 

decline; some Germans were active in the Lily-White movement even before Urwitz 

made his move in 1890, and continued to be so throughout its life.285 

Building up culturally autonomous European communities to counter the 

propaganda of Cranfill and others who sought to demonize non-Anglos had deep roots in 

the state’s history.  The quest to establish European cultural superiority became a theme 

285 Barr, 148, 152, 160, 172; Goodwyn, 331; Daniell. Among the other white men who belonged to the 
post-Reconstruction Republican Party in Texas was Dennis Martin O’Connor, eldest son of Thomas 
O’Connor. The younger man had served in the Confederate Army, but upon returning to Texas found 
himself in sympathy with the Republican cause during Reconstruction. He remained a member of the party 
throughout his life and passed his allegiance on to some of his descendants who continued as members 
even when this meant they could not vote in the all-important Democratic primary. This did not preclude 
their participation in Democratic politics through their Mexican-American workforce, however.  
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in Texas life. In the late 1890s the elder Klebergs published reminiscences of their early 

days in Texas. Robert Justus and Rosa von Roeder Kleberg recalled the books, etchings, 

and musical instruments – including the piano – they had brought with them from the 

Fatherland. The ubiquity of the German singing societies and the building of an opera 

house in every German settlement of any size contributed to this goal. So also did the 

acclaim won by the painter Lungkwitz and the Westphalian-born sculptress Elisabet Ney, 

who were, with Dutch American Julian Onderdonk, the state’s foremost visual artists of 

the 19th and early 20th centuries. The fame of the “Latin Farmers,” which included not a 

little condescension from Anglo agriculturalists who knew more about bringing in a crop 

if less about literature, and Frederick Law Olmsted’s unfavorable comparisons between 

the German and Anglo homesteaders he met in the 1850s showed its negative aspect.286  

Jim Crow would create parallel black, white, and brown societies in Texas in the 

twentieth century. In the early statehood years, when immigration from Europe flourished 

unchecked, it had seemed that parallel Irish, German, and Czech societies might arise – 

separate from the Anglo majority but coexisting with it and with each other.  Though 

there were always some Anglos and a leaven of other Europeans in the Irish colonies of 

South Texas, the German counties of the west-central parts of the state, and the Czech-

German areas in the east-central region, the dominant group in each case was never in 

doubt. In the cities there was greater diversity, but because of their sheer numbers, these 

groups could sustain social and cultural organizations based upon national origin. As the 

286 Biesele, 56, 226-227; Olmsted, 143-144; Hayes, 136-139. 
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influx of Europeans grew in the antebellum period, so did efforts to recreate certain 

aspects of the homeland – particularly in the social and cultural realms. After the hiatus 

caused by the Civil War, the flow of immigrants increased and with it the number and 

size of endeavors including not only the German singing societies, but Mai Fest 

associations, Casino Clubs, and Turn Vereins; the Czech Sokols and fraternal 

organizations, and Irish societies such as the Ancient Order of Hibernians.287  

In the decades surrounding the turn of the nineteenth century, European Texans 

worked hard to build upon these foundations in the cities, towns, and rural areas. 

Galveston, for example, was home to a number of religious, fraternal, social, cultural, and 

worker’s organizations aimed at immigrants and their offspring. City directories from this 

era reveal broad participation of Irish and German Texans and more limited involvement 

of Czechs as officers of organizations open to all. But their listings also show several 

German-specific organizations and a few aimed specifically at the Irish. The focus of St. 

Joseph’s German Catholic Church is apparent from its name; St. Patrick’s catered to the 

Irish. Among Protestants, the Evangelical Synod Church (German), the German 

Evangelical Lutheran Church, and St. Paul’s German Presbyterian Church offered 

services in German and boasted sanctuaries with German architectural motifs.  Most had 

their own Ladies’ Aid or Ladies’ Benevolent societies and children’s and young people’s 

groups as well. St. Joseph’s also had the St. Vincent’s Unterstuetzungs Verein, a society 

dedicated to the care of persons in economic distress. The city’s schools included several 

287 Sokol is a Czech movement similar to the Turner movement among the Germans, combining physical 
culture and ethnic awareness. 
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kindergartens, St. Joseph’s German Catholic School, the German-American Lutheran 

School, and a separate German Lutheran School. 

Among its fraternal organizations, Galveston’s Knights of the Golden Eagle 

attracted mainly German members to their three locals, while the Chosen Friends drew 

Germans to their Friedrich and Germania councils for men and Rainbow Council for 

women. The Knights of Honor appealed to German Galvestonians’ convictions about the 

superiority of the German intellectual tradition with a Goethe Lodge, as did the Knights 

of Pythias, with both Humboldt and Schiller lodges. The Odd Fellows had a Hermann 

Lodge, harking back to an ancient German hero who sought to drive the Romans out of 

German lands. Among the more elite institutions, the Germania Club, the Turn Verein, 

and the Garten Verein, renowned for its pavilion and gardens, conducted their business in 

German. 

Despite the economic difficulties that beset state and nation in the 1890s, the 

decade saw the foundation of new organizations and the expansion of those created 

earlier. In San Antonio, the bankruptcy the German-English Academy was more than 

counterbalanced by positive developments. The school, popular with the city’s elite of all 

backgrounds, was rescued by a prominent German family. The Turn Verein erected an 

elegant new building designed to accommodate various social events in addition to its 

program of gymnastics, while the Beethoven Mannerchor, one of the city’s premier 

German singing societies, built itself a spacious new concert hall. The Hermann Sons, a 
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fraternal society cum insurance cooperative named for the same figure honored by the 

Galveston Odd Fellows, located its “Grand Lodge” for the state of Texas in the city.  

Despite the efforts of temperance advocates to limit access to intoxicating 

beverages through a local option movement, this period was the heyday of the 

biergartens, popular public venues where alcohol was served and traditional German and 

Czech pursuits such as dancing, singing, theatrical performances, and bowling attracted 

mixed-gender, multi-generation crowds. Austin alone boasted five such institutions, one 

of which, Scholz’s Garden, remains today in much reduced form. Among the most 

popular, Jacoby’s Garden was an early day spa where men could top off a shave, haircut, 

and hot bath with supper accompanied by cold beer and ice cream. Another, Pressler’s, 

presaged the 20th century brew-pub. Adjacent to Pressler’s Brewery, it featured several 

acres of oak-shaded lawns, boating on the river that runs through the city, riflery, an 

alligator pit, a central bandstand, and a pavilion for dancing. The biergartens attracted a 

multicultural clientele but were recognized as a distinctively German contribution to the 

social and cultural life of the city.288 

The most elaborate and acclaimed of these pleasure parks was Galveston’s private 

Garten Verein. Intended as a retreat for the city’s commercial elite, the Garten Verein 

never limited its membership to persons of German ancestry; rather, members were 

required to be able to speak German. This removed the issue of whether the city’s several 

prominent businessmen of Austrian and Swiss birth should be admitted, and signaled that 

288 Richard Zelade, “Days of Beer and Pretzels,” an Austin history website at 
www.io.com/~xeke/daysof.htm.  
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German was not merely a working language for cultural activities but for commerce as 

well. A visitor to the city described the Garten Verein to the nation in an 1895 article in 

Harper’s Weekly: 

It is a dream-garden – a club so fine as to seem intangible and of the imagination, 
a fanciful invention practically carried out . . . a semi-tropical garden close to the 
sounding shore of the Gulf. . . . Seventeen years ago certain merchants, lawyers, 
and bankers – all German – bought the place and established the Garden Union, 
or Club. The shares in the club were put at fifty dollars, and sold only to Germans 
or persons who speak that tongue. Others are not allowed to hold shares, but pay 
membership costs – ten dollars initiation and a dollar and a half a month in dues. 
There are now 600 in the club, and they are exclusively such as are wholly 
congenial to the leading people of the city.289 

The garden, he continued, was “laid out as a park, with lawns and walks and a 

club-house” in addition to a dancing pavilion and areas reserved for bowling, tennis and 

croquet. After dark the grounds were illuminated by twinkling electric lights.  

At night – and that is when the Garten Verein enjoys its play-ground – every 
building is a brilliant lantern, and the foliage is tipped with silvery light; the band 
sifts its music through the leaves; the walks are gay with women and girls in 
white, or in the soft mild colors that distinguish the costumes of all the women of 
the Gulf cities; the great open dancing pavilion murmurs beneath the feet of the 
dancers; the verandas of the club-house are crowded with dinner parties and 
others who seek only light refreshment, and the roar and crash of the bowling-
alleys is softened against the leafy cushions of the trees.290

The reporter felt the garden demonstrated a uniquely German sensibility: 

It needed the Germans to make this exquisite club a success. They maintain a 
purer democracy here than that of us Americans, and they are sufficiently strong – 
though not otherwise foreign in manner or speech – to insist upon ordering this 
club as if it were of the members of a family.291 

289 Julian Ralph, “A Recent Journey Through the West,” Harper’s Weekly, November 9, 1895. 
290 Ibid. 
291 Ibid. 
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Like the public biergartens, the Garten Verein welcomed the whole family, from 

children to great-grandparents. But it was unique in that respectable girls and women 

could come there without male escorts, without fear of mishap or gossip. The 1890s and 

1900s were a time of change for women in Texas, as in other parts of America. While the 

suffrage movement gained steam but failed to win the vote, women began to take a more 

public role in endeavors such as child welfare and the clean-up of urban slums. The 

settlement house movement gained prominence in northern cities and the professional 

field of social work began to emerge. Temperance and prohibition efforts continued to be 

the political field most open to women, with the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 

gaining in membership and influence. 

In response to the dislocations brought by massive immigration and rapid 

industrialization, as well as the beginnings of the exodus from the farms to the cities, 

women began to band together in organizations that sought to uphold the ideals of white, 

Anglo-Saxon Christianity.  Nationally, this took the form of the Daughters of the 

American Revolution, founded in 1890.  In the South, the descendants of Confederate 

veterans formed the United Daughters of the Confederacy in 1894.  Texas had its own 

version, the Daughters of the Republic of Texas (DRT), founded in 1891 by two 

Galveston cousins, Betty Ballinger and Hally Ballinger Bryan, both relatives of Stephen 

F. Austin. Women also participated in the creation of the Texas State Historical

Association in 1897. 
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 The close temporal proximity of the founding of these groups to the racialized 

portrayal of the Irish, Germans, and Czechs in the prohibition fight of 1887 makes it 

likely that they were also in part a reaction to the building up of European-Texan cultural 

and political institutions.  This reaction to the assertion of European cultural superiority 

played a role in a telling example of the opposite approach to becoming Anglo – the 

tearing apart of longstanding and intimate relationships between European Texans and 

Texans of Mexican descent.    

Theoretically, the Daughters of the Republic of Texas was open to any woman 

who had a forebear who had lived in what was now the state of Texas during or before 

the Republic era, 1836 to 1846, regardless of that person’s place of birth or nationality. In 

reality it was primarily an Anglo organization, though one of its earliest and most active 

members was Adina De Zavala, the granddaughter of Lorenzo de Zavala, a framer of the 

Mexican Constitution of 1824, a signer of the Texas Constitution, and the first vice-

president of the Republic. She figured in one of the most dramatic disputes of this period, 

along with Clara Driscoll, a descendant of two of James Power’s Irish colonists.292 Their 

contretemps has been called the second battle of the Alamo by a mid-twentieth century 

chronicler, apparently unaware that the title had already been employed to describe the 

egg-throwing incident of 1887.293 

292 The difference in spelling is intentional. Adina De Zavala chose to part ways with the family’s 
traditional spelling and opted to capitalize the “D” in “De Zavala. 
293 L. Robert Ables, “The Second Battle for the Alamo,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 70, no. 3 
(January 1967), 372-413. 
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 Adina De Zavala was one of six children of Lorenzo’s son, Augustine. She was 

born on the family homestead not far from San Jacinto in 1861, shortly before her father 

left to join the Confederate Army. Like her siblings, she received her early education 

from private tutors. She then attended Galveston’s Ursuline Academy, before studying 

for a teaching certificate at Sam Houston Normal Institute in the Revolutionary hero’s 

hometown, Huntsville.  De Zavala had an intense interest in history from an early age; it 

flowered after she and her parents moved to the San Antonio area in the late 1880s in 

search of a drier climate for her father, who had returned from the war in poor health. 

After his death in 1893, they moved into the city, the heritage of which would become De 

Zavala’s abiding passion for the remainder of her long life. The family’s economic 

situation required that she work as a teacher for many years, but she considered her 

family part of Texas’ elite and insisted that others do the same. She was a member of the 

United Daughters of the Confederacy and when she learned of the creation of the DRT, 

quickly organized a San Antonio chapter and named it after her grandfather.294 

Clara Driscoll had equally deep roots in Texas. Among those who transferred 

their land claims from McMullen and McGloin to Power and Hewetson in the 1830s was 

Daniel O’Driscoll. Like Thomas O’Connor, O’Driscoll early on began to accumulate 

large tracts of land, which he passed along to his sons, Jeremiah O. Driscoll and Robert 

294 Deirdre Doughty, “Adina De Zavala: Identity and the Making of Texas History” (master’s report, The 
University of Texas at Austin, 1999).  I am indebted to the author for bringing the De Zavala/Driscoll 
episode to my attention and for allowing me to quote from this document and an unpublished paper on the 
episode itself. 
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Driscoll, Sr., who increased the holdings further.295 Robert Driscoll’s daughter, Clara, 

was born in 1881 at St. Mary’s, near El Copano, the port at which the original Irish 

colonists had arrived. She was raised as something of a princess. Educated in San 

Antonio, New York and France, she traveled widely with her mother. She seems always 

to have had a sense of herself as deeply connected to the Spanish heritage of her 

homeland, though as far as can be ascertained, she had no Spanish ancestry. Apocryphal 

stories indicate that she was vacationing in Spain in 1898 when the Spanish-American 

War broke out. She was fluent enough in Spanish to be able to assume a Spanish name, 

pretend to be a native, and remain for six months to “observe developments.”296 

 In 1900, she expressed an interest in the preservation and restoration of the Alamo 

and noted in a published letter to a San Antonio paper that it was “hemmed in on one side 

by a hideous barracks-like looking building, and on the other by two saloons.”  She had 

already formed the conviction that the chapel of the old mission, with its distinctive 

façade, was where the famous battle had taken place. All other structures on the site were 

later additions. In actuality, the chapel had been a ruin at the time of the Texas 

Revolution. The façade was added by the United States Army, to which the property had 

been leased in 1848. The “hideous barracks-like looking building” was in fact the 

295 Robert Driscoll dropped the “O’” from his name, perhaps in an effort to Anglicize it. 
296 Martha Anne Turner, Clara Driscoll: An American Tradition (Austin: Madrona Press, 1979); Nelda 
Patteson, Clara Driscoll: “Savior of the Alamo”: Her Life Story Presented Through the Clothes She Wore 
(Smiley, Texas: Smiley Originals, 1991). This is a curious document, a book of paper dolls representing 
Driscoll’s long and eventful life through her wardrobe. It seems to be well researched and as accurate as 
any writings on Driscoll. 
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mission’s convent, or monks’ quarters, where the hand-to-hand fighting that ended the 

siege of the Alamo had occurred.297  

 It was not easy to perceive this. The convent had been remodeled into a large 

warehouse. For many years it belonged to the wholesale grocery firm of Hugo and 

Schmeltzer. Emblazoned with the company’s name, it did not have much historical 

presence. However, Adina De Zavala managed to see past the additions and massive sign. 

As an accomplished amateur historian, she saw the crucial role played by the convent.  

She had already begun efforts to acquire and restore the building when, in 1903, she 

learned of plans by an Eastern syndicate to purchase the property and turn it into a high-

rise hotel.  Driscoll happened to be in San Antonio at the time. She was enlisted in the 

cause and contributed $500 to reserve an option to purchase the property in the name of 

the Daughters of the Republic of Texas.298 

Driscoll proudly claimed her Irish heritage, noting that she qualified for 

membership in the organization through her grandfathers, who fought to vanquish Santa 

Anna at San Jacinto. The brown-haired, blue-eyed De Zavala invoked her Mexican 

grandfather, though she was nearly as Irish as Driscoll, through her paternal grandmother, 

Emily West, and her mother, Julia Tyrrell, who was described in her 1918 obituary as 

belonging to the “Irish aristocrats.” As Irish and Mexican-Irish Catholics, Driscoll and De 

Zavala were distinctly in the minority among the DRT membership, but they were able, 

through strength of personality in both cases and deep pockets in Driscoll’s, to assume 

297 Doughty; Turner; Ables, 372-413. 
298 Ibid. 
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leadership roles. When the Daughters were unable to come up with the $75,000 price 

asked by the Alamo convent’s owners, Driscoll agreed to donate the balance, though the 

Daughters later succeeded in getting the State of Texas to cover the outstanding 

amount.299 

 During the first two years of their association, the two women worked together 

toward the preservation of the entire site as members of the De Zavala chapter of the 

DRT.  Driscoll seemingly acquiesced in De Zavala’s plan to restore the convent and turn 

it into a “Texas Hall of Fame and a Museum of Historic Art, Relics and Literature.” But 

when the Daughters met in 1905, their alliance bitterly fell apart. Driscoll’s new position 

that the convent should be demolished to allow the chapel to be surrounded by a leafy 

park was supported by the DRT leadership, which granted her control of the structure. De 

Zavala was able to get the keys and took possession of the property, but the DRT filed 

suit to regain authority. De Zavala countersued, then turned the property back to the 

DRT.  Driscoll and her partisans seceded from the De Zavala chapter, forming a new 

“Alamo Mission” chapter.300  

In the meantime, Driscoll had fallen in love with Hal Sevier, a young Texas 

legislator who had championed the cause of state funding of the Alamo restoration. They 

were married in 1906 at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City, where “Mexicana,” a 

comic opera Driscoll had written, was being performed on Broadway. Her choice of St. 

299 Ibid.; Turner; Richard R. Flores, Remembering the Alamo: Memory, Modernity, and the Master Symbol 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2002), 61-92. 
300 Ables, 379-387. 
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Patrick’s as the venue for her wedding to the Protestant Sevier suggests that her 

fascination with things Spanish was accompanied by a keen appreciation of her status as 

a member of the nation’s Irish-American elite. During her absence, the Alamo Mission 

chapter continued its battle with De Zavala. When the older woman temporarily seized 

control of the leadership of the group, further legal maneuvering ensued, culminating in 

the expulsion of the De Zavala chapter from the statewide organization.301  

Though the Daughters had assumed ownership of the convent, the Hugo and 

Schmeltzer company had continued to lease it. When the lease expired in 1908, it was 

reported in the press that the Driscollites were considering “the installation of a 

vaudeville and variety show within the walls” of the building. Warning the Daughters not 

to “desecrate the building with ‘black faced comedians,’” De Zavala managed once again 

to obtain the keys to the structure and barricaded herself inside. When the Daughters won 

a court order to force her from the building, she refused to accept a physical copy of the 

order; rather than hearing it read, “she stopped her ears with her fingers.” Deputy sheriffs 

barred friends and colleagues from bringing her food and water, turning the occupation 

into an involuntary hunger strike. One intrepid friend, it was reported, rigged a pipe 

through a window to supply her with hot coffee.302  

De Zavala’s actions won her nationwide publicity, though some of the San 

Antonio newspapers gave them short shrift. After three days she agreed to vacate the 

301 Ables; Turner; Clara Driscoll, Mexicana, typescript, 1905, copy at the Corpus Christi Public Library. 
In an odd coincidence, the president-general of the DRT state organization during this period was Marie 
Bennet Urwitz, widow of Max. 
302 Ables, 372-413; Flores, 61-92. 
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building provided the state would take charge of it. Legal skirmishing continued through 

the remainder of the decade, with the DRT gaining temporary control.  

Both De Zavala and Driscoll produced literary works centering on Texas history.  

In Remembering the Alamo, his study of the cultural baggage the former mission has 

accumulated over the years, anthropologist Richard Flores analyzes their works on the 

mission. In his view, De Zavala’s 1917 and 1956 histories of the siege and “legends” 

concerning the site are attempts to reconcile her strongly held identity as an American 

with an underlying conviction that the Spanish and Mexican heritage of Texas had 

wrongly been suppressed. He does not deal with her relationship to her Irish ancestry. He 

dismisses Driscoll’s 1906 stories as sentimental efforts to distance herself from her 

family’s role in modernizing South Texas agriculture, destroying the webs of tradition 

that bound the Irish-American rancheros and their Tejano vaqueros. By focusing on the 

stories in Driscoll’s In the Shadow of the Alamo, however, Flores neglects fascinating 

glimpses she offers into the relationship of Irish and Mexican Texans in her earliest work, 

a 1905 novel entitled, Girl of La Gloria.303 

The tragic tale of Ilaria Buckley, a beautiful half-Irish, half-Mexican young 

woman who becomes involved with a blond youth from the American North, the book 

boldly announces the very processes of dispossession Flores argues Driscoll sought to 

camouflage in her later work:  

303 Flores, 71-75, 75-92 ; Clara Driscoll, In the Shadow of the Alamo (New York, G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1906);  Mexicana (typescript), 1905; Girl of La Gloria (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1905); Adina De 
Zavala, . History and Legends of the Alamo and Other Missions In and Around San Antonio,(San Antonio, 
1917);. The Alamo: Where the Last Man Died (San Antonio: The Naylor Company, 1956). Once again, I 
am indebted to Deirdre Doughty, for alerting me to Girl of La Gloria. 
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In this land of cattle and mesquite, two names have held prominence through the 
alternating periods of prosperity and decay: Benton and Rodriguez, types of 
opposing races: one, descendant from the Anglo-Saxon; the other, from the 
darker-skinned aborigines of old Mexico. To-day, the name of the white man lives 
vital in the affairs of the Southwest, while that of the Mexican is existent only 
through memory of its former greatness.  Both had their origin, so far as the 
Southwestern country is concerned, back in the old picturesque, romantic days of 
the border-state, days when Mexican sheep and cattle-raisers ruled lords of the 
Texas frontier.304 

Driscoll writes with some sophistication, if with a pro-American bias, of the processes of 

dispossession: 

When the Mexican opened his eyes to the changes taking place, it was too late. 
Appalled, he found his possessions slipping through his fingers like sand through 
an hour-glass – his lands, sometimes fairly, often by force, taken by his 
antagonist, the hated Americano. He was practically being driven out. The 
superior intelligence, shrewdness, and untiring energy of the Americans were 
making them kings of the Rio Grande.305 

She also makes clear reference to the Irish role. The book is dedicated to her 

father, and there is little doubt that he is the prototype for a key player, the Irish ranchero 

Edward Benton, whom, it should be noted, she has above identified as “Anglo-Saxon.” 

There is little doubt that other parts of the story are based on tales of the South Texas 

ranchos she heard as a young girl – accounts of the difficult transition from Mexican to 

Irish control. Conflating the stories of the Refugio and San Patricio colonies – and her 

father’s record with that of the first Thomas O’Connor -- Driscoll describes Benton as  

one of the largest cattle owners, . . . the first to fence in his land. Like many 
Southwest Texans, he was of Irish parentage. His father had emigrated to Texas in 
1836 with the Powers [sic] Colony, a hardy band of adventurous spirits, who 

304 Driscoll, Girl of La Gloria, 17. 
305 Ibid. 
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settled on the Nueces River, and founded a town, which they called, in the soft 
Mexican tongue, San Patricio – after Ireland’s patron saint.306 

Benton’s sworn enemy, whom he ultimately kills, is Ilaria’s grandfather, the ranchero 

Manuel Rodriguez – very likely modeled upon Don Carlos de la Garza, the Tejano 

landowner who spied for Santa Anna but saved the Irishman Nicholas Fagan from certain 

death at Goliad. 

“Curiously enough,” Driscoll writes, “one of the men who had fenced in the 

greatest number of acres was a Mexican.” She continues: 

In the very wildest time of this wild country, there was no man who fought more 
fiercely, or held on more tenaciously to his belongings than this Manuel 
Rodriguez, known the length and breadth of the border. Men fawned upon him for 
his wealth, feared him for his power, despised and hated him for his cruelty and 
treachery; yet they could not help feeling a certain amount of admiration for him, 
and they were forced to acknowledge him a shrewd Mexican.307 

There is something animal, she argues, in the way that Rodriguez/de la Garza hangs onto 

the rancho he has built up since the days of the Spaniards and Karankawas: 

. . . he stayed on to the end, a successful, dangerous, ground-hog that would not be 
dislodged from his hole. The supposition at his tragic death that he was the richest 
man in the border country, was, however, not correct. Although he owned more 
land than any other individual, it beggared him. He died practically land poor.308  

In a revealing passage, fascinating in that it was written prior to the great influx of 

Mexican “peons” after 1910, Driscoll expresses discomfort with her heroine, Ilaria’s, 

“mixed” ancestry: 

306 Ibid., 20. 
307 Ibid., 22. 
308 Ibid. 
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There was no mistaking the race mixture in this girl of the frontier. . . . While the 
evidence of her claim to American parentage was manifest in the clear whiteness 
of her skin . . . every feature, with one exception – the eyes – showed traces of the 
Mexican Indian . . . Ilaria’s eyes were the most beautiful and the most wicked 
imaginable. Their origin was unquestionably to be traced to the Spaniards of 
Andalusia.  In their superb, impenetrable depths flashed the secret of their 
heritage from the old Conquistadores .  . . This girl, endowed with the alluring 
beauty of a Mexican mother, the wit and daring of an Irish father.309 

She has the Irish-surnamed ranch foreman, Crowley, explain the social mores of 

the ranch country to Ilaria’s Yankee lover, who argues she would never marry “a 

greaser.” 

Well, it isn’t likely she’ll marry a white man. There’s a little feelin’ about such 
mixin’ of the blood. Kinder race prejudice, that prevents many of these marriages, 
and . . . and the family has a bad name. I wouldn’t consider a man was doing 
much for himself in tying up to that outfit.310 

 Driscoll’s ambivalence about “race mixing” raises interesting questions about 

how Power’s Irish colonists viewed the degree to which he and his partner, Hewetson, 

had themselves become Mexicanized.  Did Driscoll’s forebears look askance at Power’s 

own descendants? Don Felipe Roque de la Portilla was Spanish, but his wife was a 

Mexicana. Did the second generation of Powers, children of Santiago’s first wife, 

Dolores Portilla, and his second, her sister, Tomasa, exhibit evidence of “race mixing”? 

Or did such concerns only arise later, after the violent events of the 1870s? Perhaps living 

in San Antonio, where the Irish Callaghans were so publicly allied by blood with the 

Navarros and other members of the Mexican elite, prompted Driscoll to extend the 

309 Ibid., 40-41, 49. 
310 Ibid., 226-227. 
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proscription of miscegenation beyond the union of black and white to include brown and 

white as well. One of the enduring questions about this second – actually third -- battle of 

the Alamo is what caused two women with such a deeply shared interest in a historical 

landmark to cling so adamantly to positions that were really not so very far apart. Why 

was Clara Driscoll unable to accept Adina De Zavala’s view? Was it perhaps that the 

blue-eyed Adina, like Ilaria, bore the “unmistakable signs” of “race mixture”?  

* * * * *

The events of 1890 that began this chapter were not the last in the public lives of 

Jacob Bickler and Max Urwitz. The educator returned briefly to Galveston and opened a 

private academy at which several languages, including German, were taught. In 1892 he 

and his wife and nine children moved back to Austin, where he opened Bickler Academy, 

a coeducational school that emphasized Turner-style gymnastics as well as singing and 

music, in addition to languages, mathematics, and letters.  He served on the summer 

faculty at the University of Texas and was instrumental in the creation of what is now its 

College of Education. He also taught summer classes in the German towns of Mason and 

Fredericksburg. He died in 1902, a highly respected member of the state’s education 

establishment and the beloved teacher of a generation of German Austinites. As late as 

the 1950s, his former pupils fondly recalled his lessons about fair play and the 

importance of becoming a well-rounded individual.311 

311 Types of Successful Men; Handbook of Texas, “Bickler”; Austin Statesman, October 11, 1956. 
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 The doctor continued his involvement in politics, though his alliance with the Lily 

Whites was short-lived. After his convention speech, they authorized him to compose a 

statement of principles to be used to publicize and promote the movement. Anglo 

members, including the journalist James P. Newcombe, criticized it for its Teutonic 

prolixity, though they allowed him to repeat his effort in 1892. That appears to be the end 

of their collaboration, though the Lilies continued to exist until after the death of their 

nemesis, the African-American Republican leader, Norris Wright Cuney.  Perhaps 

education was seen as a particularly appropriate field for Germans. Around the turn of the 

century Urwitz won a seat on the Houston School Board and served one term as 

president. In 1905 he lost a special election to replace Houston’s United States 

Congressman, who had been killed in a gunfight over temperance.312 

 The circumstances of Urwitz’s death and burial later that year reveal the degree to 

which his German Jewish background had continued to be a vital part of his life, even as 

he sought to participate fully in the Anglo Texan world.  He died in the early morning 

hours of October 1, after returning from a late night medical call he made following a 

meeting of the city’s Turn Verein, which he had long served as president. That evening 

the Turners hosted “elaborate funeral services,” with the participation of the 

Saengerbund, the Sons of Hermann, and the local lodge of the Elks. Several members of 

these organizations accompanied Marie Bennet Urwitz and her husband’s body on the 

night train to her family home in Cuero. There the next morning the local lodge of the 

312 Houston Post, October 3, 1905; Cuero Daily Record, October 3, 1905. The Congressman was present 
at a temperance meeting in his hometown of Hempstead when a gun battle broke out. He was one of 
several shot. 
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Hermann Sons took charge of arrangements, as Rabbi Solomon and Mr. Simon Levy of 

Victoria “read the solemn service of the Jewish faith.”313 

313 San Antonio Daily Express, October 3, 1905; Cuero Daily Record, October 3, 1905.  It should be noted 
that while Bickler and Urwitz to some extent succeeded in participating in Anglo society, even as late as 
1905, they would not have been considered Americans. In an Austin Statesman article about the trial of the 
alleged killer of the U.S. Congressman who died in the temperance gunfight, the jurors were identified as 
“American,” “negro,” and “German.”  



185

Chapter 5 

PLOT TO EMBROIL U.S. IN WAR, screeched the inch-tall letters toppin  the 

front page of the March 1, 1917 edition of the San Antonio Express.314 

GERMANY PLOTTING TO INVOLVE MEXICO AND JAPAN IN WAR 
WITH UNITED STATES,  

blared the Dallas Morning News: 

TEXAS, NEW MEXICO AND ARIZONA CARRANZA’S SHARE OF SPOILS 
FOR CAUSING JAPAN TO TURN TRAITOR TO ENTENTE.315 

Suddenly, it was once more acceptable to vilify Texas Germans, to see them as 

alien, un-American, a threat to civilization as Texans knew it.  The thirty years that had 

passed since J.B. Cranfill inveighed against the “bo-Dutch” during the prohibition fight 

of 1887 seemed as though they had never happened -- thirty years in which the Germans 

of Texas had become an integral part of the life of the state while at the same time 

preserving their unique culture.  The approaches of Max Urwitz and Jacob Bickler had 

worked in different ways to ensure that Germans would never face such hostility again. 

They were as Texan as the Anglos, it appeared, only better. They came from a superior 

intellectual, cultural, and economic tradition and had added to that tradition in their new 

home.  They had built singing societies and gymnastics clubs and fairyland parks like the 

Garten Verein in Galveston. And God had smiled upon them. Had not the Garten Verein 

survived the great storm of 1900? 

314 San Antonio Express, March 1, 1917. 
315 Dallas Morning News, March 1, 1917.  The Allies of World War I were also known as the “Entente.” 
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But the winds that battered the institutions of German Texas this time were fiercer 

than those of any hurricane. The world was at war. In the eyes of most Americans, the 

Fatherland, Germany, was the villain. The United States had managed to maintain a 

carefully circumscribed neutrality; indeed, President Woodrow Wilson had won 

reelection in 1916 on the slogan “He kept us out of war.”  But the conflict in Europe was 

inescapable. The front pages of Texas newspapers told of clashes between the Allied 

forces, led by Britain and France, and the “Huns.” The warring armies had reached a 

stalemate after more than two years of bloody trench warfare. A complex system of 

international alliances among imperial powers had led to the spread of hostilities 

throughout Europe and into the Middle East, Africa, and China. New technological 

developments, chiefly the submarine, or U-boat, and the use of poison gases, made the 

war one of unprecedented horror.  By February of 1917, all parties were ready for 

something to give. That something was signaled by the Zimmermann Telegram. 

Intercepted January 17, 1917, by British naval intelligence, the message from 

German Foreign Minister Arthur Zimmermann to his country’s Ambassador to 

Washington carried instructions that it be passed on to the German Imperial Minister in 

Mexico.  A team of skilled cryptographers painstakingly decoded it over the following 

month using stolen codebooks. The codebreakers quickly deciphered the first few words, 

which announced that the Germans planned to resume unrestricted submarine warfare in 

the Atlantic on February 1 – meaning that any ship, flying any flag, and having any 

purpose, would be targeted by the justly feared U-boats, regardless of the loss of lives. 
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Concerned that the essential code-breaking operation would be compromised if the 

Germans realized where this information had originated, the British waited until January 

31, a mere eight hours before the new and devastating policy was to take effect, to alert 

the Wilson Administration.316  

Three days later, Wilson finally broke off diplomatic relations with the Germans, 

much to the chagrin of the peace and pro-German movements in the United States. As he 

wrestled with his own deeply held desire to somehow manage what he called a “peace 

without victory,” Wilson was faced with strong opposition from both sides: those who 

believed the United States should immediately go to the aid of the Allies versus a broad 

American pacifist movement, the Socialist Party, and a large population of German 

Americans who could not bring themselves to believe that the Fatherland would attack 

the ships of their adopted country.317 

At last fully translated, the telegram was presented to Wilson’s ambassador to 

Britain on February 24.  Further efforts to ensure that the Germans would not be tipped 

off about the cryptographers’ work meant it was not released to the press until late in the 

day on February 28.  The administration decided the safest course would be to give it to 

the Associated Press, the syndicate that supplied almost all American news organizations. 

So the story broke on the morning of March 1 in the same way from Maine to California, 

in small town dailies and the New York Times.  Datelined Washington, it began: “The 

316 Barbara Tuchman, The Zimmermann Telegram (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1966), 3-
24. 
317 Ibid. 
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Associated Press is enabled to reveal that Germany, in planning unrestricted submarine 

warfare and counting its consequences, proposed an alliance with Mexico and Japan to 

make war on the United States if this country should not remain neutral.”318 The full text 

of the telegram followed. The Germans’ bold idea came in the second paragraph, which 

stated what they would do if Wilson joined the Allies: 

. . . we propose an alliance on the following basis with Mexico: That we shall 
make war together and together make peace.  We shall give general financial 
support and it is understood that Mexico is to reconquer the lost territory in New 
Mexico, Texas and Arizona. The details are left to you for settlement.319 

Zimmermann continued with the suggestion that the President of Mexico 

persuade Japan to abandon its commitment to the Allies and join the scheme by offering 

to mediate a dispute between Germany and Japan over German imperial possessions in 

China. He concluded with the sanguine prediction that the “ruthless” new submarine 

policy “promises to compel England to make peace in a few months.”320 

To most of the world the telegram appeared threatening but strategically naive. 

The idea that revolution-torn Mexico could mount a significant war upon the United 

States on the larger country’s own territory sounded farfetched, even with the unlikely aid 

of Japan and ample funding from Germany. And the idea of restoring the American 

Southwest to its former ruler seemed preposterous.  But the people of Texas were less 

certain. Why?  Because of two long-running stories that had captured their attention for 

nearly a decade:  the never-ending fight over prohibition, and the Mexican Revolution -- 

318 Ibid, 3-24, 155-175; Dallas Morning News, March 1, 1917. 
319 See Tuchman, p. 3-24. 
320 San Antonio Express, March 1, 1917. 
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the main event south of the Rio Grande, and a peculiar episode centered in the Lone Star 

state, the Plan de San Diego. In the minds of Anglo Texans, both entailed the collusion of 

Germans and Mexicans, and in the case of the latter, the Japanese. Zimmermann’s 

proposal, in fact, sounded quite familiar. 

It took twenty years, but in 1908 Texas prohibitionists shook off the malaise left 

behind by their crushing 1887 defeat and began anew their concerted effort to win a dry 

amendment to the state constitution.  The intervening years had seen substantial 

successes in the northern half of the state through local option, in which small political 

subdivisions were allowed to vote upon alcohol production, sale, and consumption within 

their own boundaries. New blood and enthusiasm had arrived when the Anti-Saloon 

League and its newspaper, Home and State, found a toehold in Texas in 1907.  The 

proposal to submit statewide prohibition to the voters won narrowly, 145,130 to 141,411, 

split along predictable lines: 

The map shows that the northern part of the State was almost solid for 
submission, with the southern half almost as solidly opposed to it. The vote least 
influenced by the presence of negroes, Mexicans, Germans, and other foreign 
elements, may be said to have asserted itself strongly in favor of the measure.321 

The issue could still be viewed as Anglos versus everyone else.  Once again, 

prohibition orators suggested that the Irish, Germans and Czechs were different in ways 

that linked them with non-white Texans; as in the past, prohibition became as much about 

321 Glynn Austin Brooks, “A Political Survey of the Prohibition Movement in Texas,” (master’s thesis, 
The University of Texas, Austin, 1920),. 26-43, especially 27-29.  Though Brooks was writing after the 
triumph of the drys, the thesis well conveys attitudes of the earlier battle. The north-south split Brooks 
identifies could as easily have been urban-rural. Every major city in the state, with the exception of Waco, 
returned significant majorities against submission. 
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who one was as about what one did.  Democratic politicians feared a referendum would 

doom their candidates in German and Bohemian areas: “[W]hat would happen if the anti-

prohibitionists of the State, especially the Germans of South Texas, should rise up in a 

body to resent the action of the Democratic party in putting what they regard as their 

liberty in jeopardy?” they asked. The more cynical warned that a referendum would be an 

exercise in futility because the anti-prohibition forces would collude with border and 

coastal county bosses to “run in” Tejanos and African Americans instructed to vote no.322  

Texas Republicans declared their opposition. Their candidate for governor lauded the 

“foreign” population: 

In Texas we have a large, flourishing, influential foreign population of Germans, 
Bohemians and others who have settled in our midst in large numbers. They are 
industrious, hard-working, frugal, law-abiding and intellectual people. They have 
their customs and their habits, which have come down to them through long 
generations. Beer, or some other form of malt beverage is, they believe, necessary 
and harmless to them. They ought to have it; they will have it, and no law can 
prevent it.323  

Prohibition played a role in a special election in San Antonio. The contest hinged 

on German as well as mistaken Mexican identity.  The Republican candidate, Judge 

Julius Real of Kerrville, a member of the prominent German Schreiner family, defeated 

his Anglo opponent, Democrat John F. Onion, by 2,800 votes, “the greatest majority ever 

322 Dallas Morning News, August 11, 1908.  Prohibition was clearly the hardest fought and most divisive 
issue the Democrats addressed in their annual convention , but lurking in the background was the “Bailey 
issue.”  Many Democrats felt that U.S. Senator Joseph Weldon Bailey had become a disgrace to the state 
through his open alliances with and paid advocacy on behalf of concerns with business before the 
Congress. Robert A. Calvert, The History of Texas, 4th ed., Wheeling, Ill., Harlan Davidson, 2007), 282-
283.   
323 Dallas Morning News, September 13, 1908. He even took note of the presence of two other European 
immigrant groups, the French and Italians, to whom wine, “the very breath of their nostrils,” was as sacred 
as beer was to the Germans and Bohemians. 
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given a candidate for the Senate in this district,” and the first time the seat was won by a 

Republican.324  A Morning News correspondent noted, “Mr. Real is German. Mr. Onion 

is not. There are many Germans in this district, and blood is thicker than water and some 

other fluids.” Real triumphed in every county in the district, most of which had large 

German populations. San Antonio’s Tejano voters also may have been attracted by his 

last name, “Ree-all,” pronounced similarly to a Spanish surname of the same spelling.325 

While the prohibition battles preoccupied many Texans, the front pages of the 

state’s newspapers also carried daily reports on a conflict across the Rio Grande. In 1910, 

as Mexico celebrated the 100th anniversary of its war for independence from Spain, the 

country erupted into a new and destructive revolution that would smolder for decades.  

Texas was separated from its neighbor to the south by nothing more than a narrow 

stream. That had not seemed such a problem during the 34-year reign of “strongman” 

Porfirio Diaz.  He had collaborated so closely with American business interests that it 

was widely presumed that the course of Mexico’s politics and economy were dictated by 

Wall Street.326 

Diaz had perfected the art of suppressing electoral opposition. But as the 1910 

presidential contest drew nearer, Francisco I. Madero, an idealistic member of one of the 

richest families in northern Mexico, began suggest he might challenge the aging 

324 Ibid., November 5, 1908.  When the state legislature met in 1909, they ignored the results of the 
submission vote and refused to vote to place the referendum on the ballot. 
325 Ibid., October 5, 1908. 
326 Linda B. Hall and Don M. Coerver, Revolution on the Border: The United States and Mexico, 1910-
1920 ( Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988), 3-15; see also Anita Brenner, The Wind That 
Swept Mexico: The History of the Mexican Revolution, 1910-1942 (New York: Harper & Bros., 1943).  
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President.  His goal was to redress the mistreatment endured for centuries by the 

country’s peasant class, known as peones, or as adapted in Texas dialect, “peons.” Diaz 

had him arrested. His family bailed him out and he fled to San Antonio, where he plotted 

rebellion.327  

Ultimately more important than Madero himself was the reaction to his 

movement. Thousands of Mexicans responded to his call for reform.  But he did not lead 

his people to the prosperity he dreamed for them. Instead, the revolution descended into 

chaos, with rebel chieftains from different parts of the country vying for control.328  

Driven by the instability that prevailed for the remainder of the decade and into the 

1920s, Mexicans of all backgrounds flooded into California, Arizona, New Mexico, and 

especially Texas. One estimate places almost 1.5 million in the United States for “at least 

part of the revolutionary years.” Between 1900 and 1910, the United States Census count 

of Mexican-born residents of Texas rose from 71,062 to 124,238. During the next decade, 

after the revolution gained momentum, the number more than doubled. The 1920 Census 

showed an explosion in the number of Mexican-born: at just under 250,000, they 

represented more than 69 percent of all foreign-born Texans. Germans, the next most 

numerous group, fell to slightly more than 10 percent.329  

327 Hall, 16-27. 
328 Ibid., 126-141. 
329 United States Census, 1900, 1910, 1920 ..The numbers for 1910 are not exactly comparable with those 
for 1900 and 1920, because the United States Census Bureau inexplicably opted to lump Czechs, 
previously broken out as “Bohemian,” in with German-speaking Austrians that year.   Note that I am only 
giving numbers for the foreign-born, not the “foreign element,” which includes those born in the United 
States of foreign parentage.  For 1900, the Census does not break out native persons born of Mexican 
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But more significantly, the vast majority of Mexicans settling in Texas during 

these years were of mixed Spanish and Indian ancestry – in most cases, significantly 

more Indian than Spanish.330 Quite naturally, this changed the way that Anglo Texans 

and the Irish, Germans, and Czechs viewed Mexicans. For the Irish, who had 

intermarried extensively with the Mexican elite, there was a new imperative to choose an 

identity that minimized what Clara Driscoll had termed “race-mixing.”331   

The first rumblings of the Mexican Revolution had been initiated well before 

1910 by two brothers, Ricardo and Enrique Flores Magón. In 1900, they founded a 

newspaper, Regeneración, which labeled Porfirio Diaz a dictator and called for 

improvement in the conditions of the average Mexican. The “Porfiriato,” as the regime 

begun in 1876 was familiarly known, had brought rare calm to Mexico, as well as 

significant economic development, especially through railroad construction and mining.  

Parts of Mexico City and some of the state capitals were places of glittering opulence.  

But despite promises of reforms that would benefit the rural peones and their counterparts 

who had flocked to the cities, life for most Mexicans was one of poorly compensated 

work organized along paternalistic lines. Moreover, because Mexico’s was largely an 

ancestry, but includes them in a catchall category. This may offer some indication of how insignificant 
Mexican immigration was considered at that time. 
330 We will examine this more thoroughly in Chapter 6, when the United States Census of 1930 for the 
first and only time isolated persons of Mexican ancestry as a separate “race” and when many were 
deported. 
331 Texas Germans, even the Catholics, had never intermixed with Mexicans to the degree the Irish did. 
Like Clara Driscoll’s Girl of La Gloria, a pair of autobiographical novels written in German during this 
decade by Clara Matthaei, a Texas German woman who married Mexican nationals, provide a fascinating 
glimpse of how such marriages were regarded in the German community – were they nothing out of the 
ordinary, or were they a form of miscegenation – forbidden by custom, if not, as were marriages of Anglos 
and African Americans, by law? Selma Metzenthin-Raunick and Nolan Schulze, “The Tragedy of Clara 
Matthaei,” Southwest Review 21, no. 1, October, 1935, 52-64. 
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extractive economy, many if not most of its benefits accrued to absentee owners in 

Europe and the United States.332 

The Flores Magóns and their followers, the Magonistas, realized that it was not in 

the nature or the interests of the Porfiriato to tolerate criticism. In 1904, they fled to 

Laredo, then to San Antonio, where they continued to publish Regeneración. The 

following year the long arm of Diaz reached into Texas and the brothers and their 

partisans found themselves once more at risk of physical harm, even death.  They moved 

on to St. Louis, Missouri, where they founded a political party, the Partido Liberal 

Mexicano, then on to Los Angeles, where the PLM became associated with the radical 

labor organization, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW).333 

Though it was never headquartered in Mexico, the PLM had a profound impact 

there and in Texas, where chapters, called grupos, were organized in areas with 

significant Mexican-American populations, particularly in the Brownsville vicinity and 

near the small town of San Diego. Through the Flores Magóns and their followers, the 

peones and urban workers heard of the possibility of a better life. Many decided to make 

it their own. When Madero called them to his revolutionary banner, thousands chose to 

fight for a new life by joining him or one of the other rebel leaders; thousands more 

decided to seek their fortunes across the border in Texas.334 

332 James A. Sandos, Rebellion in the Borderlands: Anarchism and the Plan of San Diego, 1904-1923 
(Norman, Okla: University of Oklahoma Press), 1992, 24-45. 
333 Ibid. 
334 Ibid.  
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Some of these sojourners moved on to the rapidly growing urban areas of the 

state.  Others settled in the Mexican-dominated south and southwestern regions where 

ancient ranching families lived according to the same feudal patterns that held sway in 

parts of Mexico. Generations of unskilled peones and highly skilled vaqueros had worked 

on the same ranchos and for the same families since before Texas independence. They 

had developed ties that bound the worker and his or her patron in a close and lasting 

relationship. The patron was an employer, but also figuratively and often actually a 

godparent, responsible for the physical and moral welfare of the peon.  The arrival of 

large numbers of unaffiliated Mexicans after 1910 disrupted these patterns of 

interrelationship in ways that would have altered them irreparably, even without the other 

revolution that hit South Texas at the same time.335 

Cattle ranching had been an integral part of the south Texas economy since the 

days of Don Martin De Leon and Don Carlos de la Garza. Broad grassy plains extended 

inland from the Gulf of Mexico, shading into arid expanses that rolled uninterrupted to 

the Rio Grande and into northern Mexico.  The further west they were, the larger the 

ranches had to be in order to remain economically viable.  The Spanish practice of 

partible inheritance meant that some of these great holdings were divided into smaller 

and smaller portions as generations passed, with the influence of their owners dwindling 

with the shrinking number of acres they owned.  But other families retained control by 

folding each of their own new generations into the web that bound peon to patron. When 

335 Montejano, 15-99; Crimm. 
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the advent of barbed wire led to the fencing of the ranchos, it became advantageous to 

have family members posted to each of the fenced subdivisions.336  

The worldwide economic downturn in the last decade of the nineteenth century hit 

the cattle business hard. Robert Justus Kleberg II, youngest son of Robert Justus and 

Rosalie, had married the youngest daughter of Captain Richard King, the Irish founder of 

the King Ranch.  Becoming manager of the fabled spread upon King’s death in 1885, 

Kleberrg experimented with drilling deep wells and discovered a huge aquifer that made 

irrigation and the crops it could water possible in the arid region between the Nueces and 

the Rio Grande.  This vast area had been disputed since the Texas Revolution. The 

Nueces Strip or Lower Rio Grande Valley, often referred to simply as “the Valley,” had 

officially been ceded to the United States in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that ended 

the United States-Mexican War. But in the minds of many Mexicans, it remained 

contested territory.337 

Though irrigation promised new prosperity, the Valley had no rail link to 

transport crops or passengers. Kleberg and ranchers, including Clara Driscoll’s father and 

brother, donated land and money to spur construction of a 160-mile extension of the 

state’s rail system. Connecting Brownsville on the Rio Grande at the Gulf of Mexico to 

the then-southern terminus of the Missouri-Pacific at Corpus Christi, the St. Louis, 

Brownsville, and Mexico Railway was completed in 1904, the year the Flores Magón 

336 Ibid.,Tom Lea, The King Ranch, vol. 2, (Boston: Little, Brown, 1957), 469-482, 532-604. 
337 Ibid. 
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brothers crossed the border into Texas.338 The railroad promoters advertised, particularly 

in the Midwest, for farmers looking to leave behind exhausted land and make a fresh 

start. Hundreds rode special excursion trains to visit the region; many returned home, 

packed up their families, and headed back to Texas. The farmers soon outnumbered the 

ranching elite.339  

In many ways this development proved positive. Barren lands were transformed 

into a “Winter Garden.” The region’s economy diversified and became more stable and 

profitable.  Farming required more human labor than ranching, creating jobs for many of 

the hundreds of newcomers crossing the border every week.340 But for the old Tejano 

families, the arrival of thousands of mostly Indian peones made things doubly difficult. 

Newcomers from other parts of the United States could not tell the difference between the 

peons and the landed aristocracy – all spoke Spanish, most were dark-haired, dark-eyed, 

and dark-complexioned, at least compared to the Anglos and northern Europeans the 

farmers had left behind. These circumstances were nothing like those that had met James 

Power, the first Bryan Callaghan, and Adina de Zavala’s mother, Julia Tyrrell. They had 

encountered a society in which upper-class Mexicans mixed freely and on a basis of 

equality with Europeans and Americans, especially the Irish.  In 1930, folklorist Jovita 

Gonzalez recorded the reaction of an oldtimer to the changed social world.  Before the 

arrival of the farmers, he said, 

338 Montejano, 106-107. 
339 Ibid., 109-110; for a trenchant account of the rapid transformation of the Valley, see 102-156. 
340 Ibid., “Winter Garden” was a promoter’s slogan that stuck. 
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there were no racial or social distinctions  between us. Their children married 
ours, ours married theirs, and both were glad and proud of the fact. But since the 
coming of the “white trash” from the north and middle west we felt the change. 
They made us feel for the first time that we were Mexicans and that they 
considered themselves our superiors.341  

Certainly there had been anti-Mexican prejudice in the past, but the Mexican elite 

had been able to retreat to the recesses of their ranchos and ignore it.  Now it was 

intruding even there, as the world of South Texas was turned upside down – with the 

Anglos on top.342 The existing Anglo community welcomed the newcomers. These were 

their kind of people. They looked white, they spoke English, most of them were 

Protestant. Though doubtless some were of relatively recent European stock, they 

generally did not come in groups as had the Irish, Germans, and Czechs or, for that 

matter, the Swedes, Poles, and Danes. They were readily assimilated. Indeed, prohibition 

advocates who had written off southwestern Texas as a bastion of German and Mexican 

wet sympathy began to look to these newcomers to provide the crucial margin in their 

battle to turn all of Texas dry.343 In 1910, with their aid, a new proposal for a statewide 

prohibition referendum won by the remarkable margin of 28,082 votes.344  

That year’s struggle was also played out in the gubernatorial election, which 

catapulted a new actor to prominence.  Born in Georgia during the Civil War, Oscar 

Branch Colquitt had moved with his family to Texas in 1878 and worked as a tenant 

341 Jovita Gonzalez, “Social Life in Cameron, Starr, and Zapata Counties” (master’s thesis, The University 
of Texas at Austin, 1930), 106.  Gonzalez’s thesis offers a compelling portrait of the people of the Valley. 
342 Ibid., 44-115. 
343 Ivy, No Saloon, 25, 58, 60-62. See also Brooks. 
344 Ivy, No Saloon, 41. Brooks.  
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farmer to finance a brief foray into private secondary education. He then became a 

“printer’s devil,” or assistant to a small-town newspaper editor. He husbanded his wages, 

founded his own newspapers, and used them as a springboard into politics. Serving in the 

state senate and as a paid lobbyist until his election to the Railroad Commission in 1903, 

he ran unsuccessfully for governor in 1906. Throughout his career, his fervent opposition 

to prohibition was accompanied by enthusiastic support of Germans in Texas and 

elsewhere.345 

Colquitt opened his second campaign for the governorship on St. Patrick’s Day 

with an appeal to the Irish of north Texas.  He won the endorsement of a Catholic priest 

at the German outpost of Muenster, but had to defend this vote of confidence against 

Protestant ministers on the prohibition side, even though the drys had a Catholic priest of 

their own, a Father Murphy from the Panhandle.346 Colquitt’s opponents called Germans 

and Czechs foreigners who could not be trusted and lacked civic virtues.  Dry candidate 

Cone Johnson ventured into German communities to accuse men who opposed 

prohibition of selfishly placing their own enjoyment of beer ahead of the welfare of 

weaker men and boys: 

Is there anybody here . . . with a son he is willing to feed to the saloon tiger and 
see dragged down to hell in order that other boys may get strong? . . . No, no, but 

345 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Colquitt, Oscar Branch,” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/fco32.html (accessed December 15, 2008). George 
Portal Huckaby, “Oscar Branch Colquitt: A Political Biography” (Ph.D. dissertation, The University of 
Texas, Austin, 1946), 1-171.  It is worth noting that in the foreword to his project, Huckaby states that he 
realized part way through that Colquitt had an unjustly negative reputation that stemmed at least in part 
from resentment of his anti-prohibition convictions.  
346 Dallas Morning News, June 1, 1910. 
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you’re willing to see the other man’s son and the other mother’s son dragged into 
eternal hell and damnation in order that you may have your drink.347 

Colquitt countered that “nearly all of the sturdy Germans, Bohemians and Swedes of 

South and Central Texas are native born. They are law-abiding, peaceable and 

industrious. . . . They regulate themselves.”348  He won easily.  

The prohibition referendum authorized in 1910 and carried out in 1911 turned out 

not to be over whether alcohol was good or bad, but over which mode of regulating it was 

more effective. The pros framed the question as a stark choice: “saloon or no saloon.”  

The antis said that was not the question at all. Rather, what mattered was self-

determination, in the form of local option. Communities that banned alcohol within their 

boundaries had every right to do so, but they had no right to impose their wishes upon 

counties and precincts that voted to allow it. Eventually, the argument came down to this: 

what was the smallest unit of government that should be allowed to legislate on an issue 

like prohibition? The prohibitionists, who had achieved such success through local 

option, now argued that the precinct and county were too small; only the state could 

decide.  The antis, who had once found local option a nuisance, suddenly discovered it 

had Jeffersonian virtue.349 

Each side spent thousands promoting its cause. The campaign was conducted at 

rallies, speakings, and barbecues at which hundreds of talks were delivered. Colquitt 

347Ibid., July 20, 1910. 
348 Ibid., June 7, 1910; Mike Kingston, Sam Attlesey, and Mary G. Crawford, The Texas Almanac’s 
Political History of Texas (Austin: Eakin Press, 1992), 203. 
349 Ibid., 149; San Antonio Express, July 21, 1911; Brooks, 79. 



201

spoke against the referendum in addresses around the state, drawing crowds of up to 

10,000. Though anti-German feeling was not nearly as virulent as in 1887, Germans were 

closely identified with opposition to the amendment.  Anti-Statewide Prohibition 

Chairman Jacob F. Wolters publicized a letter he received from a Confederate veteran 

and prohibition advocate who claimed that alcohol had ruined the Germans of the state 

and the communities in which they lived: 

A grander lot of people never came to Texas than the German immigration of ’48. 
Now look . . . beer has brought them down . . . any town in Texas, where the 
Germans are in the ascendancy, is going to the bad.  There is probably 400,000 
German people and their descendants in Texas, and not one of them ever attained 
eminence in any calling . . . Your people have acquired some of the fairest spots 
in Texas only to bring mildew and decay upon them. . . . Even your women are 
becoming unlovely from contact with the degenerate sons of noble sires . . . try to 
save your race, rather than to drag them down.350 

Like Colquitt, Wolters came to embody the German cause in the eyes of dry 

advocates.  Born in 1871 of German-American parents, “Jake” led the 1908 and 1911 

anti-prohibition campaigns. Though fluent in English, he had grown up in a thoroughly 

German milieu in New Ulm, site of the Civil War era attack on the families of men who 

tried to evade conscription. During his childhood it was home to a Turnverein chapter 

and a Schutzenverein, or German gun club. He had been a teenager at the time of the 

1887 referendum, but once he attained his majority he became a staunch opponent of 

350 Fort Worth Star Telegram, May 7, 1911. I have preserved the grammatical idiosyncracies of the 
original letter. 
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prohibition, not merely, as some of his detractors argued, a tool of the brewing and liquor 

interests.351  

The attack he publicized was the exception to usual portrayals of Germans. More 

common were references like one pointing out the dry view that statewide prohibition 

would succeed even in German areas if the voters elsewhere supported it because “the 

Germans are everywhere noted for their devotion to peace and good order and for 

graceful submission to the laws of the country and for law-abiding and law-enforcing 

character.”352 

The waning days of the campaign saw two strange episodes.  In the first, the 

Express received a message from the New York Globe asking, “Have fifty-seven negroes 

been murdered in San Antonio within a year and no one arrested or tried for it? If so, 

send story.” The Express, attributing the tale to prohibitionists, sought the advice of local 

officials who said that not only had 57 African Americans not been murdered in the city 

within a year, no such number had been killed there in any decade of the community’s 

history, dating back into the 1700s.353  A similarly sensational story alleged that “Never a 

week passes but what some boy student is sent home from [The University of Texas] 

because he has been made a drunkard by those drunk factories, or some girl student is 

sent home to her family having been debauched by these infamous saloons.” Though 

351 The Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Wolters, Jacob Franklin,” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/WW/fwo5.html (accessed December 15, 2008); s.v. 
“New Ulm,”  http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/NN/hln13.html (accessed May 6, 2010). 
352 Fort Worth Star Telegram, July 13, 1911. 
353 Benjamin Heber Johnson, Revolution in Texas: How a Forgotten Rebellion and Its Bloody Suppression 
Turned Mexicans into Americans (New Haven: Yale University Press), 169.  
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Austin was still home to its biergartens, the University’s president replied that in his nine 

years there, no male student had been “dismissed . . .  for drunkenness or drinking,” and 

“no girl has been sent home having been debauched during the University’s twenty-eight 

years of existence.”354 

Prohibitionists also accused their opponents of paying poll taxes for African-

American voters.  One of several ways of limiting black men’s participation in Texas 

politics was to impose a $1.75 per person annual tax, payment of which was to be a 

prerequisite for casting a ballot.  In fact, the poll tax had become a means of controlling 

the votes of men with lower incomes, regardless of race.  Causes or candidates supported 

by those who could afford to pay other men’s poll taxes could control their votes – or at 

least thought they could, Texas ostensibly having adopted the secret ballot.355 

Some 468,489 men voted in 1911.  The antis carried the day, but by the slimmest 

of margins – 6,207 votes, or 1.3 percent – most cast by urban voters.  As soon as the final 

counts were posted, the drys cried foul, alleging “wholesale fraud” involving African-

American and Mexican-American voters. The Anti-Saloon League paper argued the drys 

had won “the intelligent votes of the State,” while the wets had triumphed through those 

of “the ignorant negroes and vicious Mexicans.”  Promoting a legal challenge, Baptist 

minister Dr. B.J. Carroll added European immigrants and their descendants to this group: 

“a majority of the Anglo-Saxons of Texas are in favor of State-wide prohibition,” he said, 

drawing a bright line that placed the Irish, Germans, Czechs and other European elements 

354 Ibid., 170-171. 
355 Ibid., 171-173; San Antonio Express, July 21, 1911. 
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on the same side as African Americans and Tejanos, with Anglos in splendid isolation on 

the other.356  

As this contest was taking place, the large number of Americans and Mexicans 

migrating into South Texas drew the United States and Mexico closer than at any time 

since the war of 1846-1848. And more than at any time since then, the United States 

government saw armed intervention in Mexican affairs as an option. Border troubles had 

generally been dealt with by the famous – or infamous -- Texas Rangers. But in 1911, as 

many Texans focused their attention on the prohibition fight, rumors circulated that Japan 

and Mexico had signed a secret mutual defense treaty, Japanese military men had 

infiltrated Mexico, and the island nation sought a coaling station for its ships on the west 

coast of Baja California.  The limitations on Japan’s military ambitions since World War 

II make it hard to imagine what a different place she occupied in world affairs during the 

early twentieth century. Aggressively seeking outlets for her burgeoning population, she 

sought to impress her prowess on the West in an era of European and American imperial 

expansion in the Pacific. She had triumphed over Russia in the Russo-Japanese War of 

1904-1905, and had established a thriving colony in the Americas at Peru.357  

When the United States placed restrictions on the immigration of Japanese labor 

into the western states, angry Japanese officials linked the people of Japan and Mexico, 

portraying Mexicans “as their racial brothers, descended from Japanese fishermen who 

had long ago been blown across the Pacific on a raft.” When the grand admiral of the 

356 Johnson, 184-185. 
357 Tuchman, 33-38. 
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Japanese fleet visited his Mexican counterpart in 1911, he told a state dinner in his honor 

that they shared “the same blood” as well as the same enemy, the arrogant colossus of the 

north, whose citizens insisted upon calling themselves “Americans,” as if Mexicans were 

not themselves Americans!358 

Though the Japanese and American governments denied the existence of a secret 

treaty, German agents claimed they had revealed it to the American ambassador to 

Mexico and provoked swift action. Treaty or no treaty, President William Howard Taft 

suddenly and without apparent provocation ordered 20,000 troops to the border and sent 

the Atlantic fleet steaming toward Galveston.  For weeks, as the troops massed along the 

Rio Grande, journalists speculated about the role of the Japanese. Even as headlines read: 

“JAP STORY IS ABSURD . . . Talk of Secret Treaty Between Mexico and That Country 

of Ridiculous Class,” stories connecting Mexico and Japan continued. The Fort Worth 

Star-Telegram titled an editorial about the Japanese “Those Little Brown Men,” in what 

its readers would doubtless have presumed a reference to Mexican mestizos. In fact, Taft 

had become increasingly concerned about the effects of the Maderista challenge to Diaz 

on United States firms’ investments and personnel in Mexico. He intended the build-up 

along the border to shore up the Diaz regime, but it contributed to the unrest that led to 

the aging dictator’s ultimate abdication on May 25.359   

358 Ibid., 34. 
359 Ibid.,33-38; 54-65.  Dallas Morning News, March 24, 1911; April 11, 1911; Fort Worth Star Telegram, 
April 11, 1911; April 13, 1911. (Hall and Coerver say they are following Edward P. Haley, Revolution and 
Intervention: The Diplomacy of Taft and Wilson with Mexico, 1910-1917 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1970), in stating that “Despite widespread rumors of intervention, there was no increased military activity 
along the border. With less than a month to serve as president, Taft was not about to abandon his consistent 
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By then, military activity along the border had come to seem routine and the 

attention of the newspapers had turned toward the impending prohibition vote.  Colquitt 

once again demonstrated his pro-German sentiments by serving as the keynote speaker at 

the closing of the 28th Saengerfest. He sent greetings to the Kaiser, suggesting that 

“Texas has the room and stands ready to accommodate those of the German Empire who 

wish to join their good countrymen in this State. [He] lauded the Germans and their 

qualities of good citizenship.”360 

Matters within Mexico, along the border, and in South Texas continued to be 

chaotic in the wake of Diaz’s departure.  Madero remained popular and won election to 

the presidency. He assumed power in November.  Various militarized factions struggled 

for control on the ground and expressed frustration with Madero’s moderate approach to 

such key issues as land reform. Pancho Villa, Pasqual Orozco, and Venustiano Carranza 

were active in the north; Emiliano Zapata controlled the state of Morelos, near Mexico 

City.  From Los Angeles, the Flores Magón brothers repudiated their earlier support of 

Madero as they moved leftward toward anarchism. 

1912 brought Texas a second, this time unofficial referendum on prohibition.  

Jake Wolters sought the Democratic nomination for United States Senator against a 

dedicated prohibition advocate, Morris Sheppard, while a little-known dry candidate 

challenged Colquitt.  Press reports pointed out Wolters’ support among German Texans, 

as well as those of Bohemian and Swiss descent. Dry papers noted that organizations like 

policy of nonintervention,” 48. For more on similar terms applied to Mexican Americans, see Foley, The 
White Scourge, particularly Ch. 3, “Little Brown Man in Gringoland.” 
360 Dallas Morning News, May 25, 1911. 
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the German Texas State League had issued instructions to all Germans and persons of 

German descent to vote for a slate including Wolters solely because of its members’ anti-

prohibition stance. A leader of the Anti-Saloon League said of Wolters and Colquitt, 

“These liquor candidates are identically the men who combined and voted the most 

ignorant negroes and Mexicans against Texas Democrats in the amendment campaign of 

1911. . . . In other words, they combined the worst and most dangerous elements in Texas 

to defeat Democrats last year.”361 

A Dallas crowd heard that “Colquitt circulars . . . had been distributed among 

negroes, Mexicans and Germans in South Texas.” New charges had Colquitt and Wolters 

urging African Americans, non-citizen Mexicans, and Republicans to try to vote in the 

Democratic primary. Cone Johnson paired their names with those of two nationally 

famous German brewers of St. Louis, Anheuser-Busch and Lemp and told voters not to 

let them “make a whisky machine out of the Democratic party. . . . The thing for the 

white men . . . who believe in a white man’s rule to do . . . was to rise up in their might 

and snow Wolters and Colquitt under. ” Sheppard argued that his opponent, “who 

boasted of the patriotism of his great-grandfather, was leading more Mexicans against the 

cause of good government and against the liberties of the people of Texas than ever 

fought under the banners of Santa Anna.”362  

Wolters responded crudely, but forcefully: “’There is not a nigger in South Texas 

who would not walk barefooted from the Gulf to Red River to vote against me,’” the 

361Ibid., May 4, 1912. 
362 Ibid., July 7, 20, 21, 1912. 
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Morning News quoted him as saying. “He also told of his part in establishing the 

supremacy of the white race in South Texas.” But he defended Tejanos who continued to 

be politically active, “stating that he knew but few Mexicans who would vote in the 

primaries, and those were native-born Texans, good citizens and good Democrats.”363 

On primary day, Colquitt won easily, but Wolters fell short. Sheppard went on to 

make his name in the Senate as a leading advocate for national prohibition and a sponsor 

of the Eighteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution.364 Of greater import to 

Texas, however, was the election of Wilson, whose vacillating approach to Mexico 

would strain state and federal relations, and in particular provoked Colquitt. 

Wolters’ role as the candidate of the wets had further cemented in the minds of 

the public that anti-prohibition was still, as in 1887, the cause of the Irish Catholics, 

Germans, Bohemians, “ignorant negroes and vicious Mexicans.”365 Colquitt’s enthusiasm 

for things German and his involvement in the Alamo dispute that split the Daughters of 

the Republic of Texas gave ammunition to those who believed he lacked sympathy for 

the Anglo-Saxon point of view in state affairs. Adina De Zavala enlisted his aid in 

preserving the Alamo according to her conviction that the convent building adjacent to 

363Ibid., July 23, 1912. 
364Kingston, 118-121, 200-203. The percentage totals were almost exactly reversed, with Colquitt winning 
55-45 and Wolters losing 44 to 56.  Though the 17th amendment to the United States Constitution, which
mandated the direct election of Senators, was not ratified until 1913, the Texas Democratic Party required
its candidates for United States Senator to run in its primary, though the Legislature was not required to
choose the winner of the primary. It should also be noted that the Party did not begin to require its
candidates to win a majority of the votes cast until a rules change during Colquitt’s second term. Perhaps
the much smaller total vote in the Senatorial contest can be attributed to its not being perceived as an actual
election. Lewis L. Gould, Progressives and Prohibitionists: Texas Democrats in the Wilson Era (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1973), 86-93, 94-95.
365 Ibid., 93. The Texas vote totals for the three also-rans were surprisingly close – approximately 28,000 
for Taft, 26,000 for Roosevelt, and an unexpected 25,000 for Debs. Kingston,83. 
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the chapel should be restored, not torn down.  Undertaking his own research into the 

monument’s origins, uses, and previous remodelings, the governor came to believe De 

Zavala’s contentions were valid and the restoration should proceed as she proposed. 

Though Clara Driscoll Sevier was Irish-American, her position, that the convent should 

be razed to allow a parklike setting for the chapel, came to be seen as that of the Anglo 

faction of the Daughters. After several very public rounds of legal wrangling, in 1913 

Colquitt finally obtained an injunction from the state Supreme Court halting Driscoll 

Sevier’s efforts to thwart his plans.366 

The governor visited the Alamo himself to determine how to proceed.  The 

legislature had appropriated $5,000 for the restoration, but the delays caused by Driscoll 

Sevier limited its use. When funds ran out, the restoration project stopped.  Enlisting the 

aid of the national press, the heiress was able to keep the legislature from making a 

second appropriation, having “outwitted” Colquitt, who wished “to restore the old 

fortifications to their crude state of more than a half century ago,” according to The 

Philadelphia Inquirer. She told the New York Herald she would “stump the state against 

him” if he ran for the Senate in 1916.367 

Meanwhile, in Mexico, members of the ousted Diaz regime fought to regain their 

former positions in the order of succession. President Madero’s days were numbered 

when his own military chief, Victoriano Huerta, went over to their side in February of 

366 Huckaby, 364-374. Dallas Morning News, June 17, 18, 1913; Fort Worth Star Telegram, June 18, 
1913, July 30, 1913. During this period Driscoll was using her married name. 
367 Dallas Morning News,  June 19, 20, 1913 and July 3, 8, 10, 18, 1913; The Philadelphia Inquirer, July 
28, 1913 and New York Herald, April 15, 1913, quoted in Huckaby, p. 372. I have found no record in 
accounts of the 1916 contest that Driscoll Sevier carried out her threat.  
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1913.  But rather than restoring them to power, the general declared himself president and 

began a futile effort to bring the various rebellious factions to heel. He first imprisoned 

Madero, then had him shot.368  

Wilson, who took office the following month, never forgave Huerta for 

assassinating Madero and refused to sanction his government.  While attempting to 

manipulate affairs behind the scenes, he tried to remain officially neutral in a conflict that 

raged nearly as fiercely on his side of the border as on the Mexicans’.  He refused to act 

when a Tejano rancher was lured across the border, arrested by Huertista forces, and 

hanged. He chose not to respond to several incursions into South Texas by armed bands 

of revolutionaries. Finally, he frustrated Colquitt by effectively forbidding him to act in 

his stead, sparking antipathy that would outlast the governor’s term.369 

It came as a shock to Texans, then, when the President ordered the invasion and 

occupation of the Mexican port city of Veracruz on April 21, 1914.  His reasons were 

two-fold. First, before the discovery of huge oil pools in Texas, Venezuela, and the 

Middle East, Mexico was one of the world’s most important suppliers of petroleum. 

Already essential for European and American navies, the fuel was shipped out of 

Mexico’s Gulf Coast ports. Second, Wilson learned that a major shipment of arms was 

about to be delivered to Huerta’s forces via the port.  His response may have been 

intended as a surgical strike, but to the Mexicans it likely seemed the first phase of a 

368 Hall, 46-50. 
369 Ibid., 22-23, 51-56. 
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much broader intervention: April 21 marked the 78th anniversary of the Texan victory 

over Santa Anna at San Jacinto.370 

In light of events that soon preoccupied the world, the episode seems minor, 

though 19 Americans and 126 Mexicans were killed, with 71 Americans and 95 

Mexicans wounded in the initial fighting. But it provoked a diplomatic crisis that shook 

the Wilson administration and had geopolitical consequences that presaged the wider 

war. Already preparing for conflict with Britain, Germany had approached Huerta with 

an offer of military support if he would bar shipments of oil to the British Navy in the 

event Britain and Germany went to war. Hard-pressed by opposing rebel forces, he 

agreed. The Hamburg-Amerika line ship Ypiranga was soon speeding toward Mexico 

carrying 200 machine guns and 15 million cartridges.371 

The German newspaper Der Tag predicted the United States’ next move would be 

to annex Mexico and provoke Latin America – including Panama, with its crucial canal – 

to rise up and evict the agents of norteamericano informal empire. Japan might join the 

effort, it suggested, taking control of California.372 Shaken by the loss of life and the 

flurry of negative comment that greeted his action, Wilson decided it was time for Huerta 

370 Hall, 22-23, 51-54; The Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Vergara, Clemente” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/VV/fve15.html (accessed February 9, 2009).  The San 
Antonio Express of April 22, 1914 carried an article pointing out this circumstance and its significance. The 
Express’s coverage of the Veracruz affair and the events leading up to it is both extensive and intense.  
371 Tuchman, 46-50.  This materiel reputedly was actually the product of a United States company. The 
German transport was intended to circumvent American neutrality laws. 
372 Tuchman, 52-53. “Informal empire,” a concept advanced by Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher, 
refers to one nation’s domination of another through economic relationships rather than overt control. A 
few months later, the Kaiser privately suggested that Britain join Germany in thwarting American designs 
by “arranging our respective spheres of influence” in Mexico. The overture recalls Prince Solms-Braunfels 
suggestions to his cousin, Queen Victoria, of a similar collaboration nearly 70 years earlier. Now as then, 
the British apparently did not respond. 
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to go, and entered into conversations with both Villa and Carranza, who were temporarily 

united in a fierce battle with the old general for control of Mexico’s border states.373 

Huerta’s tenuous lock on power further loosened.  On July 15, he resigned the 

presidency. Five days later, he and his family boarded a German ship that eventually took 

them to exile in Spain.  His continuing ties to Germany were no secret. Nor were his links 

to Japan: American newspapers had run photos of a public welcoming ceremony for 

“Japanese War Teachers Employed by Mexico,” a cadre of army officers sent to Mexico 

City to “teach the Mexican soldiers the art of modern warfare.”374  

The year 1914 was, of course, a watershed not just for Mexico but for the world.  

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria by a Serbian nationalist on 

June 28 touched off what would become the First World War. Texans were uncertain 

about what the war would mean for them and with whom they should sympathize. The 

San Antonio Express published a daily syndicated column by Bernard Ridder, editor of 

the New York Staats-Zeitung, called “The German View of the War Situation from Day 

to Day.”375  

Prohibition was again on the table. Nearly 1,000 members of the German-

American Central Union, an umbrella group that drew together most of the state’s 

German social and fraternal organizations, met in San Antonio to declare their opposition 

to prohibition and any candidate who supported it. They boldly asserted their right to do 

373 Tuchman, 51; Hall, 56. 
374 Tuchman, 52-53; Fort Worth Star Telegram, February 14, 1914. The San Antonio Express carried an 
article on April 25, 1914 about Mexico City’s Japanese residents’ support for the Mexican cause. 
375 Tuchman, 137. 
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just what the drys had warned they would in 1912:  “In consideration of the present social 

and political situation in Texas, there remains nothing for American citizens of German 

descent to do but to . . . ask every liberty-loving citizen to take part in the primary 

election.” If their statement did not make their intent clear, the participation of the 

Republican Julius Real in the organizing committee did.376  

But Central Union did not represent the entire German-descended population of 

the state. The “German-American Auxiliary Advisory Committee Prohibition Democrats 

of Texas” endorsed the dry candidate for governor, asking Texas Germans to consider the 

wishes of “Emperor William of Germany.” “I know very well,” the Kaiser had written, 

that the pleasure of drinking is an old heritage of the Germans. However, we must 
henceforth, in every connection through self-discipline, free ourselves from this 
evil. . . . The next war and the next sea battle demand sound nerves of you. . . 
These become undermined through alcohol and from youth up by the use of 
alcohol endangered. . . . That Nation which consumes the least quantity of alcohol 
wins. And that you should be, my gentlemen.377 

Yet despite these declarations, 1914 saw the first election in several years in 

which prohibition did not decide the Texas governorship.  Though he openly shared anti-

prohibition sentiments, James Ferguson, a little-known banker from Central Texas, 

managed to make reform of the state’s tenant farming system the major issue and easily 

won the top office.378 But the contest nevertheless linked Mexicans and Germans in the 

minds of the electorate. When Ferguson’s opponent suggested a set of election reforms 

376Ibid., April 26 and 27, 1914; Dallas Morning News, April 27,  1914; Fort Worth Star Telegram, April 
27, 1914. 
377 Ibid., June 21, 1914. 
378 Gould, 126-129. For a full discussion of the situation of farmers and farm labor under tenancy, see 
Foley, The White Scourge, especially 64-90.    
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that would ensure that individuals were actually voting their own preferences, the 

banker’s camp argued that “he had attacked the Mexicans.” He demurred: 

I have never said that I was going to make a race test. . . . There is a difference 
between Mexicans. The test I propose, which would require a voter to be able to 
call the names of the candidates or mark his own ballot, would apply to Mexicans, 
Germans, Americans and everybody alike, and it would not apply to the 
intelligent Mexican any more than it would apply to those of every blood who 
qualified as voters under the proposed test.379  

As Ferguson took office in January, Texas Attorney General B.F. Looney 

launched a state investigation into whether the overwhelmingly German major Texas 

brewers were colluding in violation of anti-trust laws. In a parting shot as he left office, 

Colquitt gave an interview castigating Wilson for what the retiring governor perceived as 

inadequate response to the border troubles and called American foreign policy 

“imbecile.”380 When some Germans applauded, hostile news coverage labeled the entire 

community “hyphenated citizens” and questioned their loyalty.381 

On February 2, political concerns were temporarily eclipsed. The Associated 

Press carried a bizarre story from South Texas: a Mexican national, Basilio Ramos, had 

been arrested near the border while recruiting accomplices for a revolutionary plot to 

murder all Anglo men over the age of 16 and liberate Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, 

Colorado, and Upper California, “of which states the Republic of Mexico was robbed in a 

379 Fort Worth Star Telegram, July 22, 1914. 
380 Huckaby, p. 388-400; Anti-Saloon League, The Brewers and Texas Politics, vol. 1, (San Antonio, 
1916), 1; Gould, 13-14.  
381 Dallas Morning News, January 1, 2, 10, 1915; Gould, 154-155; Tiling, 172. 
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most perfidious way by North American imperialism.”382 The action was to begin with a 

bloody uprising in the early morning hours of February 20; participants would be limited 

to members of “the Latin, the negro or the Japanese race.” Rumor, augmented by local 

newspapers, soon had the Valley in an uproar. The Morning News added incendiary 

details of unknown origin: conspirators were to meet at the hamlet of San Diego on 

February 6, then make their way to posts “from Brownsville to Arizona”; the plan 

“placed special emphasis on the necessity of killing United States soldiers.” The Express 

emphasized the racial aspects of the plot, noting it was to culminate in the establishment 

of governments in the seized states “for all except the white race.”383 The document did 

not mention Germans, though they would soon come to be associated with it. 

From subsequent reports, it appears that in August, 1914, Ramos and a small 

group of Mexicans had arrived in San Diego and opened a bar. The town had hosted a 

Magonista grupo for five years, during which the Flores Magóns had expanded their 

critique of Diaz and Madero into a broader condemnation of capitalism and the United 

States. The San Diego grupo was led by two Tejanos, Aniceto Pizaña and Luis de la 

Rosa, the former a quiet man who owned his own ranch, the latter a one-time deputy 

sheriff who had a reputation as a macho. Their bond was their shared commitment to the 

philosophy expounded in the Magonista journal Regeneración. The little bar soon became 

382 San Antonio Express, August 12, 1915. 
383 Charles H. Harris III and Louis R. Sadler, The Texas Rangers and the Mexican Revolution: The 
Bloodiest Decade, 1910-1920  (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2004), 218-219; San 
Antonio Express, February 5 and 7, 1915; Dallas Morning News, February 5, 1915. 
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a gathering place for disaffected immigrants, but when its proprietors couldn’t bring 

themselves to charge their friends for beer, they abandoned it and scattered.384   

On January 6, reunited in a Monterrey jail, they signed a document purportedly 

composed during their time in San Diego. In keeping with the Mexican political tradition 

of issuing “Plans,” or manifestos proclaiming political and military philosophies, goals 

and strategies, they called it the “Plan de San Diego.”385 Released a few days later, 

Ramos made his way on January 24 to McAllen, where he was re-arrested.  He carried a 

carbon copy of the Plan, apparently the only version ever seen by anyone who was not a 

384 Sandos, 80-82. In what follows, I have relied heavily upon newspaper accounts of developments in 
South Texas. My purpose in this chapter is to demonstrate how likely it was that Anglos in Texas would 
find the plot proposed in the Zimmermann Telegram plausible.  I have therefore avoided using 
retrospective accounts recorded after the Telegram was made public because such accounts were almost 
certainly influenced by their context. For example, I have excluded dramatic testimony South Texans 
provided to the United States Senate’s inquiry into “Mexican Affairs,” conducted in 1919.  News accounts 
printed while the Plan was active, by contrast, allow us a sense of the information Texans received day to 
day and how it may have colored their worldviews on March 1, 1917. I have also consulted several 
secondary sources, three of which have been particularly useful, though they put forward widely disparate 
theories of the origins and backing of the Plan de San Diego and the border troubles of 1915-1916.  James 
A. Sandos, in Rebellion in the Borderlands: Anarchism and the Plan of San Diego, 1904-1923 (1992),
argues that the individuals who fomented the Plan were longtime disciples of the Flores Magons and  were
motivated by their anarchist aims. In The Texas Rangers and the Mexican Revolution: The Bloodiest
Decade, 1910-1920 (2004), Charles H. Harris III and Louis R. Sadler elaborate on their theory, first posited
in a 1978 article in The Hispanic American Historical Review, “The Plan of San Diego and the Mexican-
United States War Crisis of 1916: A Reexamination,” that the Plan of San Diego was controlled by the
Mexican war lord and later president, Venustiano Carranza, through one of his generals, Nafarrate.
Carranza used American concerns about the Plan, they believe, to further his quest for recognition by the
Wilson administration.  As his title indicates, Benjamin Heber Johnson, author of Revolution in Texas:
How a Forgotten Rebellion and Its Bloody Suppression Turned Mexicans into Americans, is less concerned
with who inspired or ran the rebellion than the transnational nature of the conflict, the virtual race war it
unleashed, and its subsequent effects on race relations in the borderlands. While I have gained insights
from all three, much of the information crucial to each account comes from private communications among
law officers and military commanders or testimony in later investigations that would not have been
available to the average person living in Texas during the period from 1914 to 1917 when attitudes
regarding the Zimmermann Telegram would have been shaped.
385 Sandos, 80-81; Harris and Sadler, Texas Rangers, 215-216. 
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signatory, as well as a codebook, a coded letter, and a guarantee of safe passage through 

Carrancista-held territory.386  

Authorities were shocked by what they read, but uncertain what to do about it. 

The Plan was nothing if not bold.  Its English translation called for an armed uprising 

beginning at 2 a.m. on the appointed day  

against the Government and country of the United States and North America, . . . 
proclaiming the liberty of individuals of the black race and its independence of 
Yankee tyranny, which has held us [sic] in iniquitous slavery since remote times; 
and at the same time and in the same manner we will proclaim the independence 
and segregation of the States bordering on the Mexican nation.387  

Most alarming, adherents were to take no prisoners.  Those encountered should be asked 

for money, then shot “immediately, without pretext.” Moreover, 

Every stranger who shall be found armed and who can not [sic] prove his right to 
carry arms shall be summarily executed, regardless of race or nationality. . . . 
Every North American over 16 years of age shall be put to death, and only the 
aged men, women and children shall be respected. And on no account shall the 
traitors to our race be respected or spared.388 

The Plan’s military force, the “Liberating Army for Races and Peoples,” would 

march under the slogan, “Equality and Independence,” and be responsible to the 

“supreme revolutionary congress of San Diego, Tex.”  The five conquered American 

states would become an independent republic that might someday unite with Mexico, 

though at present the authors refused aid, “either moral or pecuniary,” from the Mexican 

386 Sandos, 80-81; Harris and Sadler, Texas Rangers, 215-216. 
387Ibid. 
388 Ibid. 
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government.389 The revolutionaries promised to return to “The Apaches of Arizona, as 

well as the Indians (red skins) of the territory . . . their lands which have been taken from 

them . . . to the end that they may assist us in the cause which we defend.” Their attitude 

toward African Americans was particularly notable:  

When we shall have obtained independence for the negroes we shall grant them a 
banner which they themselves shall be permitted to select, and we shall aid them 
in obtaining six States of the American Union, which States border upon those 
already mentioned, and they may from these six States form a republic and they 
may therefore be independent. . . . It is understood among those who may follow 
this movement that we will carry as a singing voice the independence of the 
negroes, placing obligations upon both races. . . . 390 

State, federal and local officials worried for days over what to do with Ramos, 

and ultimately decided to keep him in jail through the prospective date of the uprising. 

Investigators could not confirm the authenticity of the documents taken from Ramos, but 

neither could they prove the Plan was a hoax.  In the days leading up to February 20, the 

countryside was electric with anticipation; “hundreds of families” procured the arms 

necessary to defend themselves.391 

389 Ibid. 
390 Ibid.  B.H. Johnson  has suggested that the Plan may have been “wholly fabricated by Texas Rangers 
or South Texas Anglos to justify their oppression against Tejanos” ( 81). The fact that no original of the 
carbon copy allegedly possessed by Ramos was ever found and that the copy itself has disappeared does 
create an opportunity for falsification to have occurred.  It was laudable that by including “red skins” the 
plotters included a population that had by 1915 been rendered largely invisible in Texas.  They seemed 
unaware that if they carried out their pledge to return Native American lands, no land would be left for 
themselves. 
391 Harris and Sadler, Texas Rangers, 218-219; San Antonio Express, February 21, 1915; Dallas Morning 
News, February 21, 1915. 
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The zero hour passed without incident. “Border Citizens Patrol in Vain; Much-

Advertised ‘Plan of San Diego’ Fails to Bring Forth Single Attack,” read the Express 

headline.  

Nearly every town on the lower border was patrolled last night by officers armed 
with Winchesters. . . . Reports today indicate no disorders, and it is evident if the 
alleged conspirators were serious in their plans they were successfully frustrated 
through interference by Federal authorities, 

stated a brief dispatch from Brownsville. When nothing happened in the following days, 

South Texas went back to its routine. A few extra Rangers and a modest force of federal 

troops remained, but tensions soon eased.392   

A second version of the Plan mysteriously appeared and claimed to have been 

written by members of the revolutionary congress and signed at San Diego on the day the 

uprising was to have taken place.393  It decried racial segregation by calling it the 

hatred of races which closes the doors to schools, hotels, theaters and all public 
establishments to the Mexican, black and yellow, and divides the railroads and all 
public meeting places into areas where the savage ‘white skins’ meet and 
constitute a superior cast [sic].   

It advocated the transfer of farm land to “proletarian” tenant farmers who might 

hold the land individually, or share it communally, thereby augmenting community 

ownership of railroads. It lamented that the United States “not being merely content with 

392 Ibid.  Though it was never, as far as I have been able to ascertain, linked to the Plan, on January 31 an 
Anglo, the son of the postmaster at San Diego, was shot and killed at a “Mexican fandango” there while 
“defending his brother, a cripple, from taunts and insults of a crowd of men.” A “well-known Mexican 
resident of San Diego” and his son were arrested and charged in the death, but I can find no further mention 
of the episode. San Antonio Express, February 1, 1915.  
393 I have been unable to find any newspaper references to the second Plan or how or exactly when it was 
discovered, but Sandos, Johnson, and Harris and Sadler all mention it. Though all refer to its presence in 
United States and Mexican Archives, none offer any conclusive information about whether and when it 
became known in South Texas. 
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daily lynchings of men . . . now dedicates itself to the lynching of an entire people, an 

entire race, an entire continent.”  Finally, it rechristened the area to be liberated the 

“Social Republic of Texas” and added two more states, Utah and Nevada.394  

Despite the new manifesto, no uprising occurred. Even in the Valley, the eyes of 

most Texans were fixed upon Europe. Though Germany was viewed with concern, the 

“hyphenated citizens” of Texas continued to hold a prominent place in the social, 

economic, and political life of their state. In San Antonio, the Turners’ basketball and 

bowling leagues dominated the city’s sporting scene.  In politics, the Peoples’ Municipal 

League met at Turner Hall and Beethoven Hall, while a potential City Council candidate 

named Gutzeit declared that his parents’ Alsatian German ancestry “would not be 

allowed to make any difference in his candidacy.” Socially, the Houston Daily Post 

featured preparations for the annual ball of the city’s Turn Verein and advertised a 

“special dining room for ladies” at Bishop’s German Rathskeller. The Houston Turners 

hosted Prof. Eugene Kuehnemann, Ph.D., for two lectures – one in English “before an 

exclusively American audience” at Turner Hall and a second to “the German citizens of 

Houston” in German at the Saengerbund hall. The talks focused on the “causes and 

problems of the European war.” The German lecture was among the last events at the old 

hall. On July 5, the singing society celebrated American Independence Day and the 

opening of a spacious new home with speeches and song. The talks included a sarcastic 

denunciation of statewide prohibition:  

394 Johnson, 80-82; Sandos, 82-85; Harris and Sadler, 219-220. 
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[I]t calls for regret to see how a meddling minority clamors for revolution; how
our arch enemies maliciously attack and assail us continually with abuse, carrying
on systematic operations by smooth circumlocution, aiming to secure for us the
blessings of prohibition and robbing us of the right of individual action. The
malicious attacks of these hare-brained hotspurs are at this time especially
directed against our clubs, which are organized for social intercourse, and which
are an important feature of social life in all large cities.395

Later in the summer the Express reported on a “Patriotic Program” presented by 

the Hermann Sons to benefit the German-Austrian Red Cross. Among the 1,500 persons 

gathered at Hermann Sons Garden were “a large number of . . . German-Americans, but 

many were just plain Americans.” Though the speeches were in German only, the songs 

were in both German and English and the tableaux featured “Germania and Columbia, 

with the flags of the two nations entwined.” W.A. Wurzbach, a San Antonian who had 

been in Germany at the outbreak of the war, assured the audience that “a great wave of 

patriotism has swept over Germany since the conflict opened, causing the people to bury 

all sectional differences and become cemented in one great nation.” Through this and 

other efforts San Antonio’s German community was able to send $10,000 to “the 

Fatherland.” Texans continued their open support of Germany in other ways as well. The 

Post quoted the report of a paper from a county with a large German population that “The 

German-American people are demanding an embargo on the shipment of arms and 

ammunitions [sic] by the United States to the countries at war with Germany. Nothing 

else will satisfy them.”396  

395 Houston Daily Post, January 31 and July 3, 4, 6, 1915.  
396 Ibid., July 3, 1915. The Post’s July 3 roundup of news from other papers quotes the Bryan Eagle 
editorial as well as the Fort Worth Record’s report of a speech by William Jennings Bryan, the former 
Secretary of State, in which he “told 20,000 German-Americans and Irish-Americans” gathered at New 
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The Valley had remained calm since the non-uprising in February, and at first, no 

one connected a July 5 raid or several that followed with the Plan de San Diego. The 

situation in northern Mexico was unstable, to say the least; the raiders were likely 

Villistas or Carrancistas, or even Huertistas hoping to reinstate their leader. He was 

sitting in jail at El Paso, having been arrested on his way back to Mexico to attempt to 

regain the presidency. The marauders seemed more interested in taking horses and guns 

than killing Anglo men over the age of 16.  Moreover, the Plan had directed that the 

revolution start in the cities, and the initial attacks hit isolated ranches. The bands were 

pursued by a small number of Texas Rangers, local lawmen, and “citizens,” but were able 

to escape into the thick underbrush that covered much of the coastal plain. The terrain 

and vegetation thwarted all efforts to capture what newspapers still called “bandits.”397   

A second wave of border violence began in early August. United States 

cavalrymen assigned to protect the border were told bandits had congregated at Aniceto 

Pizaña’s ranch. Convinced they were dealing with intruders from across the border, they 

rode out to the ranch, only to be met with gunfire. In the ensuing fight, one United States 

trooper was killed and Pizaña’s eight-year-old son was seriously wounded. Pizaña 

himself managed to escape into the brush.  Till now, he had been an intellectual follower 

York’s Madison Square Garden “that he had never yet known the New York press to take the side of the 
American people on any question,” presumably meaning they supported the British instead. San Antonio 
Express, August 2 and 11, 1915.  
397 Ibid. July 6 and 7, 1915; for a discussion of the nature and impenetrability of the “brush,” see San 
Antonio Express, August 17, 1915. 
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of the Flores Magóns. But the raid and the injury to his son, who lost his leg, radicalized 

him.398    

In the new phase of the conflict, the raiders began to set fire to railroad trestles, 

cut telegraph and telephone lines, and fire on trains. An issue of the Express discussing 

the attacks also included a page-one story headlined “Germany Backed Huerta?” alleging 

that the former president’s “recent attempt to enter Mexico was the result of a German-

made plot, in which the German ambassador was concerned, to embroil the United States 

in war with Mexico” and divert military supplies that would have been available to the 

forces fighting in Europe.399 

 An August 6 attack targeted Midwesterners at the small town of Sebastian.  Corn-

raisers A.L. Austin and his 36-year-old son, Charles, had installed a corn-shelling 

machine where they charged area farmers to process their crops. A dozen men on 

horseback seized the Austins and shot them dead. Their surviving companion identified 

some of the raiders as local men, the first evidence that Tejanos were participating. The 

same band attacked two stores in town, both owned by newcomers to South Texas. The 

elder Austin was the leader of a “law and order” group and had a reputation for hostility 

toward Tejanos, so it is possible that these attacks were carried out by disaffected local 

398 Ibid., August 3 and 4, 1915; for more detail see Sandos, 72-88. Sandos is particularly sympathetic to 
Pizaña and de la Rosa. The age of the son is in doubt. Some sources give it as 12. Note the use of the term 
“trooper” to mean a single member of the United States federal forces. This avoids the awkwardness of 
current usage which seems to struggle with the use of “troop” as the singular form of “troops.” 
399 San Antonio Express, August 5, 1915. 



224

men and were unrelated to earlier ones that were apparently aimed at obtaining guns and 

mounts.400  

Raiders next hit the ranch house at Norias, an outpost of the King Ranch, many 

miles north of the Rio Grande. The section was managed by Caesar Kleberg, son of 

Rudolph and nephew of Robert Justus Kleberg II. “Mister Caesar,” a member of one of 

the leading German-American families of the state, had already appealed to the 

authorities for assistance because he feared that the ranch would be a target. The ranch 

house was adjacent to the railroad track. Troopers stationed there sighted raiders “riding 

slowly across the desert sand” and mistook them for Rangers. The intruders occupied a 

railroad shed a hundred yards from the ranch house and engaged its occupants in a two-

hour pitched battle. An elderly King Ranch cowboy, forced to accompany them, later said 

their object was to liberate the Nueces Strip and return it to Mexico. Carranza had 

directed the raid, he said, and they had not intended to provoke a fight, only to obtain 

tools they might use “to remove a rail and wreck a train.”401 

Days later, Maj. Gen. Frederick Funston, the United States Army’s top 

commander along the border from Arizona to Texas, announced that special investigators 

had given him shocking new information: “This report proves conclusively that the 

400 Ibid., August 7, 1915.  Sandos also offers telling details about the Austins and others targeted at 
Sebastian at 77, 89, 96. 
401 San Antonio Express, August 9 and 10, 1915; Fort Worth Star Telegram, August 9, 1915;  Dallas 
Morning News, August 10, 1915.  Initial accounts called this man Juan Garcia, but a later, more plausible 
version quoted a man named Manuel Rincones.  It is possible that there were actually two informants, but 
scholars have attributed the remarks to Rincones. The newspapers also lauded the quick actions of “Sam,” 
the “negro cook” at the ranch headquarters, who not only kept the defenders supplied with water, but, when 
he offered a man a drink, took the man’s gun and kept firing while the gun’s owner was occupied. This 
seems to be a not unusual effort by Anglos to reassure themselves that African Americans were “on their 
side.” 



225

organizers are enticing Mexicans under the ‘plan of San Diego.’”402  The Morning News 

claimed that “there are more than 3,000 Mexicans pledged to the organization and 

recruits are being added. . . . Lodges have been established in every [Texas] Mexican 

community where the colony numbers more than a handful.”  Adherents might be 

“Magonistas, a secret society that excites its members to deeds of violence.” A banner 

captured the same day bearing the Spanish words for “The Army of Liberation for 

Mexicans in Texas” confirmed Funston’s conclusions.403   

Along with its coverage of the general’s report, the Express became the first 

major paper to publish the original Plan verbatim. The no-prisoners policy sparked a new 

spirit of vengeance among Anglo Texans – if the raiders took no prisoners, neither would 

they.404  Congressman John Nance Garner, who represented the area, took Caesar 

Kleberg and South Texas officials to visit Ferguson, who was vacationing with his family 

at the seaside resort of Rockport, less than a hundred miles from what was rapidly 

becoming a war zone. After pressing him to fund and recruit more Rangers, they 

proceeded to San Antonio to plead with Funston for more federal troops. Garner 

advocated placing South Texas under martial law.  Under the guise of “cleaning out the 

bandits,” Rangers, local lawmen, and outraged civilians were killing Mexicans, any 

Mexicans, even those with no discernible connection to the plot. By the time Ferguson 

402 Dallas Morning News, August 12, 1915.  This article includes Chinese among the groups who would 
participate in and benefit from the Plan.  This is not reflected in the language of the original Plan, nor in 
published excerpts of the second version. 
403 Ibid.; San Antonio Express, August 12, 915. Very unfortunately, it appears that the front page of the 
August 12 issue of the San Antonio Express has not survived. From the remaining pages of the paper it is 
clear that the paper gave Funston’s report extensive and rather sensational coverage. 
404 Ibid. 
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appealed to the Wilson administration, he was correct in calling conditions a “reign of 

terror.”405 

Federal officials told the governor the troubles in South Texas were a local matter 

and must be handled by local law enforcement.  Only if the cross-border raids could be 

proven to have diplomatic significance would Washington commit the forces necessary 

to quell the violence. Garner announced that they were the prelude to a Carrancista 

invasion of Texas, which would take place if Wilson once again occupied Veracruz or if 

tensions at Nogales, the bi-national town on the Arizona-Mexico border, flared into open 

hostilities. Either was a distinct possibility. United States ships were anchored off the 

Mexican coast; cross-border firefights at Nogales were not rare. Wilson continued to 

frustrate Carranza by pushing for an end to the Mexican revolution.406 In reply to 

Garner’s information and to reinforce its intention to compel resolution of the situation in 

Mexico, Washington ordered a regiment of infantry, two batteries of long-range 

howitzers, and an “aeroplane” to the border. Two biplanes were ultimately dispatched, 

along with a squad of “birdmen” who flew them.407  

South Texas Anglos and Mexicans began to panic. Reports of “skirmishes” 

between raiders and farmers and ranchers were constant, though many were one-sided 

affairs, often involving Mexican and Tejano men who happened to be at the wrong place 

at the wrong time. Garner told the press,  

405 Fort Worth Star Telegram, August 12, 1915. 
406 Harris and Sadler’s well-documented account of the conduct of the rebellion lends credence to 
Garner’s contention, though, given the information available to him at the time, it was likely just a hunch. 
407 San Antonio Express, August 15, 1915. 
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I have no doubt that many more Mexicans have been killed than have been 
reported. Texans along the border are angry and when raiders are caught they 
must either surrender or take the consequences. If they show fight they are 
killed.408 

The Anglos’ policy echoed that enunciated in the Plan. If an armed man could not 

prove he was authorized to bear arms, he must be executed.  From the remarks of one 

Texas Ranger quoted by a perceptive writer for the Morning News, Clarence Dubose, it 

seems unlikely that many got much of a chance to do any proving: 

Near Santa Maria this afternoon three dead Mexicans were found in a neat pile. A 
lean, sunburned Texas Ranger was asked the circumstances of their demise. 

“Well, boys,” he said to the newspaper correspondents, “it’s been pretty hot today 
– maybe they died of sunstroke. I ain’t so sure of that though.”

He grinned as an afterthought, shifting his 30-30 rifle to the other arm: “You see, 
it could have been spinal meningitis, and then, again, for all I know, they might 
have had leprosy – you never can tell.”409 

Dubose’s dispatches gave a vivid sense of the tension that had gripped the region: 

All passenger trains are heavily guarded, and at night run through dangerous 
stretches with all lights extinguished. At every station details of United States 
soldiers, supplemented by armed local citizens, are on guard. Special precautions 
have been taken by the railroads against possible attempts to tear up the track or 
burn bridges.410 

Apprehensive Tejanos, and especially Mexicans who had entered Texas to escape 

the chaos of the revolution, began making their way southward, across the Rio Grande.  

Frightened Anglo women and children were sent out of the Valley, to Corpus Christi, 

Houston, or San Antonio – in some cases back to their former homes in the tranquil 

408 Dallas Morning News, August 14, 1915. 
409 Ibid. 
410 Ibid. 
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Midwest.  Local officials begged for men and ammunition to protect their communities. 

One small town chamber of commerce wrote to the National Rifle Association requesting 

a shipment of Winchesters.  Concluded Dubose: 

If, in other parts of the country there are those who scoff at the “plan of San 
Diego,” they have only to come to the territory directly concerned to realize the 
gravity with which it is regarded. Of course no one expects it to be consummated, 
but it is believed here that it was seriously projected just the same, and that it had, 
and probably still has, a following composed of Mexicans who have been led to 
embrace its preposterous proposals as possible of accomplishment.411 

The Plan apparently began to seem less preposterous in other parts of the United 

States as well: 300 Mexican laborers employed in the steel works and smelters of Pueblo, 

Colorado, reportedly greeted a Plan organizer’s entreaties with enthusiasm.  Perhaps this 

response was due in part to colorful reports in Spanish-language newspapers printed in 

Mexico and the United States detailing Plan adherents’ successes in “capturing” cities 

along the Rio Bravo, as the Rio Grande was called by Mexicans and many Tejanos.412 

The arrival of the additional federal troops gave local officials a sense of security 

and at least the hope that hostilities had ended. They were unprepared, then, for an attack 

August 17th on forces guarding an irrigation pumping station. The stations, like the 

railroads, were a symbol of the transforming power of Anglo capital. One soldier was 

killed, two wounded. At the King Ranch managers mounted a searchlight and two 

cannons on the roof of the ranch house. “The Great Estate Is Now Virtually an Armed 

411 Ibid.  Near the end of this story, Dubose reveals something of the racial preoccupations of the day by 
noting that that night was the anniversary of a “raid” made by African American soldiers in Brownsville in 
1906. For more on this controversial incident, see James N. Leiker, Racial Borders: Black Soldiers Along 
the Rio Grande (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2002). 
412 Fort Worth Star Telegram, August 14,1915. The traditional Mexican and Tejano name for the Rio 
Grande is “Rio Bravo.” 
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Camp to Repel Possible Attacks of Raiders,” reported the Express. Robert Kleberg 

offered to furnish barracks and other necessities if the federal government would quarter 

5,000 troops on the main ranch.413  

The official Carrancista newspaper in Monterrey, El Democráta, published an 

advertisement apparently placed by Aniceto Pizaña and Luis de la Rosa, the Magonistas 

of San Diego, who now signed themselves as high officials of the army of “The Republic 

of Texas,” headquartered in San Antonio. As translated in the Express, it called itself  

A cry of true indignation and ire . . . brought forth from the depths of our souls 
upon seeing the crimes and abuses which are daily being committed upon 
defenseless women, old people, and children of our race, by the bandits and 
miserable Rangers who carry on vigilance along the banks of the Rio Grande.414 

Labeling the lawmen and vigilantes “a turbulent group of savages, which would 

put to shame the hungry tiger and nauseate the hyena,” the advertisement sought the 

participation only of “all good Mexican patriots,” dropping the appeal to African 

Americans, Native Americans and Japanese.  It envisioned yet a third configuration of 

the new nation and declared, “Long live the independence of the States of Texas, New 

Mexico, California, Arizona, a part of Mississippi, and Oklahoma which shall be known 

from today henceforth as the ‘Republic of Texas.’” And it closed, not with the Plan 

413 San Antonio Express, August 17 and 27, 1915; Fort Worth Star Telegram, September 11, 1915. 
414 San Antonio Express. A photocopy of the original can be found in Sandos, 95. Not surprisingly, it 
reads “Rio Bravo,” rather than “Rio Grande.” 
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slogan, “Equality and Independence,” but with that of the Flores Magóns’ Regeneración, 

“Land and Liberty.”415  

On August 30, San Antonio police arrested 26 men accused of inciting a violent 

uprising. They seized three as they spoke to a crowd estimated at 1,000 “Mexicans.”  The 

police chief reported that “after abusing the President of the United States, the 

Government of this country and the white race generally,” one of the three “openly 

declared: ‘It is no harm to kill a Gringo and an Aleman,’” – “Aleman” being the Spanish 

word for German.416 Germans were the third largest population group in San Antonio. 

The speakers, or perhaps the police chief, sought to inspire fear in the German 

community as well as in Anglos. This seems to contradict the message sent two days 

later, when the relative calm that had descended upon the Valley was shattered by an 

attack on a farmer and a crew of Anglo and Mexican workers building a canal at another 

pumping station. The farmer had moved to Texas only two weeks before. He and another 

Anglo were shot and killed and the pump house was burned.  Stanley Dodds, who was 

spared, reported that the Mexican workers told the raiders he was German. Demanding 

his hat and shoes, they declined to shoot him. As one headline put it, “Supposed German 

Saved When Companions Are Killed.” Authorities told the press that the gang that 

attacked Dodds was led by Pizaña, which lent credence to Anglo suspicions that Germans 

were somehow involved in the Plan de San Diego. The ad in El Democráta turned Pizaña 

415 Ibid. The slogan, “Land and Liberty,” was also used by Zapata and his followers, but their presence 
was confined to the south. 
416 Dallas Morning News, August 31, 1915.  Oddly, I have been unable to find a reference to this episode 
in the San Antonio papers. The News account helpfully added that the speaker meant “Americans and 
Germans.” 



231

and de la Rosa into leaders of the movement. If Pizaña was protecting a German, doing 

so must be a part of the Plan, if an unstated one.417   

By mid-September, the raids had once again largely ceased. But as in other terror 

campaigns, what people feared was happening or would happen took precedence over 

what actually occurred. Daily routine along the heavily militarized border was punctuated 

by reports of attacks on Anglos, usually exaggerated, and those on Mexicans, supposed to 

be raiders, often minimized.  The numbers added up, however, at least in rumor. The 

farmer killed in the Dodds’ incident had written to his parents, “The brush is full of dead 

Mexicans everywhere, probably 200 or more lying around.”418 The labor shortage caused 

by Mexican families fleeing across the border led civic leaders to discuss aiding their 

citizens. “Good Mexicans Living in Texas to Be Protected . . . No Place for Bad Men,” 

read the headline in the Express.  Stating their conviction that the raids were all 

committed by “hostile bands from Mexico,” they agreed that 

the peaceable, law-abiding Mexicans residing in our midst are entitled to and will 
receive the protection of both life and property which our laws give to every 
American citizen.419 

But these sentiments were far from universal. A state legislator seeking to bar not-

fully naturalized individuals from voting characterized the border troubles as “the wild 

417 San Antonio Express, September 3, 1915; Dallas Morning News, September 4, 1915. 
418Ibid.  August 19, 1915;   San Antonio Express, September 4, 1915.  Neither newspapers nor later 
scholars have connected two incidents during this period to the Plan – the crash of one of the biplanes and 
serious injury of its pilot during takeoff for a routine reconnaissance mission and the derailment of a 
passenger train near Del Rio, a city on the Rio Grande some distance northwest of where the main action 
was occurring (San Antonio Express, August 19, 1915).  
419 Dallas Morning News, September 9 and August 17, 1915; San Antonio Express, September 9, 1915. 
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outrages of a frenzied race bent on harm to a neighboring people in a neighboring but 

foreign country.”420 

Yet by mid-October, the stretch of railroad north of Brownville had become so 

calm that commanders removed its round-the-clock federal guard. Unseen, in an 

operation perhaps planned since they sought railroad tools at Norias two months before, a 

band used a crowbar to loosen the bolts that held one of the rails in place, tied a thick 

wire to it, and moved it back into position. On the night of October 18, they hid in the 

brush where the train’s headlight would not betray them. When the 10:55 from Corpus 

Christi approached, traveling about 35 miles an hour, they pulled the wire and jerked the 

rail out of place, causing the engine to leave the tracks. It turned over on its side and 

pinned the engineer underneath. He died instantly.421  

The rest of the train’s cars were jolted violently, throwing passengers out of their 

seats. Four were soldiers, three in uniform, none armed. The saboteurs fired at the 

derailed cars, then boarded the train. A survivor, District Attorney John I. Kleiber, 

recalled them shouting, “Viva Luis de la Rosa, Viva Carranza,” and yelling, “Mexicanos, 

no – no mas gringos,” meaning, he thought, that Mexican passengers would be left alone, 

but Americans would die.422 

420 Dallas Morning News, September 21 and 22, 1915. 
421 Fort Worth Star Telegram, October 8 and 19, 1915; Dallas Morning News, October 19 and 20, 1915; 
San Antonio Express, October 20, 1915. 
422 Dallas Morning News, October 20, 1915; Fort Worth Star Telegram, October 19, 1915.  Initial reports 
said, “Viva Pizaña, Viva Carranza,” possibly indicating that Kleiber’s memory was colored by what he 
expected to hear. 
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The soldiers in uniform were the first to be shot, even before they were asked for 

their money. Kleiber was soon covered in their blood, which may have saved his life. The 

raiders apparently thought he was mortally wounded and left him alone. They robbed 

everyone of money and valuables, but also of shoes, perhaps indicating the state of the 

insurgency. Two men took refuge in the car’s restroom, but their presence was revealed 

by a Mexican youth who crowded in with them. When told he would not be harmed, he 

blurted out that there were Anglos in the small compartment. When they pulled the door 

closed, the raiders fired through it, fatally wounding one and shattering the arm of the 

other. 

In the end, only the soldiers and the men who hid were shot. The raiders entered a 

separate car and robbed its occupants. One held the muzzle of his pistol against a man, 

but hesitated. A comrade yelled at him to “kill the damned Gringo,” but another 

passenger said in Spanish that the threatened man “was not an American but a German.” 

Under the headline “Did Not Kill German,” the Morning News reported, “For the second 

time in the border troubles this statement saved a life. The first was early in September 

when Stanley S. Dodds of San Benito was about to be murdered with two other 

Americans when a Mexican said he was a German.”423 

Apparently as important as being German was the ability to speak Spanish and the 

presence of mind to do so. Three passengers who addressed the raiders in their own 

language were spared.  This, along with attacks on railroads, irrigation pumping stations, 

423 Dallas Morning News, October 20, 1915.  Why the soldiers were unarmed and why they did not 
attempt to take on the attackers is unclear. One might have expected a gun battle. 
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and telephone and telegraph lines, indicates that the insurgency had more than irredentist 

aims. It seems also to have been a protest against the new social and economic order in 

the Valley, which ignored time-honored commonalities among Anglos and Mexicans, 

including Anglos’ acquiring fluency in the traditional language of the border.424 

A firestorm of retribution ensued; the first day alone saw ten Mexicans shot or 

hanged. But it was overshadowed the following day when nine North and South 

American nations, including the United States, recognized Carranza and his forces as the 

“de facto” Mexican government. This left Villa out in the cold: now only his rival could 

purchase arms and supplies from United States companies. At 2 a.m. on October 21, 

some 75 Mexicans descended upon a small garrison of United States soldiers encamped 

on the river at Ojo del Agua, a Mexican settlement on the Texas side. Taken by surprise, 

the American force suffered devastating losses. Of 15 men, three were killed and eight 

wounded. At least five raiders died, including one Japanese – a fact that received its own 

separate news story in the Express. The dead wore white hatbands reading, “Viva 

Villa.”425 

Officials at the federal Department of Justice now leaked the contents of a report 

on the border disorders: the Plan had not been “stamped out.” Materials advocating it 

were being sent into the Valley from New Orleans and San Francisco; arrests were 

424 Ibid. 
425 Ibid.; Fort Worth Star Telegram, October 20, 1915. One passenger swore that he knew Luis de la Rosa 
and that he had seen him among the raiding party. San Antonio Express, October 20 and 21, 1915.  
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“imminent” in both cities.426 A last raid mortally wounded one soldier. The next day 

authorities arrested a Tejano who claimed to have taken part in the train wreck and the 

killings at Sebastian, but to have spent the rest of his time in Mexico. He told of a Texas 

“revolutionary” army of 500 men, divided into units of 50 to 60, that crossed the Rio 

Bravo at will to carry out raids.  Their object was to “secure liberty and independence for 

Mexicans in Texas,” and they acted at the behest of Pizaña and de la Rosa, who had not 

been in Texas in some time, but directed the revolution from headquarters just across the 

border. Ferguson offered a reward of $1,000 in gold for the apprehension of either and 

“their delivery, dead or alive, to any Sheriff in the State of Texas.”427 

With its decision to recognize Carranza, the Wilson administration had placed the 

United States, and particularly the Texas borderlands, in the crosshairs of a very 

frustrated and angry revolutionary. Villa was incensed that Funston had allowed 

Carrancista troops to travel by train through United States territory to defend two 

Mexican border towns against him. When he was badly defeated, the “Centaur of the 

North” decided the best way to hurt both his enemies was to make sure they became 

enemies of one another.   

426 Ibid.; Fort Worth Star Telegram, October 21, 1915. Sandos claims that Pizaña led this raid, but I have 
found no contemporary information to corroborate this. Ibid., October 24, 1915..  
427 San Antonio Express, October 25, 26, 27, 1915; Dallas Morning News, October 25 and 28, 1915. 
Although there are many contradictory news reports of the putative leaders’ arrests and even of de la 
Rosa’s execution, neither man was ever tried in a Texas court and both lived to old age in Mexico. Aniceto 
Pizaña’s brother, Ramon, was tried and convicted of killing the United States soldier who died in the Los 
Tulitos incident. His conviction was later reversed when it was shown that he had acted in self-defense. 
(Sandos, 88.)  Fort Worth Star Telegram, October 29 and December 14, 1915.  
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On January 9, 1916, in a daring attack intended to demonstrate to Wilson that 

Carranza could not guarantee the safety of United States citizens in Mexico, Villa’s men 

attacked 17 American mining engineers en route to re-open a mine in Chihuahua. One 

managed to escape, but the rest were executed. When the United States refused to be 

drawn in, he planned a more blatant insult. Shortly before dawn on March 9, a band of 

nearly 500 Villistas invaded the small border town of Columbus, New Mexico, ostensibly 

protected by a force of 350 American soldiers. But despite reports that Villistas were 

massing in the vicinity, military and civilians were caught by surprise. The 

revolutionaries set fire to several buildings. When rudely awakened citizens fled into the 

streets, Villa’s sharpshooters picked them off.  Seventeen Americans were killed on 

United States soil; Wilson was faced with a provocation he could not ignore.428  

Among the survivors at Columbus was an Anglo woman, Mrs. Maude Wright, 

who claimed that Villa had kidnapped her nine days earlier from the Mexican ranch she 

shared with her husband and their young child. The Villistas had killed her husband and 

left her baby with a Mexican family. While she traveled with the band of what she 

described as desperately tired, hungry, and thirsty warriors, she had listened carefully to 

Villa and his men: “’He intended,’ they said, ‘to attack the whole of the United States and 

would be helped by Japan and Germany.’” She elaborated the following day: 

[Villa] told his officers how he would wipe out the town of Columbus and then 
when the United States tried to invade Mexico, Germany and Japan would step in 
to interfere. . . . Villa believed this firmly. I have overheard him make such 
remarks from time to time. Whether some agents of these two countries are 

428 Hall, 58-62. 
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making him believe this or whether it is an idea which came to him, I do not 
know. But he is convinced that he will be assisted in the fight he has started. 

Though Wright was romantic and self-aggrandizing in other accounts of her captivity, if 

these stories were fanciful, that she would think to mention possible German and 

Japanese involvement is striking.429 

Dubose, the Morning News correspondent, also suggested that the border was rife 

with stories of international intrigue: in an article datelined El Paso, he told of the 

ambivalence of border dwellers, many of whom had come to have a grudging admiration 

of Villa, his boldness, and his flair for the dramatic, but who were nevertheless ready for 

the turmoil to end:  

The plain truth is that a great many in this section want real intervention, and 
make no bones about indicating as much. Some have property or business 
interests in Mexico – or used to have. They are “sick and tired of the uncertainty” 
and declare that only one of two things can settle matters, “another man like 
Diaz,” another iron hand at the head of Government – or American intervention. 
And then again there is plenty of talk that they may be inspired by those who have 
a real ax to grind, and one hears a great deal of conjecture regarding a supposed 
German or Japanese finger in the pie.430 

Wilson, no fan of strongmen, again opted for American intervention. On March 

15, he dispatched Gen. John J. “Black Jack” Pershing into Chihuahua at the head of a 

“Punitive Expedition” in pursuit of Villa.  It would eventually number 11,000 troops and 

penetrate 300 miles into Mexico. Villa’s efforts to stir up a hornet’s nest succeeded. 

Carranza was deeply offended by Wilson’s action and did what he could to thwart it by 

429 Dallas Morning News, March 10, 1916; Fort Worth Star Telegram, March 11, 1916. 
430 Dallas Morning News, March 25, 1916.  
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refusing Pershing use of Mexican railways to transport his men and causing crippling 

delays.  Rumors of German and Japanese interest in the conflict increased.431 

In the meantime, Anglo Texans’ suspicions of Germans had been aroused by two 

further episodes.  Upon leaving the governor’s office, Colquitt had explored the purchase 

of the New York Sun, hoping to make it an English-language mouthpiece for Germany’s 

side in the expanding conflict. New York German lawyer A.G. Koelble; Herman Ridder, 

author of the column giving accounts of the war from Germany’s perspective; and 

Ridder’s son, Bernard, were to be part of the deal. Colquitt had gained national attention 

for his opposition to Wilson; Koelble used his Tammany ties to arrange for the Texan to 

make a series of pro-German speeches in New York, one attended by 4,000 people. 

Astonishingly, with Looney’s investigation in full swing, Houston brewer R.L. Autrey 

contacted Philadelphia and New York colleagues on Colquitt’s behalf and suggested 

suggesting that his success in the newspaper venture “would be of great aid to the 

brewers.” Nevertheless, Bernard Ridder told Colquitt the price for the Sun, $2 million for 

a 51 percent interest, was too high and the plan came to naught.432  

The drys’ role in instigating Looney’s probe into the brewers is unclear, but they 

certainly welcomed it and used it to their advantage. The attorney general and his aides 

spent a year collecting evidence, including depositions from the brewers themselves. In 

August and September, 1915, Looney’s assistants questioned executives of the state’s 

431 Hall, 62; Tuchman, 94; Frank E. Vandiver, Black Jack: The Life and Times of John J. Pershing 
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1977), vol. 2,  613-614; Dallas Morning News, April 16 
and May 16, 1916. 
432 Huckaby, 427-430; San Antonio Express, February 3, 1915. The Ridder column appears to have ended, 
at least in the Express, in midsummer 1915. 
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seven major breweries at an Austin hearing. The newspapers carried daily reports. 

Though the brewers worked out an agreement to plead guilty in return for payment of a 

$281,000 fine and surrender of their charters, Looney insisted that information gathered 

in the investigation be made public.433 

The Anti-Saloon League compiled much of the material into a two-volume work 

entitled The Brewers and Texas Politics.  Published at San Antonio in March, 1916, it 

created a sensation.  There in black and white was the evidence: letters, logbooks, and the 

brewers’ own accounts of their efforts to assess themselves and their great out-of-state 

colleagues – not just Anheuser-Busch and Lemp, brewer of the popular lager “Falstaff,” 

but Pabst, Schlitz and others -- to raise money to fight restrictions on alcohol in Texas. 

They admitted manipulating the political process in a mostly successful effort to ensure 

that the manufacture and sale of malt beverages remained legal, at least in the major cities 

and in counties where the Irish, Germans, Czechs, Tejanos, and African Americans 

predominated.  Taken as a whole, the undisputed documentary evidence portrayed an 

active national network of mostly German brewing concerns with Texas as a focus.  

Companies headquartered in St. Louis and Milwaukee contributed to funds to pay poll 

taxes to enable African American, Tejano, and poor white men to vote against local 

433 Though a prohibitionist, Looney was also a trust buster. He had previously pursued Standard Oil on 
similar grounds.  Dallas Morning News, January 10, May 15, June 8;  August 8, 11, 12; September 3, 4, 9,  
10, 1915; Fort Worth Star Telegram, August 10, 1915; San Antonio Express, August 25, 1915; Anti-Saloon 
League, 1-2.  For a useful discussion of the evidence produced in this proceeding, see Brooks, 107-129. 
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option and statewide prohibition. Paid agents were sent among the Germans and Czechs 

to organize anti-prohibition rallies and recruit anti-prohibition activists.434 

A month later, more news of national German involvement in Texas politics hit 

the papers. Koelble leaked to the New York World a letter from Colquitt suggesting that 

the lawyer and the national president of the German-American Alliance write to Texas 

German-language newspaper editors in support of the former governor’s senatorial bid.  

His opponents pounced and portrayed the letter as an invitation to powerful Germans 

from outside the state to take a key role in a state election – all too similar to the activities 

revealed in The Brewers in Texas Politics.  In an editorial on the episode, the Morning 

News warned German-Americans of  

the suffering which will come to them if they yield to the efforts of politicians to 
exploit their sympathies for Germany. This is a real danger and a grave one . . . it 
will confirm a suspicion that in any controversy between this country and 
Germany their sympathies will lie on the side of Germany.435 

Jake Wolters weighed in with the opinion that Texas Germans resented the implication 

that their votes might be influenced by Koelble. He told the anti-Colquitt Dallas paper: 

I feel quite sure that all, whether citizens of German extraction or other races, will 
concur that it is unfortunate that New York politicians, regardless of what racial 
extraction they may be, have been brought into the politics of Texas. . . . any man 
who seeks to arouse the racial prejudice of any class of Americans at any time is 
no friend of that race.436  

434Anti-Saloon League, vol. 1. 
435 Dallas Morning News, April 24, 25, 28, 29, 1916; Gould, 176. The Morning News of April 28 
contained another letter from Colquitt to Koelble, in which Colquitt asked to be remembered to his “good 
Irish and German-American friends” in New York. 
436 Ibid., May 4, 1916. 
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But he sought to refute any implication that the National German-American 

Alliance was un-American and argued that its Texas members wanted only friendly 

relations between Germany and the United States.  Noting that America was not at war 

with Germany, he reminded Texans that many German residents had close relatives still 

living in Germany, including some actively involved in the struggle. They would 

naturally have a keen interest in the welfare of their family members. The Germans of 

Texas had become particularly disturbed by the term, “hyphenated Americans.” The 

Texas affiliate of the Alliance went on record as opposing both prohibition and that 

phrase by labeling it “repulsive and an insult to every foreign-born American citizen as 

well as those who are born Americans of foreign-born parents.” Its members declined to 

endorse a candidate in the senatorial race but urged their fellow Germans to vote in the 

primary, against another prohibition referendum and candidates who supported it: 

While we sympathize with Germany in her struggle for national existence, we 
owe our first duty to this government . . . and we say most emphatically that we 
have never been found wanting, either in war or in peace, to do our fully [sic] 
duty as American citizens.437 

In Mexico, the Punitive Expedition continued, though it met little success and 

never met Villa.438 Summer brought more action to the border. A band of raiders 

“including several Japanese,” came across the river at Palafox in June. The tiny 

437 Ibid., and June 29, 1916; Fort Worth Star Telegram, June 29, 1916. The National German American 
Alliance had also gone on record as opposing national prohibition and reminding its members of their duty 
to “preserve the ideals of the Fatherland and transmit them to their children,” after fulfilling “their first duty 
. . . to their adopted country.” Dallas Morning News, August 3, 1915. For a comprehensive account of the 
dealings of the NGAA during this period, see Kazal. 
438 Dallas Morning News, May 8, 1916; Joseph A. Stout, Jr., Border Conflict: Villistas, Carrancistas and 
the Punitive Expedition 1915-1920 ( Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1999), 77. 
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settlement was the site of the 1914 kidnapping and murder that so frustrated Colquitt and 

led to his bitter criticism of Wilson. Two cowboys were held briefly and released 

unharmed. They told lawmen the band that took them included five Mexicans and two 

Japanese. One added that he had been “treated well by the Mexicans but the Japanese 

wanted to hang him.”439  

In this atmosphere of renewed unrest an Anglo United States Army officer, Capt. 

Charles Boyd, in command of an African-American cavalry regiment, provoked a 

confrontation with Mexican forces at the small town of Carrizal, Mexico. When he, his 

second-in-command and eleven of the troopers were killed and 21 taken prisoner, Wilson 

rushed federalized National Guardsmen to the border, massing them for an immediate 

invasion. For a tense week, it appeared that war between the two nations might be 

inevitable, but on June 28, Carranza blinked. He ordered the captives released and had 

them escorted to El Paso, where they were accorded a hero’s welcome.440 Afterward, he 

sent a defiant, face-saving note to Wilson that listed 35 grievances against the United 

States, including the assertion that American citizens and United States authorities were 

responsible for the murders of 148 Mexican citizens during the border unrest. It argued 

that though American authorities had thwarted Huerta’s attempted coup, they had done so 

“because the United States feared that General Huerta was plotting with Germany.” 

One of the final mentions of the Carrizal incident noted continuing suspicions 

regarding Japan: Funston said he discounted reports that “Japanese operated the Mexican 

439 Dallas Morning News, June 12, 1916; Fort Worth Star Telegram, June 12, 1916. 
440 Leiker, 163-168; Hall, 74-76; Dallas Morning News, June 23, 1916. 
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machine guns at Carrizal,” though he believed allegations that Japanese men were 

fighting in the army of the Carranza government. “The yellow peril has not yet set up 

shop in Mexico. At least, not on the firing line, if Funston observes conditions 

accurately,” concluded the Star-Telegram.441 But Texas papers continued to fan the 

flames of suspicion about German and Japanese involvement in the cross-border 

difficulties. On June 23, the Morning News reported an incident at Mazatlan on the west 

coast, in which Mexican soldiers fired upon a launch carrying United States naval 

officers. It quoted Mexican authorities who said the men who did the firing were 

Japanese. The same issue carried a story headlined, “German Influence in Mexico 

Alleged; Charged That Berlin Encouraged Carranza in Opposition to United States,” and 

added that because German expatriates were receiving favored treatment, fleeing 

Americans were depositing valuables with German friends. And Japanese foreign 

minister Baron Ishii denied Mexican claims that his country would supply Mexico 

“munitions and other assistance” in case of war with the United States.442  

The Punitive Expedition’s continued presence on Mexican soil infuriated 

Carranza and, paradoxically, strengthened the very Villista cadres it had been sent to 

wipe out. But the massive infusions of troops it drew into the border region did succeed 

in quieting unrest there. Incursions finally ceased after two Tejanos were kidnapped by 

raiders whose object, one captive reported in a now familiar phrase, was “to capture 

441 Ibid., July 1, 1916; Fort Worth Star Telegram, July 23, 1916. 
442 Dallas Morning News, June 23 and 24, 1916; Fort Worth Star Telegram, June 23, 1916. 
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Texas and restore it to the Mexicans.”443 Texans’ attention by now was riveted on the 

primary race for United States Senate that pitted Colquitt and four others against the 

long-serving incumbent, a mild anti, Charles Culberson. A new policy required a 

majority to win nomination, which set the stage for a run-off. On election day, Colquitt 

led all competitors, with Culberson a distant second.444 The Morning News wasted no 

time assailing the challenger and attributed his showing to votes cast in German and 

“Mexican” areas. He responded with an analysis that demonstrated his substantial lead in 

ballots cast outside those counties – what Cranfill would have called the “native white 

man” vote.445 Newspapers around the country picked up on Colquitt’s vote total and, 

coupling it with his harsh words for Wilson, depicted it as a major defeat for the 

President. Texas editors pointed out that, first, Colquitt had not yet won, and second, out 

of a total of nearly 387,000 votes cast, he had received only about 30 percent; thus the 

real message of the primary was one of support for Wilson, not rebuke.446 

With the runoff looming, there was a cruel irony in Culberson’s situation: he 

could not campaign on his own behalf. Alcoholism and related conditions kept the elder 

statesman at home in Washington. The younger man held on to the votes of his German 

backers, through appeals like this one from the Staats-Zeitung of San Antonio, translated 

by and reported in the Morning News.  It told German-Americans they were  

444 Gould, 176-179. 
445 Dallas Morning News, July 29, 1916.  Ironically, this would be the last primary contest in which the 
“native white man” vote could be counted. Despite the opposition of Colquitt and other prominent wets, the 
other key reform of this era, woman suffrage, would pass before the next primary election. 
446 Ibid., August 1, 1916. 
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duty-bound to work for his election, because through his partisanship for us and 
through his sympathies for our Fatherland, which he had the courage to show, he 
has lost many votes of the natives and friends of the English. He has defended our 
principles and kept prohibition off our neck and has earned our undivided support. 
. . . His victory is our victory.447 

Culberson’s chief surrogate contended that Colquitt had “disqualified himself 

from receiving the vote of loyal and patriotic American citizens” by soliciting the support 

of “an alien and unfriendly element.” He claimed that the state’s German newspapers 

were calling a Colquitt victory “a victory for the Fatherland”:  

My God, think of it: a candidate in a Texas Democratic primary whose victory is 
a defeat of the natives, whose victory is not a victory for America, and American 
interests – a candidate for the United States Senate from Texas whose victory is 
not a victory for the Stars and Stripes.448 

Colquitt sorely missed the financial aid of the Texas brewers and their deep-

pocketed brethren in other states, and Culberson’s longtime friends among the border 

bosses turned out large majorities for him in most of the “Mexican counties.” Finally, the 

gleeful reaction of supporters of the Republican Presidential candidate, Charles Evans 

Hughes, to Colquitt’s strong finish in the first round of balloting spurred a backlash.449 

The absent incumbent polled 60,000 more votes than Colquitt in the runoff.  In a bitter 

conclusion to its election coverage, the Morning News offered the observation that 

Mr. Culberson has been recognized as the candidate whom the German 
constituents didn’t favor. The liquor question always prominent in Texas was 

447 Ibid., August 18, 1916. 
448 Ibid., August 25, 1916. The article carries the byline of Clarence Dubose, whose reporting from the 
Valley in 1915 offered the most vivid accounts available.  
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largely eliminated by the first polling. The second suggests strongly that the man 
with the support of the ‘hyphenates’ carries a liability rather than an asset.450 

Culberson easily defeated his opponents in the general election, and Wilson won 

all but the German counties. By this time, Pershing and Funston had privately advised the 

President that the Punitive Expedition had done all it could and should be withdrawn. But 

efforts at compromise failed again and again, even as Villa began to make serious inroads 

on Carranza’s control of the northern half of the country. The United States demanded 

assurances that the Carranza government would “clean out” the border and, if its efforts 

failed, would sanction the return of American forces; Carranza insisted on an immediate, 

unconditional withdrawal of United States troops. Meanwhile, the Star-Telegram printed 

a report that a plant “backed apparently by German and Mexican capital and operated 

with Japanese labor” was churning out munitions at Monterrey. And on December 30, the 

Morning News reported that, despite Baron Ushii’s reassurances to the contrary, the 

Carranza government had sent $1 million pesos in gold to Japan to purchase war 

materiel. Perhaps this move was intended as a warning to Villa, but it did nothing to 

reassure the Americans.451      

The Wilson administration decided to act unilaterally, having finally determined 

that the expedition was costing too much and was harming the United States’ reputation  

450 Fort Worth Star Telegram, August 28, 1916; for a close reading of the 1916 senatorial contest with 
attention to the role of German Texan voters, see Seth Shepard McKay, Texas Politics, 1906-1944, With 
Special Reference to the German Counties (Lubbock, Texas: Texas Tech Press, 1952), 9-72. 
451 San Antonio Express, quoted in Charles H. Harris III and Louis R. Sadler, “The Plan of San Diego and 
the Mexican-United States War Crisis of 1916: A Re-examination,” The Hispanic American Historical 
Review  58, no. 3 (August, 1978), 401; Hall, 76; Fort Worth Star Telegram, October 29, 1916; Dallas 
Morning News, December 30, 1916.  
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-- and perhaps that Pershing’s talents would soon be needed in Europe. Villa was careful 

to keep his attacks on Carranza’s forces well outside areas patrolled by Pershing, and the 

calm along the border allowed the phased withdrawal of National Guardsmen in 

November and December.452 In January, 1917, Wilson ordered Pershing home. The last 

trooper crossed the border February 5; two weeks later, a former Texas Ranger told the 

press that Villa was on his way to Japan.  It was true he had left the north, where 

Carrancista forces had once again regained the upper hand in areas he had occupied. But 

instead of Japan, he had gone south to consult Zapata about the possibility of joint actions 

against the de facto government.  With the American thorn removed from his side, 

Carranza was still in a very precarious position.453  

So when word of Zimmermann’s bold proposal came on March 1, it seemed quite 

plausible to the people of Texas that Carranza would band together with the Germans and 

Japanese to wrest the Southwest from United States control.  For years they had heard 

that the Germans and Mexicans of South Texas were colluding to thwart “American” 

efforts to end the scourge of alcohol, abetted by scheming German brewing interests from 

outside the state.  For nearly as long, they had read of Japanese participation in Mexican 

raids on American communities and Mexican marauders murdering Americans while 

sparing those they believed to be German.  And they had absorbed detail after detail of a 

plot aimed at “liberating” Texas, sometimes alone, sometimes along with California, New 

452 Fort Worth Star Telegram, January 27, 1917; Dallas Morning News, January 28, 1917. 
453 Vandiver, 668; Dallas Morning News, February 18, 1917; Fort Worth Star Telegram, February 21, 
1917.  
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Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, Utah, Oklahoma, even part of Mississippi, to create 

homelands for Mexican Americans, African Americans, and Japanese. 

As Clarence Dubose of the Morning News wrote of the Plan de San Diego in 

1915, “Reduced to cold type, the plan . . . seems ridiculously Quixotic and chimerical. 

But it provokes no laughter down here; no skepticism of the actual existence of the 

plot.”454 

454 Dallas Morning News, August 15, 1915. 
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Chapter 6 

It was the $156,500 question: who supplied Farmer Jim Ferguson with a strategic 

infusion of cash to repay a series of long-overdue loans from the bank he once headed? 

Because of Ferguson’s stubborn refusal to answer, many Texans believed his 

silence confirmed the suspicions about their German neighbors raised through years of 

prohibition rhetoric and the strange developments leading up to the Zimmermann 

Telegram. It certainly placed German Texans at the heart of one of the most dramatic 

incidents in the state’s history, contributed to statewide prohibition, and set the stage for 

the active enforcement of a draconian disloyalty law aimed mainly at individuals of 

German descent. The answer, when it came, was not what most had predicted, yet it was 

hardly a surprise. But by then the question itself had already done its work. 

The story of Jim Ferguson’s impeachment lives in memory as a battle over 

academic freedom at the University of Texas, aggravated by blatant financial misdealing. 

In a sense it was. From his inauguration in 1915, Ferguson had mistrusted the University 

and believed that the state’s educational priorities should lie with providing basic 

academic skills to the children of the “boys from the forks of the creeks,” as he called his 

most enthusiastic supporters. He contrasted the plight of “the seventy thousand children 

in Texas who never get a chance to go to school” with the situation of the University and 

the “Agricultural and Mechanical College” (later Texas A&M) for which an annual 

appropriation of $325 per student had been requested.  This position was more than just a 

debating point; early in his tenure, Ferguson secured a special appropriation of $1 million 
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for rural schools and persuaded the legislature to pass laws to increase attendance and 

make school more affordable for families living on limited incomes.455 

At the same time, the mercurial governor apparently took umbrage at the 

treatment his wife and children received from individuals connected to the University. He 

decided the school’s interim president should not be hired permanently and six faculty 

members should be fired.  He later concluded that the new permanent president hired by 

the University’s Board of Regents, Robert E. Vinson, should be dismissed as well. To 

ensure this would happen, he replaced the regents he could not bend to his will. When 

asked his reasons for wishing the offending faculty members turned out, he said he didn’t 

have to have a reason – he was the governor of Texas. The issue, as he saw it, was 

whether the University would be run by the elected representatives of the people of Texas 

or by an academic oligarchy whose members thought themselves superior to those 

people. It was a thoroughly populist position, and one that appealed not at all to the male 

and female progressives who were striving to remake Texas in a modern mold.456  

The academic freedom element of the controversy was limited. Ferguson had no 

quarrel, at least publicly, with what the teachers he sought to oust did in the classroom. 

He resented that two had participated in party politics, siding against him. But mostly he 

simply didn’t like them and thought that was reason enough for them to go. At first the 

financial chicanery question was merely a matter of rumor, but in mid-February 1917, a 

member of the House of Representatives proposed that the Legislature investigate the 

455 Gould, 187.  
456 Ibid., 184-198. 
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Governor’s affairs, in particular a series of past-due loans from Temple State Bank 

totaling some $150,000.  In the quiet before the storm that broke on March 1, the 

governor’s actions made headlines, but during the weeks between the revelation of the 

Zimmermann Telegram and the United States’ declaration of war a month later, they 

temporarily slipped out of public consciousness.  In May, however, they once again 

became front page news.457 

In challenging the University and its Regents, Ferguson had batted down a nest of 

yellow-jackets. First he vetoed the Legislature’s appropriation for the University. Then, 

when his plan to seek the Regents’ approval to dismiss the college president leaked, 

another target of his ire called friends on the editorial staffs of the state’s three largest 

newspapers and ensured that the controversy was thrust back into public view.  On the 

day Ferguson planned to meet with the board, 2,000 University students marched the few 

blocks from the campus to the state Capitol, led by a uniformed Army officer candidate 

and several hundred female collegians. There they rallied under a banner reading 

“Kaiserism a menace abroad, likewise a menace at home.” Not only did they object to the 

governor’s attempts to intervene in the academic affairs of the University, they also 

chafed at his declaration in his veto message that fraternities were elitist and inimical to 

democratic education.458 

457 Ibid., 199-200.  Ferguson not only received loans from this bank, of which he had been president, he 
placed state funds on deposit there at no interest.   
458 Gould, 202-205; Daily Texan, May 30, 1917; Dallas Morning News, May 29, 1917; San Antonio 
Express, May 29, 1917; the foe who rallied the press was John Avery Lomax, then the University secretary, 
and later an internationally renowned folklorist. 



252

Of greater consequence, he had angered the alumni, or Ex-Students, who were led 

by the millionaire son of former Governor James Stephen Hogg.  Will Hogg had his hand 

in a number of business ventures, including an oil company that would become Texaco. 

But his heart lay with the University, where he had earned a law degree in 1897.  He had 

served as a Regent during the first two years of Ferguson’s term, but the two had clashed 

and he had retired by the time the dispute with the governor burst into full flower. Hogg 

used his money and his contacts to gin up opposition to Ferguson among the already 

powerful Texas Exes. They insisted that the legislature mount a full scale investigation of 

the governor – including the $150,000 in loans from the Temple bank. Ferguson had also 

alienated two other important constituencies. Prohibitionists had never supported him, but 

they were shocked and infuriated by his refusal to submit a statewide alcohol ban to the 

electorate once again, even though a primary vote had endorsed it. And though Miriam 

A. Ferguson would be elected Texas’ first woman governor in 1924, there was no love

lost between her husband and advocates of women’s suffrage.  Not only the Women’s 

Christian Temperance Union began to mobilize against him, but the United Daughters of 

the Confederacy and other women’s advocacy groups did so as well.459  

In a move not untypical of his approach to politics and governance, Ferguson 

turned to the opponents of his opponents for support. In the weeks immediately preceding 

the University students’ protest, he had contacted two leaders of the Texas brewing 

interests, R.L. Autrey of Houston and Otto Wahrmund of San Antonio, and pointed out 

459 Gould, 197-210. 
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that he remained a faithful opponent of statewide prohibition. He suggested that they 

might assist him with a contribution large enough that he could pay off the troublesome 

debt to the Temple State Bank.  Having apparently learned little from Attorney General 

Looney’s widely publicized 1916 probe into their political activities, Autrey and 

Wahrmund levied an assessment on their fellow brewery executives and, noting that a 

check would create a paper trail, delivered the needed funds in cash. In what proved to be 

a significant liability to German Texans, they conditioned their $156,500 contribution on 

a promise that Ferguson would never reveal the source of the funds.  Ferguson took the 

contribution and paid off his debts. Questions about the source of the money arose almost 

immediately.460 

The Texas Legislature meets only in odd-numbered years, and then rather briefly; 

the governor is empowered to call special sessions to address issues of pressing 

importance. An inquiry into Ferguson’s affairs during the regular session of the 35th 

Legislature ended inconclusively, but legislators did pass aid to the public schools, a tick 

eradication measure, and a law setting speed limits for automobiles of eighteen miles an 

hour in the country and fifteen in the city. A progressive-supported provision that might 

have led to the overhaul of the state’s antiquated 1876 State Constitution and allowed 

constitutional prohibition without a referendum also won approval, but Ferguson vetoed 

the measure as inappropriate during wartime.461 

460 Gould 202; The Brewers and Texas Politics. 
461 Dallas Morning News, March 22, 1917; McKay, 74-75. Some 93 years later, the then-out-of-date state 
constitution remains in effect. 
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He willingly called a first special session, the main goals of which were a law 

providing free textbooks for public school students and creation of a State Council of 

Defense, a unit of the Congressionally authorized Council of National Defense. The State 

Councils were a network of civilian bodies charged with assisting the government in 

“promoting the military interests of the federal government.” The State Council and its 

local affiliates would play a key role in the “Americanization” of Texas, dealing with 

“enemy aliens” and individuals suspected of sympathizing with Germany.  The 

legislators also passed an appropriations bill for the University incorporating few of the 

governor’s preferences; Ferguson vetoed it.462  

Legislators and the public, especially those rallied to the cause by Will Hogg in 

mass meetings at Dallas, Houston, and Galveston, pushed the governor to call a second 

special session. Knowing that impeachment was on the horizon, Ferguson was reluctant. 

But hubris prevailed. He was certain that if he could make his case to the people, he 

would win. In late July, an Austin grand jury indicted him on charges of misuse of public 

funds and embezzlement. His response, after posting bond, was immediately to announce 

his candidacy for a third term. He then called the special session. 

The House of Representatives met in early August as a committee of the whole to 

decide whether Ferguson’s actions warranted impeachment. They selected a prominent 

progressive attorney and former state Attorney General and Lieutenant Governor, Martin 

McNulty Crane, to serve as prosecutor. For more than a week, Crane delved into 

462 Ibid., 75; Oran Elijah Turner, “History of the Texas State Council of Defense, “ (master’s thesis, The 
University of Texas, 1926), 1. 
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Ferguson’s business dealings, then took testimony from University President Vinson. 

Among offenses such as using public funds to buy groceries, the governor’s dealings with 

the Temple State Bank, with which he still had connections, stood out.  Not only had the 

bank loaned him $150,000, it had accepted state funds on deposit without paying 

interest.463 

But it was not until Ferguson himself took the stand that the questions that would 

dog him for the next year began to be raised. Acting against his attorney’s advice, the 

governor sought to answer every charge against him. In discussing his financial dealings, 

he casually mentioned that he had received “from friends” a loan of $156,500, which he 

had used to repay the outstanding debts to the Temple bank. Crane did not immediately 

press him for the identity of these very generous comrades, but in two subsequent days of 

cross-examination, he did so frequently and forcefully.  Though other issues played a 

much greater role in Crane’s questioning, it was Ferguson’s refusal to reveal the source 

of the loan that caught the attention of the press. An August 22 banner headline on the 

Fort Worth Star-Telegram read “FERGUSON WON’T ANSWER.” A subhead explained 

that he “Refuses House Demand to Tell Source of Loans.”  Newspapers from Aberdeen, 

South Dakota, to Columbus, Georgia, and Bellingham, Washington, to Biloxi, 

463 The grocery issue was bigger than it might seem. It was an outgrowth of the “chicken salad case,” in 
which the legislature had appropriated funds to reimburse Gov. Colquitt for normal operational expenses of 
the Governor’s Mansion, as well as for such foods as chicken salad. A case challenging the legality of the 
appropriation made its way to the Texas Supreme Court, which ruled that groceries were ineligible for state 
reimbursement. Ferguson continued to purchase groceries on the state’s tab. Handbook of Texas Online, 
s.v. "Chicken Salad Case," http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/jrc1.html (accessed
May 6, 2010).
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Mississippi, followed the case, reprinting Associated Press dispatches and occasionally 

adding commentary of their own.464 

On August 23, the House completed its inquiry and the next day formally 

presented a 21-item bill of impeachment to the House for a vote.  When the House 

submitted the bill to the Senate, Ferguson was compelled to leave office.  The Lieutenant-

Governor, William P. Hobby, became acting governor. The Senate convened as a high 

court of impeachment and began hearing testimony on August 30. Ferguson attempted to 

take his case to the people one more time, citing in a September 3 open letter his efforts 

on behalf of tenant farmers and education for rural children. It was to no avail. This was 

no election, where his appeals to class solidarity might have carried him through. Once 

again, though it was only one of many charges, the issue of who had given him the 

$156,500 rose to the fore.  Ferguson again insisted on testifying. Several days into the 

now-ex-governor’s five days on the witness stand, Crane, who continued to serve as 

prosecutor, asked the source of the loan. Ferguson replied that he had asked the lenders if 

he might reveal their identities, and they had said no.  

Under a huge page 1 headline, “SENATE RULES 23-7 THAT GOVERNOR 

FERGUSON MUST DISCLOSE SOURCE OF $156,500 LOAN,” the Dallas Morning 

News reported:  “The governor squared himself in the chair, looked at the court with a 

steady gaze and said, ‘That was a clear-cut business transaction between honest men in 

464 Dallas Morning News, August 21 and 22, 1917. Ferguson mentions the loan, but declines to tell its 
sources. He says he was bankrupt without it. The Fort Worth Star Telegram, August 21, 1917, quotes him 
as saying the heads of Galveston Brewing Company and Magnolia Brewing Company held bonds in a 
lignite mining company he was associated with. 



257

the broad light of day.’” He refused any further reply, except when Crane asked him 

point-blank if the money had come from brewing interests: he said no. Two days later, 

the Senate found him guilty on ten of the 21 charges. Of the ten, seven were financial, 

and included the $156,500 mystery loan; the remaining three had to do with his relations 

with the University Board of Regents. The lawmakers adjourned for the weekend, 

planning to take up the penalty phase of the trial on Monday.  Permanent removal from 

office was almost a certainty; most Senators were also leaning toward barring Ferguson 

from ever running for statewide office again.  In an effort to circumvent the latter, he 

formally resigned the governorship on Sunday. Like the open letter, this move had no 

effect on those passing judgment upon him. The Senate removed him, permanently 

disqualified him for holding future office, and formally installed Hobby as governor, to 

serve through the conclusion of Ferguson’s term.465  

Though the United States formally entered the war early in April, 1917, the 

crusade against disloyalty in Texas was deferred until the following year. This was likely 

in part because the war had gone on so long without American participation; indeed, for 

Texans, the war along the Mexican border may have seemed more real than the conflict 

in Europe. The Ferguson affair itself preoccupied the press and people through much of 

1917, and the State Council of Defense took months to get its county affiliates off the 

ground.  Probably most responsible for the delay, however, was the fact that it took many 

months for the Wilson Administration to put a conscription system into effect.  It was 

465 Dallas Morning News, September 21, 1917; Gould, 210-215. 
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only after significant numbers of Texas men headed into combat, and came home on 

stretchers, on crutches or in coffins that the alleged disloyalty of one’s neighbors came to 

seem such a threat.466 

Talk of disloyalty was in the air as early as 1914, when the San Antonio Express 

published Herman Ridder’s columns on the progress of the war from a German point of 

view. German language newspapers like the Katholische Rundschau of San Antonio 

vigorously advocated German efforts against the British and French, but prior to the 

United States’ entry into the conflict, those views could be considered an expression of 

the liberty that had made America a beacon to the German Forty-Eighters and a congenial 

home to generations of their descendants.  Still, as German atrocities such as the sinking 

of the Lusitania began to pull the Wilson Administration closer to intervention, mistrust 

of the German nation translated into mistrust of German Americans.467 

“Disloyalty” became a rhetorical tool for separating those one approved of from 

those one did not.  As far back as 1916, Ferguson had used the term to castigate the 

University of Texas student newspaper for suggesting that in the gubernatorial race of 

that year some voters with connections to the University had cast their ballots for an 

African-American postal worker rather than for him. “[A]ny publication permitted at any 

institution under the supervision of the faculty, which states that they would rather have a 

‘nigger’ for Governor of the State rather than one which the white democrats of the State 

466 Turner, History of the State Councils. 
467 Mark Richard Sonntag, “Hyphenated Texans: World War I and the German-Americans of Texas” 
(master’s thesis, The University of Texas at Austin, May 1990).  Sonntag’s thesis makes extensive use of 
an array of German-language newspapers published in Texas during and before World War I.  He also 
draws from Jim Ferguson’s own paper, the Ferguson Forum.  
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have put in office, is the most disloyal organization to that extent that could exist,” the 

governor blustered.468 The University students brought the concept into their battle with 

Ferguson by likening him to the Kaiser. He heightened its role in a speech at Kerrville, a 

heavily German town:  “I have found far more disloyalty in the State University at 

Austin,” he thundered, “than among the Germans or the people of any other 

nationality.”469 He also accused the students of “high treason” for the Kaiser reference.  

As his trial and impeachment shifted into high gear, Ferguson toned down his 

support of German Texans and his opposition to prohibition. This was but a temporary 

strategy. The ex-governor never accepted the Senate’s decision to bar him from future 

office. By January 1918, he was waging a battle for re-election, hoping that his former 

constituents would give him a victory in the Democratic primary at the end of July. 

Governor Hobby, until now an avowed anti-prohibitionist, had disappointed the drys in 

his first months in office by appointing wet friends to positions in his administration. But 

once it became apparent that Ferguson would offer him a real race, Hobby began to 

reposition himself.  Having called a third special session of the 35th legislature as acting 

governor so that Ferguson’s trial and removal could occur, in February he called a fourth, 

at which the Legislature passed a program that could have – and may have – been written 

by Ferguson’s progressive nemeses.470 

468 Record of Proceedings of the High Court of Impeachment in the Trial of Hon. James E. Ferguson, 
Governor, quoted in Gould, 197. 
469 Dallas Morning News, June 11 and 13, 1917. 
470 Gould, 215-248. 



260

Texas had more military trainees than any other state; San Antonio by itself 

hosted many, if not most of the nation’s novice aviators. At the request of the United 

States Secretary of War, Hobby asked and won passage of anti-vice legislation aimed at 

protecting servicemen, including a zone law that prohibited the sale of alcohol within ten 

miles of a military installation. Later in the session, legislators passed a statewide alcohol 

prohibition statute, and ratified the 18th amendment to the United States Constitution, a 

major step on the road to nationwide prohibition. They also approved a bill allowing 

women to vote in the Democratic primary.471 

Hobby began hammering home the allegation that the $156,500 loan to Ferguson 

had come from the Kaiser or his agents, particularly the National German-American 

Alliance. Again and again, he linked the corrupt politician to German Texans, suggesting 

that “if Ferguson did not get the money or part of it from the Kaiser, he had done a lot of 

good work for him for nothing.”  Ferguson was disloyal, he implied, and so were those 

who supported him. “Is there any pro-German in Texas who will fail to vote for 

Ferguson?” he asked. 

Prior to United States entry into the war, the National German-American Alliance 

was a loosely organized network of German-American organizations in various parts of 

the country.  Incorporated by act of the United States Congress in 1907, it advocated the 

spread of German kultur in American society, particularly supporting German music and 

theater, German-language newspapers, the acquisition of German-language books by 

471 Ibid. 
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school and public libraries, and the teaching of German in the schools, colleges, and 

universities. Supported in part by the nation’s brewers, it had also worked for United 

States neutrality in the war and against nationwide prohibition.472 The connection to 

Ferguson was more than fanciful. During a lengthy hearing before a subcommittee of the 

United States Senate Judiciary Committee in early spring of 1918, Senators seeking to 

strip the Alliance of its Congressional sanction asked Paul Meerscheidt of San Antonio, 

the vice-president of the State Alliance, whether the national organization had sent 

money or operatives to Texas to support Ferguson’s candidacy in 1914. He stated that 

they had tried, but had had no success. A Dallas Morning News article noted that the 

Alliance had decided to put its anti-prohibition resources elsewhere because they 

believed that Texas, “owing to its heavy German alien population . . . would take care of 

itself.”473 

 The Fort Worth Star-Telegram reported, “The methods which the Ferguson forces 

have appropriated from German propagandists of setting rumors afloat and keeping them 

alive by constant repetition have had no effect on the Hobby camp.” But Ferguson’s 

inability to ignore his opponent’s jibes kept German interest in his campaign a hot button 

issue. In a two-hour speech at a small town in Robertson County, he called such charges 

472 The Democratic State Executive Committee had been chosen when Ferguson still dominated the party; 
they allowed him onto the primary ballot despite the Senate decision to bar the ex-governor from statewide 
office. (See McKay, 77.) For a perceptive and very thorough discussion of the origins, development, and 
downfall of the National German-American Alliance, see Kazal. 
473 Hearings before the Subcommittee of the Committee on the Judiciary, United States Senate, Sixty-fifth 
Congress, Second Session, on S. 3529, A Bill to Repeal the Act Entitled “An Act to Incorporate the 
National German-American Alliance,” approved February 25, 1907, 191-192; Dallas Morning News, 
March 13, 1918.  
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“absurd,” but when asked specifically where the money had come from, he answered, 

“Some, like this loud-mouthed rapscallion over here, say I got it from the Kaiser. . . . 

anyone who says that is a bold-faced liar.”  Then, in an awkward attempt to distance 

himself from the Germans, in speeches outside the German counties, he attacked Hobby 

for being introduced by a “full-blooded German,” State Sen. F.C. Weinert, and for 

nominating to a high position in the Texas militia another “full-blooded German,” – Jake 

Wolters. This was a peculiar and unwise decision, particularly after Wolters had less than 

a year before told the press that he did not intend to become involved in the impeachment 

controversy: “All I have to say,” he had then declared, “is that the governor is my friend, 

and I never quit a friend when he is in trouble.” Stung by Ferguson’s hostility, Wolters 

turned against him and actively recruited German Americans to Hobby’s banner, arguing 

that German Americans should abandon all allegiance to the Kaiser because the 

Zimmermann Telegram had suggested dispossessing them of their lands and freedoms.474 

Despite their protestations of confidence in the wisdom of the voters, the Hobby 

camp harbored the fear that Ferguson’s strategy of pitting rural versus urban and the 

wealthy versus the working class was having an effect. The answer, they decided, was to 

tie support for Ferguson to opposition to the war. Their theme became, “Where Did You 

Get It, Jim?” and the $156,500 loan their constant refrain.475

 Fear of disloyalty was a dominant motif in Texas politics and daily life during the 

long election battle.  In addition to the anti-vice and anti-alcohol measures passed by the 

474 McKay, 81. Fort Worth Star Telegram, August 1, 1917. 
475 Gould, 238-243. 
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fourth called session of the 35th legislature, the lawmakers had also enacted two laws 

designed to enforce loyalty if it could not be obtained by gentler means. The Faust Bill, 

introduced by a German-American representative, demanded that school districts actively 

teach patriotism and purchase and display the American flag at all schools, upon penalty 

of $500 or removal of the offending teacher or administrator. The State Board of 

Education followed up with a requirement that teachers take a loyalty oath.476    

 The second measure, variously called the Loyalty Act, Disloyalty Act, and 

Sedition Act, was passed in answer to a request from Hobby that disloyalty be made a 

felony. The law banned any speech, writing, or action that could be deemed an insult to 

the United States, its forces, or its flag, with violations to be punished by two to 25 years 

in the state penitentiary. Most dangerous, anyone suspected of such a crime could be 

arrested without a warrant. The Fredericksburg Wochenblatt, a German-language 

newspaper, praised the community’s representative in the House, Sam Ealy Johnson, and 

others for their efforts to keep the bill from further strictures on their constituents. 

Johnson, father of future President Lyndon B. Johnson, may have been able to take a 

leading position on this issue because he was not himself of German ancestry.477 

 Similarly harsh laws were passed at the national level, largely through the efforts 

of Texans. United States Attorney General Thomas Watt Gregory of Austin sought 

476 Sue M. Bruns, “Persecution of German-Americans in Central Texas During World War I” (master’s 
thesis, Southwest Texas State University [now Texas State University], May, 1972), 56. Bruns’ thesis is of 
special importance because it is largely based upon oral history interviews with survivors of the First World 
War era in San Antonio, New Braunfels, and Seguin, all of whom have now died.   
477 Bruns, 57-58; Sonntag, 61.  As Bruns points out, enforcement of the act did not begin immediately and 
several key cases were not decided until 1919 or 1920. 
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passage of an Espionage Act that gave the federal government broad powers to deal with 

opponents of the war. Sen. Charles Culberson, who had defeated Colquitt to retain his 

seat, was the bill’s chief sponsor. Passed on June 5, 1917, it mandated fines of up to 

$10,000 and prison terms of up to twenty years for individuals “obstructing military 

operations in wartime.” Use of the mails to commit such acts was punishable by $5,000 

fines and up to five years in prison. Postmaster General Albert Sidney Burleson, also a 

Texan, used this provision vigorously to hound organizations he personally considered 

disloyal. His targets, not surprisingly, included the press in general and the foreign 

language press in particular.478   

 The following year Gregory sought and won an amendment to the act that would 

make unlawful “any disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or abusive language” about any aspect 

of the United States government, including the flag and the uniform of the American 

military. He argued that these restrictions were necessary to preserve the peace because 

tensions were so high that even a “casual or impulsive” word could set off an attack by 

“one-hundred percent Americans” who were willing to punish such an utterance 

violently. Yet when such violence did in fact occur, he did little to stop it. Rather he lent 

the prestige of his office to the American Protective League, an organized vigilante group 

that violated the civil liberties of individuals by acting as an internal spy agency and 

dispenser of punishment to those they saw as a threat to good order. 1918 also saw 

478 David M. Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American Society (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1980), 25-26, 67, 75-82, 290. 
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passage of the Alien Act, which allowed the deportation of non-citizens, including 

unnaturalized Irish, Germans, and Czechs – and Mexicans -- without trial.479  

 In addition to legal restrictions, the activities of the local affiliates of the State 

Council of Defense made life difficult for German-Texans. The Council was almost a 

mirror image of the pre-war German-American Alliance:  it sought to limit the use of 

German artworks, including theater and music; prohibit the use of the German language 

in schools, churches, and especially newspapers; and bar the reading, even the 

availability of German-language books in schools and libraries.  It also demanded that 

German-Americans take an active role in the Liberty Bond drives that funded the war 

effort, or face reprisals, either legal or extra-legal.  What it did not have to do was 

persuade German-American boys to answer the call to service with the American 

Expeditionary Force.  Youths of German ancestry joined by the hundreds; the first Texas-

born officer killed in overseas action was a German American, Lt. Louis John Jordan of 

Fredericksburg.480   

 The lives of many Texans of German ancestry were disrupted by the disloyalty 

law, but so-called “enemy aliens” – the German-origin individuals who had never 

become naturalized citizens – bore the brunt of the daily indignities created by wartime 

policies. Prior to the institution of a military draft, the Wilson administration 

implemented a registration scheme intended to ensure that all able-bodied men of fighting 

479 Ibid. 
480 Bruns, 46-133; Sonntag, 66-121;  Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Jordan, Louis John," 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/JJ/fjo71.html (accessed May 6, 2010).  Jordan entry in 
Handbook of Texas Online. 
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age could be gathered quickly once the need for a draft was established. Male enemy 

aliens were required to register in this group along with all other men, but they were later 

forced to register a second time, be finger-printed and acquire a picture identification card 

that had to be presented upon demand.  They were also required to notify local officials 

of their whereabouts and obtain permission to travel.  Later alien women also registered 

and endured similar restrictions.481 

 Until American entry into the war, male aliens who had indicated their intention 

to become citizens had been allowed to participate in elections. Among its other actions, 

the fourth called session of the 35th Legislature ended this practice. Advocates of 

women’s suffrage were particularly pleased; they associated the “German vote” with the 

alcohol trade. A broadside circulated by the Texas Women’s Democratic League told 

women it was their responsibility to defeat Ferguson in 1918. Otherwise, the state would 

find itself “a land despoiled and helpless because the BEER BARONS of German name 

and sympathy will have elected their friends and driven women back to political and 

industrial slavery.”482  

 A measure that barred the payment of state funds to “enemy aliens” led to an 

unexpected consequence. Venerable State Representative Rudolph Tschoepe had come to 

the United States with his parents at a young age. He presumed that he had become a 

citizen at some point, but an inquiry determined that he had never been fully naturalized. 

481 Fort Worth Star Telegram, April 29 and July 25, 1918. 
482 Sonntag, 55. This view is somewhat perplexing, because German women had traditionally played 
important roles in such semi-public venues as the singing societies and fraternal organizations. 
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Though his legislative colleagues passed a resolution stating their belief in his loyalty and 

their regret that he would have to resign, they made no exception for him. A professor in 

the University of Texas German Department also ran afoul of this law and was dismissed. 

Ironically, given the controversy surrounding Ferguson’s run-in with the Texas Exes, the 

German Department chair met with intense pressure to leave after being charged by a 

former ambassador to Germany with being a “propagandist” for the Kaiser. The episode, 

combined with falling demand for German courses at the University, nearly resulted in 

the demise of the department.483 Texas was far from the only institution of higher 

learning to see repression of free speech. Two professors at Columbia University lost 

their jobs for peace activities and asking Congress not to send draftees to Europe.484 

 German-language newspapers also experienced difficulties as Americanization 

measures began to take effect. A federal law required that all foreign-language 

periodicals file with the local postmaster an English version of any war reports they 

printed. This also negatively affected the Czech-language papers of the Eastern 

immigration belt, as well as the Spanish papers of San Antonio and the Rio Grande 

Valley. Circulation dropped when individuals became convinced that their neighbors 

would look askance at their reading papers in languages other than English. Ad revenues 

fell as advertisers found themselves in the paradoxical position of hoping that their sales 

483 Sonntag, 78-85. 
484 Kennedy, 74. 
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pitches would not be widely seen. The number of German-language journals published in 

Texas dropped precipitately.485  

 Churches offered yet another target for those worried that German Texans might 

be plotting disloyal actions in settings closed to English speakers, using a language their 

neighbors could not understand.  Lutheran, Catholic, Methodist and Baptist 

congregations had long conducted services and church schools in the language favored by 

their members. This was already changing as the children of the first and second 

generations who were exposed to English in school began to request services in that 

tongue. The war years put these developments into overdrive, as local Councils of 

Defense demanded an end to all public use of German for the duration of the war, 

including church-related activities. Some pastors refused full compliance on the grounds 

that many of their elderly members would be completely unable to worship in the new 

language. Occasionally, those who failed to comply met with violence. At Bishop, a 

small town near the King Ranch, a German minister was publicly flogged for making 

“disloyal and caustic remarks about the town’s Council of Defense.”486 Methodist and 

Baptist congregations seemed to be more pressured to conform than their Lutheran and 

Catholic counterparts. The German Methodists of Southwest Texas voted to convert 

entirely to English in 1918. San Antonio’s St. Joseph’s Catholic Church saw a decline in 

attendance because parishioners feared being identified with the traditionally German 

parish, but it continued to provide some services in German. Here again, Texas was not 

485 Bruns, 50. 
486 Bruns, 51, quoting the San Antonio Express, June 16, 1918. 
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unique in proscriptions. The governor of Iowa unilaterally banned the speaking of 

German in public places or on the telephone!487 

 Fraternal and arts organizations became a particular focus of the State Council of 

Defense.  Its local affiliates were especially busy in localities with significant German 

populations, such as DeWitt County, home base of the Klebergs, where the Sons of 

Hermann were told to stop using German.  In Kleberg County, where Robert Justus II 

and Caesar Kleberg managed the King Ranch, the local Council asked the United States 

Justice Department to investigate the Germania Gegenseitigen Unterstuzung Verein, also 

known as the German Mutual Aid Society. The Department found that it was, like the 

Sons of Hermann, primarily an insurance association, and an innocuous one. Musical 

groups were also targeted by the Americanizers. San Antonio’s beloved Beethoven 

Maennerchor was compelled to give up its newly rebuilt concert hall and move to a 

smaller, plainer one. The Turnverein and Casino Club of that city also fell on hard times, 

but survived. In Galveston, the Garten Verein renamed itself simply “The Garden,” and 

abandoned its German language-fluency criterion for membership.488 

 The use of German in business was a trickier area. In Galveston and San Antonio, 

as well as in numerous smaller towns with significant German populations, German had 

become one of the languages of commerce. The Garten Verein’s longstanding German-

language requirement was not aimed at keeping anyone out. On the contrary, the city’s 

business elite used the language of the Fatherland for many of its interactions.  German 

487 Kennedy, 68. 
488 Sonntag, 72-74. 
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speakers particularly predominated in such professions as cotton commission work, in 

which German speakers mediated between German cotton producers and English-

speaking buyers. During the war, a Fredericksburg lawyer informed the State Council of 

Defense that German was so entrenched there that “men without any German blood in 

them use the German language almost entirely.” In Bosque County, individuals who 

could converse in German as well as English were preferred by hiring managers, leading 

to complaints that the monolingual “American boy” was at a competitive disadvantage.489 

Because demanding that entire segments of the economy change business 

practices was impractical and might have opened the Councils of Defense to hostility 

from powerful interests, the Councils focused instead upon the schools, where children 

could be shielded from German, Czech, and other non-English tongues by decree. These 

policies were more easily effected in public than private schools; some anti-German 

activists advocated the forced closure of parochial schools in which other languages were 

used. The practice of conducting all classes, “including geography and arithmetic,” in 

German, as was prevalent even in the public schools of some small communities, was 

formally banned.490 

With the imposition of disruptive changes in all these areas, Texas was 

nevertheless generally spared the kinds of violence inflicted upon German Americans in 

some other states. The early-August 1918 lynching of Robert Paul Prager at Collinsville, 

Illinois, near St. Louis, became a national sensation and was followed closely by the 

489 Sonntag, 84-87. 
490 Ibid. 
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major Texas papers. An “enemy alien” who may have been active in radical labor 

organizing, Prager was murdered by a mob of some 300 people, eleven of whom were 

prosecuted, but acquitted.  The complexities of German-American identity were on 

display in this case. Prager’s attackers allowed him to write a final message to his parents 

back in Germany before hanging him and those responsible for his funeral granted his 

dying wish that his body be draped with an American flag before interment. Prager’s 

experience was not the only lynching. A mob dragged a labor organizer in Butte, 

Montana behind a car, then hanged him, with no apparent repercussions for its members. 

Whippings were not unusual and seemed to be meted out to those whose station in life 

made hanging socially unacceptable. Like the Bishop clergyman, a pacifist minister in 

Ohio was flogged until his back was cut to pieces.491   

Texas did see three tragedies related to accusations of disloyalty.  At Seguin, a 

German-Methodist minister who had been one of the first to insist upon the use of 

English in church services began to voice concern about American motives in entering 

the war, expressing the belief that capitalism trumped all others.  Accused of disloyalty, 

he was shunned by members of his congregation, became distraught, and committed 

suicide. In Fayette County a German-American farmer who had agreed to purchase 

several Liberty Bonds realized that his harvest could not bring the money he needed to do 

so. He, too, shot himself to death.492 

491 Kennedy, 73. 
492 Sonntag, 123; Bruns, 123-126; Sonntag, 53. 
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Finally, according to the Giddings Deutsches Volksblatt, on October 17, 1918, 

less than a month before the armistice, two German brothers who had resisted purchasing 

Liberty Bonds were traveling by mule-drawn wagon with their wives to their homes in a 

Lee County hamlet. Two automobiles chased them down. While one car barred the path 

of the second wagon, a passenger got out of the other car, seized the brother in the first 

wagon “with one hand and shot him with the other . . . three, four or five shots all coming 

from the same man’s pistol.” The assailants then threw the dead man’s body back into the 

wagon. They beat his wife, forced her into the wagon, and proceeded to the family home, 

holding her at gunpoint. The surviving brother and the wives reported that two of their 

attackers had “German-sounding names.” A single individual was indicted in the case, 

but was found not guilty when the jury accepted his claim of self-defense.493 

Jim Ferguson never did reveal the sources of the $156,500 loan. But when the 

election finally took place, Hobby won a by a huge margin statewide, 461,479 to 

217,012, at least in part the result of the votes of women, who were authorized to cast 

ballots for the first time.  It was a different story in San Antonio and in the German 

counties, where Ferguson won by more than 3,800 votes -- in the eyes of many Texans, 

further evidence of Teutonic disloyalty.  And within a month, the answer to the $156,500 

question was revealed. An income tax evasion case filed against some of the brewers 

brought to light transactions among Ferguson, Autrey, and their “friends.” Not disloyalty 

after all – just another attempt, singularly unsuccessful, to postpone statewide prohibition. 

493 Sonntag, 116-118. 
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Days later, the Democratic convention met in Waco. J.B. Cranfill, the Germans’ bête noir 

since his attacks in 1887, “made a rousing speech on the occasion of his return to the 

party after more than thirty-four years with the Prohibition party. He was applauded 

vigorously upon his insistence that the party had come to him.”494  

The twenty months between the Zimmermann Telegram and the armistice 

represent the nadir of German-Texan history. Never, even during the collapse of the 

Adelsverein, the persecutions of the Civil War era, the excesses of the prohibitionist 

opposition, were times as hard or prospects as bleak. But despite the depths in which 

German Texans found themselves, they had not been vanquished. They would not 

disappear – at least not yet.  In Chapter 7, we will see their recovery, their adaptations, 

and their attempts to cope with a world lacking in some of their most treasured customs 

and beliefs. At the same time, we will examine the new situations of the Texas Irish and 

Czechs in the wake of a World War that radically changed the nature of their homelands 

and altered the meanings of their respective diasporas. 

494 McKay, 82; Gould, 246; Dallas Morning News, September 4, 1918. 
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Chapter 7 

Eugene Diaz’s introduction to Cassy Rothenburg was nothing out of the ordinary 

– until he mentioned his name.  He had arrived at her farm with a group of Mexican

railroad workers seeking a place to live while stationed at a nearby roundhouse.  Cassy 

often took in railroad workers as boarders, providing hearty meals and a simple bunk in a 

room accommodating several men at a time. A longtime resident of Southwest Texas, 

Cassy was fluent in Spanish, and many of her boarders spoke no English.  But Eugene 

was not her usual boarder.  Insisting that his name be pronounced “DYE-as,” he prided 

himself on his English and his American manners.  Cassy, a German Texan once married 

to a man of mixed Mexican-German ancestry, disliked what she saw as his pretentions. 

“He’s one of the sort who bows down before everything called American,” she 

told a German friend who was staying at the house. “He runs after all Americans, 

satisfied merely to be tolerated. He knows pride only toward his own race. Americans 

don’t respect this sort of Mexican; on the contrary, he harms the reputation of his own 

countrymen.”  Her friend didn’t care much for Eugene himself. He reported that he had 

watched as the small, dapper man  

spread a white handkerchief on the floor in front of himself. Then he pulled his 
comb out of his pocket and vigorously started combing his hair, leaning over the 
handkerchief. Since this activity brought considerable live results, I decided that – 
although he was so Americanized that he had not spoken a single word of Spanish 
– he was still a genuine Mexican, and not even one of the better class.495

495 Walther Gray, Der Compadre, 35, 32. Originally published in German in 1924, along with A Man So 
Quiet, 1921; both translated by Charles Patrick and privately published at Manor, Texas, 1997.  Walther 
Gray was the pseudonym of Clara Matthaei, a German-Texan poet and novelist who wrote in German. 
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 Cassy and Eugene are characters in an autobiographical novel, Der Compadre, 

published in 1924 by Clara Matthaei, a Central Texan of German descent who defied the 

social conventions of her community by marrying a Mexican national. Her husband had 

come to Texas to escape the Mexican Revolution and to find economic opportunity.  Der 

Compadre and its companion, A Man So Quiet, originally published in 1921, offer an 

intriguing glimpse into social relations in Texas in the period immediately following 

World War I.  We will return to them later in this chapter, but for now it is worth stating 

that they also set the stage for the next phase of this dissertation:  the flowering of an 

Anglo racial identity, formulated in opposition to a newly racial Mexican identity. The 

story of how the Irish, Germans, and Czechs became Anglo is in large part the story of 

how Tejanos came to be viewed by most Texans as members of a third race in a tri-racial 

society, economy, and polity – made up of, in the parlance of the day, Negroes, 

Mexicans, and Anglos. 

 The purpose of the preceding chapters has been to demonstrate that the Irish, 

Germans, and Czechs of Texas, though always considered white, have not always been 

seen as Anglo. The current chapter will discuss the processes through which this 

changed, focusing on the period from the Armistice ending the First World War through 

Pearl Harbor.  It will also examine the ways that “Anglo-ness” itself shifted and changed 

during this period.  

As we have seen in Chapter 6, United States involvement in the First World War 

occasioned a regime of repression against individuals and communities that could be 
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linked in any way to Germany, both in Texas and in other parts of the country. These 

years also had profound effects on members of the Irish and Czech diasporas, again in 

Texas as well as elsewhere.  Ireland took advantage of the disorder caused by the Great 

War to move its struggle for independence from its British overlords from the realm of 

politics to that of guerilla conflict, culminating in the Anglo-Irish War of 1919-1921. The 

Czechlands won their freedom from oppressive control by the Hapsburgs’ Austro-

Hungarian Empire during the Great War, but found themselves yoked to their Slovak 

neighbors as part of a new and not entirely organic state called Czechoslovakia.  In both 

cases, the removal of part of the reason for emigration changed the way that Irish and 

Czech Americans viewed themselves, their ancestral homes, and their adoptive 

homeland. 

Compared with Irish Americans or Italian Americans, 21st century United States 

citizens of German ancestry are virtually invisible in most parts of the country, including 

most of Texas.  There is a widespread presumption that this is a result of the persecution 

endured during World War I -- that German Americans, seeing what open avowal of their 

ancestry could mean, decided to abandon their problematic status as, in the Wilsonian 

phrase, “hyphenated Americans,” and opt to be simply Americans.  It was not a new 

strategy for major immigrant groups – the Scots-Irish identity was so completely 

subsumed in most parts of the young nation by the mid-19th century that it was 

synonymous with “American,” even “Old Stock American.” One careful study of 

Philadelphia German Americans before and after the First World War found that in large 
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numbers they discontinued associations, practices, and residential patterns that would 

have revealed their origins.496  They took advantage of evolving concepts of race and the 

emerging concept of ethnicity to redefine themselves just as national and imperial 

boundaries were being redrawn in the wake of the Great War.  

Though the boundaries of the European states and their colonial possessions had 

always been fluid and subject to remapping depending upon the outcomes of frequent 

wars and hardly less frequent dynastic marriages, the changes wrought by the First World 

War were more extreme. The idea of national identities, buttressed by complicated 

schemes of racial identity, began to seem precarious at best.497 On the other hand, 

ethnicity – a set of largely inherited characteristics that would continue to bind certain 

people together regardless of whether they still resided within the boundaries of a 

particular state – increasingly came to make sense, even more than contrived racial 

categories such as “Alpine” and “Nordic.” The term “ethnic group” eventually would 

supercede “race” in the sense in which it had been used in the later 19th and early 20th 

centuries. But as the Great Migration of African Americans from the South to the 

northern cities gained momentum, the racial binary that would order 20th century 

American life solidified.  In Philadelphia, you were either white or you weren’t.  

496 Kazal. His work is particularly relevant to the current study because it focuses on a large German 
population outside places like Milwaukee and St. Louis and enclaves like Fredericksburg and New 
Braunfels in Texas where the preponderance of German-descended individuals altered the processes of 
assimilation. It should be noted that his subjects did not completely abandon their associations and 
practices. 
497 For discussions of the ways ideas of race were in flux during this period, see Jacobson; Roediger, 
Working Toward Whiteness and Colored White: Transcending the Racial Past (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2002); Foley, The White Scourge; and Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens 
and the Making of Modern America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).   
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European Americans moved from “racial” categories and began to establish themselves 

as members of white ethnic groups. Germans sloughed off the presumption that there 

were certain innate characteristics that differentiated them from other whites. 

In Texas matters were more complicated.  As we saw in Chapter 5, the first years 

of the 20th century saw the beginning of a major adjustment in patterns of land 

ownership and social relations in South Texas and especially the Rio Grande Valley.498 

Large ranchos, many owned by persons of Mexican ancestry, had been run on a day to 

day basis by Spanish-speaking vaqueros.  Now they were broken up into much smaller 

truck farms and citrus groves owned by newcomers from the Midwestern United States. 

These farmers, or growers, as they were often called, had little understanding of and less 

respect for the webs of interdependence that had grown up among the rancheros and their 

workers and that ordered life in the region.  The newcomers could not or would not 

distinguish between the Tejano elite and other Spanish speakers. They oversimplified the 

political ties between Anglo and Tejano elites and their employees, seeing them as 

nothing more than a border version of the political machines they had known in Chicago 

and Kansas City.499 Longstanding relationships were further strained when refugees from 

the Mexican Revolution flooded across the border after 1910.  The willingness of these 

498 Another change that may have had its roots in this era further complicates thinking about the 
borderlands.  In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the area we now call “South Texas” was 
typically called “West Texas” or in some cases “Southwest Texas.”  The shift reveals a change in the way 
Texans perceived their state.  South Texas – even the coast -- is west of East Texas, and when population 
was still centered in the eastern part of the state, it made sense to think of the state as divided into east and 
west. Once railroads opened southern and far western Texas to more intensive settlement, division into four 
regions -- and then five, including Central Texas, became conceptually more useful.  
499 This view was reinforced by the fact that machines in both South Texas and the great cities of the 
Midwest functioned in part because the bosses and the bossed shared bonds of Roman Catholicism, already 
a suspect faith to Protestant farmers. 
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desperate men, women, and children to work in the fields for next to nothing threatened 

skilled and propertied Tejanos’ economic security and their places within the social 

system. One response to these pressures was the unrest that came to be known as the Plan 

de San Diego, a focus of Chapter 5. 

The Plan had self-reinforcing negative consequences.  First, the reputed 

ruthlessness of the raiders inspired fear and loathing of all Spanish-speakers and Spanish-

surnamed individuals among the newcomers from the North. Second, because the 

networks of interdependence among long-term Anglo residents of the region and their 

Tejano neighbors had already been disrupted by the coming of the growers, customary 

controls no longer functioned.  In the face of the rumors surrounding the Plan, Anglos 

new and old launched a reign of terror that may have left as many as several hundred 

Tejanos and new Mexican immigrants dead – one estimate ran as high as 5,000.500  

Precise numbers will never be known, but evidence of massacres continued to be 

discovered for decades: “gruesome skeletons found even at this late day, twenty years 

after, in the wilderness, lying in neatly arranged rows, side by side, each with a trim, 

round hole in the forehead squarely between the empty eye-sockets . . . ”501 The Texas 

Rangers, as we have seen, played a key role in this violence, lending it the sanction of the 

state. 

Once it became apparent that no Spanish-surnamed man was safe, regardless of 

his station, even some Tejano landholders of long standing abandoned their ranchos and 

500 Johnson, 3. 
501 Reminiscence of Hidalgo County deputy sheriff Virgil Lott, quoted in Johnson, 200. 
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homesteads and fled southward to the relative safety of Brownsville or even across the 

Rio Grande – despite the chaos that prevailed in Mexico. When the hysteria of 1915 and 

1916 in South Texas subsided, many of those returning to their homes discovered that the 

land they and their ancestors had worked for generations to tame had been appropriated 

by newcomers. Even small village plots owned by working men had been seized.502 

The consequence was a fundamental alteration in the relationship between Anglos 

and Mexicans, simultaneously stretching the boundaries of Anglo identity to encompass 

individuals like the Klebergs, whose German background had previously rendered them 

suspect, and defining Mexicans as a servile race who naturally were relegated to menial 

labor and to whom landownership, even of the pettiest sort, was forbidden.  Save for a 

few exceptional cases, no longer were they rancheros; now, if they were lucky, they were 

tenant farmers -- some working land they or their ancestors had previously owned.  

During the crisis, substantial ranch houses had been put to the torch. Their former owners 

made do with single-walled, dirt-floored shacks like those previously inhabited by their 

employees.  This tectonic shift was cloaked in the language of progressive reform by 

many of the newcomers. They perceived themselves as “cleaning out” machine-ridden 

South Texas politics, imposing a more modern system.  They also saw a link between the 

502 The extent of these takings is the subject of some disagreement among scholars and others reporting on 
them.  A few Tejano families, including the Guerras of Starr County and the Canaleses of Cameron 
remained influential.  See Johnson, Introduction, and Montejano , chapters 5 and 6. Montejano quotes labor 
organizer and Communist Party member Emma Tenayuca as portraying virtual genocide: “’Texas Rangers, 
in cooperation with land speculators, came into small Mexican villages in the border country, massacred 
hundreds of unarmed, peaceful Mexican villagers and seized their lands. Sometimes the seizures were 
accompanied by the formality of signing bills of sale – at the point of a gun.’”127. See also Abel G. Rubio, 
Stolen Heritage: A Mexican-American’s Rediscovery of His Family’s Lost Land Grant, rev. ed. (Austin: 
Eakin Press, 1998) for an account of the loss of the de la Garza lands in the Refugio vicinity. 
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patronage system and the scourge of alcohol.  In 1916 in Corpus Christi, the Anglo 

growers battled the South Texas machine and its European-American, African-American 

and Mexican-American clients, using the local option system to turn a wet city dry.503  

Intensification of the war abroad and the continued presence of United States 

troops along the border led to a second exodus across the Rio Grande.  Workers of 

Mexican descent in the Valley and cities like San Antonio found they could no longer 

depend on the machines to protect them from conscription.  After the Zimmermann 

Telegram, fear of being impressed into the American army led thousands of recent 

immigrants to return to the interior of Mexico, even as members of the Tejano elite 

volunteered for service in the vain hope that doing so might cement their status as 

Americans.  This time the growers themselves were adversely affected, however.  The 

cheap labor they needed for cultivating and harvesting their labor-intensive and time-

sensitive crops was suddenly lacking.  Counter to their progressive beliefs, they found 

themselves opposing restrictions on immigration, such as the Burnett Immigration Law of 

1917, which would have made it more difficult for their workers to cross the border by 

imposing an $8 entrance fee and a literacy test. Under pressure from the Texans, 

President Wilson acquiesced in a modification that exempted Mexican immigrants -- 

provided they were employed in agriculture.504  The campaign for relaxation and its 

503 Montejano, 131. 
504 Johnson, 165. For more on the consequences of the transformation from ranching to farming, see 
Montejano, especially chapters 5 and 6.  The growers’ ideology made them supportive of regulation in 
many areas, not least immigration and labor controls. But the labor intensiveness of farming, especially at 
harvest time, led them to go against these principles and seek relief that would allow Mexican immigrants 
to cross the border – when needed. 
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granting presaged the exemption of Mexican immigrants from the restrictive quota 

system of the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act of 1924.  

This victory for the growers was not the only significant development in 1917.  

Of greater import were the impeachment of Jim Ferguson and the rise of William P. 

Hobby to the governorship, detailed in Chapter 6. Hobby championed the Texas Rangers 

and put them to use to limit the power of Ferguson allies, including the South Texas 

political boss, Jim Wells. Even more than during the worst of the Plan violence, the 

Rangers now ran the Valley. Hobby nearly doubled their number to more than 130 

regulars, most stationed in South Texas. He also named three additional “Loyalty 

Rangers” in each county to ferret out disloyal activity.  Such activity by South Texas 

Tejanos apparently included voting, which the Rangers suppressed, and holding political 

office, which they used as grounds for violent and humiliating treatment.  In Alice, 

county seat of the recently organized Jim Wells County, Ranger activity reduced the 

number of votes cast in the November 1918 election to 65, down from 300 in the 

primary.  A Tejano deputy sheriff in Willacy County, just north of Brownsville, alleged 

that Rangers had twice strung him up and threatened to hang him.505  One Ranger captain 

argued that the practice of selecting Tejanos as peace officers was simply wrong, 

supporting his view with the fact that Plan leader, de la Rosa, and other participants in 

the raids had served as deputy sheriffs of border counties.506 

505 Johnson, p. 167. 
506 Ibid., 168. 
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Two developments contributed to the end of the Rangers’ harassment of Tejanos 

and Mexicans.  The first was increased postwar demand for the Valley’s crops and the 

continuing shortage of labor caused in part by a continuing outflow of workers into 

Mexico. The second was related: proposed legislation that would have limited radically 

the number and authority of Rangers and a series of hearings that exposed the Rangers’ 

abuses to public scrutiny. The legislation had been introduced by the only Tejano 

member of the Texas legislature, José Tomás Canales of Cameron County.  J.T. Canales, 

as he was known, was part of one of the most powerful Mexican-American clans in the 

American Southwest.  At the time of his birth, in 1877, his mother’s family still had 

significant land holdings in the Corpus Christi area and continued to wield considerable 

political power as the nineteenth century waned.  After obtaining a law degree from the 

University of Michigan, he settled in Cameron County and with the support of Jim Wells, 

won election to the Texas House of Representatives in 1905, serving until 1910.  He ran 

afoul of Wells in 1909, when he declared his support for Prohibition, but the rift was 

shortlived: in 1912 he was Wells’ candidate for superintendent of the Cameron County 

schools, calling for mandatory use of the English language, patriotic support of the 

United States government, and expansion of rural education facilities.  During the Plan de 

San Diego scare, he organized a surveillance squad to supply evidence to the United 

States military force stationed along the border. Perhaps as a reward, Wells supported his 

return to the Texas House in 1917.507  

507 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Canales, José Tomás," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/fcaag.html (accessed March 31, 2010). 
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In early 1919, Rep. Canales called for a reduction in the number of regular 

Rangers to 24, with the possibility of augmentation to 80 in emergencies.  He also sought 

to have each Ranger post a bond to guarantee his behavior, provide proof of past good 

conduct, and turn over arrestees to local officials. Proven mistreatment of prisoners 

would be grounds for dismissal. To demonstrate the need for these changes, Canales 

engineered a series of dramatic hearings before a joint committee of Representatives and 

Senators in which “witnesses offered detailed evidence of dozens of instances of killings, 

torture, and harassment.”508 Hobby and the Rangers’ leaders fought back, accusing 

Canales of being incapable of an objective view of the Rangers because he was Tejano – 

or as they insisted, Mexican; they also called him a tool of Jim Wells. One fellow 

legislator referred to him as the “greaser from Brownsville.”509 

Most alarmingly, Frank Hamer, who would become the most famous Ranger of 

all when he chased down the outlaws Bonnie and Clyde, threatened Canales. “I am going 

to tell you if you don’t stop . . . you are going to get hurt,” the legislator remembered 

Hamer telling him.  The larger man cursed the Tejano and made a habit of following him 

as he traveled to and from the capitol. Friends including Lyndon Johnson’s father, Sam, 

feared assassination and escorted Canales at all times to make him a less inviting 

target.510   

The investigating committee eventually rejected the Tejano lawmaker’s demands, 

but they found that the Rangers had overstepped their bounds to the extent of breaking 

508 Johnson, 171.  
509 Ibid., 175. 
510 Ibid., 174. Sam Johnson’s involvement was a staple of Canales family lore, according to B.H. Johnson. 
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both civil and criminal laws. The hearings’ revelations, coupled with growers’ concerns 

that the actions of the Rangers were responsible for the shortage of Mexican labor, led to 

several changes, including a significant reduction in the total number of Rangers. The 

testimony of witnesses was so explosive that the House of Representatives sealed the 

transcripts; they were not opened to the public until the 1970s. Disillusioned, Canales 

declined to run for re-election and never sought elective office after the end of his term in 

1920.  It would not, however, be the end of his efforts to ensure the safety and integrity of 

Latin American citizens of the United States.511 

Just because the growers needed Mexican labor did not mean they wished to 

associate with individuals of Mexican ancestry.  Indeed, part of their hostility toward Jim 

Wells and other machine politicians of the Valley grew out of their discomfort at the 

Anglos’ close working relationships with Tejanos.  Forgetting the heroic roles of Juan 

Seguin, Jose Angel Navarro, and Lorenzo de Zavala, Anglos who had lived in the state 

for generations tended to base their antagonism toward persons of Mexican descent upon 

their collective memory of the events of the Texas Revolution.  The siege of the Alamo 

and the massacres at Goliad and Refugio demonstrated, they believed, the depravity of all 

people with “Mexican blood.” Anglo Texans treasured and added to these stories, much 

in the way that their fellow Southerners venerated and embellished tales of abuses 

allegedly perpetrated during Reconstruction. Had they not existed, one Tejano folklorist 

511 Ibid., 175. 
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remarked, “they would have been invented, as indeed they seem to have been in part.”512  

Newcomers, lacking these ingrained prejudices, developed their own justification for 

viewing Tejanos and Mexicans as a separate race, inferior and deserving of rigid race-

based segregation. That rationale could be expressed in a single word: hygiene.513 

In the eyes of the growers and the small number of Anglo supervisory workers 

who had accompanied them to Texas, Mexicans -- including Tejanos like J.T. Canales -- 

were “dirty” carriers of diseases and parasites.  “I don’t believe in mixing. They are filthy 

and lousy, not all, but most of them,” a farmer near Corpus Christi told the pioneering 

agricultural economist Paul Taylor in the late 1920s, in a statement that recalls Clara 

Driscoll’s novel, Girl of La Gloria.  Part of the aversion had to do with skin color and 

was probably an extension of racial prejudice against African Americans. Indeed, with 

the end of World War I, the Jim Crow laws and practices devised to segregate black and 

white Southerners in the 1890s began to be applied in Texas to Mexican-origin people as 

well. In particular, restaurants refused service to “Mexicans”; movie theaters required 

separate seating if they admitted black or brown patrons at all.  Locality after locality 

taxed its residents to cover the cost of constructing separate schools for Mexican-

American students. Often these schools were substandard in construction and curriculum, 

512 Americo Paredes, quoted in Montejano, 225. 
513 The history and  hygiene theory was developed by David Montejano in Chapter 10 of Anglos and 
Mexicans in the Making of Texas, based upon his work in interviews conducted by Paul Taylor.   
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though not always. In 1926, tiny Cotulla built its “Mexican school” of red brick and 

named it after a German-American county judge, G.A. Welhausen.514 

Residential segregation also became the norm. In Austin, where settlements of 

African Americans and Mexican Americans had dotted the city map for decades, a 1928 

city plan sought to get them to relocate to the city’s east side by placing all segregated 

amenities, such as schools and libraries, there.  In San Antonio, existing patterns of 

segregation that concentrated African Americans on the east side and Mexican 

Americans on the west were reinforced by the local political machine.  An adroit black 

power broker made certain that the east side received the lion’s share of improvements 

such as paved roads and a library.515  In the Corpus Christi area, newspaper ads for a new 

housing development were more blatant, stating “for whites only,” “no Mexicans 

allowed.”516 In smaller towns, African Americans and Mexican Americans often shared 

neighborhoods separated from those occupied by Anglos. In Sugar Land, near Houston, a 

company town for Imperial Sugar,  

the Quarters, located north of the tracks on the town’s west side. . . . sheltered the 
black and Hispanic laborers and their families . . . The filthy, miserable shanties 
that had sprawled randomly . . . were replaced with one- or two-room tarpaper-
covered “shotgun shacks” . . . residences in the Quarters had, instead of indoor 
plumbing, a single water faucet in each front yard and a backyard privy.517 

514 Texas Historical Markers, 
http://www.9key.com/markers/marker_detail.asp?atlas_number=5283008138.  
515 Anthony M. Orum, Power, Money & the People: The Making of Modern Austin (Austin: Texas 
Monthly Press, 1987), 175-176;  Kenneth Mason, African Americans and Race Relations in San Antonio, 
Texas, 1867-1937 ( New York: Garland Pub., 1998), 205-279. 
516 Montejano, 243. The development didn’t sell well and eventually welcomed people of color, but 
Mexican Americans boycotted it. 
517 Harold M. Hyman, Oleander Odyssey: The Kempners of Galveston, Texas, 1854-1980s (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1990), 326-327. 
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But while dark skin may have been a marker of “dirtiness” for some, it was not 

the only basis for hygiene discrimination. A school official told Taylor, “There would be 

a revolution in the community if the Mexicans wanted to come to the white schools. 

Sentiment is bitterly against it. It is based on racial inferiority. . . The Mexicans have 

head and body lice and don’t want to bathe.”  This sense of racial inferiority also had to 

do with the work Mexican Americans customarily did once farming had largely 

supplanted ranching. As field laborers, they toiled in the dirt. Field work, performed 

exclusively by black and brown people, became “raced.”  Members of those races, even 

those who had never picked up a hoe or cotton sack in their lives, came to be seen as 

dirty.518  

More sympathetic observers rejected the idea that Mexican Americans chose not 

to be clean.  But they saw their segregated neighborhoods and recognized the conditions 

in which they were compelled to live. The better accommodations were, as a Works 

Progress Administration survey indicated, “unpainted one- or two-room frame shacks 

with single walls, dirt floors, one or two glass windows, and outdoor toilets.” Those less 

fortunate might live in houses “‘patched together from scraps of lumber, old signboards, 

tar paper, and flattened oil cans.’” Some homes lacked stoves, so women cooked over 

open fires. “Children slept on dirt floors,” the survey’s authors noted, and “although most 

of the Mexican housewives strove for neatness and cleanliness, these were qualities 

518 Montejano, 226-227; see also Foley, The White Scourge, for a discussion of the way that certain types 
of work became associated with certain groups. He argues that Anglos who did this kind of work became 
seen as less white.  
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impossible to achieve in the face of such obstacles.”  Moreover, sickness was more 

prevalent in segregated areas, where malnutrition was endemic -- particularly contagious 

diseases such as diphtheria, tuberculosis, and especially lice-borne typhus.519   

A 1923 University of Texas bulletin, Report of Illiteracy, argued that separate 

schools were a necessity, given “the filth, squalor, and poverty in which many of the 

Mexicans of the lower classes live.” It admitted of the possibility that some Mexican 

Americans might have something in common with Anglos:  

The American children and those of the Mexican children who are clean and 
high-minded do not like to go to school with the dirty ‘greaser’ type of Mexican 
child. It is not right that they should have to do so. There is but one choice in the 
matter of educating these unfortunate children and that is to put the ‘dirty’ ones 
into separate schools til they learn how to ‘clean up’ and become eligible to better 
society.520 

By the mid-1920s, segregation of Mexican Americans was so prevalent in Texas 

that the premises upon which it was based were accepted by not only by those who 

imposed it, but those upon whom it was imposed and those who argued against it. A 

second University of Texas study, conducted in 1930 by an opponent of the practice, 

started from the presumption that Mexican American children had hygiene problems, but 

that they could be ameliorated.  In a segregated school serving nearly 900 students, Prof. 

Herschel Manuel found that “62 percent of the first graders, 50 percent of the second 

graders, and 46 percent of the third had been infected with lice at some point in the 

school year.” Noting that another school had reduced the rate of infection “from 80 

519 Montejano, 227-228.  
520 Quoted in Montejano, 228. 
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percent in the first month of school to 8 percent in the second month,” he pointed out, 

“The treatment for lice is a very simple one and very effective unless the child is 

reinfected.” In an attempt to prove segregation unnecessary, Manuel provided 

ammunition to those who insisted upon its utility.521  

The long-held presumption that Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans had 

lice was humiliating to say the least.  In one case it became something much, much 

worse.  Early in 1916, public health officials in El Paso became deeply concerned about 

the likelihood of an epidemic of typhus, a disease now easily treatable with antibiotics, 

but then often fatal.  Typhus is spread by lice and fleas that pick up its pathogen by 

feeding on the blood of infected rats. When these parasites move on to infest humans, 

their new hosts develop high fevers, intense pain, and in serious cases, organ damage.  In 

populations where lice are common, typhus can be transmitted from human to human.  

Ciudad Juarez, across the Rio Grande, had a facility where lice could easily be eradicated 

by a shower of steaming hot water – the state of the art in vermin removal. But as 

described in Chapter 5, border relations at this point were extremely tense, and the 

American doctors decided against asking to use the Mexican facility.  Instead, they opted 

for a more primitive method. On March 5, a group of 26 prisoners of Mexican origin 

were brought to the El Paso jail, having been arrested for minor infractions in one of the 

city’s entertainment districts. The sheriff ordered them to remove their clothing, and 

under the watchful eyes of gun-wielding guards, each man bathed in “a large tub that was 

521 Herschel T. Manuel , The Education of Mexican and Spanish-Speaking Children in Texas (Austin: Fund 
for Research in the Social Sciences, 1930). Quoted in Montejano, 232-233. 
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placed in the center of the jail’s communal holding cell and filled to the brim with a 

mixture of kerosene, gasoline, and vinegar.”522 

Half an hour later, the holding cell was filled with fumes. Volatile gasoline 

evaporating from the tub and from the naked bodies of the men who had emerged from it 

permeated the atmosphere. When a new prisoner – not, as it turns out, a Mexican – tried 

to light a cigarette at the opposite end of the big room, the air itself erupted in flames. The 

jail was soon on fire, in what El Paso’s Mexican community came to call “El 

Holocausto.” No fewer than 28 men died, and 25 to 30 more received severe burns.  The 

disaster triggered three days of riots, mainly on the Mexican side.  Some observers have 

argued that it served as the impetus for Pancho Villa’s attack on Columbus, New Mexico, 

only a few days later.523   

* * * * *

Hygiene-based segregation increased through the decade of the 1920s.  It became 

a factor in the formation of the League of United Latin American Citizens, or LULAC, 

which came to be known as the Mexican-American equivalent of the NAACP.  The 

nationwide organization had its roots in 1921, when a group of young Tejanos on an 

outing near San Antonio discussed the mounting climate of discrimination. They formed 

522 Howard Markel, When Germs Travel: Six Major Epidemics That Have Invaded America Since 1900 
and the Fears They Have Unleashed, (New York: Pantheon, 2004), 126-128. 
522 Ibid., 128-130. See also John McKiernan-Gonzalez, “Fevered Measures: Race, Communicable Disease 
and Community Formation on the Texas Mexico Border, 1880-1923” (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, 
2002). 
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a group called La Orden de Hijos de America, or the Order of Sons of America, to 

“realize the greatest enjoyment possible of all the rights and privileges and prerogatives 

extended by the American constitution.” The Order soon had chapters in Corpus Christi, 

San Antonio and several smaller towns.524  

When dissent caused a rift in the group in 1927, a meeting aimed at reunification 

attracted several hundred individuals to Harlingen, a border town that owed its growth to 

the agricultural transformation of the Rio Grande Valley. J.T. Canales, part of a group 

selected to write a constitution for the new “League of Latin American Citizens,” 

proposed that only United States citizens be allowed to join. He and his supporters argued 

that Mexican Americans’ needs differed from those of Mexican nationals, who, after all, 

had Mexican consular officials to make their case in disputes with Anglos. But it is hard 

to imagine that Canales, who had served in the Texas House during the worst days of 

wartime German repression, was not also motivated by what he had seen happen to 

Germans who had failed to advance to citizenship – including his legislative colleague, 

Rudolph Tschoepe, who was removed from office when it was discovered he had never 

completed the naturalization process.525 

The controversy over the citizenship requirement revealed fissures in what Anglos 

perceived as an undifferentiated population of Spanish-surnamed individuals.  But once 

adopted, it led to rapid growth of the organization among middle-class Mexican 

524 Johnson, 182-184. 
525 Ibid., 183-184; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "League of United Latin American Citizens," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/LL/wel1.html (accessed March 31, 2010); Sonntag, 
78-85.
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Americans, mostly owners of small businesses, doctors, lawyers, and other professionals. 

It also attracted working class Tejanos who saw immigrants helping to cement the new 

order in the Valley by depressing wages and allowing Anglo newcomers to call all the 

shots.  By 1929 the League was so strong that related groups that had refused to ally 

themselves with it in 1927 came around, and gave birth to the “League of United Latin 

American Citizens.” Three years later, in an economic environment that had sparked 

another mass exodus back to Mexico – partially voluntary, partially forced -- it had 37 

local councils.526  

The League focused its efforts on winning the rights of American citizenship for 

Mexican Americans living in very challenging times – in particular it sought an end to 

segregated and substandard schools, restrictions on jury service, and in a more subtle 

way, the presumption that their votes were machine-controlled.  It also advocated habits 

of cleanliness and dress that would negate the hygiene argument for segregation and 

promoted the use of English in daily communication – though it published at least one 

Spanish-language newspaper for its members. LULAC participants typically called 

themselves “Latin Americans” or “Spanish Americans” and insisted that they were white; 

indeed, one reference in the LULAC News indicated that they differentiated themselves 

not only from African Americans, but from Anglos: “[I]t was the Latin American who 

526 Johnson, 184-185; Handbook of Texas Online, “League . . . “. For more on “repatriation” and 
deportation of Mexicans and Mexican-Americans in the 1930s, see Ngai, as well as Francisco E. 
Balderrama and Raymond Rodríguez, Decade of Betrayal: Mexican Repatriation in the 1930s 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995). Although the number of Mexican-born individuals 
residing in Texas dropped by nearly 100,000 – from 255,045 in 1930 to 159,266 in 1940 -- movement 
across the border appears largely to have been voluntary, in contrast to California where forcible relocation 
was the order of the day. United States Census, 1940, Table 14. “Foreign-born White, by Country of Birth, 
By Sex, for the State, Urban and Rural, 1940 and 1930,” 780. 
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first braved and tamed the Texas wilderness. They were the first white race to inhabit this 

vast empire of ours.”527 Anglos, in this view, would have been the second white race in 

the state. Ironically, the group’s first big school desegregation case, Del Rio ISD v. 

Salvatierra, ended in a 1930 state appeals court ruling that effectively legalized 

segregation of Mexican children through the third grade.  But it also proved 

desegregation a cause Mexican Americans could rally around and demonstrated that the 

community could be counted on to finance further activities.528 

The year 1930 was a peculiar one in terms of race thinking.  Not only did schools 

that segregated Anglo- and Mexican-American students receive legal approval from the 

Texas Court of Civil Appeals, but the United States Census for the first and only time 

designated Mexican-origin individuals as a separate race. The introduction to a special 

report on foreign-born white families and families “of other races” states that “Mexicans 

are given a separate classification in the census returns for the first time in 1930, having 

been included for the most part with the white population at previous censuses” -- as if 

such classification were some sort of boon. Enumerators were instructed to “return as 

Mexican” “all persons born in Mexico or having parents born in Mexico, who were not 

527 Quoted in Ngai, 74; italics mine.  I have been unable to find any reports of assertions that they were 
Anglo. 
528 Johnson, 186-189; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Del Rio ISD v. Salvatierra," 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/DD/jrd2.html (accessed March 31, 2010). For more on 
segregation of Mexican Americans during this period, see Rodolfo Acuña, Occupied America: A History of 
Chicanos. 3rd ed., (New York: HarperCollins, 1988), especially 171-172. Craig A. Kaplowitz, LULAC, 
Mexican Americans, and National Policy (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2005), 11-35, 
covers the association’s early years.  See also Guadalupe San Miguel, “Let All of Them Take Heed”: 
Mexican Americans and the Campaign for Educational Equality in Texas (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1987). 



295

definitely white, Negro, Indian, Chinese or Japanese.”529 The Statistical Abstract of the 

United States for 1931, a United States government document based upon the Census of 

1930, prefaces tables of “Race, Nativity, and Parentage” with “NOTE.—At census prior 

to 1930, persons of the Mexican race were included in the white classification. In the 

1930 Census returns, this rapidly increasing element in the population was given a 

separate classification.” The total number of “Mexican” individuals in the United States 

according to the 1930 count was 1,422,533, of whom 683,681 or 48 percent resided in 

Texas, 368,013 or 26 percent in California.530 The total population of Texas was 

5,824,715, of whom 73.5 were listed as “White,” 14.7 as “Negro,” and 11.7 as Mexican. 

The remaining .1 percent, listed with Mexicans as “Other races,” were “Indian, Chinese, 

Japanese, Filipino, Hindu, Korean, and Hawaiian.”531  

Mexican Americans vigorously disputed this policy, particularly because of the 

inclusion of the Mexican category among “Other races.” For its 1940 count the Census 

reversed its policy and reclassified persons of Mexican descent as white.  Tables in the  

Sixteenth Census, which included 1930 counts for comparison purposes, were 

recalculated to add those listed as Mexican into the “White” category.532  

529 United States Census, 1930, “Introduction to Foreign-Born White Families by Birth of Head,” 6. 
Surprisingly, I have been unable to find any discussions of the origins of this change in histories of the 
Census itself, including Margo J. Anderson, The American Census: A Social History (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1988) and  Ngai’s Impossible Subjects, which deals well with the consequences of this 
and related decisions. 
530 Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1931, p. 14, Table 16.  
531 United States Census, 1930, “Texas: Composition and Characteristics,” Table 2 – “Color, Nativity, and 
Sex, for the State, Urban and Rural: 1930, 1920, and 1910.” Perhaps indicating the maturing of the 
Mexican population, the table shows it divided almost evenly between men and women. 
532 United States Census, 1940, 516, note to table 7. 
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Despite its short life, the 1930 designation of “Mexican” as a separate racial 

category had lasting significance.  It reflected -- rather than created -- the reality that the 

old race-thinking, in which it took a whole hierarchy of races to describe the relationships 

among Americans, was no longer valid. But in Texas, the system of segregation and 

discrimination described above meant there were not just two races, as in much of the 

United States, but three. When the Census Bureau agreed to place Mexicans back into the 

white category for the 1940 count, it signaled that there was nevertheless a distinctive 

way of thinking about whiteness in areas where both Mexican Americans and African 

Americans made up a significant portion of the population.533 

The 1930 classification scheme, by setting apart individuals of Mexican ancestry, 

had ratified the idea that a Mexican racial identity existed and that, by extension, it had a 

counterpart -- a set of individuals of European ancestry, not including Mexicans, who had 

a de facto racial category of their own, popularly referred to as Anglo. As we have seen 

in previous chapters, in earlier years, self-described Anglos like J.B. Cranfill had made it 

clear that their identity excluded “Irish Catholics” and the “Bo-Dutch.” Now the term 

Anglo applied to all persons who were not black or brown. It subsumed identities 

predicated on a number of European states, many of which no longer existed.  Anglos 

were not only “Old Stock Americans,” but persons from throughout Europe – including 

former states like Prussia, Bohemia, and Galicia, and the perennially contested Poland. 

533 I am being careful here not to make claims about states like New Mexico and Arizona, where African 
Americans were not a significant population during this period, or California, where the presence of 
significant numbers of Asian-origin persons complicated the situation even further.  
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Along with the racialization of Mexican Americans, the demise of these national 

identities also played an important role in the creation of a more inclusive Anglo identity.  

But the fact that such an identity existed did not mean that it was uniformly 

accepted or assumed.  Individuals and groups of Texans made their way into Anglo-ness 

at different paces and by different routes. Just because a person might be considered 

Anglo by a casual observer did not mean she adopted that identity herself, nor did it mean 

that someone hearing her talk or knowing which church she attended or which newspaper 

she read would also see her in that way. Though this dissertation focuses on the Irish, 

Germans, and Czechs, it should be recalled that Texans brought with them many national 

and regional identities – in particular, significant populations of Swedes, Danes, Italians, 

Greeks, Serbs, and Poles settled in small rural communities and city neighborhoods, 

sometimes in groups, sometimes as families, sometimes as individuals. The remainder of 

this chapter will look at the paths taken by the Irish, Germans, and Czechs on their way to 

opting into Anglo-ness – routes that were sometimes followed by other European Texans 

as well.  

* * * * *

In part because the German “element” was so large, its members’ post-World War 

I experience varied widely from place to place – from rural to urban, from prosperous 

cities to those in economic distress, from those in the eastern part of the state to those 

farther west.  Writing in 1973 at the age of 78, Vera Flach recalled her experiences as a 

young bride on a ranch in the German-dominated Texas Hill Country in the 1920s and 
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1930s.  Not only was the Texas German dialect the predominant language, well after 

World War I, but the Welsh-descended Chicagoan was initiated into a world of German-

Texan customs and norms, from fourteen-foot ceilings always painted green to 

community gun-festivals to  the classics of German music and literature and the bloody, 

backbreaking work of making spicy, delicious pork and venison sausages.  For thousands 

in rural areas, this remained the reality through the interwar period.534  

Conditions in the large cities varied. Galveston’s famous Garten Verein, exemplar 

of German gemütlichkeit, fell on hard times. During the war, its German-speaking 

members voted to change its name to simply “The Garden,” but even with a new name 

signaling a more open membership policy, the businessmen’s playground could not 

survive.  By the mid-1920s it closed its gates and was purchased by a Russian-Jewish 

industrialist who immediately donated it to the city, which turned it into a public park. 

During the same years, however, Houston’s German community was thriving. While 

other towns saw their traditional German singing societies languishing in the wake of 

war-time prohibition of German-language festivities, Houstonians formed a new and vital 

Liederkranz. Even as Turn Vereins throughout the country were experiencing hardship, 

Houston’s built a magnificent new edifice on the city’s southeastern edge; its Art Deco-

influenced style was a dramatic innovation in 1927.535 

534 Vera Flach, A Yankee in German-America: Texas Hill Country (San Antonio: The Naylor Company, 
1973), 1-24. 
535 Garten Verein vertical files, Galveston and Texas History Center, Rosenberg Library, Galveston, TX; 
Houston Liederkranz vertical file, Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin; 
“Houston Turn- Verein Clubhouse,” Greater Houston Preservation Alliance, 
http://www.houstondeco.org/1920s/turnverein.html (accessed April 1, 2010). 
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The difference in the two cities likely came down to economic prosperity. With 

the deepening of the Ship Channel that linked the landlocked city to the Gulf of Mexico 

in 1919, Houston became the nation’s leading cotton port. By 1930 it was also a major 

petroleum shipper, with the Channel lined by no fewer than nine oil refineries. The 

development of the Channel created a tide that lifted all boats, even those owned by 

suspect German Americans.  And Houston’s rise was built upon Galveston’s decline. 

Proponents of the Ship Channel had used Galveston’s disastrous hurricane of 1900 to 

convince federal authorities to aid in funding the massive project. The cotton trade had 

been the bulwark of Galveston’s economy and the source of much of the wealth of its 

German community. Its slow deflation left the former “Wall Street of the South” a shell 

of its former self, dependent for its livelihood upon tourism and its underside, gambling, 

illicit alcohol, and prostitution.536 

In San Antonio, the Beethoven Maennerchor, which had been compelled to sell its 

newly constructed concert hall during the war, purchased a smaller venue on the edge of 

the German-American residential showplace, the King William District. The new hall 

was less showy, but always full.  It soon became a center of German American 

associational life in the city. Also on the edge of King William, the Sons of Hermann 

built a new facility housing offices, a meeting hall, and a bowling alley.  The Turn Verein 

planned a huge expansion of its downtown headquarters in the 1920s, but the Great 

536 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Houston Ship Channel," 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/HH/rhh11.html (accessed March 31, 2010). Marian J. 
Barber, “The Role of Elite Councils in Local Economic Development,” (master’s report, Lyndon B. 
Johnson School of Public Affairs, The University of Texas at Austin, 1988); see also Gary Cartwright, 
Galveston: A History of the Island (New York: Atheneum, 1991). 
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Depression hit the club hard, and the plans were abandoned.  Along with the Casino 

Club, the Turners struggled – even as the Hermann Sons did well. Institutions based 

primarily on conviviality or entertainment saw their clienteles rise and fall with the ups 

and mostly downs of the economy. But fraternal organizations like the Hermann Sons 

had a cushion. Among their chief purposes was to serve as a provider of life insurance. 

The policies they sold were small, but they sold them in great number.  Not only were 

they able to survive, but they could lend funds to other German-American organizations 

to help them weather crises – as they had the San Antonio Turn Verein during the 

1890s.537 

Even the Hermann Sons had to cope with the progressive loss of German 

language fluency in the interwar period. The state headquarters in San Antonio began 

conducting most of its business in English in 1937. The declining ability of German 

Texans to function in either standard German or Texas German dialect was both a 

symptom and a cause of a long-term decline in the viability of a German Texan identity, 

resulting at least in part from the discriminatory measures imposed during the First World 

War.  Schools, churches, social and cultural organizations, and newspapers were among 

the institutions most affected. Some small rural schools in largely German areas returned 

537 Beethoven Maennerchor vertical file, San Antonio Public Library, Texana/Genealogy Department; 
Hermann Sons website, http://www.texashermannsons.org/?page=history (accessed April 1, 2010). 
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to Texas German dialect as the language of instruction as soon as there were no longer 

Councils of Defense to catch them at it, but those in larger communities did not.538 

The end of German in the classroom proved, like the Plan de San Diego, self-

reinforcing:  parents who wanted their children to succeed in schools conducted entirely 

in English limited use of German at home; the inability of those children to read, speak, 

and understand German led families to seek out churches and social settings in which 

their children could take part. In particular, school policies prohibiting students from 

speaking German during recess caused the stigmatization of German culture. Where there 

was no separate school for Spanish-speaking children, both German and Mexican pupils 

were punished, sometimes by being forced to write over and over, “I must not speak 

German in school . . . . I must not speak Spanish in school. . . . I must speak English in 

school.”539  This coupling of Mexican-American and German-American students 

indicates that Germans still had a distance to go before they were considered fully Anglo. 

Perhaps teachers shaming children into using English thought they were furthering the 

process. 

Prior to World War I, German culture had enjoyed high levels of prestige among 

many Texans.  Especially before the public schools were extended into the high school 

grades, non-Germans often sent their children to schools run by German educators such 

538 Despite this, in 1927 and again in 1930, the State of Texas published standards for a four-year program 
of German-language instruction at the high school level.  I can find no evidence they were ever 
implemented.  
539 Participant in the Texas German Dialect Project, quoted in Hans C. Boas, The Life and Death of Texas 
German. American Dialect Society, Number 93, 246. Prof. Boas’ interviews with speakers of Texas 
German Dialect provide great insight into the death not only of the language, but of Texas German culture 
in general. The concepts of prestige and stigmatization are key elements of his analysis. 
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as Jacob Bickler for more advanced instruction. German musical performances, choral, 

operatic, and symphonic, drew large and enthusiastic mixed audiences, as to some extent 

did German-language theater.  But the after-effects of wartime anti-German hysteria 

decimated audiences. And as a generation of German-speakers passed away without a 

new generation to replace them, it became more and more difficult to mount such 

performances profitably. Many German-language choruses simply faded away; others 

began to substitute English songs for the beloved lieder. In 1929, however, San Antonio’s 

German community apparently believed enough time had passed since the Great War to 

make it safe to host a “Saengerfest.”  “Texas Organizations, In Huge Chorus, to Give 

Both English and German Songs,” the headline in the Express read. “Thirteen years have 

passed since one of the widely popular ‘Saengerfests’ have [sic] been included in the 

musical events of San Antonio, the last being in 1916, in Beethoven Hall.”540  

Churches, too, faced the often traumatic need to change. Where younger 

congregation members could not understand sermons in German or join in singing 

German hymns, pastors of Lutheran and Catholic parishes began to employ English more 

and more. German Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist churches, never large, often 

melded into English-speaking congregations of their denominations.  This was even true 

in German enclaves like New Braunfels, which began to see its demographics changing 

as the advent of good roads and faster automobiles made it easier for newcomers to locate 

there and for longtime residents to obtain jobs and education outside the community. 

540 San Antonio Express, May 5, 1929. 
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English language services began in the 1920s and became the norm in many places by the 

end of the next decade. As a speaker of Texas German dialect recalled, 

There was another thing there in the community in Gonzale[s] [a central Texas 
town]; they all were Germans, and we had a Lutheran church. We went to the 
church and always spoke German until about 1930, and then everything became 
English. Old people passed away, and the younger folks – the young people 
couldn’t understand German.541 

Also adversely affected were German language newspapers, most of which were 

decades old. Prior to the war, in 1914, there had been 26 such papers in the state; by 

1917, there were only 21, and in the immediate aftermath of the war, in 1919, only 15 

were still publishing.  A survey in 1922 indicated 16 papers in print and at least in part in 

German, including the Neu-Braunfelser Zeitung, founded in 1852; the Freie Presse of 

San Antonio, 1865; and Der Herold of Taylor, 1895. Most survived the decade, though 

three small town journals fell victim to economic hard times and a decline in readership, 

and closed in 1932; another had succumbed by 1937.542  

Yet these years also saw a revival of interest in the role of Germans in Texas 

history.  In 1925 Don H. Biggers published German Pioneers in Texas: A Brief History of 

Their Hardships, Struggles and Achievements. Five years later, University of Texas 

faculty member Rudolph Biesele’s monograph, The History of the German Settlements in 

541 Boas, 250. 
542 T. Herbert Etzler, “German-American Newspapers in Texas with Special Reference to the Texas 
Volksblatt, 1877-1879,” in The Southwestern Historical Quarterly 57, no. 4 (April, 1954), 428-429. 
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Texas, 1831-1861, appeared.  His graduate students produced several theses on German 

Texan history.543   

And German contributions were once more celebrated in statewide events. In 

1928, the Texas state fair re-established “German Day,” abandoned in 1916 as war with 

Germany became increasingly likely.  In 1936, a huge fair offered temporary relief from 

the Great Depression.  The Texas Centennial, a celebration of the 1836 revolution that 

created the republic, drew national and international attention to Texas. A series of events 

were planned throughout the state, with the major focus on a great exposition in Dallas. 

An early advocate was Jake Wolters, who had long represented the Texas brewers and all 

that many Anglos found reprehensible in their Teutonic neighbors. He played a 

prominent role in a 2,000-person 1924 convention aimed at selling the event not only to 

the people of Texas, who voted for an amendment to the 1876 state constitution to allow 

state funds to be spent, but to Americans in general. The federal government wound up 

kicking in $3 million for the party, in addition to minting special Texas Centennial half-

dollars. 

Scores of German-surnamed individuals were members of the Advisory Board for 

the Centennial, drawn from each of the state’s 254 counties. Somewhat surprising, 

however, given the levels of hostility toward German Americans evinced throughout the 

state during the war, the centennial had its own “German Day.” A widely distributed 

543 It should be noted, however, that neither of these books were published by a major press. Don H. 
Biggers, German Pioneers in Texas: A Brief History of Their Hardships, Struggles and Achievements 
(Fredericksburg: Fredericksburg Pub. Co., 1925); Rudolph Leopold Biesele, The History of the German 
Settlements in Texas, 1831-1861  (Austin: Press of Von Boeckmann Jones Company), 1930.  
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broadside printed by San Antonio’s Freie Presse fur Texas, “the newspaper of the 

German element,” invited German Texans to “COME TO DALLAS And See the 

Progress of Liberty-loving People! . . .  Visit Texas during Centennial Year!  . . . Ehrt die 

deutschen Pioniere!”  It also advertised a “State Saengerfest UNDER THE AUSPICES 

OF DEUTSCH-TEXANISCHER SAENGERBUND,” scheduled for October 4-6.544 

Like German Americans in other states, Texans supported a resurgence of interest 

in conditions in the Fatherland.  It led to efforts to aid former compatriots, in some cases 

relatives, who were struggling against rampant inflation and shortages of food and other 

necessities. Estimates of monetary aid flowing from the United States across the Atlantic 

between 1919 and 1921 alone range as high as $120 million. German-Texan farmers 

participated in a successful if quixotic-sounding effort to supply milk to malnourished 

children by sending four shiploads of dairy cattle to Germany.545 Texas also saw a rise in 

German immigration during this period.   

But the links thus forged would have a darker side: Texan involvement in the anti-

Semitic German-American Bund.  Evidence of the Bund’s presence in Texas dates from 

November of 1936, when the organization’s national newspaper, the Deutscher Weckruf 

und Beobachter, or “Wake-up Call and Observer,” carried a long front-page article 

544 Texas Centennial Commission, Commemorating a Hundred Years of Texas History, 1934; Freie Presse 
Broadside, 1936, Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin.  The 
rehabilitation of Wolters, who had risen to leadership in the Texas National Guard during World War I, was 
completed in 1925 when a military training camp in the state was named after him. “Camp Wolters,” 
GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/...y/facility/camp-wolters.htm. 
545 La Vern J. Rippley, The German-Americans (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1976), 193-194. Rippley 
quotes figure on monetary aid from Charles E. Strickland, “American Aid to Germany, 1919-1921,” 
Wisconsin Magazine of History, 45 (Summer, 1962), 257.  
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denouncing the Freie Presse for publicizing an ecumenical event involving San 

Antonio’s Jewish community. A year later an undercover investigator for the United 

States House of Representatives Special Committee on Un-American Activities visited 

the Alamo City and observed Bund attempts to start three posts there, though he noted 

that no post actually existed.  In 1939, the “führer” of the Bund, Fritz Kuhn, told the 

same panel that the organization now had units in San Antonio, Austin, and Taylor, a 

small town in heavily German Williamson County, just north of the state capital – home 

of the Herold.546 

According to the Committee’s chair, Rep. Martin Dies, Texas was also home to 

the Kyffhauserbund, or League of German War Veterans, previously known as the 

Stahlhelm or Steel Helmets.  It was the only state outside the Northeast and Midwest to 

host that pro-Nazi group. Dies, who represented a district on the Gulf Coast northeast of 

Houston, would become infamous because of the committee’s excesses in its pursuit of 

supposed Communists.  In his 1940 book, The Trojan Horse in America, he used 

testimony from the 1938 and 1939 hearings to warn of subversive activities on the right 

546 Deutscher Weckruf und Beobachter, New York, November 19, 1936; without a subscriber or stringer in 
Texas, it is highly unlikely that the Bund paper’s staff could have been aware of the activities of the Freie 
Presse.  U.S. House of Representatives, 75th Cong., 3rd sess., Special Committee on Un-American 
Activities, Investigation of Un-American Propaganda Activities in the United States, 1938, vol. 1, p. 10; 
vol. 6, 3737. Kuhn was asked if the Bund also had a unit in Fort Worth, but denied it.  I have found 
evidence of a “Swastika Club” in Galveston in 1938, but it is unclear whether this is Nazi-related. The date 
would indicate yes, though the name had been popular with non-fascist groups earlier in the century. As 
late as the 1910s a sports team from Ft. Sam Houston in San Antonio went by the “Swastika” name. 
“Associations” vertical file, Galveston and Texas History Center, Rosenberg Library, Galveston, TX. 
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and left. He quoted passages praising Hitler from the Herold, the official organ of the 

Houston chapter of the veterans’ group.547 

The German-American Bund had its roots in Hitler’s “Beer Hall Putsch” of 1923.  

To avoid arrest, a group of young Germans who believed Hitler and National Socialism 

could lift the Fatherland out of its desperate post-war condition fled to the United States. 

Several would return to Germany and take an active role in the consolidation of Nazism, 

but before they did, they laid the framework for a Nazi organization in America. 

Originally calling themselves “Teutonia,” the group mainly appealed to individuals like 

its founders – young people who had immigrated to the United States after the German 

defeat in search of freedom and prosperity, but who retained a strong allegiance to their 

homeland and a belief that Nazism could succeed here as well.548  Some entered the 

United States through Mexico to circumvent immigration quotas – including Kuhn, who 

crossed the border at Laredo, then made his way to Detroit where he found employment 

with the Ford Motor Company. Many of these individuals saw themselves as Americans. 

Some, including Kuhn and the owners of the Herold, actually completed the lengthy 

naturalization process and became United States citizens – though this might prove not to 

be permanent, as we will see in Chapter 8. 

At the direction of the Nazi bureau in charge of guiding Germans living abroad, 

Teutonia underwent several transformations before assuming the Bund name on January 

547 Martin Dies, The Trojan Horse in America (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1940), 316-323. Austin 
Statesman, November 3, 1943. 
548 Kenneth Gordon Thomas, “The German-American Bund: A Survey of Its History and Propaganda” 
(master’s thesis, The University of Texas at Austin, 1967), 3-5. 
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1, 1936. The leadership of the group remained virulently anti-Semitic and had as their 

goal “to show that the Jews were the basis of the Marxist threat in the world.”549  The 

membership, however, underwent a significant shift:  The Third Reich insisted that only 

United States citizens could be members of the new organization. The majority of the 

20,000 members claimed by the Bund had come to the United States after World War I 

and were naturalized Americans, rather than native born. The veterans’ group had no 

restrictions, and in fact, most of its members were resident aliens.550 

The Bund ran indoctrination camps for the children of its members and organized 

and funded – with help from the Third Reich -- excursions to Germany for the adults.  

Kuhn led a contingent that attended the 1936 Berlin Olympics. The group’s role in 

American life was far greater than its membership would indicate, in part because of the 

leadership’s genius for public spectacle, including parades and annual extravaganzas in 

celebration of the 4th of July, Hitler’s birthday, and Washington’s Birthday, at which the 

Nazi anthem was sung and swastikas and the “Heil Hitler” salute were on display. The 

events, featuring marching, uniformed members of the group’s military wing, became 

staples of the newsreels that accompanied movies in the era before television. The 1939 

Washington’s Birthday rally, held at Madison Square Garden, attracted a crowd 

549 Ibid., 4. 
550 U.S. House, Vol. 6, 3738; Dies, 317. The Kyffhauserbund’s members were, of course, veterans of the 
Kaiser’s armed forces.  
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numbering in the tens of thousands. The possible ugly side of German culture confronted 

America in a way it had not during the run-up to World War I.551  

Texans were made intensely aware of the presence of the two organizations in 

their own state when Dies brought the Committee on Un-American Activities to Austin, 

Beaumont, and Dallas for a series of hearings in July and September, 1940.  In retrospect 

this looks like a book tour for The Trojan Horse, but it was big news in Texas at the time, 

generating front page articles for more than a week. The hearings were closed to the 

press, so most of the testimony was relayed to reporters by Dies. Much of it involved 

Hans and Frieda Ackermann and Mrs. Ackermann’s brother, Max Hermann Keilbar, 

naturalized citizens and publishers of the Herold. Dies’ investigators had raided their 

home and seized materials the Congressman said implicated other German-Texans in 

pro-Hitler activities. The editor of the Freie Presse testified that “an agent of the Third 

Reich” had written threatening letters castigating him for failing to support the German 

regime.  Dies also subpoenaed and questioned Hermann Koetter, president of Houston’s 

Kyffhauserbund.552  A Dallas Morning News editorialist wrote in anticipation,  

So it becomes highly important to know what the Texas German thinks today 
after at least seven years of intensive cultivation by the agents of a foreign power 
that aims to rule the world, not by remote control, but directly. Blood ties are 
natural. Sympathy with a racial homeland is natural. . . . Preservation of the 
German language and fine culture is one thing. There are many old and loyal 
German organizations that do that. Extension of National Socialism and armed 
preparation for future conflict is something else again.553 

551 Thomas, pp. 26-29. See also Susan Canedy, America’s Nazis: A Democratic Dilemma, A History of the 
German American Bund (Menlo Park, Calif.: Markgraf Publications Group, 1990).  
552 Dallas Morning News, July 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 18, 19, 23, 1940. 
553 Ibid., July 3, 1940. 
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Dies’ visit to Dallas in September culminated in a parade including six marching 

bands and a large detachment of ROTC students, National Guard regiments, and veterans 

– “ a huge khaki mass, stretching from curb to curb” -- and a speech to a 5,000-person

outdoor Constitution Day rally. He told the rapt crowd that evidence extracted from the 

Ackermanns’ home showed that German-Texans who had been told they were 

contributing to winter relief for the German people had, in fact, supported the Nazi 

military build-up.554 

* * * * *

It is more difficult to find examples of Irish culture in Texas between the two 

World Wars, though the Irish “element,” individuals who self-identified as of Irish 

ancestry, were present in large numbers in the state, particularly in major urban areas.  In 

each of the big cities, at least one Catholic parish was dedicated to their needs: San 

Antonio, Dallas, Fort Worth, Houston, Galveston, and Corpus Christi all had Irish 

parishes, many served by priests, brothers, and nuns who were recent immigrants. 

Though the Irish had earlier occupied significant positions in city politics in the state, 

compared with many northern cities, Irish politicians now played relatively minor roles in 

Texas towns. The major exception was San Antonio, where Bryan Callaghan’s 

successors ran the machine that gave the city its “wide-open” reputation during much of 

the interwar period. It is possible, however, to trace the activities of the descendants of 

some of the Irish who came to Texas as a group prior to independence.    

554 Ibid., September 18, 1940. Dies is a highly ambivalent figure who would eventually be ridiculed for his 
obsession with purported Communists. It is unclear how accurate his perceptions of German activities 
during this period were. 
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The two Irish “colonies” in South Texas, San Patricio County, settled by families 

brought to Texas by empresarios McMullen and McGloin, and Refugio County, 

organized by Power and Hewetson, had divergent histories. The Irish San Patricians 

largely left the area after their town became the scene of a battle between Texians and 

Mexicans during the Texas Revolution, some settling in Victoria, others in Corpus 

Christi.  Refugio, by contrast, remained an Irish stronghold throughout the 19th and early 

20th centuries, even as areas of the county gained Anglo, German, Czech, Mexican, and 

African-American population.555 

As noted in previous chapters, several of the Refugio Irish families, particularly 

the descendants of Thomas O’Connor, became owners of extensive ranches, developing 

fortunes in the process. When oil exploration came to South Texas in the wake of the 

major strike at Spindletop in 1901, some of the largest landholders were uninterested in 

inviting wildcatters onto their property. However, exploration in and around the town of 

Refugio led first to the discovery of deposits of natural gas in 1920 and oil in 1928. By 

1929, derricks were everywhere: 

There was no town ordinance prohibiting drilling of oil wells within the corporate 
limits, and the state statute on the subject was rather vague and meaningless. 
Within a short time . . . about two-thirds of the blocks of Refugio town, and even 
part of the cemetery, were under lease. The majority of the leased blocks had 
wells drilled on them.556 

 In South Texas, oil and natural gas deposits were usually associated.  In the early 

days of the petroleum industry, the gas trapped with the oil sometimes exploded, creating 

555 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "San Patricio County," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/hcs4.html (accessed April 2, 2010). 
556 Huson, 356-365. 
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a “blow-out.” These disasters were not infrequent and were nearly impossible to stop 

once they started. In 1930, a massive blow-out occurred in one of the wells being drilled 

in the town of Refugio, creating a crater of indeterminable depth with a surface area of an 

entire city block. The ensuing fire burned for weeks and could be seen from the top of 

San Antonio’s tallest building, some 100 miles away. The destruction wrought by the 

accident cooled enthusiasm for drilling in populated areas. That same year and the 

following, huge oil strikes occurred in East Texas.  Drilling equipment was at a premium 

and the Refugio field seemed unlikely to yield new discoveries, so the oilmen and their 

rigs departed. The boom town was suddenly calm again.557  

 A single wildcatter thought there were still undiscovered oil sands beneath the 

surface of the county.  A lease gave an oilman the right to drill exploratory wells on a 

specific piece of land for a specific amount of time. Typically, once oil was discovered in 

an area, every square inch would soon be locked up in leases, but they might not actually 

see exploration for years, thus keeping landowners from realizing any gain. Most of the 

Refugio leases had expired, and no one was looking to re-lease them. An elderly Irish 

rancher, J.M. O’Brien, a descendant of empresario James Power’s sister, made a deal 

with the wildcatter, who had the unlikely name of “Wingy” Smith. He could drill at a 

specific site on the O’Brien ranch, and if he struck oil, O’Brien would grant him leases on 

557 Ibid., 365-374. 



313

several similarly specific sites, with the understanding that he would have to keep drilling 

in order to keep the leases alive.558  

 Wingy Smith discovered a new field, and created a renaissance in the South Texas 

oil business. He kept drilling. By 1943, though they also struck many dry holes, he and 

other wildcatters opened eleven distinct fields within the bounds of the county, the vast 

majority on Irish-owned land. The largest, the Tom O’Connor Field, lying under a 

portion of the O’Connor ranch, was opened in 1934. It was among the largest pools in the 

state. Insisting on smaller leases that had to be explored promptly worked to the 

advantage of many of the ranchers. The oil boom benefited others as well: not only the 

oil field workers who flocked to the region, but businesses such as cafes, boardinghouses, 

filling stations, movie theaters, and automobile dealerships. It created a two-tiered 

economy, enriching the relatively few wildcatters who scored and the men and women 

who owned the land the oil lay under, while bringing more modest prosperity to 

roughnecks, drillers, and tool pushers and the participants in the service economy that 

grew up to accommodate them – decent-paying jobs when a nation was jobless.  A few 

individuals won both ways. In addition to taking royalties on discoveries beneath the 

surface of their properties, two Irish cousins, “Long Tom” and “Short Tom” Heard, ran 

an oil field services and transportation company that at its height rivaled giants in the 

558 Ibid., 374-376. 
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field, such as Halliburton. Their assets in 1925 underscored the primitive nature of the oil 

business in its early days: one team of horses and a truck, purchased used.559 

The striking success of members of a single ethnic group, mostly achieved 

without their own labor, had curious consequences.  A program for a local celebration, 

part of the 1936 Centennial festivities, welcomed guests on behalf of “The ‘Royal Irish’ 

of Refugio Municipality . . . the worthy sires and dames who left Erin’s Emerald Isle 

more than a century ago to join with sturdy pioneers from other lands and climes in the 

building of a great commonwealth.” An examination of the document reveals how 

distant, even unimaginable had become the partnerships between Irish and Tejano that 

underlay the successes of Power and Hewetson in the 1830s, and in a later generation, 

Irish-Mexican Bryan Callaghan: aside from historical references, not a single Spanish 

surname is included.560 

In 1940, the idea of the Royal Irish was put into more concrete terms when 

members of the Refugio post of the American Legion decided to raise a regiment of 

volunteers to be ready to defend the interests of the United States in what they saw as the 

impending and inevitable conflict with Hitler’s Germany. Some 918 men volunteered to 

take part, and the unit took the fanciful and somewhat flashy name “The Royal Irish 

Regiment.”  After undergoing training, most members joined the United States military 

or the Texas State Guard. We will look more closely at the effects of the Second World 

War on all Texans in Chapter 8, but a list of the Refugio Countians who served in World 

559 Ibid., 383-384. 
560 “Souvenir Program: Refugio County Centennial Celebration at Refugio, Texas, Wednesday, October 
21, 1936” (Refugio, 1936), 3, 1-35. 
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War II indicates not the Irishness of the community, but its diversity. In addition to the 

Heards, O’Dowds and O’Gormans, the men trained through the regiment included the 

German Boenigs, Haertigs, and Strauchs; the Czech Coceks, Dyllas, and Juricas; and 

somewhat surprisingly, the Mexican Anzalduas, Cisneroses, and Elizaldes.  Though a 

number of African Americans from the county served in the Second World War, they 

appear to have been barred from the Regiment.561 

* * * * *

The Czech Texans of the interwar period were a breed apart in many ways. First, 

Czech immigration had not peaked until the early 20th century, so a much greater 

proportion residing in Texas at this time were foreign-born than was the case among the 

Irish or Germans. Second, they were overwhelmingly rural. Census data indicate that as 

many as 85 percent of foreign-born Czechs in 1930 lived in rural areas, most as farmers. 

As noted previously, Czechs initially settled as distinct communities in close proximity to 

German settlers who had already established themselves. Cat Spring and Fayetteville are 

good examples of this trend. Unlike some immigrant populations, Czechs tended to move 

on to their next location in groups, often ones that had formed even prior to their 

departure from Europe. In Texas, when their large numbers made it impractical for 

everyone to stay in the fertile Brazos bottomlands to which they had originally flocked, 

groups “hived off” and made their way to new homes in several regions: north of Waco 

561 Huson, p. 484-492. A careful examination of the list of veterans revealed no African American names 
among those highlighted as Regiment trainees.  The armed services were, of course, strictly segregated 
during this period, but the names of African Americans are intermingled with those of Anglos and Mexican 
Americans in Huson’s list of those who actually served in World War II.  
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in the area of the town of West; to Williamson County, just north of Austin; to the 

Victoria area on the Gulf Coast, and to Bohemian Colony in Nueces County, near Corpus 

Christi.562  

The Czechs were an insular people and appear to have been slower to assimilate 

than either the Germans or the Irish. Their pattern of settlement and the extension of 

settlements served initially to make it possible for them to retain certain cultural attributes 

during this period, including language, music, dances, foods, and techniques of farming, 

an endeavor  generally undertaken as a family, with little or no non-Czech assistance. 

They supported national Czech newspapers and were gratified when Texas was able to 

produce its own, such as Svoboda and Nový Domov.  They attended church services 

conducted in Czech, both in Catholic parishes and in congregations of the Unity of the 

Brethren. Czech students attending institutions of higher learning in the state battled to 

have Czech taught in their colleges and universities. Social and economic life centered on 

the fraternal organizations mentioned in earlier chapters, such as the KJT and the SPJST, 

as well as ingenious inventions such as the “beef clubs,” cooperatives that kept entire 

communities in fresh meat by rotating the responsibility for slaughtering calves and 

distributing the proceeds among the men of the vicinity.563 They were proud to be Czechs 

and intended to continue to be so: 

562 Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1931. Connie Sherwood Smith, “The Demise of Czech in Two 
Texas Communities” (Ph.D. diss, The University of Texas at Austin, 1991), 98-107; see also Gallup.   
563 Gallup, 87-104; Robert L. Skrabanek, We’re Czechs (College Station: Texas A& M University Press, 
1988), pp. 10-13, 84-85. Skrabanek’s book is a delightful excursion into Czech life during the interwar 
period, incisive yet affectionate and full of useful detail.   
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The expression “We’re Czechs; they’re Americans” seemed somehow or other to 
give the impression to us kids that we were a cut above the other white people 
who spoke English only and lived on small farms near our community.564 

Texas Czechs also differ from the Irish and Germans during this period because it 

is possible to argue, if not to substantiate, that they were affected by the stringent quota 

system imposed upon eastern and southern Europeans through the emergency federal 

immigration legislation passed in 1921 and its permanent successor, the Johnson-Reed 

Act of 1924. There was a very significant drop in the number of foreign-born Czechs in 

Texas between 1930 and 1940; however, naturalized Czechs took frequent advantage of 

the opportunity to bring over relatives as “non-quota” immigrants.565    

Finally, the phenotypical distinctiveness of some Czechs continued to set them 

apart. The story of perhaps the most famous Czech Texan of the period offers an 

illustration. Melvin “Bert” Gallia, a tall, thin man with “swarthy” skin and high 

cheekbones, played his last game in major league baseball with the Philadelphia Phillies 

in 1920.  He had broken into the majors with the Washington Nationals in 1913, pitching 

behind the legendary Walter Johnson and striking out Ty Cobb in 1915, his best season.  

Though too prone to stretches of wildness to become a star, he had his moments. In 1919, 

pitching for the St. Louis Browns, he struck out Babe Ruth. Gallia had grown up in 

Woodsboro, a small town in Refugio County with its largest population of Germans and 

Czechs, as well as significant numbers of Anglos, African Americans, and Mexican 

Americans. English was his third language, learned at school, after the Czech he learned 

564 Ibid., 4. 
565 Ngai, 15-55; 67. 
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at home and the Spanish he picked up from hanging around migrant workers laboring in 

the cotton fields surrounding his hometown.566 

Because of his appearance, some sportswriters presumed he was Native American 

and nicknamed him “Chief,” while others, hearing him converse in Spanish, classified 

him as Mexican, making him a curiosity during an era in which Latin players were few 

and far between. In fact, baseball was primarily an Anglo game prior to World War I, 

with almost as few eastern and southern European players in the big leagues as those with 

Spanish surnames.567 Gallia retired to Woodsboro at the end of his time in the majors in 

1921, beginning a new career as the coach and star pitcher of one of the amateur clubs 

that captivated local audiences before the advent of widespread radio coverage of the 

majors. Recognized as “Bohemian” by South Texas crowds and cheered by his fellow 

Czechs, he continued to confound rival batters through the 1932 season, and closed out 

his career in 1934.568   

* * * * *

That Depression year was a difficult one for virtually all Texans, save those able 

to cling to the fast-moving wave of oil and gas exploration.  The United States had 

repealed prohibition, but Texas drys would hold on for another year before finally 

accepting the end of the state law limiting manufacture, sale, and consumption of alcohol. 

Clara Matthaei, creator of Cassy Rothenburg and Eugene Diaz, had divorced her first 

566 Stephen Chicoine, “The Great Gallia: Texas’s Melvin ‘Bert’ Gallia and Ethnicity in Major League 
Baseball,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 105, no. 4 (April, 2002), 635-663. 
567 Ibid.  
568 Ibid., 651-661. Gallia lived until 1976. He seldom discussed his baseball past with adults, but regaled 
children, particularly a grandson, with accounts that were accurate down to the pitching count. 
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husband and married a second refugee from the Mexican Revolution, a quiet man she had 

memorialized in her first novel, serialized in Austin’s German-language weekly, Das 

Wochenblatt, in 1922. Surprisingly, though its opening scenes take place around 

Christmas, 1919, barely a year after the Armistice, she makes no mention of the anti-

German hostilities suffered by her readers or of the restrictions on use of the German 

language. Rather, she emphasizes the hardships faced by Cassy’s first husband, Enrique. 

The son of a German mother and Mexican father, she tells her German friend, Walther, 

he had adopted his mother’s last name to please Cassy’s parents, “who only agreed to let 

him marry me on that condition so no one would find out the terrible truth of who and 

what he really was.”569 

Enrique compares the attitudes of Germans toward Mexicans with those of 

“Americans.” “Americans despise all Mexicans without exception,” he maintains, adding 

in a bit of wishful thinking that “Germans and Mexicans are so closely related in so many 

ways that you’d be hard put to find a dividing line – they just blend . . . for example, the 

German celebration of Christmas, the Easter egg hunt . . . all mixed together to make one 

big, harmonious whole.”570  

Enrique’s mother, who is also part of the household, addresses the hygiene issue: 

“These are really clean men,” she says of the boarders, “just about all Mexicans are 

exceptionally clean. I’ll never understand how Americans ever come to the conclusion 

569 Gray, A Man So Quiet, 18. 
570 Ibid., 24. 
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that they are dirty people.”571 Cassy, for her part, emphasizes the post-war racialization of 

Mexicans and states that she is “living now between two races, as it were.”572  She and 

Walther compare notes on the relative position of African Americans and Mexican 

Americans in western Texas. “Well, that’s a surprise,” he says of an auto mechanic. “Do 

the Mexicans here work in your garages? In [their hometown in the eastern part of the 

German belt] we seem to be more exclusive. We prefer to have blacks instead of 

Mexicans.”573 Later Cassy chides him, pointing out that   

a suspicion can fall on anyone, from which he cannot cleanse himself, especially a 
Mexican in this country.  You know, they recently sent a Mexican to jail in Fort 
Worth because he mistook an American woman for a Mexican and spoke to her 
on the street asking where a particular street was located. She screamed for help, 
claiming she was being attacked. And as far as he was concerned? Well, he didn’t 
have any witness, couldn’t defend himself, had no money – he was simply 
convicted.574  

Matthaei published her second novel, featuring Eugene Diaz, two years later. 

Eugene perhaps reveals more complex and contradictory attitudes toward Mexican 

Americans than her first book might indicate. It is not hard to see him as a bitingly 

satirical representation of J.T. Canales and the founders of LULAC, challenging the 

primacy of Anglos and seeking equal rights. While those rights would have aided her 

family, Matthaei may have considered the exchange not worth the potential loss of what 

made Mexicans so appealing to her – that they, like she, were not completely Anglo. 

571 Ibid., 97. 
572 Ibid., 21. 
573 Ibid., 66-67. 
574 Ibid., 100. 
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Because her literary output after 1924 is mainly lyric poetry, little is known of 

Matthaei’s life after publication of Der Compadre. By 1930, she had somehow lost the 

farmstead she had inherited.  She and her second husband and children, reacting to 

continuing hostility toward their “mixed-race” household, left German Texas for his 

home in Aguas Calientes, Mexico. There he farmed a small piece of property he owned; 

she helped support the family by selling poems to the German-language newspapers of 

her native state until she was compelled to sell her typewriter to pay their growing pile of 

bills.  She died, of unknown causes, in November 1934.575  

575 Ibid., 9 (Translator’s introduction). Metzenthin-Raunick, 52-54. 
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Chapter 8 

The Second World War transformed Texas. 

The state not only contributed man- and womanpower to the war effort, it became 

a center of military activity -- a crucial cog in the training of soldiers, sailors, and flyers 

and a major outpost of what Texas-born Dwight D. Eisenhower would later call the 

“military-industrial complex.” San Antonio had become a training hub for airmen during 

World War I.  Now it alone was home to the headquarters of the Third Army, Ft. Sam 

Houston; four large airfields; and an important military hospital specializing in the 

treatment of burns. Scattered across the state were, in addition, fifteen major army camps, 

more than thirty Air Corps installations, and seven naval stations. These units trained 

some 1.2 million troops.  The state also housed numerous prisoner of war camps and six 

sites for the detention or internment of enemy aliens and others under suspicion during 

the war. The area between Houston and Beaumont became “a single throbbing factory,” 

producing hundreds of ships and the petrochemicals that fueled them. The Dallas-Fort 

Worth area became a center of aircraft manufacturing. Even before America joined the 

hostilities, defense contracts brought more than $187 million in investment to the state – 

funding the manufacture of such essentials of the war effort as pillow cases, typewriter 

ribbons, and fuel, as well as the crucial construction and rehabilitation of roads.576  

Thousands of Texans -- the Irish, German, and Czechs among them -- left insular 

communities to join the military or take jobs in defense plants. They encountered 

576 John Gunther, Inside U.S.A, (New York: Harper, 1947), 828; de la Teja, 384-387. 
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individuals of many backgrounds from many parts of the country. In the case of fighting 

men, they not only met these individuals, they came to depend upon them in a way only 

those in life-threatening situations must.  At the same time, scores of communities – not 

just those with military posts and defense plants, but neighboring towns that served the 

social and economic needs of soldiers and war workers – saw an influx of individuals 

with unfamiliar ways of speaking, thinking, and acting. Even outside those areas, newly 

provided electricity and “all-weather, hard-surface” roads linked previously isolated 

places, like Robert Skrabanek’s Czech hometown, Snook, to the outside world.577  An 

elderly German-speaker from New Braunfels, interviewed in the early years of the 21st 

century, recalled the influx of soldiers from Randolph Air Force Base, which began the 

transformation of the German settlement into a bedroom community for San Antonio.578 

Texas Germans benefited in some ways from these changes, but the war years 

were difficult.  Despite their affection for their homeland and their concern for its 

inhabitants, German Americans had learned from the run-up to the First World War, 

when overt advocacy of the Kaiser’s aggressive moves and assertions of German cultural 

superiority had set the stage for anti-German hysteria. The rise of Hitler and the National 

Socialists in the 1930s rapidly took on ominous tones with which few German Americans 

sought to be associated. The German American Bund , the Kyffhauserbund, and related 

groups became notorious precisely because the vast majority of German Americans were 

577 Skrabanek, 225. 
578 Boas, Hans C. (2002): "Population influx into the area; Development of land". 
[online] http://www.tgdp.org: The Texas German Dialect Project. 1-27-1-22-a. Boas, Hans C. (2003): 
Tracing Dialect Death: The Texas German Dialect Project. In: Larson, J., and M. Paster (eds.), Proceedings 
of the 28th Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society, 387-398. 
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skeptical of the Nazis to begin with and became increasingly disturbed as Hitler pushed 

their program of racially driven aggression across Europe.579   

There are very few accounts of German Texas in this era. The revival of interest 

in German-Texan history since the 1970s has focused mainly on earlier, more heroic 

moments. So it is difficult to pinpoint when Texans of German descent recognized just 

how malignant the German regime actually was. Because Texas was also home to Czechs 

and Poles – as were many of its German communities, it is very likely that when 

Germany began to take control of Czechoslovakia in 1938 and invaded it and Poland in 

1939, most members of the “German element” in Texas joined their neighbors in firm 

opposition to Hitler. When the United States formally entered the war in 1941, German 

Texans were well represented among the 750,000 Texans – 12,000 of them women -- 

who served in the armed forces.580 

Though not as physically violent as the World War I period, the years leading up 

to United States involvement in hostilities gave individuals of German ancestry many 

reasons to conceal or abandon activities that would identify them. After Pearl Harbor, 

those reasons were amplified. In the laudable effort to force Americans to come to terms 

with the inexcusable wrongs done to Japanese Americans during World War II, the 

579For more on the German-American Bund and its origins, see Canedy; Sander A. Diamond, The Nazi 
Movement in the United States, 1924-1941 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1974); and Arnold Krammer, 
Undue Process: The Untold Story of America’s German Alien Internees (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 
1997). 
580 de la Teja, 384.  When a resurgence in interest in German-American and German-Texan history began 
in the 1970s, continuing through the later years of the 20th century, efforts usually focused on the period 
prior to 1880.  A careful study of the newspapers of Texas during the twentieth century, with particular 
attention to those published in German, should offer clues as to German-Texan attitudes toward the 
incipient Third Reich. Such a study is unfortunately beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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experiences of German Americans and Italian Americans during that conflict have 

largely been ignored.  In fact, German Americans, too, were interned, thousands in the 

Lone Star state. In addition, an estimated 300 Texas residents were among the slightly 

more than 5,700 individuals of German ancestry interned during the war, some in Texas, 

some in other states.581 The problem was that while many of those arrested and detained 

were innocent of any wrongdoing, others demonstrably were not. At a minimum, Texas 

had been home to the Kyffhauserbund, whose president admitted that members made a 

practice of meeting German ships at the port of Houston to entertain the visiting sailors 

and according to Dies, to pass information to them.582 

As early as 1938, Congressman Dies and his House Un-American Activities 

Committee had investigated the employment of reputed members of the German-

American Bund in military installations and defense plants, as well as the participation of 

American military men in Bund rallies. Their widely publicized efforts raised suspicions 

of all German Americans, even those with no connection to the Bund.583  The following 

year, the controversial Warner Bros. hit film, “Confessions of a Nazi Spy,” shown in 

cities and towns throughout Texas, also spurred anti-German sentiment. The 

581 Krammer, 166. Krammer notes that 10,905 individuals of German descent were arrested as enemy 
aliens, but many were released. He does not specify whether the number interned includes family members, 
some of them United States citizens, among them the native-born. These were the so-called “voluntary 
detainees.”  He is careful to distinguish between the War Relocation Program, an “exclusion” program that 
forcibly removed and detained approximately 120,000 Japanese individuals, including small children, and 
the detention of enemy aliens which included Japanese and Italians and a few others, as well as Germans.  
Italian Americans were arrested in large numbers and interned in smaller ones; in mid-1943, they were 
“reprieved” by the United States Attorney General (Krammer, 167). 
582 Dallas Morning News, July 19, 1940. 
583Timothy J. Holian, The German-Americans and World War II: An Ethnic Experience (New York: P. 
Lang, 1998), 32-33; Dies, 304-323. 
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understandable reaction among some of the more fully assimilated German Texans was a 

desire to deny Deutschtum completely: “We didn’t want to have anything to do with 

anything German. We were young and we were American and we didn’t even want to 

admit that we were of German heritage,” one San Antonian recalled many years later.584  

In June 1940, Congress passed an alien registration act, requiring all non-citizens 

age 14 or over, including those in the process of naturalization, to register with local 

authorities and be fingerprinted by December 26. Within days, cities like Dallas had 

begun to purge aliens from their relief rolls; the federal government announced that it 

would almost double the number of agents patrolling the Mexican border. Registration 

was set to begin on August 27. Texas Mexicans understandably feared the plan meant an 

expansion of the deportation scheme that had forced many California residents across the 

border earlier in the decade. They voiced their concerns to local authorities. In response, 

Dallas arranged to have a LULAC official direct pre-registration of aliens of Mexican 

ancestry there.585 

By October, nearly 1.7 million aliens of all backgrounds had registered nationally. 

By the deadline, that number had increased to an estimated 5 million, or one of every 26 

residents. Dallas, the least diverse of the state’s major cities, processed 5,399 aliens, more 

than half of whom were Mexican. Some 355 Germans, 75 Czechs, and 73 Irish also 

584 Holian, 77-84; Dallas Morning News, May 20, 1939; recollection of a member of a San Antonio 
singing society in the early years of the 21st century, quoted in Nicolini, 2004, 136, translated and quoted in 
Boas, The Life and Death, 70. 
585Dallas Morning News, June 30, July 3, August 20, August 21, 1940. The deportation program was less 
severe in Texas, where many Mexican nationals and even some naturalized and native born U.S. citizens 
chose to return to Mexico voluntarily in the face of rising unemployment and the hostility of Anglo workers 
and relief officials. 
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registered.  Preliminary reports indicated Houston registered a total of 11,979 individuals; 

San Antonio, 36,616; Austin, 4,178; and Fort Worth 2,622. It was estimated that South 

Texas, excluding Houston and San Antonio, had registered at least 100,000 more.586 

The 1940 registration had few immediate effects, but within weeks of Pearl 

Harbor, a second effort, aimed at “enemy aliens” was put in place. It sought to remove 

from proximity to military installations, defense plants, and other potentially sensitive 

sites all those with direct, or in many cases, indirect connections to Germany, Italy, or 

Japan. It required every alien to carry a government-issued photo identification card at all 

times and to turn in to authorities “contraband,” including guns, explosives, cameras, and 

short-wave radios. Using information gathered in the 1940 registration, the Justice 

Department expected the order to affect more than a million individuals.587 Even before 

this program could be fully implemented, President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 

9066, which was intended to bar not only “enemy aliens,” but those of “enemy ancestry” 

from areas considered to have strategic military importance. This meant that American 

citizens of German, Japanese or Italian blood, including those who had been naturalized 

and those born in the United States, could be arrested on even tenuous evidence.  Not 

only could they be held, but their personal and real property could be seized without 

warning.588 

586Ibid., October 7, December 27, December 29, 1940;  San Antonio Express, December 29, 1940; Holian, 
94. I have been unable to find breakdowns for cities other than Dallas. It might be expected that most
would have totals similar to that city’s, except for San Antonio, where Germans might be expected to have
a larger total, and Houston, where a larger Japanese figure may have been recorded.
587 Dallas Morning News, January 16 and February 23, 1942. Holian, 136-138. 
588 Ibid., 135. 
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Raids were widely publicized. On February 22, 1942, a page one headline in the 

Dallas Morning News announced, “75 Axis Aliens Rounded Up in Houston Raids.” The 

article did not specify the national origin of those arrested, but noted that six Germans 

had previously been ordered held and that, in the 100 homes raided, FBI agents had 

seized in addition to twenty short wave radios, thirty guns, and 4,100 rounds of 

ammunition, several “German iron crosses.” Three days later, a Dallas raid yielded 50 

arrests, including that of a “flaxen-haired German girl,” her husband, and his brother, 

both naturalized citizens. The husband was alleged to have “the hope of a Hitler victory 

and said the United States had no business in the war.” The names and addresses of five 

German men were listed. On February 27, agents searching 72 “premises” in Galveston 

County arrested 44 aliens and seized “a huge quantity of assorted firearms, short wave 

radio receiving sets, photographic equipment and other articles.” The authorities released 

most of those taken, but turned over six Italians, four Germans, and one Japanese to 

immigration authorities. “Among the articles seized from German nationals,” the FBI 

agent in charge reported, “were an aerial photograph of a Texas carbon black plant; 

several hydrographic office maps of this and other harbor waters, and blueprints of a very 

large searchlight.”589  

Among the 19 camps at which detainees were held were six in Texas.  Little is 

known about two run by the Army, one at Ft. Sam Houston in San Antonio, the other at 

Ft. Bliss in El Paso, and one at Laredo, run by the Immigration and Naturalization 

589 Dallas Morning News, February 23, 25, 28, 1942. 
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Service (INS). The other three are well-documented.590 Two “all-purpose” camps, run by 

the INS, were soon in operation, housing men, women, and children detained in raids 

throughout the country. The first was at New York’s famed immigration station, Ellis 

Island, the second at Seagoville, Texas, a small town not far from Dallas. 

The Seagoville camp had been built in 1941 as a federal minimum security prison 

for women. It initially consisted of “twelve colonial-style, redbrick buildings with cream 

limestone trim . . . spacious lawns . . . a high, woven-wire fence surrounded the camp, 

which had a single guarded entrance.”  Later, fifty one-room plywood huts were moved 

onto the grounds, and facilities included a hospital, library, classrooms and tennis courts.  

Its inhabitants included Japanese Americans as well as German legal resident aliens and 

American citizens of German ancestry. In most cases, the primary detainee was an alien 

who had lived legally in the United States for a number of years but had not obtained 

citizenship. His or her spouse and children, often naturalized, and in the case of the 

children, often native-born, were also held – sometimes because the family home and 

possessions had been confiscated or even destroyed. Though conditions were perhaps the 

best in the entire system of detention facilities, internees still suffered the stigma of 

internment, deprivation of freedom, censorship of communications, removal from 

590 Holian, 156. Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “World War II Internment Camps,” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/WW/quwby.html (accessed February 10, 2010). 
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businesses and professions, interrogation, and the constant threat of transfer without 

notice.591  

As during 1917 and 1918, part of the wartime stress for loyal Texas Germans was 

hearing what happened to those convicted or suspected of disloyalty. One difference was 

that during World War I, the extent of infractions by German “sympathizers” often was 

limited to owning a photograph of the Kaiser or speaking German in public. Their most 

sinister efforts to spread German culture likely had to do with the drinking of beer.  Now 

there was a corps of individuals who openly and undeniably sought to have the policies 

of National Socialism, including persecution of Jews, adopted by the United States.  

In April, 1942, German-born El Paso physician Wolfgang Ebell was stripped of 

his United States citizenship after a trial in which he was found to have corresponded 

with and “retained allegiance to the Nazi government.” The following month, Dallas 

plumber William Otto Schulz, being held as an enemy alien, was charged with sending a 

threatening letter through the mail.592 More alarming, in June, an unnamed defense plant 

worker, also in Dallas, was held as a German enemy alien after he “admitted sympathy 

for the Nazi regime” and claimed to have helped organize “bunds and groups of Nazi 

sympathizers in the Southwest.” The following day it was revealed that he was one of a 

group of three aliens traveling together without permits; how the three managed to enter 

the United States in wartime without being detected was unclear. The defense plant 

591 Holian, 136-137; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “World War II Internment Camps.” In fact, 
Seagoville was closed in May, 1945 and its internees shipped to three other camps, including the one in 
Crystal City, Texas. Dallas Morning News, May 9, 1945. 
592 Dallas Morning News, April 3, May 9, 1942. 
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worker admitted to having been a German army officer and had in his possession 

“quantities of German literature, National Socialist Party pins with swastikas” and a 

photograph of himself at a German-American Bund meeting in 1935. His companions 

identified themselves as a German navy machine gunner who had deserted his ship a few 

months before and a watchmaker who had served in the Gestapo before coming to 

California. After a brief hearing, the three were turned over to the INS and sent to an 

unnamed detention camp.593 

A few days after this incident, and perhaps not unrelated to it, the FBI rounded up 

more than 100 alleged Bundists in several states. An official comment posed a threat to 

innocent German Americans: 

. . . although the bund nominally ceased functioning on Dec. 7 when the attack on 
Pearl Harbor plunged the United States into war, it had been continuing 
operations since that date in the guise of sports clubs or singing societies.594 

While evidence gathered by the Dies committee and others indicates this was likely true, 

in a single phrase, the United States government had placed every Turner and every 

member of a schutzenverein or saengerbund in the crosshairs of vigilantes. Those who 

had lived through 1917 and 1918 in Texas were understandably alarmed.595 

 Shortly after the camp at Seagoville opened, the city fathers of Kenedy persuaded 

the INS to turn its unused Civilian Conservation Corps camp into a detention center. The 

593 Ibid., June 26, June 27, July 3, 1942. 
594 Ibid., July 8, 1942.  Italics mine. 
595 It should be noted that in that same year Harvard University had published Ralph Bischoff’s Nazi 
Conquest Through German Culture, which argued that German-American social and cultural organizations 
were a means through which Nazism was advanced in this country and specifically identified certain 
groups. See also Don Heinrich Tollzmann, The German-American Experience (Amherst, NY: Humanity 
Books, 2000).  
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town is located in Karnes County, southeast of San Antonio, one of the southernmost 

counties in Texas’ “German Belt.” The resulting installation was much different from 

Seagoville. It had six guard towers, “a ten-foot-high double-barbed wire fence,” nine 

barracks, and 200 prefabricated huts. Like most camps, its internees were all male. At the 

insistence of the United States government, twelve Central and South American countries 

sent about 5,000 of their residents of German, Japanese, and Italian ancestry to be 

confined in detention camps here. The majority were housed at Kenedy.  The camp was 

also temporarily home to Bund “führer” Fritz Kuhn. It had an unusually high turnover 

rate because it became a staging ground for an active repatriation program, in which 

United States diplomats traded internees for wounded Americans and civilians held in 

Axis prisons. Nearly 1,000 Kenedy internees had been exchanged by the end of 1943.596  

Toward the end of 1942, the INS opened its largest internment camp at Crystal 

City, west of San Antonio, not far from the Mexican border. Like Seagoville and Kenedy, 

it had had a previous incarnation, in this case as a migrant worker camp. Intended for 

families, it nevertheless, like Kenedy, looked more like a prison. Its 290 acres were 

surrounded by fortified fencing, guard towers, and 24-hour armed guards. At night its 

perimeter was lit with powerful floodlights. Initially it contained more than forty small 

cottages and over 100 one-room structures that accommodated small families. The INS 

added some 500 additional buildings, including schools, shops, and a hospital, at a cost of 

596Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Kenedy Alien Detention Camp,” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/online/articles/KK/qckpw.html (accessed February 13, 2010). For more on this 
camp, see Krammer, Undue Process, and Robert H. Thonhoff, Camp Kenedy, Texas: World War I: 
Training Camp, Depression Era: CCC Camp, Alien Detention Camp, German POW Camp, Japanese POW 
Camp (Austin: Eakin Press, 2003). 
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more than $1 million. Crystal City became the busiest camp in the nation and housed  

3,500 to 4,000 people, including children, at any one time. Its location was itself a form 

of punishment: summer temperatures could soar to above 110 degrees. Shortly after the 

camp opened, a freak warm front caused an afternoon reading of 96 on January 23, 1943. 

But efforts were made to make it livable, with a camp band, a camp newsletter, and 

schools for the children and youth, complete with intramural sports, usually pitting the 

Japanese against the Germans.  Camp managers’ endeavors to offer culturally sensitive 

foods and programming, while appreciated, reinforced racial thinking, leading to the 

partial segregation of Japanese and German internees.597   

Several of the camps, including Crystal City and especially Kenedy, had vocal 

contingents of Nazis, including Fritz Kuhn, who spent time at Crystal City before being 

sent to a special camp for problem detainees in New Mexico. The Nazis made matters 

difficult for camp management and their fellow internees. The Japanese were an obvious 

target of their racist hostility.598 

Among the Texas German families who were interned and spent time at 

Seagoville and then Crystal City were the Koetters, the Plaschkes, and the Schneiders, all 

from the Houston area.  There was no question why painting contractor Hermann Koetter 

was picked up on December 7, 1941. He had openly admitted to leading the 

Kyffhauserbund and he and his family lived as German a life as they could in 1930s 

597 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "World War II Internment Camps”; Dallas Morning News, June 12, 
1942; January 24, 1943; Krammer, 101-116. For more on life in the camps, see Krammer, who endeavors 
to provide a balanced account. For a representation that is intended to make the German case, see the well-
documented  website of the German American Internee Coalition, www.gaic.info.    
598 Krammer, 117-139. 
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Houston. “The Koetter family maintained a German household, cooked German foods, 

read German newspapers, and was involved in German cultural and singing societies.”599 

They stood out, not merely from their American neighbors, but from Texas Germans as 

well; for example, their spoken German differed from Texas German dialect. The odd 

thing about their case was that while Koetter’s wife was also interned, their sons were 

never arrested and were allowed to join the United States military. One rose to be 

personal assistant to a general while the other worked on top secret projects including the 

development of radar. Both passed several security clearances, even while their parents 

were confined as disloyal aliens.600

The Plaschkes were another story.  Rudy Plaschke’s son, Alfred, who was ten 

years old when his family’s odyssey began, recalled that while his father was pro-German 

and had not sought American citizenship, he was not a Nazi. But his business partner was 

both a citizen and an avid Bundist. Alfred told an interviewer in 1990 he believed that his 

father’s partner turned him in. For reasons that remain unexplained, the partners had 

relocated their families and their automobile repair garage from New York to the 

Houston area in 1940.  At 4:30 in the morning on December 8, 1941, law enforcement 

officers descended upon the Plaschke apartment and snatched up Rudy, refusing to tell 

his wife where they were taking him. It took her nearly a month to find him, held in a 

Houston jail, charged – falsely, according to Alfred -- with operating a radio transmitter. 

599 Ibid., 40. 
600 Ibid. 
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Three days later, on January 4, 1942, the police came for Bertha Plaschke, 

offering no grounds for her arrest and leaving their two young sons alone. The boys, who 

were native born American citizens, joined their parents in the jail, temporarily ending 

their education, and accompanied them to Seagoville in June. In spring 1943, they moved 

on to Crystal City, where they began a long friendship with the Koetters.601 In 1945, 

when Alfred was fourteen, the family was involuntarily repatriated to Germany in the 

closing months of the war.  Two years later, he and his brother managed at last to 

convince United States authorities that they were citizens, then scrambled to find a way 

back to America. Alfred wound up in Houston, where the Koetters took him in.  He later 

joined the Air Force and served for 20 years before retiring to the Houston suburbs.602 

 The Schneiders’ experience was more harrowing.  The FBI had evidence that 

Erich Schneider was a Nazi sympathizer.  A painter like Hermann Koetter, like Rudy 

Plaschke he had made the mistake of never applying for citizenship after immigrating 

from Dresden to Houston in 1928 – a sure sign, to the FBI, of disloyalty. He had also 

entertained German sailors, made pro-German speeches to his union, and reportedly had 

been seeing giving a “Heil Hitler” salute to a ship anchored in the Houston Ship Channel.  

Federal agents arrived two days after Pearl Harbor and took Schneider, his wife, his 

thirteen-year-old son, Gerd Erich, and fifteen-year-old daughter, Margot, to a local fire 

station where they were held for two weeks before being split up and sent to separate 

601 Ibid., 37-38. 
602 Ibid., 160-161, 169. 
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camps. They were allowed to take nothing – no papers, no keepsakes, not even a second 

set of clothing. 

Reunited at Seagoville, they continued the circuit at Crystal City, then faced 

deportation, which they did not dispute. They arrived in Dresden in February 1945, three 

days before the horrific fire-bombing that nearly destroyed it. They managed to survive, 

only to find themselves in the hands of the occupying Russians. They split up, Erich and 

Margot escaping to the American zone, United States citizen Gerd Erich winding up in a 

displaced persons camp. Mrs. Schneider was trapped in the burned out city.  Amazingly, 

Alfred Plaschke, whom they knew from Crystal City, found Gerd Erich and helped him 

rescue his mother.  Cold War politics assisted the family in making their way back to the 

United States and back to Houston in 1948.603    

 To what extent did other Texans, and in particular Texas Germans, know about 

the experiences of families like these?  I have found little mention of censorship of mail 

once individuals found their way into a permanent internment situation.  The Koetters 

and the Schneiders were well established in the German associational life of Houston and 

would likely have been in communication with former neighbors and friends. The 

Plaschkes were less so, having arrived only a year before their arrest, but they quickly 

made friends among the German families with whom they were held. Certainly after the 

603 Ibid., 38, 160-162. 
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war, when they made their way back to Texas, one might expect that their recollections 

would have been shared.604  

 The experience of the publishers of the Herold was as public as those of the 

Houston Germans were private.  One might have expected, based on their testimony 

before the Dies committee, that the Ackermanns and Max Keilbar might have been 

among the first German Texans to be interned. In fact, they were not. Only in June 1942 

were the paper’s assets frozen by the United States Treasury. It was soon sold to the 

publisher of an English-language paper in a neighboring town. The government 

announced that it would seek to have the citizenship of the three cancelled on the grounds 

that they had completed the naturalization process while holding mental reservations that 

allowed them to swear allegiance to the United States while at the same time continuing 

their devotion to Nazi Germany. The Ackermanns had arrived in Texas from Germany in 

1924 and had received their citizenship in 1938. Keilbar was naturalized in 1933.The 

case proceeded slowly, but it was intensively covered in local and regional 

newspapers.605  

 Unlike Koetter, they remained free and continued to live in Taylor, where Hans 

Ackermann and Keilbar, both skilled printers, sustained the family by working for 

another print shop. A hearing on the revocation of their citizenship was scheduled for 

604 Here again, a close examination of the German newspapers of Texas during this period could yield 
useful  information, though their editors were extremely sensitive to being caught up in the anti-German 
frenzy.  The Freie Presse, for example, ran patriotic stories in German and English and carried numerous 
pro-American house ads. (See final issue, October 19, 1945.) 
605 Austin Statesman, June 11, July 21, September 13 and 27, 1942; November 23, 1943; Karnes County 
News, September 17, September 24, 1942. Dallas Morning News, December 8 and 10, 1942. 
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November 1, 1943 in Austin. Testimony lasting for four weeks revealed that Keilbar had 

traveled to Germany in 1937 and had “attended the Nazi party congress in Nuremberg at 

which Adolph Hitler spoke.” The Ackermanns took one of the Bund-financed trips to 

Germany in 1939, after they had already come under suspicion by the Dies committee. 

While there, they shook hands with Nazi official Rudolph Hess, but aside from that it 

seemed a pleasure trip including a visit with relatives. Fritz Kuhn’s successor as Bund 

führer visited them in Taylor in an attempt to establish a Bund unit. 

It also became evident that the paper was not a cash-generating concern, but that 

the family made their living through the printing aspect of the business. Hans Ackermann 

and Keilbar had little if any role in generating the journal’s content. Frieda Ackermann 

testified that she picked up most information from other German-language newspapers, 

though she wrote a weekly column called “Plauterei” or “Chatter” in which she offered 

opinions on world affairs, including positive mentions of Hitler and “a glowing account” 

of a 1936 screening of the Nazi propaganda film, “Triumph of the Will,” at Austin’s 

Saengerrunde Hall.606  She argued that her efforts were actually a sign of her commitment 

to the United States, since she was exercising her constitutional right of freedom of the 

press:  

As an American citizen, I felt that I had the same right of free speech to write 
about Hitler’s speeches and of his work of social and economic reform as other 
American newspapers did.607 

606 Austin Statesman, November 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 
1943; Dallas Morning News, November 2, 3, 4, 6, 10, 12, 17, 20, 21, 22, 23, 1943. The existence of a Bund 
unit at Taylor is a subject of some dispute. Fritz Kuhn himself told the Dies committee there was one, but 
testimony in the Ackermann-Keilbar case indicates otherwise. 
607Dallas Morning News, November 21, 1943. 
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The judge disagreed and told the government’s counsel that he did not need to present a 

closing argument because he had already arrived at a verdict. He revoked the citizenship 

of all three, and instantly rendered them enemy aliens. Keilbar was sent to the Kenedy 

Camp and the Ackermanns to Seagoville.608 

 The prominent play received by the Ackermann case was unusual. As the country 

settled onto a wartime footing, coverage of raids tapered off.  In May, 1943, a page 1 

article in the Dallas Morning News reported that the FBI was asking all Americans to 

redouble their efforts to ferret out enemy agents. The agent in charge of the Dallas district 

cautioned Texans to beware of complacency and going “to sleep at their posts.”  

Everyone, children included, should be vigilant in spotting and reporting “suspicious 

persons.” He revealed that previous citizens’ reports had led to the search of 503 

608 Austin Statesman, December 7, 8, 14, 21, 22, 1943; Karnes County News, December 16, 1943. The 
story of the Ackermanns and Keilbar does not end here.  Sometime during their confinement, Keilbar 
applied to have his citizenship restored, and it was. (I have learned of the existence of a legislative 
“memorial” that likely contains the details, but have not been able to obtain it.) The Ackermanns consulted 
with the  Seagoville warden, who told them they would have to give up their home in Taylor to pay for the 
necessary transcript to pursue a reversal and advised against doing so, suggesting that they would be freed 
when the war was over. Instead, at war’s end they were scheduled for deportation. Having returned to 
Taylor, they then sought a reversal. Their case went all the way to the United States Supreme Court, which 
in December, 1950, denied, in a split decision, their request on the basis that it was not timely and they 
could not claim an exemption to the timeliness requirement by claiming they had been destitute when their 
case would have been timely, because in fact they had had resources at that time. This case, Ackermann v. 
United States, is still cited in similar circumstances. I have been unable to find any evidence that the 
Ackermanns were in fact deported, but I did discover a Max Keilbar active as a real estate agent in Austin 
during the 1960s and 1970s. He developed a small neighborhood, which is still officially called by his 
name. Ackermann v. United States, 340 U.S. 193 (1950), http://supreme.justia.com/us/340/193/case.html.  
Dallas Morning News, December 12, 1950. Minutes of the City Council, City of Austin, Texas, November 
2, 1967, description of Keilbar tract. 
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residences in the district and the arrest of 61 Germans, 36 Italians, and 17 Japanese. The 

raids had yielded 101 guns, 5,587 rounds of ammunition, and 123 sticks of dynamite.609  

 It is unclear whether the individuals arrested were subsequently interned, and the 

article reveals nothing about Texans’ attitudes toward those with Axis links, inside or 

outside the internment camps. In an indication that anti-German sentiment was running 

high, however, a German who had resided in Dallas since 1926, but who spoke English 

“brokenly,” reportedly petitioned federal authorities in 1944 to intern him because he 

could no longer tolerate the “public abuse” and “scorn” heaped upon him by his 

neighbors. One clue to the relationship of the internees and Texas Germans lies in a 

statement many years later by a young woman who had been interned at Crystal City:  

“my grandparents came to visit us one time. They lived in Texas, and they came to visit 

us. That was the only time I felt ashamed, embarrassed, imprisoned. . . . That was the 

only real time that I felt humiliation.”610 It is likely she was far from the only one who 

felt that way. Crystal City was the last camp in the nation to close, on November 1, 1947 

– more than two full years after the war’s end. German-Texan GIs returning home from

service in Europe or the Pacific would have been well aware of the presence of the camp; 

it is possible they may even have sought employment there. 

 Shame and humiliation came not only from what was done to Germans in 

America, but what Germans did in Germany and the nations they occupied.  A Texas 

German dialect speaker from the western part of the German Belt was among the 

609Dallas Morning News, May 23, 1943. 
610 Ibid., 151. 
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American troops who arrived at the Nazi concentration camp at Buchenwald only a few 

days after it was liberated.  

I have seen what happened there, the crematoriums and the ovens. And then I will 
never forget, there was a lamp, an oil-burning lamp that had a shade made out of 
human scalps. And then I went down to Weimar.  There I asked a German one 
day, how is it that such an atrocity could happen, that you people . . . how could 
you do that? . . . And he said Hitler had the German people so indoctrinated, that 
when the parents said something about Hitler that was not so complimentary, then 
the children have the parents reported.  I cannot say that I understand now how 
that is, how that could happen.611 

John Schmitz, a native New Yorker who was interned at Crystal City at age seven 

because his German-born father said he would not fight the Germans, expressed the 

complicated feelings of many who had no direct experience of the horrors of the 

Holocaust. But upon learning about it, he said, “I became annoyed and felt guilty that I 

was a German because of how the Nazis had performed.”612 

Despite the difficulties and embarrassment German Texans experienced during 

the war, the German  identity was still evident, at least in San Antonio, in the years 

immediately afterward. Journalist John Gunther’s bestselling book on the United States in 

1947, Inside U.S.A., described it well:  “San Antonio is also a German town,” he wrote: 

one out of every six citizens is of German birth or descent. The chief street in the 
German section, once called Kaiserwilhelm Strasse, is now King William Street; 
but it is still nicknamed Sauerkraut Bend, and still maintains a good Kaffee Klatch 
atmosphere. . . . There are towns and villages in the San Antonio hinterland – 
Nimitz came from one of them – almost as German as towns and villages in 
Bavaria. And each has its own special quality; some are Lutheran, some are 

611 Boas, Hans C. (2002): "Encounters with Germans during World War II." 
[online] http://www.tgdp.org: The Texas German Dialect Project. 1-24-3-11-a. (My adaptation of Boas’ 
translation from Texas German dialect.) 
612 Miami Herald, November 8, 2002. Schmitz is a proponent of recognition of the experiences of 
Germans Americans who were interned.  
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Catholic, one is Alsatian. The German newspaper in San Antonio is one of the 
most competently edited foreign language papers in the United States.613 

Gunther captured Texas Deutschtum in its waning days. In fact, his snapshot of 

San Antonio was outdated even before it went to press: the Freie Presse fur Texas, the 

newspaper he lauded, had ceased publication in October, 1945.614 The changes brought 

by the war had profound effects on Germans in the cities, but especially on those small 

towns that had previously been without radios or roads that allowed easy access to the 

outside. Interactions with non-Germans and with Germans from other parts of the United 

States surely had an effect as well. But it is hard to imagine that a German culture that 

survived the vicissitudes of World War I could have been done away with by those 

means. What could have so shaken German-Texans as to secure the final subsuming of 

their distinctive identity in an Anglo one?  The history of German internment in Texas 

suggests one powerful force for change, but not the only one. Shame at Nazi atrocities, 

played a role, too, but it remained locked in the psyches of many until time had worn 

down some of its sharpest edges. Let us look briefly at the Czech, Irish – and Mexican -- 

experiences in World War II before returning to a discussion of the post-war fate of 

German-Texan culture.  

* * * * *

The social and economic practices of the Czechs, particularly their emphasis upon 

land ownership, strong fraternal organizations, and communal endeavors such as beef 

613 Gunther, 833.   “Nimitz” refers to Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz, commander of U.S. naval forces in 
the central Pacific during much of World War II, and a native of Fredericksburg, Texas. 
614 I have been unable to determine why this paper ceased publication, shortly after the war’s end. The 
paper itself gave no clues nor did other San Antonio papers in the immediate aftermath of the closing. 
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clubs had cushioned the hardships of the Great Depression. Their experience of World 

War II also differed from that of their neighbors. Because Nazi aggression against their 

homeland helped spark the conflict, Czech Americans felt the urgency of war early and 

enlisted in great numbers once war was declared. Many Czech young people, for whom 

the war years were a first taste of mainstream American life, chose not to return to the 

farm. Those who migrated to the cities, particularly Houston and Dallas, moved not into 

established Czech rural communities, as their parents and grandparents had done, but into 

suburbs where the bonds were not language, religion, and communal endeavors but 

experiences common to an age group. Though they initially may have affiliated with 

familiar fraternal organizations, they did so to obtain insurance rather than to find a 

center for their social lives.  Assimilation was soon underway.615 

The oil discoveries that turned the Irish of Refugio County into the “Royal Irish” 

also meant they had not shared the insularity that made the war such a transformative 

event for large numbers of Germans and Czechs. Though many of them did their 

preliminary military training with the Royal Irish Regiment, when time to enlist arrived, 

most entered the regular Army and were sent to units based at training camps throughout 

the country.  They ultimately served in both major theaters of combat.  A surprisingly 

large proportion returned to the area after the end of the war. A continuing bond for many 

was their shared Catholicism, but because the local parishes only segregated Mexican 

Americans from Anglos, many married within the faith, but outside the circle of Irish 

615 See Gallup. 
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families. The postwar years, then, also saw this group move toward Anglo identity.

 The Refugio Irish were not, of course, typical of Irish Texans. In fact, the vast 

majority of Texans of Irish ancestry were middle class or working class and lived in cities 

or on small farms. The most famous Texan of World War II was the war hero Audie 

Murphy. Of Irish ancestry on both his mother’s and his father’s sides, he was one of 

twelve children. His parents were tenant farmers, until his father deserted the family 

when Audie was in his early teens. His mother died shortly thereafter, and he lied about 

his age to enlist in the military and escape being a burden on his older siblings. He 

became the most decorated veteran of the war, winning among some thirty other 

citations, the Congressional Medal of Honor for singlehandedly killing or wounding 

some 50 Germans on a battlefield in France. A photo of Murphy on the cover of Life 

magazine, looking very young, very Irish, and very American, launched him into a 

Hollywood career and played a small role in helping win the Irish full acceptance in 

American society – in Texas, Anglo society.616 

As we have seen in Chapter 7, the term “Anglo” gained full meaning only when 

the treatment of Mexican Americans in Texas turned them into a separate race, at least in 

the eyes of many Texans. The experiences of Mexican Americans during World War II 

and its aftermath would continue to inflect the meaning of the word.  Two major 

developments would ensure this: first, Mexican Americans were not segregated in the 

military in the way that African Americans were. They fought in regular combat units, 

616 Don Graham, No Name on the Bullet: A Biography of Audie Murphy  (New York: Viking, 1989), 1-25. 
Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Murphy, Audie Leon," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/MM/fmu13.html (accessed April 5, 2010). 
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often alongside Anglos; they were not relegated to steward duties as were black soldiers 

and sailors. Second, so many of them enlisted that the segregated jobs they did in the 

civilian realm, particularly farm work, went begging. 

A severe labor shortage in the Southwest led American politicians to seek a deal 

with their Mexican counterparts to allow Mexican nationals into the United States to fill 

these jobs. The 1942 arrangement, officially titled the “Mexican Farm Labor Program 

Agreement,” was better known as “the Bracero program” – “Bracero” meaning “a man 

who works with his arms” – or a manual laborer.  It guaranteed the temporary immigrants 

a minimum wage, decent working conditions and basic accommodations. It did not allow 

them to stay in the United States after their work was done or to bring along family 

members. LULAC and other Mexican-American groups were concerned that this 

controlled invasion of Mexican nationals would depress wages for Mexican Americans. 

But they also recognized how badly Texas interests wanted the program and decided to 

make it work for their constituents as well.617 

About the only place Mexican Americans were getting equal treatment was on the 

battlefield. Aware that Mexican consuls stationed around Texas were deluged with 

complaints about the treatment Mexicans and Mexican Americans were receiving at the 

hands of Anglo employers, school boards, restaurateurs, storeowners, and other providers 

of public accommodations, LULAC leaders devised a strategy.  They persuaded the 

617 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Bracero Program," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/BB/omb1.html (accessed April 5, 2010). Thomas A. 
Guglielmo, “Fighting for Caucasian Rights: Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and the Transnational Struggle 
for Civil Rights in World War II Texas” in The Journal of American History, 92, Issue 4 (March, 2006). 
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consuls and Mexico’s foreign minister and embassy in Washington to bar Mexican 

workers from crossing the border to participate in the Bracero program -- until Texas 

officials put an end to the rampant discrimination.618 

The plan worked, to an extent. Meeting in the spring of 1943, the Texas 

Legislature passed – unanimously – an anti-discrimination measure called the “Caucasian 

Race – Equal Privileges” resolution. Citing inter-American cooperation in the fight 

against Hitler and noting that “our neighbors to the South are cooperating and aiding us 

in every way possible,” it promised that “the citizens of the great State of Texas are 

interested in doing all that is humanly possible to aid and assist the national policy of 

hemispheric solidarity.” Then came the meat of the measure: “all persons of the 

Caucasian Race within the jurisdiction of this State are entitled to the full and equal 

accommodations, advantages, facilities, and privileges of all public places of business or 

amusement.” Thanks in large part to the efforts of LULAC, the state of Texas had 

previously officially designated individuals of Spanish ancestry as Caucasian. The 

resolution thus effectively outlawed the segregation and exclusion of Mexicans and 

Mexican-Americans in the Lone Star state.619 

 The Mexican government declined to lift its hold on the Bracero program until it 

saw the effects of the resolution. This was a wise strategy; within a year, a Texas appeals 

court ruled that the resolution, because it was not a “Bill,” could not change the common 

618 Ibid., 1-10. 
619 Ibid., 1. 
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law of the state regarding “private places of amusement.”620  If a bill was what was 

needed, LULAC leaders resolved, they and their allies would fight for a bill. And they 

would use as a weapon the service of young Mexican American soldiers, sailors, and 

defense plant workers. A mothers’ group from San Antonio wrote to the governor 

requesting his support for a law to  

protect from embarrassment and indignity not only the returning heroes of Latin 
extraction, but those who remained at the home front engaged in defense work 
and all Latin people who are now being subjected to unwarranted discrimination 
in public places on purely racial grounds.621 
Despite continuing efforts, the campaign for an anti-discrimination bill did not 

succeed. But the struggle revealed much about how Mexican Americans viewed race at 

this moment. The goal of ending discrimination was inextricably entwined with the 

LULAC goal of proving that rather than three races, there were only two – black and a 

bifurcated white that included an Anglo branch and a Latin-American branch.  The 

corollary was that black and brown Texans, though they might share the burden of 

discrimination, were fundamentally different and would have to seek their civil rights 

through different channels. A federal report on the almost completely Mexican-American 

pecan-shelling industry pointed out that the pecan-shellers “prefer to call whites of 

European extraction “Anglo-Americans” or “Anglos.” The Mexicans are conscious of 

such Spanish blood as they may have, and are not ashamed of their predominantly Indian 

620 Ibid. 11. 
621 Ibid., 12. 
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blood. They jealously guard against any move that would set them apart from the self-

styled ‘white race.’”622 

Matters began to change when Mexican-American soldiers started coming home 

from the war.  They certainly wanted equal treatment, but they based their demands not 

so much on being white as on having served their country honorably and well. They saw 

the potential in the educational, homeownership, and other benefits of the GI Bill and 

wanted to claim them – not as a birthright based on race, but as something they had 

earned. In March 1948, a group of veterans in Corpus Christi, led by Dr. Hector P. 

Garcia, a 34-year-old physician, called a meeting to address the poor living conditions 

and day to day experiences of discrimination facing Mexican Americans. Seven hundred 

men showed up, and by the end of the night a new organization with a new outlook was 

born: the American GI Forum. “The intent was to emphasize that members, though 

distinct in ethnic and cultural orientation, were just as American as Anglos.”623  

Though the GI Forum often worked in tandem with LULAC, their approach was 

subtly different. They fought for veterans’ benefits and educational equity, often pursuing 

their goals through the efforts of their “Ladies Auxiliary” and the “Junior GI Forum.” 

From the beginning, they incorporated Gandhian principles of non-violent action in their 

programs. If LULAC was the Mexican-American counterpart of the NAACP, the GI 

622 Selden C. Menefee and Orin C. Cassmore, The Pecan Shellers of San Antonio: The Problem of the 
Underpaid and Unemployed Mexican Labor , Washington: 1940.  
623 Henry A.J. Ramos, The American GI Forum: In Pursuit of the Dream, 1948-1983; Houston: Arte 
Publico Press, 1998), 5. The GI Forum did not completely abandon the LULAC emphasis on whiteness, as 
would later activists, but they did take steps that set the stage for that change. 
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Forum was not unlike the more radical CORE, the Congress of Racial Equality, in that 

organization’s early years.624 

There was plenty of discrimination to fight for both LULAC and the GI Forum. 

Even highly educated Mexican-Americans faced the old hygiene- and color-based 

prejudices, even after the World War supposedly had discredited such thinking. The 

United States Employment Service reported an incident in late 1945 when a University of 

Texas department head called about hiring a secretary. She was enthusiastic when she 

learned that the service had a potential applicant who not only had all the qualifications, 

but was a graduate of the University. But when told the woman’s name was Martinez, she 

blurted out: “Why I wouldn’t have a Mexican in my office!  I want a white girl!”625 

John Gunther captured the Catch-22 nature of Mexican-American life in Texas in 

the years immediately after the war. “Also,” he wrote in Inside U.S.A.,  

San Antonio is a slum. The west side has a Mexican population of around sixty 
thousand, which – some Negro communities in the South aside – is the largest 
solid bloc of underpossessed in the United States. These “Mexicans” (who are 
almost all American citizens) have a life uniquely their own, and there is no doubt 
that they are severely discriminated against, socially and economically. . . . There 
is no Jim Crow statute against Mexicans on the books, but most “good” 
restaurants and hotels won’t admit them . . . Mexicans working for “white” 
Texans can, as a rule, only rise to certain minor posts; officially there is no 
segregation in the schools, but since most of the Mexican population lives in one 
district, segregation does exist in fact. . . . The Mexicans are miserably underpaid; 
hence they don’t get enough to eat, their homes lack sanitation, and their health 
deteriorates. So the white entrepreneur, having shoved the Mexican in the gutter 
by paying what are probably the lowest wages in the United States, asserts that 

624 Ibid., 4-9. 
625 Pauline R. Kibbe, Latin Americans in Texas (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1946), 
164.
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the Mexican is too poor or too dirty to be reclaimed, and thus keeps him down in 
a permanently vicious circle.626   

Early in its existence, the GI Forum found itself in the middle of an episode which 

displayed just the kind of viciousness Gunther had observed in San Antonio. Private Felix 

Longoria, a South Texas Mexican American, had been killed in combat in the 

Philippines. In 1949, after four long years, his remains were finally being returned to his 

family in tiny Three Rivers. When his widow tried to make arrangements for his burial, 

the owner of the local funeral home informed her that her husband would have to be 

interred in a segregated cemetery and refused her request to use the funeral home’s 

chapel for a wake. He said “whites would not like it.”627  

Her sister put her in touch with Dr. Garcia, who called the funeral director and 

received the same response, even when the GI Forum leader explained that Private 

Longoria had given his life in the service of his country. The mortician confirmed his 

position to a newspaper reporter: “We never have made a practice of letting Mexicans use 

the chapel and we don’t want to start now.” When the story hit the papers, he and local 

officials claimed Garcia had exaggerated the issue. A number of Texas politicians offered 

limited assistance; the Forum went ahead with a protest meeting that drew nearly 1,000 

angry individuals. 

At the climax of the meeting, Garcia paused to read a just-delivered telegram 

from recently elected United States Senator Lyndon B. Johnson. The legislator had won 

626 Gunther, 832-833. 
627 Ramos, 9. 
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his new position by defeating former Governor Stevenson by a total of 87 votes, 

apparently through chicanery in a Mexican-American precinct in nearby Alice. The 

telegram read: 

I deeply regret that the prejudice of some individuals extends beyond this life. I 
have no authority over civilian funeral homes. Nor does the federal government. 
However, I have today made arrangements to have Felix Longoria buried with 
full military honors in Arlington National Cemetery here at Washington where the 
honored dead of our nation’s wars rest. . . . I am happy to have a part in seeing 
that this Texas hero is laid to rest with the honor and dignity his service 
deserves.628  

After some continued ugliness on the part of the local Anglos, Private Longoria was 

indeed buried at Arlington Cemetery, with Johnson in attendance.  It was a signal victory 

for the GI Forum and a ratification of their bold approach. It also signaled a first step in 

Johnson’s long journey to a commitment to civil rights.629 

The year 1949 also saw the passage of a set of state laws that inadvertently 

hammered down the final nails in the coffin of a broadly held German-Texan identity and 

sped the decline of self-contained Czech-speaking communities. The Gilmer-Aikin Laws, 

named for State Rep. Claud Gilmer and State Sen. A.M. Aikin, Jr., were the outgrowth of 

a two-year study of reforms it was hoped would improve the quality of public school 

education in the state. The bills drew vehement criticism on radio shows and inspired 

letter writing campaigns that labeled certain provisions Communist and Fascist at the 

same time. Parliamentary maneuvers such as the time- honored Texas method of sending 

628 Ibid., 12-13. 
629 Ibid., 13-17. 
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legislators away from the capital city to rob supporters of a quorum were employed, but 

the three bills that constituted the program finally passed.630   

 Most contention focused on replacement of the appointed State Board of 

Education with an elected one. Surprisingly less controversial was a proposal to 

consolidate rural school districts to achieve instructional efficiencies and cost savings. 

The consolidation measure radically changed the nature of education in the state.  At the 

end of World War II, Texas had 4,500 school districts, the vast majority small rural ones 

that still included one-room school houses. The reform reduced them to 2,900 larger, 

more streamlined operations. The immediate effect was finally to end the conduct of 

schools in Czech and German in isolated communities where those languages were still 

used.  At the same time, the consolidations were not unlike a small-scale World War II: 

children from insular societies were compelled to associate with those from other 

backgrounds, broadening their experiences, but at the same time breaking down language 

communities. In a sense, this provision of the Gilmer-Aikin Laws simply institutionalized 

changes that were on their way anyway because of improved transportation. But in many 

areas, all-weather, hard-surfaced county and farm-to-market roads connecting all 

communities were still years in the offing. Gilmer-Aikin made them more necessary and 

freed up funds for their construction. What the laws did not do, in most cases, was end 

630 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Gilmer-Aikin Laws," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/GG/mlg1.html (accessed April 5, 2010). I am indebted 
for insight into the importance of these reforms to John Tolleson, whose long-held plans to attend a 
German-language school at Sisterdale were thwarted.  His experience demonstrates the extent to which 
change was already underway – he was forced to attend an “Anglo” school at Comfort, which had itself 
been an outpost of German culture. Personal interview with author, April 2008. 
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the practice of segregating African-American and Mexican-American pupils from 

Anglos. They thus moved students who had formerly attended schools they identified as 

Czech or German into institutions that everyone recognized as Anglo.631 

 The effect of education reform on broader German culture was more profound 

than one might expect. As discussed in Chapter 7, long before implementation of the 

Gilmer-Aikin Laws, the language needs of children played a major role in the German 

community, from newspapers to churches to fraternal, business, and social organizations. 

Once children began to lose the capacity to speak German fluently, families were faced 

with hard decisions: whether to drop a subscription to a German newspaper or to switch 

to the English-language service at church – even if convenient services in German were 

offered. Often the next step was a newspaper editor’s discovering it was impossible to 

secure a typesetter who knew how to work in German Fraktur type. Or a Lutheran 

congregation being unable to find a pastor who could conduct services in German and 

English, and having to settle for one who spoke only the latter. The same issue – 

language loss -- affected fraternal organizations, gun clubs, and Turnvereins, which had 

mostly dropped the full program of sports they had supported earlier in favor of a 

concentration on bowling. At singing society rehearsals, only the songs themselves were 

still rendered in German. By the late 1940s, the children who had lost their ability to 

631 Ibid.  For an intriguing discussion of the move from a smaller “Czech” school to a larger, more 
inclusive one in an era prior to Gilmer-Aikin, see Skrabanek, We’re Czech. 
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function comfortably in German in the 1920s and 1930s had become the parents of a new 

generation who had no German at all.632 

The consequences were devastating. Between 1940 and the end of World War II,  

the state lost no fewer than nine German-language publications, including besides the 

Herold, Austin’s venerable Das Wochenblatt; four San Antonio papers, including the 

Hermann Sons’ official organ; and the Fredericksburger Wochenblatt, one of only two 

papers published in a majority-German community. With the demise of the Giddings 

Deutsches Volksblatt in 1949, only one German-language paper remained: the Neu-

Braunfelser Zeitung.633  

Just as the effects of the Gilmer-Aikin Laws began to be felt, the pressures of 

assimilation were addressed in an unexpected source: a children’s book. Written by Carol 

Hoff, a great-granddaughter of Rosalie von Roeder and the first Robert Justus Kleberg, 

1950’s Johnny Texas is the story of a ten-year-old boy who moves with his family from 

Leipzig, Germany to Texas in the 1830s. The driver of the stagecoach that will take them 

from New Orleans to Harrisburg asks him his name. 

“Johann, sir,” the boy replied, proud that he could understand the question. 

“Johann in the old country,” the man objected, “but Johnny in Texas!” 

“Johnny – Texas?” Johann tried to repeat with a shy smile. 

“That’s right.” The driver laughed and tousled Johann’s hair. “Johnny Texas you 
are from now on! Eh, folks?” 

632Boas, 60-70. 
633Ibid., 68-69; Etzler, 428-429. This and other discussions of the demise of a German-language press in 
Texas mention the loss of the Herold, but never the circumstances surrounding it.  
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And all at once Johann felt that he had been accepted into the company of brave 
strong men and that life in Texas would be exciting and good, like fresh bread and 
butter when you are hungry.634 

The book is quite faithful to the Texas-German experience – both early history 

and more recent developments.  Johnny’s mother is dismayed at the primitiveness of the 

cabin they find on their farm. She asks where she can keep the treasures she has brought 

from home.  His father’s answer has twentieth-century resonances: 

“Johnny and I will build you a cupboard,” he promised grandly. “It is only for 
aliens like us that this seems strange. And we will not be aliens for long. Soon we 
shall have a fine house.”635 

Another sequence reflects the German Texans’ historical ambivalence toward 

slavery, at the same time that it evokes the internment experiences of some members of 

the community during the twentieth century, especially in the more humane camps like 

Seagoville and Crystal City.  One day, “Papa” brings home a young black man named 

Tobias – a slave for whom he has traded a prize calf. “Mama” is appalled. Her husband 

tries to convince her that this is just the way of this new land. 

“We will treat him well. He will have a good home. We will not be cruel to him.” 

“But he will not be free.” Mama was standing, little but straight, and not a bit 
afraid now. Johnny felt a thrill of pride as he watched her. . . .  

Johnny spent a great deal of time thinking about freedom.  He lay in the grass and 
looked up into the branches of an oak and tried to imagine what it was like to be a 
slave. Somebody gave you a place to sleep, and food and clothes. You could work 
and eat and sleep and sing and play just like other people, but you couldn’t choose 
when you could work or play, and nothing you had was really yours. You 

634 Carol Hoff, Johnny Texas (Chicago: Wilcox & Follett), 1950, 9. 
635 Ibid., 18. 
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couldn’t speak just what you wanted to. You couldn’t choose the kind of work 
you liked best, or the food you ate or the clothes you wore. You couldn’t come 
and go as you pleased.”636 

Mama wins in the end.  Papa gives Tobias his freedom and his bill of sale. In what may 

be a bit of romanticism, the youth stays with the German family and works for wages.  

The book was a commercial and critical success, read by two generations of Texas 

children – those growing up in the civil rights years -- and was reviewed in The New 

Yorker.  Hoff followed it up three years later with a sequel that touches on the 

borderlands setting of the German Texan experience. In Johnny Texas on the San 

Antonio Trail, the young teenager makes his way to Mexico with a load of meal ground 

at his father’s gristmill.637 

About this same time, television came to Texas.  By 1950, six stations were 

operating, one in Houston, two in San Antonio, and three in Dallas-Fort Worth, including 

the very first, Fort Worth’s WBAP-TV, which had “signed on” in 1948. Just as radio 

shrank the distances between isolated communities with the coming of rural 

electrification, television helped break down regional differences in the state and in the 

nation. It is impossible to overestimate the changes wrought by the new technology, 

particularly in the way Texans saw themselves and what they wanted for themselves.  In 

the early days, locally produced programming often occupied more airtime than shows 

636 Ibid., 62-64. 
637Carol Hoff, Johnny Texas on the San Antonio Road (Chicago: Wilcox & Follett, 1953). 
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broadcast from the networks. Programs aimed at certain communities served to reinforce 

cultural ties, at the same time as they made visible the differences among communities.638  

The rest of the 1950s saw the continuation of patterns that had become evident in 

the previous decade.  Among the Czechs, the exodus to larger towns and big cities 

continued. Parents, wishing to spare their children the embarrassment they had felt on 

going to school unable to speak English, refused to teach them Czech. The Irish 

continued to marry outside the group so that Irishness became more a matter of blood 

than of surname. Prohibition faded into the past as an issue that divided Texas into two 

warring camps; local option once more turned the state into a checkerboard of wet and 

dry precincts, few dry ones now more than a short automobile drive from the nearest 

handy wet.639 

In 1952, the publisher of the Neu-Braunfelser Zeitung bought out the English-

language Comal County Chronicle and added an English-language section. By 1957 the 

number of readers of the German portion was barely a third of the total readership; the 

editor switched the entire paper to English. The postwar history of the Zeitung reveals as 

much about the situation of Texas-German communities in general as about the German-

language press. It was symbolic of the way assimilation worked in Texas: by the end of 

the decade, save in a few small towns, few vestiges of German culture remained. Except 

for the ones so well accepted by most Texans that they hardly seemed German at all 

638 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Television," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/TT/ect3.html (accessed April 5, 2010). A thorough 
discussion of the effects of television on the communities on which this dissertation is focused is 
unfortunately beyond its scope. 
639 Smith, 308, 310. 
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anymore – Christmas trees, the Easter bunny, bowling, barbecued brisket, and lager beer.  

Moreover, German towns like Fredericksburg and New Braunfels in the western part of 

the German Belt and Fayetteville and Bellville in the east were rapidly losing population, 

not just German, but Czech and Anglo as well. Younger families continued moving to 

larger cities like San Antonio and Houston, where jobs were more plentiful and the 

attractions of an expanding consumer culture were more readily available. It was no 

accident that English-language advertisements were the vanguard of change in both 

German and Czech publications.640 

A sign of change had also occurred nationally in 1952.  Embroiled in yet another 

foreign war, this one less well understood than the last, the United States elected its first 

President not drawn from the “old stock” -- a German-American. Wartime biographies 

had noted that General Eisenhower’s parents were part of a tiny German-speaking 

religious denomination whose members had migrated as a group to Kansas in 1878 and 

1879, and that he grew up in the heart of their insular community. But by the 1950s this 

detail had been airbrushed away. What counted now was that he was a Texas-born hero 

of the Good War, his distant ancestors among the Palatines who arrived in America in the 

eighteenth century and became known as the Pennsylvania Dutch – an Anglo background 

that better suited a man the country was most comfortable calling simply, “Ike.”641 

640 Ironically, by the end of the 20th century the communities located along major highways had become 
bedroom suburbs and were experiencing a resurgence in population able to support commercial 
establishments that sought to capitalize on their German and Czech heritage. 
641Kenneth S. Davis, Soldier of Democracy: A Biography of Dwight Eisenhower (Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, Doran & Company, 1945), 7-21, 45-49. It should be noted that Eisenhower’s father, like the 
Czech parents of the 1950s, avoided using his community’s language in front of his sons in the hope they 
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The Cold War, which burst into full flower after Eisenhower brought the Korean 

Conflict to a close, radically changed the relationship of Germany, Czechoslovakia, and 

Poland, another important country of ancestry for Texans, to the United States.  The 

Poles and Czechs of the “old country” had drawn the sympathy of Americans during both 

World Wars, but now that they were under Communist domination, they were objects of 

even greater concern. And for the first time since the rise of Kaiser Wilhelm, Anglos 

viewed Germany not with suspicion, but with militant friendship in the case of the West 

and equally militant pity in the case of the East. For Texas, still home to numerous Army, 

Navy, and Air Force installations, as well as to a surprising number of powerful members 

of Congress, thanks to the seniority system, these attitudes were intensified. Instead of 

focusing on the attributes that made their German, Czech, and Polish neighbors seem 

strange or even objectionable, Anglos now sought their commonalities. 

Texas, like the rest of the South, spent much of the 1950s in the early throes of a 

social and political revolution. Three momentous United States Supreme Court decisions 

originating in the state had significance for the entire region:  Smith v. Allwright, decided 

in 1944; Sweatt v. Painter in 1950, and Hernández v. Texas in 1954. The first outlawed 

the “white primary,” which for decades had effectively barred African Americans from 

participating in the political process in what was then a one-party state. The second said 

that the state had violated an African American’s rights under the Equal Protection 

would grow up “American.” Davis, 49. On the use of the word “Dutch” to designate Germans: by the 
1960s, if not earlier, the word “Deutsch,” meaning German, was so little used in mainstream American 
conversation that the presumption had grown up that its corrupted form, “Dutch,” actually referred only to 
people from the Netherlands. 
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Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment by refusing to admit him to the University of Texas 

Law School and instead providing a separate and grossly inadequate facility. It also noted 

that aside from its characteristics, the segregated facility’s separateness in itself harmed 

those involuntarily assigned to it.642 

The last, in a case argued by GI Forum and LULAC lawyers, declared that the 

Fourteenth Amendment rights of a Mexican-American defendant had been violated 

because the jury which convicted him had by state intent not included other Mexican 

Americans because of their race or ancestry.  In summary, it specified that the 

Amendment’s protection goes  

beyond the two classes of white or Negro, and extends to other racial groups in 
communities depending upon whether it can be factually established that such a 
group exists within a community. In reversing [a state court ruling], the Court 
concluded that the Fourteenth Amendment "is not directed solely against 
discrimination due to a 'two-class theory'" but in this case covers those of 
Mexican ancestry. This was established by the fact that the distinction between 
whites and Mexican ancestry individuals was made clear at the Jackson County 
Courthouse itself where "there were two men's toilets, one unmarked, and the 
other marked 'Colored Men and 'Hombres Aqui' ('Men Here')," and by the fact 
that no Mexican ancestry person had served on a jury in 25 years. Mexican 
Americans were a "special class" entitled to equal protection under the Fourteenth 
Amendment.643 

642 The Oyez Project, Smith v. Allwright , 321 U.S. 649 (1944) available at: (http://oyez.org/cases/1940-
1949/1943/1943_51) (last visited Sunday, February 14, 2010).  The Oyez Project, Sweatt v. Painter , 339 
U.S. 629 (1950) available at: (http://oyez.org/cases/1940-1949/1949/1949_44) (last visited Sunday, 
February 14, 2010). 
643 The Oyez Project, Hernandez v. Texas , 347 U.S. 475 (1954) available at: (http://oyez.org/cases/1950-
1959/1953/1953_406) (last visited Sunday, February 14, 2010).  For a cogent analysis of Hernandez in 
relation to civil rights cases and changing attitudes toward race among Mexican Americans, including those 
discussed in the conclusion of this dissertation, see Neil Foley, “Over the Rainbow: Hernandez v. Texas, 
Brown v. Board of Education, and Black v. Brown,” in Michael A. Olivas, ed., “Colored Men” and 
“Hombres Aquí”: Hernandez v. Texas and the Emergence of Mexican-American Lawyering (Houston: Arte 
Publico Press, 2006), 111ff. 
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The GI Forum was also fighting segregation of Mexican-American 

schoolchildren. Its attorney, Gustavo García, and researchers at the University of Texas 

provided compelling evidence that children were being treated as a “class apart” and sent 

to inferior schools simply because they were Mexican-American, not because of 

“objective testing for skill deficiencies.” In 1948, in Delgado v. Bastrop Independent 

School District, a federal district judge ruled that such segregation schemes were 

“arbitrary and discriminatory” and violated the children’s Fourteenth Amendment rights. 

The Texas Legislature, not surprisingly, took delaying actions that thwarted enforcement 

of the ruling.644 

Encouraged by Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, decided just two 

weeks after Hernández v. Texas, the GI Forum legal team began a two-year program in 

which they filed suit in federal court against school districts that were not complying with 

Delgado. Most cases were settled or dismissed. But in 1957, Federal District Judge James 

V Allred ruled in their favor. A former governor of Texas, he had first won fame as a 

crusading anti-Klan district attorney in the 1920s. In Hernández v. Driscoll Consolidated 

Independent School District, he found that the district’s practice of placing all Mexican-

American children into a three-year first grade program, ostensibly aimed at remedying 

limited English proficiency, was “arbitrary and unreasonable” because the extended 

placement was “not on a basis of individual aptitudes or attainments, but against all 

children of Latin American extraction as a class.” Particularly persuasive was testimony 

644 Ramos, 55-60. 
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that a child had been placed in the program even though English was her only language 

and she was not moved to an “Anglo” section of her school until her parents obtained 

legal counsel. She was the first child exempted from the remedial program in the twelve 

years the district’s superintendent had been employed there.645  

The rulings in both Hernández cases served to confirm the widely held view in 

Texas that persons of Mexican ancestry constituted a race or something so like it as to be 

indistinguishable when it came to ensuring their Constitutional rights. In so doing, they 

also confirmed the existence of an Anglo identity that included all Texans who were not 

African American or Mexican American, including the Irish, Germans, and Czechs.646 

Since the education cases had identified lack of English proficiency as the only valid 

category for separating Mexican-American children from Anglos, and because the 

German language, and to a lesser extent Czech, had virtually been eliminated outside a 

relatively small number of homes in a few parts of the state, the major factor isolating 

Germans and Czechs from “Old Stock” Anglos had been, or soon would be, removed. 

At the same time that LULAC and the American GI Forum were mounting 

challenges in the courts, they and individual Mexican Americans were working in the 

political arena as well.  The 1960 election would demonstrate in electoral terms what the 

court cases indicated as well:  that a milestone had been passed in Texas race relations, 

645Ibid., 59-62. Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Allred, James Burr V," 
 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/AA/fal42.html (accessed May 6, 2010). 
646The number of American Indians and Asian and Pacific Islanders in Texas at the Censuses of 1940, 
1950, and 1960 was never more than 0.2 percent  combined, and they were not  factored into arguments 
about rights during this period. This, too, would change.  Table 58. Texas – Race and Hispanic Origin, For 
The United States, Regions, Divisions and States in Campbell Gibson and Kay Jung, Working Paper Series 
No. 56, Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, September 2002. 
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and that old divisions among whites, such as those that had been so powerful earlier in 

the century, were losing their salience.  

Though their fight for the civil rights of Mexican Americans usually placed them 

on the progressive or liberal end of the political spectrum, LULAC and the GI Forum had 

officially been nonpartisan since their founding. But two San Antonians, Henry B. 

Gonzalez and Albert Peña, Jr., had achieved significant success as Democrats in the late 

1950s.  Gonzalez won election to the San Antonio City Council in 1953 and to the state 

senate in 1956, the first person of Mexican ancestry to serve there in at least a century. In 

1958 he ran unsuccessfully for governor, falling far short of unseating the incumbent, but 

finishing ahead of the formerly unbeatable W. Lee “Pappy” O’Daniel. Peña was elected 

to the Bexar County commission and used that position to build a powerful political 

organization of his own.  Along with GI Forum founder Dr. Hector Garcia, they 

spearheaded efforts in 1960 to swing Mexican-American votes to the Irish-American 

John F. Kennedy, whose Catholicism and highly publicized war record made him an 

attractive choice. Kennedy further ingratiated himself with the Texas leaders when he 

joined the Forum himself, though he never attended any of the group’s functions.647  

Gonzalez was a Kennedy man from the start, but Peña and Garcia had to be won 

over. Peña had been a strong Adlai Stevenson partisan since 1956 and had amazed 

observers when he turned out more than 10,000 Mexican Americans for a rally during the 

647Ignacio M. Garcia, Viva Kennedy: Mexican Americans in Search of Camelot, (College Station: Texas 
A&M University Press:  2000), 41-47. Kingston, 255. Hector Garcia’s appeals to the Democratic party in 
this period begin to use the terms “ethnic,” “ethnic group,” and “ethnicity” in reference to  Mexican 
Americans. This is the earliest use of these terms by and about Texans I have encountered in researching 
this dissertation. 
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candidate’s visit to San Antonio. Garcia retained strong ties to Lyndon Johnson dating 

from the Longoria incident. The three extracted promises from the Kennedy camp that 

any effort they organized would be independent of the conservative state party machinery 

and that if elected Kennedy would consider Mexican Americans for high-level 

appointments and try to eliminate the poll tax. In return they created the Viva Kennedy 

Club movement. Johnson had delivered on a promise to Peña to get the Texas delegation 

to the 1960 Democratic Convention to support a civil rights plank in the national 

platform.  Kennedy’s controversial choice of running mate strengthened their 

commitment to the ticket.648  

Prior to 1960, the national Democratic Party had depended on three largely 

northern constituencies and their leaders to turn out voters: African-Americans, organized 

labor, and the big city machines -- Irish, German, Italian, and particularly in the case of 

Chicago, Polish and Czech. Mexican Americans were an afterthought if they were 

thought of at all. The Eisenhower campaigns of the 1950s had actually made some efforts 

to reach out to “Latin Americans.” The Viva Kennedy movement would have two 

distinctive features. First, it was generated by Mexican Americans themselves, and 

second, though very loosely organized, it was nationwide.  In both cases, it created an 

awareness of the political promise of the Mexican-American community that would build 

rapidly in the ensuing decade.  The movement was also unique in the way it unified 

leadership across states and generations, in part because discipline took a backseat to 

648 Garcia, 38-46. 



365

instilling confidence and creating enthusiasm. Among the most effective advocates in 

bringing out younger voters were the most senior Hispanic figures in American politics, 

Rep. Edward Roybal of California and Sen. Dennis Chavez of New Mexico.649 

The Viva Kennedy Clubs opened up the political process in states like Kansas, 

Illinois, and Indiana, where Mexican Americans were an invisible though significant 

minority, as well as in the Southwest, where they were a more obvious voting bloc. 

Chicago’s Mexican-American community was united and energized as never before. In 

Texas, Mexican Americans had long been part of the political picture but were usually 

presumed to be controlled by powerbrokers. The clubs offered an opportunity to 

demonstrate that they were no longer under the control of Anglo – or Mexican-American 

– bosses but made up their own minds and voted their own interests. In November, slim

margins in Texas and Illinois gave Kennedy his razor-thin victory over Richard M. 

Nixon.  In both states, the Mexican-American vote generated by the Viva Kennedy Clubs 

played a significant role. In Texas, Kennedy polled 1,167,932 votes to Nixon’s 1,121,699 

– a difference of only 46,233. Analysis of vote totals by county reveals that the Democrat

needed only San Antonio, Corpus Christi, and five South Texas counties with active 

clubs to cover the spread. Robert Kennedy told a reporter from Mexico City that the 

“votes of Mexican Americans and other Latin Americans in the United States” elected 

JFK.  Buying votes would not have been beneath the Kennedys, as the primary campaign 

had demonstrated. But the success of the Viva Kennedy movement sent a powerful 

649Theodore H. White, The Making of the President, 1960 (New York: Pocket Books, 1961), 210-212. 
Garcia, 32-103, especially 94 and 97. 



366

message that the Hispanic vote was not for sale – at least not in the old, devalued 

currency of influence-peddling.650 

While Kennedy’s Catholicism appealed to many Mexican-American voters, it 

repelled and frightened other Americans, particularly in heavily Baptist states like Texas. 

Part of the problem for the nominee, as it had been for immigrants and their descendants 

since the 1840s, was that in the minds of many Old Stock Americans, including many 

Protestants, his Catholic identity was inextricably bound up with his Irishness, and with 

the stereotypes surrounding it. The Irish were “priest-ridden,” they allowed themselves to 

be manipulated by political bosses, and, of special concern to the Baptists, alcohol was 

central to their social – and sometimes political – lives.  In the Texas of the 1850s these 

worries had led to nativism and rise of the Know-Nothing Party, in the 1880s to the 

career of J.B. Cranfill, and in the 1920s to a resurgence in the Ku Klux Klan.  Across 

America, they had doomed the aspirations of the first Irish Catholic to seek the 

Presidency, Al Smith. 

When the nationally prominent Protestant minister Rev. Norman Vincent Peale 

voiced fears about the candidate’s relationship to the Vatican, Kennedy and his advisors 

decided he must address the issue. They chose as the venue an appearance before the 

Greater Houston Ministerial Association. Coming off a day in which he had visited El 

Paso and San Antonio, both hotbeds of “Viva Kennedy” sentiment, he met with 300 

hundred ministers and 300 spectators in a hotel ballroom. A questioner voiced perhaps 

650 Garcia, 90, 106.  Kingston, et al., 88-91. 
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the greatest worry of Protestants. He asked if the Catholic hierarchy could direct 

Kennedy’s decisions on matters of public policy. The candidate was blunt:  

If my church attempted to influence me in a way which was improper or which 
affected adversely my responsibilities as a public servant, sworn to uphold the 
Constitution, then I would reply to them that this was an improper action on their 
part, that it was one to which I could not subscribe, that I was opposed to it, and 
that it would be an unfortunate breech – an interference with the American 
political system.651 

In other words, he was an American – or in the minds of the Texas clergymen 

arrayed before him, an Anglo -- first and an Irish Catholic second.  His answer enabled 

some Protestants to focus on what many of them shared with him – the experience of 

fighting for their country, in World War I or World War II. The appearance did little to 

help him in Houston, where Nixon beat him by some 20,000 votes in November. But he 

did surprisingly well in McLennan County, home to the largest Baptist college in the 

country, Waco’s Baylor University, polling 5,000 more votes than his opponent. It was 

no surprise that he did very well in Irish Refugio. Most striking was how handily he 

carried the Czech-influenced eastern counties of the German Belt, and how poorly he did 

in the Belt’s western half, despite having Lyndon Johnson as his running mate. Only tiny 

Blanco, Johnson’s home county, came through for the native son. But in fact, the German 

counties had long leaned Republican, a product of contrarianism and a sense that despite 

its more recent move to the right, the GOP was still the party of Lincoln that had 

welcomed them in the dark days of the Civil War when they were Treue der Union.652 

651 White, 312-313. 
652 Kingston, 88-91. 
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 In the early 1950s, Texas political historian Seth Shepard McKay published an 

analysis called Texas Politics, 1906-1944, with Special Reference to the German 

Counties. The 1960 results demonstrated how fast things were changing in the postwar 

period. Just eight years after he examined the voting behavior of Texas Germans, that 

behavior seemed suddenly, and probably permanently, irrelevant – and not merely 

irrelevant, but soon impossible to determine.  Demographic change was in the wind. 

Texas was growing. Cold War worries had prodded the federal government into a 

massive program of aid to states for road building, and it would soon be possible to get 

almost anywhere in the state quickly and safely. Television was tying together 

communities that could not be easily linked by highways. Many small communities were 

withering away, while others, located along just the right road or recruiting just the right 

industry, flourished.  Ethnic enclaves were being diluted with great influxes of new 

people from the north and from the south – from the rest of the United States and, 

increasingly, from Mexico. 

With a couple of exceptions, in a very few years there would no longer be 

German counties, Irish counties, or Czech counties.  The significant differences would be 

among Anglo counties, Mexican-American counties, and urban counties, which in most 

cases would mean counties that were predominantly black and brown.653  

World War II had indeed changed everything. It shifted the ways Irish, German, 

and Czech Texans’ saw themselves. It gave Mexican Americans a new confidence. It 

653McKay, Texas Politics, 1906-1944, with Special Reference to the German Counties (Lubbock: Texas 
Tech Press, 1952). 
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allowed working class Protestants to vote for a Catholic blueblood because he and they 

had shared the same experience of war. And it set them all on the path to an even more 

sweeping transformation in ensuing decades. 
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Conclusion 

Nearly 75 years passed between 1887, when J.B. Cranfill wrote of “ignorant buck 

niggers,” “greasers,” and “beer-guzzling bo-Dutchmen from the slums of Germany,” and 

1960, when an Irish Catholic won the Presidency in part through the votes of Texans. 

That three-quarters of a century saw the development of a tri-racial system in Texas in 

which the Irish, Germans, and Czechs became part of an Anglo “race” that stood separate 

from a Mexican-American “race” and an African-American “race.”  These races 

occupied circumscribed spaces in the life of the state.  Which group one belonged to 

determined to a large extent what one could do in life, in matters of significance great and 

small.  In 1960, there was no question that any Anglo would be served at a lunch counter 

or waited on in a clothing store anywhere in the state. (This had not always been the case, 

however.) It was equally certain that an African-American would not be served or waited 

on. With very few exceptions, the same was true for Mexican-Americans.  LULAC in 

particular, and the American GI Forum to a lesser extent, had based their demands for 

civil rights on the contention that Mexican Americans were white, or Caucasian. Through 

heroic efforts, particularly by their lawyers, they made significant advances. Yet when 

Lyndon Johnson said, in his remarkable 1965 voting rights appeal to the United States 

Congress, that his goal was to help the sons and daughters of the Mexican-American 

children he had taught in Cotulla’s segregated Welhausen School, Texans recognized that 

he was stating the obvious:  equal rights for Mexican Americans, as for African 

Americans, remained a promise unfulfilled.  
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 Yet by the end of that decade, equal rights would be the law of the land and 

behaviors, if not necessarily hearts and minds, would have begun to change.  In no small 

part this transformation was due to a change in tactics. The view of the generation just 

coming of age in the 1960s was that individuals were entitled to rights not because of 

their race or despite it, but because they were Americans.  The young African Americans 

of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee and others who braved the brutality 

of the South in the Freedom Rides inspired their Mexican American contemporaries, 

some of whom had cut their organizational teeth in the Viva Kennedy clubs. 

This is not to say that they could have done what they did without those who 

came before. But their ability to see themselves in a new way allowed, or compelled, 

radical and sweeping change. On the Mexican-American side, activists vehemently 

rejected the LULAC approach.  Disdaining even the name Mexican American, they 

called themselves “Chicano” and embraced a racial identity. They turned away from 

efforts to assert Mexican-American rights by pointing out the differences between black 

and brown Texans, as Max Urwitz had once attempted to assert the difference between 

German- and African-American Republicans. They allied themselves with the Black 

Power movement, creating the Mexican American Youth Organization, MAYO; the 

Brown Berets; and a political party, La Raza Unida, that would run candidates for major 

state offices in the 1970s. They led a successful student strike for bilingual and bicultural 
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education in, of all places, Crystal City, where Japanese and Germans had been interned 

just thirty years before.654  

A school desegregation case in Houston in the early 1970s occasioned perhaps the 

boldest statement of the new attitude.  The Houston Independent School District 

disingenuously tried to circumvent the intent of a desegregation order by attempting to 

move hundreds of Mexican-American students into previously all-African-American 

schools -- rather than placing black and Anglo students in the same schools, as the courts 

had intended. Their justification was that they had belatedly decided that, as LULAC had 

long argued, the Mexican-American children were in fact white. Student activists 

intervened, demanding that Chicanos be considered a minority group that should itself be 

desegregated by the inclusion of Anglos in schools that had formerly only enrolled 

students of Mexican ancestry. Their goal was not to avoid going to school with African 

Americans, but for both black and brown children to receive the high quality facilities, 

books, and in some cases, teachers previously only made available to Anglo students. As 

a slogan used in a subsequent school boycott put it, they were “brown, not white.”655  

Perhaps, in part, because of a general opening up of American society, this 

approach proved much more effective than had LULAC’s.  By arguing that civil rights 

were due to all Americans, regardless of race, rather than because of it, both black and 

654 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Crystal City Revolts,"  
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/wmc1.html (accessed April 5, 2010). It should be 
noted that a first Crystal City uprising, led by a Mexican-American labor leader, occurred in 1963; the 
second, referred to here, was in 1969. See also Foley, “Over the Rainbow.” 
655 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr., Brown, Not White: School Integration and the Chicano Movement in 
Houston (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2001), xi.  
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brown Texans were able to make political and legal gains that greatly broadened 

opportunities.  Though inequities remained, and have in some ways increased in the years 

since, particularly in the area of de facto school segregation, African Americans and 

Mexican Americans were no longer faced with the indignity of being refused service in 

restaurants and stores, nor were they denied the right to participate in the political 

process. Indeed, in the years to come members of both groups won significant 

representation at the local, state, and federal electoral levels. 

 In a related paradox, once it was clear that the Irish, Germans, and Czechs had 

been fully incorporated into the Anglo “race,” they seemed to feel free to embrace their 

own ethnicities. They displayed a new willingness to explore, record, and enjoy their 

backgrounds in ways barred to them in the decades when they struggled to assure their 

own places in Anglo-ness.  In 1968, San Antonio mounted the first World’s Fair to be 

held in the Southwest.  The Hemisfair showcased the “confluence” of western 

hemisphere cultures. Old animosities were set aside, with pavilions sponsored by the 

Lone Star, Pearl, and Falstaff brewing companies sharing the fair grounds with one 

representing the Southern Baptists.656  The pavilion with the most lasting significance has 

been the Institute of Texan Cultures, now a part of the University of Texas at San 

Antonio. It celebrates ethnicity, with activities, a library, and an archive open to the 

public. 

656 Hemisfair 1968 Official Souvenir Guidebook, 12, 132. 
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 Separately, renewed interest in ethnicity has produced both scholarly works and 

reminiscences such as Vera Flach’s memoir, A Yankee in German America; Texas Hill 

Country. Celtic music festivals, Oktoberfests, and polka congresses have joined 

Juneteenth and Cinco de Mayo on the calendars of many communities.  Two Texas towns 

have fully and successfully embraced ethnic tourism, Fredericksburg capitalizing on its 

German heritage and West on its Czech roots. The Czechs of West even went so far in 

1961 as to purchase Hospodář, a Czech language newspaper formerly published in 

Omaha, and relocate it to their city, adding to their fame as Texas’ capital of oom-pah 

music and the characteristic Czech-American pastry, the kolache.  

 This dissertation suggests a number of areas for future research – though not 

necessarily by me!  Among them are the role of national Prohibition and its repeal in the 

ordering of Texas society since World War I; the way the German-, Czech-, and Spanish-

language newspapers and other media portrayed the events I have covered; how World 

War II, particularly revelations about the activities of the Nazis, affected German and 

Czech Texans; and the influence of the Cold War in the developments of the 1950s and 

1960s. A number of theses and dissertations have been written about the Texas Germans 

and Czechs, but very few about the Irish. An entire dissertation could be written about the 

Irish people I did not write about, and a look at the ongoing relationship of the Irish and 

Mexicans of Texas is certainly warranted.  The role of African Americans received short 

shrift here and deserves more consideration.  And finally, an exploration of the 

assimilative effects of radio and television is needed, particularly the early days when 
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local programming was a necessity and Cold War and civil rights discourses were being 

worked out, sometimes on the air. 

Arguably the most significant development in Texas since the 1960s has been the 

huge influx of immigrants from a range of Asian, African, Eastern European, Middle 

Eastern, Caribbean, and Latin American countries. Fostered by the repeal of the 

draconian immigration restriction laws of the 1920s, these streams of newcomers, like 

those of the decades covered in this dissertation, have helped create a more vibrant, 

diverse society, economy, and polity. At the same time, like their predecessors, they have 

sometimes encountered conflict, as between Anglos and Vietnamese immigrants in the 

fishing industry of the Gulf Coast.  And unauthorized immigration continues to be a 

challenge in the early years of the twenty-first century, as it has been since the days of 

Philip Nolan, the Irishman who crossed into Mexican Texas from the new United States  

-- at the end of the eighteenth.   
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Refashioning Ethnicity in 
Czech-Moravian Texas

KEVIN HANNAN

THIS STUDY OUTLINES CHANGE in the structure of ethnic culture
in a Texas community, with emphasis on the determinant role of language.1

The Texas Czech-Moravians were distinct among Czech communities in
America in that neither numerically nor culturally did they represent an im-
migrant microcosm of the Czech Lands.2 Some eighty percent of Czech-
Moravian immigrants in Texas were natives of the highlands of northeast-
ern Moravia adjacent to Slovak and Polish territory. Bohemia and Austrian
Silesia with Moravia form the historical lands of the Czech Kingdom,
which during the centuries preceding the creation of Czechoslovakia in
1918 were under Austrian rule. The traditional culture, religious traditions,
and spoken language distinguished the highlands of northeastern Moravia
from the other Czech Lands to the west. The homeland ethnicity has been
described in Texas in various ways: Czech, Czecho-Slavic, Czecho-Slovak,
Czech-Moravian, Moravian, Bohemian, and Slavic.3 Each of those names
relates to a specific historical period and to distinct political, cultural, and
social influences. Identity had been shaped by the loss of Czech indepen-
dence over the centuries, as the Czech Kingdom came under Austrian rule,
by historical religious struggles, and by the emigration or assimilation of the
native Slav nobility. More recently, popular perceptions of identity shifted
with the creation of Czechoslovakia, the Second World War, the modifica-
tion of political borders in 1945, the establishment of the pro-Soviet com-
munist government, and the events of 1993 that resulted in the breakup
of Czechoslovakia and the establishment of the Czech Republic.

The immigration to Texas began in the mid-nineteenth century and in-
creased steadily throughout that century before tapering off with the end of
the First World War.4 The Czech-Moravians settled some of the state’s most
fertile farmland, and today they are concentrated along belts of blackland
in the central portion of the state, though since the Second World War
many from the younger generations have migrated to the cities and also
beyond Texas. Up through the 1940s the community maintained a series
of insular social networks that reinforced ethnic identity and helped to
preserve Czech-Moravian culture. The final five decades of the twentieth
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century were characterized by language degeneration, ethnic fade, assim-
ilation, and the popularization of a new concept of Texas Czech heritage.
Exemplifying the phenomenon of chain migration from a corner of the
homeland and characterized by a history of decades of cultural isolation in
rural Texas, the Czech-Moravian community illustrates well the manner in
which cultural changes advance through time and space.

The development of immigrant cultures involves a dialectic process,
in which ethnic boundaries are repeatedly renegotiated. Fredrik Barth em-
phasized the role of social boundaries in defining ethnicity, though he ob-
served that culture is not constrained by ethnic boundaries: “[W]hen one
traces the history of [an] ethnic group through time, one is not simultane-
ously, in the same sense, tracing the history of ‘a culture’: the elements
of the present culture of that ethnic group have not sprung from the par-
ticular set that constituted the group’s culture at a previous time.”5 Social
boundaries also determined the direction of language change. Some recent
studies of ethnic communities stress the invention of ethnicity. Conzen
et al. note that “ethnicity is not a ‘collective fiction,’ but rather a process
of construction or invention which incorporates, adapts, and amplifies pre-
existing communal solidarities, cultural attributes, and historical memories.
That is, [ethnicity] is grounded in real life context and social experience.”6

The creative processes of ethnic invention in immigrant communities
served practical purposes, such as the unification through “symbols and
slogans” of groups divided by region of origin, spoken language, class,
politics, and religion.7 Such processes differed, of course, from ethnic
community to ethnic community, and there were significant differences
distinguishing rural and urban communities.

Czech-Moravian immigrants brought with them to Texas the idea that
language, ethnicity, culture, and in many respects religion are bound to-
gether, though the implications were articulated and played out in vari-
ous ways. Linguistics offers insight into ethnic fade and assimilation
(“loss” of ethnicity) and the transformation of the structure of an immi-
grant culture.8 There are parallels between, on one hand, the spatial and
temporal spread of language change and, on the other, the spatial and tem-
poral development of cultural characteristics. Furthermore, from an eth-
nolinguistic perspective language is not simply one of the characteristics
of a culture, but at times it may determine culture.9

The assimilation of minority cultures within a dominant culture often
follows the linguistic model known as the wave hypothesis, which pro-
poses that language change originates at a specific place and time and then
spreads simultaneously through space and through the strata of society.
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Social, cultural, and linguistic innovations, which themselves frequently
originate along a periphery before adoption as the norm, are diffused out-
wardly from a cultural or political center, much like waves arising when a
pebble is dropped into a pool of water. In accord with the wave hypothesis,
social borders act as a template for change, with change first affecting
the core of a social community; outlying areas are affected later, although
the periphery may not be affected at all.10 The loss of traditional culture
is accompanied by the advance of innovations that erode the traditional
way of life and marginalize the ancestral language and culture. For the
Czech-Moravians of Texas, assimilation involved language degeneration,
a simplification of the structure of the ethnic culture, and gradual assimi-
lation within the dominant Anglo-American society of Texas.11

As diaspora speakers become isolated from the living homeland lan-
guage, their language skills deteriorate. Just as the structure of the an-
cestral language spoken in diaspora is altered with time, so the structure
of ethnic culture changes, with a trend towards simplification of the lin-
guistic and cultural repertoires imported from the ancestral homeland.
Once cultural artifacts are lost, succeeding generations do not typically
revive them (at least not within a context fully faithful to the past). When
social networks unravel, these later are not artificially reconstructed. One
avoids assimilation only by abandoning the society in which assimilation
takes place, just as certain processes of nature may be circumvented only
by a change of physical environment. Otherwise, assimilation is a natural
process that, though it varies according to circumstance, cannot be hur-
ried or slowed at will. Assimilation is not, however, a steady decline or a
constant, systematic substitution of “new” phenomena for “old,” but
rather represents a dialectic process. Assimilation in Czech-Moravian
Texas was characterized by the loss of the ancestral language, culture,
and local social networks but was followed by a reaction to that process,
sometimes by a moment of ethnic revival. The latter process, then, was
followed inevitably by another period of decline, though it too prompted
some reaction.

In examining the evolution of Czech-Moravian culture, a critical issue
is intergenerational continuity. Some cultural elements were preserved in
Texas for several generations, most often in isolated rural areas, while
the recreated ethnicity of the 1980s ethnic revival, which began in the
major Texas cities, has less continuity with the past or the future. Unlike
ethnic culture in the past, the recreated ethnicity is no reservoir of com-
munity cultural tradition that is automatically transmitted from generation
to generation.
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LANGUAGE

From the arrival of the first Czech-Moravians in Texas up until the Second
World War, language represented a primary border of ethnicity, which
simultaneously defined the community and distinguished it from neigh-
boring populations that did not know the language. Traditionally, anyone
who learned and spoke the language, regardless of background, was ac-
cepted within the community,12 just as those who lost the language (typi-
cally through exogamy) drifted apart from the community. The language
in Texas may be described as a type of diglossia, with two linguistic
codes: (1) the colloquial language exhibiting many dialectal features from
northeastern Moravia (even in the case of the second and third generations
descended from immigrants from Bohemia and Silesia); and (2) literary
Czech.13 The spoken language varied from community to community,
from one family to another, and sometimes even from family member to
family member, with the idiolect of the individual comprising a specific
blend of Moravian dialectal forms, elements of literary Czech, German
borrowings, and, increasingly with time, borrowings from English.14

While a spoken form of literary Czech could be heard during religious ser-
vices and theatrical productions, no speaker actually employed literary
Czech as a spoken vernacular.15

Many immigrants spoke only their native dialect, while others knew both
that language and German, although the latter were not necessarily bi-cul-
tural.16 The Czech-Moravians had more in common with their German
neighbors than with Anglo-Americans, though the Czech-Moravian and
German communities of Texas were distinguished by certain cultural dif-
ferences, mores and community attitudes towards mores, socioeconomic
status (many of the German immigrants who first settled on farms subse-
quently moved to towns, while most Czech-Moravians remained on farms),
and often by religion (Catholics formed the majority among the Czech-
Moravians, while among Germans Lutherans predominated). Language was
a barrier for Germans, for it was very rare that a Texas German would know
the Czech-Moravians’ language. The Anglo-Americans in Texas tradition-
ally frowned on multilingualism and considered it the civic duty of all im-
migrants to abandon their native language for English. Anglo-Americans
in the twentieth century observed with approval that many Texas Germans
abandoned their ancestral language, in response to the political conflicts
between the United States and Germany.

The spoken language of the earliest immigrants was the traditional ter-
ritorial dialect with which they had been raised in the Old Country,17
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where German was the predominant language of government, higher cul-
ture, and technology. The origins of the majority of the Texas immigrants
in northeastern Moravia are reflected succinctly in the language spoken in
Texas. Of all dialects of Czech, the northeastern Moravian dialects are far-
thest removed, both spatially and in terms of linguistic features, from the
standard dialect of contemporary Czech, which is based on the speech of
Prague and central Bohemia. As the role of the Czech-language press ex-
panded in Texas in the early twentieth century and when contacts with and
immigration from the European homeland came to a halt, literary Czech,
based upon a mixture of elements from the speech of central Bohemia and
western Moravia, increasingly exerted a significant influence on the lan-
guage in Texas, even though, as noted above, no pure form of the literary
language was used colloquially.

Among themselves, Czech-Moravians held differing views on the defi-
nition of their language. Described in English as Czech, Texas Czech, Mora-
vian, Czech-Moravian, or Bohemian, the language spoken in Texas differs
from the varieties spoken in the contemporary Czech Republic. By the fi-
nal decades of the twentieth century, Texas Czech-Moravians displayed
some difficulty understanding the contemporary language of Bohemia and
the capital city of Prague. The variety of language spoken by Texas Czech-
Moravians has been considered substandard, both by Czechs in Europe and
by many Texas speakers.18 The two speech communities in Europe and
Texas, separated by thousands of miles and by dissimilar paths of social
and political development, had diverged since the nineteenth century.

In the years following the Second World War, after many from the more
numerous Texas community of speakers of German had abandoned their
ancestral language, it was claimed sometimes that Czech was the third
most widely spoken language in Texas, after English and Spanish,19 al-
though Czech by that time was undergoing drastic decline and stagna-
tion. The varieties of Czech spoken and written during the first decades
in Texas exhibited a relatively rich stylistic variation, though during the in-
terwar period the language became stylistically compressed and monoto-
nous. The syntax and lexicon of Texas Czech were increasingly borrowed
from English.

We are concerned here primarily with the spoken language, although
there is a venerable tradition of literary Czech in Texas, including a local
Czech-language press.20 While it differed in various features from the spo-
ken language of Texas and from the traditional dialects of northeastern
Moravia, literary Czech played a crucial role in the perpetuation of the
ancestral culture in Texas.
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FROM MONOLINGUALISM TO MONOLINGUALISM

Just as the immigrants, in one sense, represent human waves with spe-
cific temporal and spatial coordinates, so their culture was transplanted
to the new homeland at specific moments in time and points in space.
Early immigrants settled in central Texas in Fayette County and the sur-
rounding area; gradually, groups and individuals spread to contiguous and
more distant agricultural regions and then later to the cities. Fayette
County remains a center of Czech-Moravian culture in Texas, not just spa-
tially but also in terms of the wealth and the archaic nature of culture.21

Education was a high priority, even for the early immigrants. Literacy
rates for immigrants from the Czech Lands were among the highest in
America.22 The first Czech-language schools were established in Texas by
the 1860s. Although a Texas law of 1871 required that public school teach-
ers pass a proficiency exam in English, the law was not enforced for more
than a decade.23 In some parochial schools, religion and other subjects were
taught in Czech into the twentieth century. Many of the youth left school
with knowledge of literary Czech. The Texas Czech-Moravians subscribed
to Czech newspapers published in other states, and after the first Czech
newspaper in Texas was established in 1879, they supported a diverse
Czech press in Texas. Czech-language books and almanacs were readily
available in Texas, as was sheet music (and later recordings) of Czech pop-
ular music. In numerous communities, religious services were held in
Czech. Traditional entertainments, theatrical performances, and dances
also contributed towards language maintenance. According to the view of
the Czech-Moravians, their culture was in no way inferior to that of the
Anglo-Americans. They had little incentive to abandon their culture, all
of which was closely connected with spoken and written forms of Czech.

Before the Second World War, certain Czech-Moravians on isolated
farms had only limited exposure to English. Monolingualism, more com-
mon among females than males,24 was observed among the second and
third generations in Texas. Yet from the time of the first settlers, the influ-
ence of English was evident in the varieties of Czech spoken in Texas,
most obviously in the lexicon. All the various technical and cultural in-
novations that shaped the immigrant community throughout its history
have been associated with and described by a vocabulary borrowed from
English. It was impractical to create a new lexicon for technology, gov-
ernmental and financial transactions, and other spheres of everyday life
that was lacking in Czech; the immigrants simply borrowed words from
English and adapted these to their language. Agriculture, the chief occu-
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pation of the Czech-Moravians throughout their first century in Texas,
evolved as a domain of English. Little of the agricultural vocabulary from
northeastern Moravia was applicable in Texas, with its foreign climate,
landscape, crops, and implements. English became the language of the
farmer’s business transactions. Military service promoted the spread of
English among males. When voting, paying taxes, or otherwise interacting
with the bureaucracies of government, the Czech-Moravians had to com-
municate in English.

The isolation of the community and its language was reflected, with
time, in the stagnation and decline of spoken Czech in Texas, while such
isolation contributed to the facilitated maintenance of the language as a re-
duced immigrant variety. As contacts with the European homeland weak-
ened, there was less exposure to the contemporaneous language of the
homeland. The stream of immigration to Texas, which had swelled after
the Civil War, nearly ceased with the First World War, the creation of the
new state of Czechoslovakia in 1918, and America’s policies designed to
restrict “undesirable” immigration. Sensitive to the processes of language
change that touched their community from its very beginning, the Czech-
Moravians often recruited their schoolteachers, editors, and journalists
from among recent arrivals from Europe, though by the interwar period
those positions typically and necessarily were filled by natives of the
Texas community.

The Texas community’s support for organized religion has distinguished
it from most Czech communities in other states.25 Czech-Moravians
whose religious practices were closely linked to the ancestral language
and culture were more successful than their non-religious fellow ethnics
in resisting assimilation. Literary Czech had great symbolic value both for
the Catholic majority and the Protestant minority. One of the defining
characteristics of the Brethren Church, the largest Czech-Moravian Protes-
tant denomination in Texas, was its ties to the Czech religious reformers
who, already before Martin Luther, had championed the vernacular as
the language of worship and religious instruction.26 For Protestants from
the Czech Lands, the Czech-language Bible held both religious and his-
torical significance; the modern Czech literary language owes much to the
Czech Protestant translation of the Bible. Whether in Catholic or Protes-
tant congregations, scripture readings were delivered in literary Czech and
homilies in the idiolect of the homilists, many of whom had been born in
Moravia. Latin was the language of much of the Catholic liturgy until the
1960s, although scripture readings, hymns, and many Catholic devotions
until mid-century could be heard regularly in literary Czech. By the final
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decades of the twentieth century, Czech-language religious services were
rare, although sometimes still they are organized for special celebrations
or feast days.27

While strongly attached to literary Czech for doctrinal and historical
reasons, Protestants in Texas tended to assimilate as Americans sooner than
Catholics. Sharing certain religious beliefs and attitudes with Anglo-
Americans, Protestants enjoyed definite social advantages over Catholics.
More readily than Catholics, Czech-Moravian Protestants came to identify
themselves as Americans, and they were more apt than Catholics to An-
glicize the spelling and pronunciation of their names. Their churches did
not commemorate most of the Catholic feast days tied to the annual cal-
endar, such as Corpus Christi, a major holiday usually celebrated in June
characterized by public prayers, solemn processions through the streets,
and a community celebration uniting the entire Catholic community.28

Anglo-Americans disapproved of all Czech-Moravians whom they per-
ceived as unwilling to abandon the ancestral language and customs, yet
always the greatest Anglo-American disdain was directed at Catholics.

For generations, community life revolved around the churches and the
fraternal organizations, such as S.P.J.S.T. (Slavonic Benevolent Order of
the State of Texas) and K.J.T. (Catholic Union of Texas), which had been
established to provide the immigrants with affordable life insurance. Local
societies of those organizations erected community halls, used for wed-
ding celebrations, meetings, and other gatherings. Maintained through
the communal, voluntary efforts of members, the local lodges of those
organizations remain today in many rural communities a visible marker
of Czech-Moravian ethnicity. In accordance with the axiom about two
Czechs and three organizations, the Czech-Moravians were fond of form-
ing new groups, some religious, others cultural and social. Individuals typ-
ically belonged to and interacted with a host of ethnic organizations, from
local circles of homemakers and farmers to the organizations representing
the clergy, professionals, and community leaders. Such groups, their mem-
bers and banners were visible at public celebrations, parades, funerals, and
holidays such as the July 3 Feast of Saints Cyril and Methodius and the
Fourth of July.

Once immigration from Europe ceased, Czech-Moravian Texas could
neither recover nor replace the lost speakers of the ancestral language, nor
replenish the language skills of the living speakers that were deteriorat-
ing with the passage of time. As commonly has been observed in other
ethnic communities, the content of the Czech-language press in Texas
with time no longer reflected the contemporaneous language of the home-
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land, but often was mere word-for-word translation from English.29 Iso-
lation from Czechoslovakia was nearly complete during the communist
period. By the 1950s, those in Texas who spoke and read Czech had little
or no contact with the contemporaneous spoken and written Czech lan-
guage of Europe, a circumstance heightened by the political situation in
communist Czechoslovakia.

Forms of popular entertainment such as radio and the early sound movies
had little impact on the Texas Czech-Moravians who, throughout the in-
terwar period, continued to view American popular culture as essentially
alien. Local Czech-language theatrical productions were popular in Texas
long after English-language movies were introduced, and Czech plays
could be viewed irregularly even in the 1980s, though most of the audi-
ence by that time was forced to rely on past memories or on context to
understand the performance, just as many of the performers then had
memorized Czech dialogue they did not understand. Television was a dif-
ferent matter from radio and film, however.30 Once a family owned a tele-
vision, English was heard regularly throughout the household. Typically,
the entire family gathered together around the television to view and listen
to the English-language telecasts. Television, along with air condition-
ing, affected the traditional social customs observed in Texas, such as the
beseda (‘visit’ or ‘chat’), the unannounced, semi-formal Sunday afternoon
visit to relatives and friends.31 Before central air conditioning became
prevalent, families during summer spent hours outside the home, on porches
or beneath trees. Evening meals were often taken outside. Fewer oppor-
tunities for social intercourse were evident, certainly during warm weather,
after the introduction of air conditioning.

The mid-twentieth century represents a watershed in the process of
assimilation for the Texas Czech-Moravians. During the five decades that
followed, spoken Czech ceased to function as a living language, and
much of the ancestral culture connected so closely with the language was
finally lost. A major impetus for assimilation was the switch to English as
the dominant language of the household. So long as Czech, in the press,
in the churches, on radio broadcasts, and in amateur plays, could effec-
tively compete with English, the former was spoken at home and passed
on to succeeding generations. Yet by the time most Texas families owned
a television in the 1950s, Czech no longer was able to compete on an equal
footing. Still in the 1960s one encountered elderly Czech-Moravians born
in Texas who spoke no English, though by the late 1940s and the 1950s
English had become the first language of most schoolchildren in the
community.
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In previous decades parents had felt an obligation to pass on the an-
cestral language to their children. Throughout the twentieth century cor-
respondents in the Texas press urged readers to preserve and promote the
language. Vertical social networks linking the generations of a family,
along with horizontal networks that linked neighbors and co-religionists,
reinforced the significance of Czech and offered opportunities for its use.
Yet by mid-century few parents felt any practical need for passing on the
language.32 Social intercourse in previous generations had dictated the use
of the ancestral language; speaking English then in certain social envi-
ronments was considered rude, snobbish, or otherwise socially inappro-
priate. During the interwar period many families and individuals devel-
oped horizontal social networks that extended beyond the Czech-speaking
community, and the maintenance of those networks dictated the use of
English. Thus, speakers of Czech increasingly found themselves in so-
cial environments where use of their ancestral language was considered
inappropriate.

Along with the introduction of television and air conditioning, wartime
military service and the mobility of the younger generations that accom-
panied and followed the Second World War symbolize the death of the
Czech language in Texas. Increasing numbers of the young people left the
farms at mid-century, though agriculture remained an important Czech-
Moravian occupation. By that time endogamy was no longer the norm in
multi-ethnic towns, though often still it was observed in the insular rural
settlements where the majority of the population was Czech-Moravian.
Organized religion, in the case of Catholic and Brethren Czech-Moravians,
continued in some instances to reinforce the former ethnically-based pat-
terns of social contact and marriage. The practice of exogamy brought
changes in the old social networks; and from the mid-century the Czech-
Moravians of Texas no longer represented a closed community in which in-
dividuals defined their identity primarily by Czech-Moravian ethnicity and
language.

The displacement of the spoken language proceeded hand-in-hand with
the loss of elements of the ancestral culture, as those were supplanted by
elements from the contemporary American culture. Popular culture rep-
resented a steady, advancing stimulation for the younger generations in the
rural settlements. The cultural innovations that affected American society
in the late 1960s, evident for example in music and hair styles, were first
felt in the urban and industrialized metropolitan areas, and those innova-
tions reached rural areas such as Czech-Moravian Texas only later; though
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inevitably. By the 1970s the rural towns represented a backwater whose
limited economic opportunities drove many of the young to leave for
the cities.33

After the Second World War, ethnicity in the rural areas was seldom
expressed publicly.34 Czech was relegated to a few symbolic domains as-
sociated with ethnic identity and with the ancestral homeland, namely re-
ligion and the gatherings of the local ethnic organizations. Even towards
the end of the twentieth century, when none of the surviving officers could
converse in Czech, the by-laws of the oldest Texas organizations still rec-
ognized Czech as the official language. Founded in 1896, the S.P.J.S.T.
remains the largest of the Czech-Moravian fraternal organizations of Texas.
During the first decades, language was not an issue within those organiza-
tions. The officers and members spoke Czech; written communications, in-
cluding publications and insurance policies, were issued in Czech. Only
as English made deep inroads into the community were those organizations
forced to proscribe the domains of the ancestral language. The eighth state
convention of the S.P.J.S.T., held in Schulenburg in 1920, added this clause
to its by-laws: “Only that person can become a member (man or woman)
who speaks the Slavic language or is of Slavic extraction, except in cases
where only one of the couple is of Slavic extraction, both will be admitted
as members.”35 At the thirteenth convention held in Taylor in August 1940,
members approved four pages of English-language material to appear in
each issue of the Věstník (Herald).36 The convention minutes note: “There
was a lively and lengthy debate about the inclusion of English language
pages in the Věstník.”37 It was also noted at that time that “the future for
securing competent Czech linotype operators was very bleak.”38

Throughout the community’s history few, if any, Czech-Moravians ever
achieved a “perfect” or balanced bilingualism, such that the individual
was equally proficient in both languages in all spheres of thought and en-
deavor. By the 1940s the bilingualism of Texas speakers was skewed to-
wards greater proficiency in English. Members of the fraternal organiza-
tions had a practical view of language, especially as the number of spheres
from which Czech was restricted spread. Most in the 1940s and 1950s
wanted Czech to retain a symbolic function, yet linguistic purism had lit-
tle attraction if somehow it disadvantaged individuals or the community.
At the fourteenth S.P.J.S.T. convention in Corpus Christi in July 1944, it
was agreed that “[a]ll deliberations, in conventions, in meetings of the
Supreme Lodge, and in local lodge meetings are to be conducted in the
Czech language, but in the case of need, such deliberations are to be trans-
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lated into the English language, orally and in writing.”39 During the six-
teenth convention held in Houston in June 1952 the publication committee
recommended that the Věstník editor have mastery of both Czech and En-
glish and that he edit both the Czech- and English-language sections of
the newspaper.40 At the eighteenth convention in San Antonio in June
1960, a motion was passed reaffirming the role of Czech as the language
of the state conventions.41 The twenty-first convention in Houston in 1972
was formally convened by S.P.J.S.T. president Nick A. Morris in both
Czech and English.42 Yet by the 1970s few members were able to converse
in Czech. From the interwar period until 1992, the S.P.J.S.T. by-laws in-
cluded this requirement for the office of state president: “He must have
knowledge of both Czech and English languages.” That clause was struck
from the by-laws in 1992.43

Language shift in Texas entailed periods of decline sandwiched between
brief moments of revival. The entire second half of the twentieth century
was not a period of constant decline for Czech. Much talk and energy was
devoted then to the revival of the language, and at times it appeared that
Czech was undergoing some degree of revitalization. Yet by the 1970s
Czech-Moravian Texas had had no contact with the European homeland
for half a century and more. The language then was associated with the
elderly. The elements of the ancestral culture that survived in Texas were
relics; these appeared to many of the youth within the community as ar-
chaic and lifeless. Community rites, such as the annual Maypole festivity
held on May 1 and accompanied by dancing and feasting, were discarded
as they lost all traditional cultural reference. The old ethnic culture was jux-
taposed, especially in the minds of the young, against the American cul-
tural innovations that eventually penetrated to areas that formerly had been
isolated, rural ethnic enclaves.

Still encountered in conversation just a few years ago, the language no
longer is used for oral communication. The postwar generations now have
witnessed the assimilation of the Texas Czech-Moravians, a process that
had been resisted, consciously or unconsciously, in previous generations.
Not only have they lost their ancestors’ native language, but in most cases
today, Texas descendants of Czech-Moravian immigrants lack the “for-
eign” accent which characterized the English speech of the previous gen-
erations born in Texas. Texans of Czech-Moravian ancestry now resemble
their Anglo-American neighbors in speech and customs. The young people
who remain in the rural locales have assimilated the outward trappings,
such as costume and music, and also many of the attitudes of the Anglo-
Americans of Texas.
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TEXAS VIEWS OF OLD COUNTRY ETHNICITY

At the end of the eighteenth century, most Slavs in the Czech Lands were
peasants, with the Roman Catholic clergy representing the sole cultural
elite. Like other immigrants, the first Czech-Moravians in Texas “brought
no sense of nationality to America with them, only local identities and
allegiances.”44 The first Moravians who arrived in Texas in the mid-nine-
teenth century were little influenced by the movement known as the Czech
National Awakening (or National Revival).45 That movement was inspired
by Romanticism, by the revival of the Czech language, which at the end of
the eighteenth century had been pushed to the periphery of public life in
Bohemia and was preserved chiefly among the peasantry, and by the rev-
olutionary events that spread through Europe in 1848. The National Awak-
ening developed in Prague and then reached other parts of Bohemia and
the major Moravian cities; only later did its influence touch rural Moravia
and Austrian Silesia. Northeastern Moravia, the home of the majority of
the Texas immigrants, was the last territory, temporally and spatially, af-
fected by the Czech National Awakening. It is relevant for any discussion
of ethnicity in America to note that the National Awakening represented
less a revival or some return to the historical past than it did the ideas of
eighteenth-century Romanticism. It was very much a national “invention,”
though its leaders and the masses that eventually embraced it saw it as a
return to a glorious historical past. More influential in Moravia than the
Czech National Awakening was Pan-Slavism, a cultural movement with
strong religious influences that spread throughout Moravia and Slovakia
in the latter half of the nineteenth century and emphasized the similari-
ties of the Slavic languages and cultures.46

Texas immigrants were too preoccupied with the tasks of accultura-
tion to express deep concern about political developments in the land they
had left behind. Immigrants retained few positive memories of Austrian
rule, which lasted until 1918. When reminded by an acquaintance that he
had “a better pig sty” at home in Moravia, pioneer Valentin Haidušek re-
marked: “I had rather live in this cabin as an American citizen than to live
in a palace and be under the [Austrians].”47 Certain males had come to
Texas to escape Austrian military service, and some Protestant immigrants
had chafed under the religious conditions of the homeland, where Roman
Catholicism was the established religion. A correspondent in Našinec de-
scribes his father, born in Texas in 1905: “He had knowledge of the . . .
Czech language and the Valach dialect [and] the Moravian speech which
we spoke at home. . . . Always it was interesting for me that, despite his
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great interest in the Czech language, Father had little or no interest in
Czechoslovakia. The Old Country was a different world, and he felt no
ties to it.”48 That sentiment was common among Czech-Moravians for
whom Czechoslovakia never quite measured up to Texas reminiscences on
the homeland.

Some immigrants envisioned their stay in Texas as a temporary one, al-
though as it expanded and prospered, the Czech-Moravian community ex-
pressed loyalty and affection towards the new homeland. Expressions of
solidarity with the Slavs of the Old Country became common only after
the immigrants and their descendants had achieved a measure of success
in America. The difficulties experienced by the first immigrants in the
mid-nineteenth century, as a result of the climate, the isolation of the first
rural settlers, and economic hardships,49 were largely forgotten by the
end of century, and today those hardships hardly figure into the contem-
porary mythology of ethnic heritage. According to the reasoning of the de-
scendants of immigrants, the sacrifices made were a necessary, logical
investment in the prosperity that characterized the community in the twen-
tieth century.

With most of their fellow ethnics settled on farms and in rural com-
munities, the Czech-Moravians represented a distinct socioeconomic
group. Throughout the twentieth century their profile in business and pub-
lic service lagged behind that of many other European ethnic groups in
Texas. Not all Czech-Moravians viewed their ethnicity in a positive light,
something exacerbated by Anglo expressions of ethnic, cultural, and reli-
gious prejudice.50 The popular “Bohemian” stereotype in Texas was neg-
ative, associated with agriculture, ethnic clannishness, limited knowledge
of English, and heavy consumption of alcohol. For other Czech-Moravians,
however, the ethnic stereotype was positive; they considered their own
folk to be hardworking, neat (as they observed when comparing the houses
of rural Anglos to the tidy Czech-Moravian homesteads surrounded by
vast flower and vegetable gardens), and cultured. There was little support
for Prohibition among Czech-Moravians, who viewed the Prohibitionist
movement of the early twentieth century as folly, hypocrisy, and additional
evidence for a deep cultural gap that distinguished Czech-Moravians from
Anglos.

Traditionally, ethnicity for the Czech-Moravians was bound explicitly
with the notion of progress, whether individual or communal. Each gener-
ation throughout the twentieth century sought to surpass the educational
achievements and the standard of living of the previous generation. There
was no desire to return to the past. The Czech-Moravians never have em-
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braced the idea that their Texas community is a diaspora representing a
biological and cultural continuation of the Old Country. By the early
decades of the twentieth century, their concept of identity was influenced
more by developments occurring within their Texas community than by
happenings in the old homeland. The institution of a Czech language
course at the University of Texas at Austin in 1915 did much to stimulate
ethnic pride. The Czech-Moravians who participated in the celebration of
the centennial of Texas statehood in 1936 simultaneously celebrated their
accomplishments in Texas and their European background. Such celebra-
tions reinforced the concept of a Czech-Moravian identity rooted in Texas.

As observed in various ethnic communities, the image of the ancestral
homeland, so significant during the early years in immigration, underwent
redefinition. Conzen et al. observe that for many ethnic communities in
America, the homeland was “a symbol that provided a basis for continu-
ity amidst dislocation and unity beyond customary local attachments, but
also ultimately it became a symbol of a backward, unprogressive Old
Country that emerges as distinct from a new American reality.”51 By the
Second World War, the Czech-Moravian language and culture were seen
as artifacts of a distant, alien world and a past era, to be shed gradually by
succeeding generations, until finally a state of full assimilation was
achieved. Czech-Moravians, especially the young who longed to leave the
farms for a better life, viewed this as a necessary and natural process.

By the final decades of the twentieth century, public images of Czech-
Moravian Texas had become quite positive. The old negative stereotype of
the Bohemian died out among Anglos as the Czech-Moravians abandoned
their ancestral language. Anglo perception of the community has been
closely linked with maintenance of the ancestral language. The now pre-
dominantly English-speaking Czech-Moravian community achieved re-
spect for its industry, thrift, low crime rates, and genial attitude towards
life. Cultural expressions such as the “Bohemian wedding” and Czech
pastries came to be viewed positively by other ethnics.52

As the old social networks disintegrated, ethnicity increasingly was “pri-
vatized.” Writing about Polish Americans of the same period, Bukowczyk
notes that they became “part-time ethnics” characterized by “a selective
return to roots; they chose what of their past to accept, what to recover,
what to use, and what to discard.”53 Within the family, females, especially
grandmothers, played a crucial role in instilling a sense of ethnicity in
children.54 Venues of food preparation now provide opportunities for re-
inforcing ethnicity. Females, in recent decades most often members of a
single church congregation, gather en masse to bake kolaches and other
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pastries.55 Increasingly, ethnicity came to be associated with domestic
activities, such as the zabijačka (butchering of a pig), which took place
seasonally on some farms.

Discussion of the establishment of a pro-Soviet communist govern-
ment in Czechoslovakia and the influence of that development on per-
ceptions of identity in America is well beyond the scope of this study, as
attitudes by that time varied greatly from individual to individual. Some
Czech-Moravians even in the 1950s idealized the Old Country, sympa-
thizing with the Slav population and viewing the political situation as the
latest in a series of historical tragedies that had plagued the ancestral
homeland. Others in Texas focused on their own American identity and
condemned everything associated with the communist government. The
latter attitude was especially prevalent among males with military service.
One could hear the sentiment expressed that there were by now intrinsic
differences in the character of the Czechs. It was suggested that the most
industrious and courageous population had come to Texas and the New
World, while those who had remained in the Old Country lacked certain
character and virtue.56

Czechs, Slovaks, and others who managed to escape from the Soviet
bloc could request asylum and resettle in America, provided they were
willing to declare they were political refugees. Most who came to Texas
were, in fact, “economic refugees” and had not been involved at home
in politics.57 That immigration affected Texas, chiefly in the 1980s and in
the larger cities. The Czech-Moravians provided assistance with hous-
ing and employment, and the recent arrivals initially expressed some in-
terest in the social and cultural activities of the Texas community.58 Yet
the typical new émigré in Texas failed to show an appreciation for the
heritage encountered at the Czech-Moravian ethnic festivals.59 Many
were well-educated; natives of Prague and other large cities were well-
represented. The new émigrés were not attracted by the Texas agricul-
turalists’ culture with its origins among peasants and highland shepherds.
That culture was rooted in a specific place and time that had little mean-
ing for recent arrivals from Czechoslovakia.

ETHNICITY RECREATED

The ethnic revival observed in America in the 1970s was, in part, a reac-
tion against the social changes of the 1960s and a response to what some
interpreted then as the shattering of the core values of American society. It
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represented also a belated protest against the concept of the American
melting pot; in many instances it was a validation of the principle of “third
generation return” elaborated by sociologist Marcus Lee Hanson,60 who
noted that the third generation in America revives a lost interest in the
ancestral culture and values. By the 1970s expressions of ethnic pride
implied feelings of cultural confidence and security, as well as offering
proof of some degree of integration within mainstream American society.
As all those varied motivations suggest, the roots phenomenon illustrates
a host of contradictions.

The roots phenomenon reached Czech-Moravian Texas in the late 1970s.
Heritage became a popular theme throughout the 1980s, and several or-
ganizations worked actively to promote knowledge of Czech-Moravian
history and traditions. The redefinition of identity was a process that pro-
ceeded in “English only,” although the occasional symbolic Czech word
(not always understood or translated correctly) surfaced in slogans and
mastheads. Unlike the ethnic organizations founded in Texas during pre-
vious generations, which had recognized and used Czech as their official
language, the language of the new organizations established in the 1980s
exclusively was English. The Czech language often represented a hurdle
for the heritage enthusiasts. From one perspective, it was a disadvantage
that the ancestral language had endured so long in Texas and that a great
wealth of sources on the community’s history and culture had been
recorded in Czech.

The definition of heritage in Texas since the 1980s is complicated both
by the preponderant lack of knowledge of the Czech language, which has
severely limited access to the Czech-language literature, and by the tradi-
tional Slav egalitarianism. Deprived of their nobility and cultural elites
during previous centuries, most Czechs by the nineteenth century repre-
sented an egalitarian, predominately peasant population that acknowl-
edged no innate social stratification. For the typical peasant, every voice
had a right to be heard and was of equal import, a characteristic also re-
lated to the stereotypical anarchy of the Slavs.61 Most heritage enthusi-
asts of the 1980s recognized no higher cultural authority than themselves.
In promoting what often was a personal vision of heritage based on the
customs and cultural preferences of their grandparents, the heritage en-
thusiasts made few appeals to scholars, experts in the relevant fields of en-
deavor, or natives of Czechoslovakia. Family revelation was more highly
valued than the opinion of those from outside the immediate community.
Family experience frequently provided the context for authenticity: a trait
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or cultural element was pronounced authentic only if it had been known or
practiced within the individual’s own family.62 One often encounters the
notion that some precious pearl of wisdom was bequeathed by an elderly
or deceased relative, who revealed “how it all really was” concerning tan-
gled definitions of history, ethnicity, culture, or religion.

A major organization of the ethnic revival is the Czech Heritage Soci-
ety of Texas, founded in Taylor in 1982 by Albert J. Blaha, Sr. (1915–
1988). Blaha, who had worked overseas as an engineer before returning
to his native Texas, was typical of many Czech-Moravians who promoted
heritage in the 1980s. Prominent heritage people have tended to be well ed-
ucated, though most do not know Czech with any degree of fluency. Many
had lived away from their birthplace, experiencing some discontinuity in
their personal experience of ethnicity,63 due to military service or employ-
ment, and they exemplify Hansen’s model of “third generation return.”
They came into contact with other ethnic cultures, and they tended to vi-
sualize Czech-Moravian culture in terms of models of other cultures en-
countered. One of the major occupations of the Czech Heritage Society of
Texas has been genealogy and the investigation of the origins of pioneer
ancestors.64 By the 1980s few Texas families had preserved the details of
family history or the names of villages or even regions of origin in the Old
Country, and for some individuals, the entire experience of the ethnic re-
vival has involved the deciphering of genealogical data.

The definition of heritage involved some controversy and even pro-
duced defections from the Czech Heritage Society of Texas.65 Heritage is
not synonymous with tradition, since for Czech-Moravians the former im-
plies a certain degree of progress and continual change. A favorite image
for Albert Blaha, Sr., was “Czech footprints across the bluebonnet fields of
Texas,” which suggests a negotiable synthesis of the European and Amer-
ican experiences. For many contemporary Czech-Moravians, heritage be-
gins with the historical present and entails the recreation of a past that
feeds off the present, ignoring the natural process of time that unfolds
out of the past. Unlike certain activists in other cultures who see the pre-
sent as decadent and who, in one form or another, have advocated a re-
turn to the past,66 the Texas heritage enthusiasts are rooted in the present.
Conflicting, individual interpretations of the past may be recognized as
having equal legitimacy for their entire contemporary Texas community.

Until the mid-twentieth century, ethnicity in Czech-Moravian Texas
simultaneously was expressed horizontally among members of the church
and local community and vertically across the generations. Yet for her-
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itage enthusiasts since the 1980s, the new social networks of ethnicity
evolved horizontally. The heritage folk of contemporary Czech-Moravian
Texas share their passion for heritage with colleagues and acquaintances,
typically of similar background, though rarely is that interest reciprocated
across the generations of a family. As previously noted, some prominent
figures in the heritage movement at some point in their life had been “up-
rooted” from their ethnic environs, and the refashioned ethnicity they pro-
moted was something rather different from the ethnic experience of a third-
generation farmer, for example, on the family farm in Fayette County.

The 1980s witnessed efforts in Texas to revive the Czech language,
primarily among the elderly and retired, some of whom had retained lim-
ited knowledge of Czech from childhood. Weekly evening classes were
promoted, some featuring native Czechs as instructors, though partici-
pants typically expressed greater interest in expounding on their own eth-
nic experience or in singing the Czech songs of their childhood than in
serious language study. Few of the students had the motivation or op-
portunity actually to use the target language.67 Paradoxically, those who
sought then to promote Czech in Texas demonstrated little ability for
learning and using the language themselves,68 although even ethnic ac-
tivists with no knowledge of the ancestral language have acknowledged
that the survival of the ethnic culture is closely linked to language main-
tenance. Members of the heritage organizations abandoned neither their
native English language nor the specific American traditions they and
their families had assimilated and cultivated in recent decades. Their ex-
pressions of ethnicity, most often occurring at ethnic festivals, were vol-
untary and situational.

Individuals today derive personal satisfaction in publicly demonstrat-
ing an ethnic identity, sometimes in a colorful ethnic costume imported
from an unknown corner of the Old Country,69 and they see themselves as
augmenting the bland identity of the previous generations, yet their contact
with traditional ethnic culture is minimal. Just as efforts at language revival
were disappointing, ethnic festivals have done little to promote knowl-
edge of the ancestral homeland.70 The ethnic festivals popularized since the
1980s promoted a revived ethnic consciousness among Texas Czech-Mora-
vians, though the emphasis was on a provincial, commercialized Texas ver-
sion of ethnicity that largely was unfaithful to the original. In summary, the
roots movement among Texas Czech-Moravians could neither reverse nor
brake the natural processes of assimilation which characterize any ethnic
community that has drifted so far in time and space from its origins.
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The following paid advertisement illustrates the style and slogans of the
ethnic revival:

FREE ADMISSION
Jak se mate?

20th Annual Kolache Festival
Saturday, September 11, 2004

. . . The Kolache Festival is a celebration of the revitalization of
Czech heritage. . . . a county that was basically a Czech settlement
realized their precious identity was slipping away. New genera-
tions knew not the language, the music or the art of their ancestors.
Not only do we grasp at the past, but we hurry to share the his-
tory . . . to bring into today’s focus the beauty, talent, and delight of
the Czech people. Come to the Kolache Festival and learn the won-
derful Czech philosophy. See the technique of the stenciling, bas-
ket weaving, egg decorating, quilting, woodcraft, carving, sculp-
turing. Dance to the polka and sing the songs of the musician.
Taste the true ethnic food and lend your soul to the fulfillment of
the Czech cultural heritage.71

The greeting jak se mate, literally ‘How are you?’ (with the Czech dia-
critic missing over the letter a in máte) represents symbolic use of the an-
cestral language.72 The festival has been assigned a generic name referring
to the kolache pastry in order to suggest a broad, generic culture (several dif-
ferent annual Texas festivals have been named for the kolache or klobáse
‘sausage’). In gathering not only people from their own ethnic community,
but also those of other backgrounds, to celebrate their Texas Czech pastries
and sausages, the organizers of such events have purposely chosen vague
names, rather than some locally significant ethnic reference or symbol. With
references to “heritage,” “history,” “identity,” and “true ethnic food,” the ad
implies that the festival showcases a traditional culture that has been rescued
from near oblivion. Yet the arts and crafts typically displayed at the Czech-
Moravian festivals are similar to the contemporary Anglo-American vari-
ety available in stores and at generic arts-and-crafts shows, not something
imported from Europe. The Texas festivals feature some foods unknown in
the Old Country, for example fried chicken and barbecued beef. While a
wide variety of kolache pastries, some as large as American pies and cakes,
is traditional across the regions of the ancestral homeland, only one kolache,
the size and shape of a stuffed doughnut, is known today in Texas.73
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Music, a key element of ethnic celebrations, illustrates the dynamic
process of cultural syncretism.74 The Czech music of contemporary Texas,
still today heard on some radio stations, at dances and at other festivities,
was shaped more by the later generations in Texas than by the early im-
migrants. The polka and waltz music of Texas has its origins in the popu-
lar music of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Bohemia. Military
brass bands had a tremendous influence on the development of that music,
though some folk songs from Bohemia also were incorporated within the
genre. That music did not reflect the traditions of eastern Moravia, how-
ever, where the traditional music of the highlands, performed on stringed
instruments, shares much with the traditional folk music of other regions
of the Carpathian Mountains in Slovakia, Poland, Ukraine, and Romania.
The instrumentation of the Texas groups has changed over the years. For
generations brass bands were fashionable.75 In recent decades, country-
western music has become popular throughout the rural communities, and
the surviving Czech-Moravian orchestras today typically alternate coun-
try songs with polka and waltz tunes, some of the latter sung in Czech,
switching back and forth between brass and electric instruments.76 For
Catholic Czech-Moravians, a symbol of the refashioned heritage inte-
grated into ethnic festivals is the Polka Mass. Festival participants are able
to dance and celebrate on Saturdays and Sunday afternoons, while at-
tending a Polka Mass on Sunday morning, though it has little in common
with traditional Czech-Moravian hymns or devotions.77

Northeastern Moravia knows a rich repertoire of traditional folk dances.
None of those were preserved in Texas. Reflecting developments in the
popular culture of the homeland, the polka and the waltz have been the pre-
ferred dances. Other dances such as the schottische and seven-step polka
became popular in Texas, although increasingly since mid-century young
people in the rural areas have preferred the two-step and country music.
Folk dance groups existed in Texas throughout the twentieth century, es-
pecially in cities such as Houston and Dallas, reflecting the fact that folk
dance was something imposed “from above” by ethnic activists; no trace of
the colorful traditional dances of the Moravian highlands survived in rural
Texas. Many Texas groups have featured the beseda, which is not a tradi-
tional folk dance but rather an elaborately choreographed compilation of
various traditional steps and melodies. The beseda, in distinct Czech,
Moravian, and Silesian versions, was popularized in the homeland in the
late nineteenth century. Czech patriots had danced the beseda to demon-
strate their opposition to Austrian rule, although by the interwar period in
the homeland it was deemed archaic and unfashionable. One popular folk
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dance group from West has created its own dances and costumes, although
those dances have more in common with Germanic and Texan than Slavic
traditions.78

CONCLUSION

A study of the Texas Czech-Moravian community offers insight into some
specific processes of change that shape an immigrant culture. Exemplifying
the phenomenon of chain migration from a corner of the Old Country, the
Czech-Moravian immigrants came to Texas as a relatively homogenous
population. Most became farmers raising crops unknown in the Old Coun-
try, and their isolated rural settlements for a century represented a stability
and cultural continuity rarely witnessed in urban ethnic neighborhoods. The
structure and content of Czech-Moravian culture in Texas, like the com-
munity’s understanding and definitions of ethnic identity, were irreversibly
transformed with the loss of the ancestral language. Ethnicity as commu-
nicated and understood in English has differed markedly from the ethnic-
ity formerly expressed in Czech. The structure of the culture had been re-
shaped over the decades in a dialectic process involving degeneration and
generation. Their culture underwent a simplification in Texas, with the loss
of traditional elements imported from the homeland, which was comple-
mented by the assimilation of non-traditional cultural elements and by the
creation of still other elements. Various wedding traditions, the Maypole
celebration of May 1, and the Catholic feast day of Corpus Christi represent
elements of traditional culture that were discarded as they lost their rele-
vance, which was linked to the preservation of the ancestral language.

Both the survival of archaic elements of culture in isolated rural enclaves
and the popularization of the heritage movement since the 1980s may be
explained by models of language change such as the wave theory. The eth-
nic revival began in the large cities among well-educated representatives of
the community who had experienced some loss of continuity of ethnicity.
The heritage defined according to the definitions of the 1980s has by now
spread to rural Texas. Even in rural areas, a lapel button proclaiming “Kiss
Me I’m Czech!” communicates some sense of contemporary ethnicity,
though thirty years ago it would have been meaningless.

Despite constant efforts to promote the ancestral language and culture,
Czech-Moravian Texas in the latter half of the twentieth century experi-
enced a natural, inevitable process of degeneration and assimilation. Con-
sciousness of biological and historical ties to a Czech-Moravian community
survives today among tens of thousands of individuals, and the Texas Czech
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identity has been refashioned since the 1980s. Relics of the language and the
culture of the Texas Czech-Moravians are sure to survive into the future, yet
one today can no longer identify a distinct community that defines a col-
lective identity by the Czech-Moravian language, culture, and ethnicity.

NOTES

Unless noted otherwise, translations are by the author, who gratefully acknowledges the
comments of three anonymous readers of the previous version of the article.

1. This article is inspired by the personal observations of the author (b. 1954), whose
earliest recollections of the Czech-Moravian community relate to bilingual family mem-
bers and to other monolingual speakers of the ancestral language born and raised in rural
Texas. According to the author’s experience, a milestone in the evolution of ethnicity
during those years was the loss of the ancestral language, a process gradually completed in
the period between the Second World War and the final years of the twentieth century.
As illustrated in the article, the author’s observations over several decades support the
validity of one interpretation of the controversial Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which states
that the cultural outlook and expressions of a community are governed by the constraints
of its language (see also note 9 below).

2. The 2000 U.S. Census reported a population of 187,729 with single or multiple
Czech or “Czechoslovakian” ancestry in Texas (Census 2000 Summary File 3). 

3. The name Czech-Moravian is a translation of Čechomoravané (Czechs and Mora-
vians), typically used in Texas in the plural form to refer to Slav natives of Bohemia,
Moravia, and Silesia and their descendants. That name was preferred by many immi-
grants from Moravia, though some from Bohemia objected to it, insisting that all Slavs
born in Bohemia and Moravia are Czechs. The issue of the “correct” ethnic definition is
complicated by the fact that the Slavic language spoken in Bohemia and Moravia is iden-
tified today as Czech, although up through the final decades of the nineteenth century the
Slavs of northeastern Moravian described their language as Moravian or Slavic. The name
Bohemian in Texas is traditionally pejorative. The annual parish feast day celebration in
Praha on August 15 (see also note 70 below) has been referred to contemptuously as “forty
acres of Bohemians,” a description which implies something different from a similar ref-
erence to Czechs.

4. On the early history of the community, see Clinton Machann and James W. Mendl,
Krásná Amerika: A Study of the Texas Czechs, 1851–1939 (Austin, 1983); and William
Phillip Hewitt, “The Czechs in Texas: A Study of the Immigration and the Development
of Czech Ethnicity, 1850–1920” (Ph.D. diss., University of Texas, Austin, 1978).

5. Fredrik Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture
Difference (Boston, 1969), 38, emphasis in original.

6. Kathleen Neils Conzen, David A. Gerber, Ewa Morawska, George E. Pozzetta, and
Rudolph J. Vecoli, “The Invention of Ethnicity: A Perspective from the U.S.A.,” Journal
of American Ethnic History 12, no. 1 (1992): 4–5. See also “The Invention of Tradition,”
with bibliography: https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/citd/holtorf/6.3.html.

7. Conzen et al., “The Invention of Ethnicity,” 5.
8. Assimilation refers both to linguistics and to the social sciences. For the former, as-

similation means the integration of a linguistic feature into the system of the receiving
language; in the latter, it is a process of integration whereby an individual or minority com-
munity is absorbed into another, typically larger community.
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9. While it has been interpreted in a number of ways, the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis
offers insight into ethnic change. Edward Sapir wrote, “Human beings do not live in the ob-
jective world alone . . . but are very much at the mercy of the particular language which
has become the medium of expression for their society. The worlds in which different so-
cieties live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached.”
Edward Sapir in Selected Writings of Edward Sapir in Language, Culture, and Personality
(Berkeley, 1956), 162. Expressions of ethnicity, such as courtship, engagement, and all
the traditions revolving around the marriage ceremony, as well as holiday celebrations,
and even the simple expressions marking formal social intercourse illustrate one interpre-
tation of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. With the loss of the ancestral language, members of
ethnic communities often change patterns of behaviors. See also Kevin Hannan, “Ethnic
Identity among the Czechs and Moravians of Texas,” Journal of American Ethnic History
15 (1996): 23, 27.

10. Language change tends to spread more rapidly through a central core area than
through peripheral areas. See Kevin Hannan, Borders of Language and Identity in Teschen
Silesia (New York, 1996), 121. The speech of central dialects often reflects less the preser-
vation of some “pure” standard than it does the rise of innovations.

11. Most Texans who identify themselves today as Czech have no personal ties to the
ancestral homeland; their identity is conceptualized purely in terms of an ethnic experience
in Texas. In “Texas Czech Ethnic Identity: So How Czech Are You, Really?” Slavic and
East European Journal 47 (2003), Lida Dutkova-Cope provides some contemporary def-
initions of ethnicity (649). See also Ludmila Dutkova, “Who Are Texas Czechs? Language
and Identity of Czech Texans Today,” SALSA VI: Proceedings of the Sixth Annual Sym-
posium about Language and Society (Austin, 1999), 53–63. 

12. Stories and anecdotes tell about African Americans, Hispanics, and those from
other communities who assimilated the Czech language and culture in Texas. See Našinec
(Compatriot), 15 June 1984, 5, and 2 July 1971. One Texas polka orchestra, Jimmy Brosch
and the Happy Country Boys, featured a Hispanic musician singing in Czech. See You Ask
For It, Guide Records LP-1011 (Houston, n.d.).

13. See Eva Eckert and Kevin Hannan, “Vernacular Writing and Sociolinguistic
Change in the Texas Czech Community,” Journal of Slavic Linguistics (2006, forthcom-
ing). Diglossia refers broadly to the linguistic repertoire of the community as a whole,
not necessarily to the repertoire of each individual within the community. As in many other
American communities, during the first generations in Czech-Moravian Texas the tradi-
tional dialect rather than the Hochsprache predominated in daily intercourse.

14. On the Czech-Moravian language of Texas, see Lida Dutkova, “Texas Czech of
Texas Czechs: An Ethnolinguistic Perspective on Language Use in a Dying Language
Community,” Brown Slavic Contributions. Volume XI: Modern Czech Studies (1999):
2–10; Lida Dutkova-Cope, “The Language of Czech Moravians in Texas: “Do You Know
What ‘Párknu Káru u Hauza’ Means?,” Southwest Journal of Linguistics 20 (2001):
51–84; Lida Dutkova-Cope, “Texas Czech: The Language of Texans Who Say They
Speak ‘a Different Type of Czech’,” Southwest Journal of Linguistics 20 (2001), 29–69;
Lida Dutkova-Cope, “The Future of Czech in Texas: ‘How Can You Learn Something If
It’s Not Offered to You?’,” Kosmas: Czechoslovak and Central European Journal 14
(2001): 80–104; Eva Eckert, “Language Variation in an Immigrant Community: Language
and Community Maintenance,” Brown Slavic Contributions. Volume XI: Modern Czech
Studies (1999): 11–37; Eva Eckert, Kameny na prerii: Čestí vystěhovalci v Texasu (Stones
on the prairie: Czech immigration in Texas) (Prague, 2003); C. S. Smith, “The Demise of
Czech in Two Texas Communities” (Ph.D. diss., University of Texas, Austin, 1991); and
C. S. Smith, “Texas Czech: A Study in Language Death,” Kosmas: Czechoslovak and
Central European Journal 14 (2001): 65–79.
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15. A similar diglossia today characterizes many communities and individuals in the
Czech Republic. 

16. An exception was the Rev. Joseph Ernst Bergmann (1797–1877), a Protestant
minister fluent in German and Czech who was influential in both the German and Czech-
Moravian communities in Texas. 

17. While dialectal forms were rare in publications in the homeland, elements of tra-
ditional dialect appeared often in Texas newspapers such as Svoboda (Freedom). 

18 While individuals differ in their definition of “substandard” language, these features
distinguish the language spoken in Texas: English (and German) borrowings, codeswitch-
ing, and archaic Moravian dialectal forms. 

19. The 1990 U.S. Census reported 20,453 individuals in Texas whose “language spo-
ken at home” was Czech (1990 Census of Population and Housing Summary Tape File
3A). The census offers no information on individual proficiency in ancestral languages, al-
though the “English ability” of those speakers of Czech is broken down in this manner:
14,359 spoke English “very well”; 5,134, “well”; 924, “not well”; and 36, “not at all.” In
the 2000 census the figure for the Texas population whose “language spoken at home” was
a Slavic language other than Polish, Russian, and Serbo-Croatian fell to 15,448 (Census
2000 Summary File 3, Matrix PCT10). (We may assume that speakers of Czech repre-
sent the majority among the latter group, with smaller numbers of speakers of Slovak and
Ukrainian). For comparison, some other languages spoken at home in Texas in 2000 are
Persian, with 17,558, and Vietnamese, with 122,517 speakers. 

20. The Czech-language press in Texas survives precariously, although the corre-
sponding spoken language no longer is shared among individuals, thus making the entire
literary procedure a private, non-spoken act involving individual newspaper correspon-
dents and readers who are physically isolated from one another. 

21. On the significance of Fayette County, see James Brian Dravillas, “Czech Culture
in Fayette County, Texas” (M.A. thesis, University of Texas, Austin, 1998). Fayette
County not long ago was chosen as the site of a Czech cultural center and museum. 

22. Figures from 1899 to 1910 indicate that a mere 1.7% of Czech immigrants in the
U.S. could neither read nor write, a statistic surpassed only by the English, Finnish, Scan-
dinavians, and Scottish (U. S. Immigration Commission, Reports of the Immigration Com-
mission [Washington, D.C., 1911], 99). Other European groups had much higher rates of
illiteracy, e.g., Lithuanians at 48.9% and Portuguese at 68.2%. The report also indicated
that for the same period, 99.5% of male and 100% of female children born of “Bohemian”
or “Moravian” immigrants spoke English, while 80.1% of foreign-born males and 65.9%
of foreign-born females from Bohemia and Moravia spoke English (ibid., 151). The fig-
ures are not broken down by state, however, and it would seem possible that literacy rates
for immigrants from the Czech Lands were slightly lower in Texas than in other states, due
to the rural character of the community and the majority population’s origins in the Mora-
vian highlands. 

23. Judge Augustin Haidušek (1845–1926), the Czech-Moravian community’s most
prominent individual during its first century of existence, announced in 1886 that he would
enforce the English proficiency law in Fayette County. He was widely criticized for that by
Czech-Moravians. Haidušek simultaneously advocated assimilation with Anglo-Ameri-
cans and the preservation of the ancestral language and culture, and he contributed to
both of those conflicting goals. Among his many achievements, Haidušek served as mayor
of La Grange and editor of Svoboda, the most widely read Czech-language newspaper in
Texas. 

24. This is the observation of the author.
25. See Hannan, “Ethnic Identity,” 17–18; and Sean N. Gallup, Journeys into Czech-

Moravian Texas (College Station, TX, 1998), 61–71, 102–4.
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26. Protestants in Texas were the only Czech group in America to establish their own
denomination, known as the Brethren Church, the Czech Brethren, or the Czech-Moravian
Brethren.

27. Czech hymns are still heard, most often at funerals, for example at Saints Cyril
and Methodius parish in Granger. The use of Czech in Texas churches today has purely a
symbolic function. Worshippers pay homage to the ancestral language and listen rever-
ently to its sounds, though they are unable to understand the meaning of the Czech words.

28. See Hannan, “Ethnic Identity,” 12.
29. See Eckert and Hannan, “Vernacular Writing and Sociolinguistic Change.”
30. On the role of television in the demise of Scottish Gaelic, see Susan Macdonald,

Reimagining Culture: Histories, Identities and the Gaelic Renaissance (Oxford and New
York, 1997), 222.

31. Kevin Hannan, “Reflections on Assimilation and Language Death in Czech-
Moravian Texas,” Kosmas: Czechoslovak and Central European Journal 16 (2003): 122. 

32. Some parents who knew the language preferred to keep it to themselves as a private
code not understood by their children. See also Eva Riečanská, “Contemporary Ethnic-
ity, Maintenance of Ethnic Culture and Ethnic Change: The Case of the Slovak Americans
in Western Pennsylvania,” Human Affairs 8 (1998): 81.

33. The most archaic elements of language and culture are preserved today in isolated
rural areas, especially in Fayette and surrounding counties. Dutkova-Cope in “Texas
Czech Ethnic Identity,” 651–52, 663–65, contrasts the archaic character of isolated
Granger in Williamson County with the reinvented, commercialized ethnicity of West,
located on the busiest highway in Texas. 

34. For decades local societies of the fraternal organizations and folk dance groups in
Houston and Dallas publicly demonstrated their ethnicity, for example at Czech Day at the
annual state fair of Texas in Dallas. Such ethnic manifestations, modeled upon the state
fair celebrations of other ethnic groups, for example German Day and Norwegian Day,
were rare in the postwar rural communities.

35. Nick Morris, A History of the S.P.J.S.T.: A Texas Chronicle 1897–1980 (Temple,
TX, 1994), 45. Quotes from Morris are translated by that writer from Czech. Many of the
Texas organizations, such as S.P.J.S.T., K.J.T., and K.J.Z.T., retain as their name an
acronym representing the original Czech name, though the acronym today is pronounced
in English. Each such organization also has an official English name, typically a transla-
tion of the original Czech.

36. Correspondence in English began to appear sporadically in Věstník in the 1930s.
Conzen et al. note in “The Invention of Ethnicity,” 25, that by the 1930s, about one-fifth of
America’s ethnic newspapers included an “English page.”

37. Morris, 65.
38. Ibid.
39. Ibid., 72.
40. Ibid., 78.
41 Ibid., 84.
42. Ibid., 94.
43. Věstník SPJST Herald, 13 May 1992, 7. In keeping a bilingual name for the official

publication, Věstník SPJST Herald, SPJST has bucked the general trend observed among
many other American fraternal organizations with origins in a specific ethnic group, which
have sought to “broaden” their appeal be eliminating all non-English names and refer-
ences. The weekly Věstník SPJST Herald still publishes one or more pages in Czech, in-
cluding occasional minutes from local society meetings submitted in Czech. Such meet-
ings are conducted in English, although a “symbolic” Czech version of the minutes is
produced for and published in the newspaper. 
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44. Conzen et al., “The Invention of Ethnicity,” 9.
45. On Moravian identity, see Miloslav Hýsek, “Dějiny t.zv. moravského sepa-

ratismus” (The history of so-called Moravian separatism), Časopis Matice Moravské 33
(1909): 24–51; Kevin Hannan, “The Language Question in Nineteenth Century Moravia,”
Czechoslovak and Central European Journal 11 (1993): 116–20; and Petr Lozoviuk,
“Moravanství a podoby jeho intersubjektivních konstrukcí” (Moravian identity and forms
of its intersubjective constructions), Český lid 91 (2004): 221–34.

46. Pan-Slavism explains Slavonic/Slavic in the name of Texas organizations such as
the S.P.J.S.T. The word Czech was not a part of the name of the major Texas organizations
established in the nineteenth century. 

47. Estelle Hudson and Henry R. Maresh, Czech Pioneers of the Southwest (Dallas,
1934), 86–87, translation by Maresh. 

48. Našinec, 12 Dec 1986, 4.
49. See Eva Eckert, Kameny na prerii (2003); and “Po stopách český ch vystěhovalců

do Texasu” (In the footsteps of Czech immigrants in Texas), Český lid 88 (2001): 223–64. 
50. The author has known two successful Czech-Moravian businessmen born in the

Old Country near the turn of the twentieth century who preferred that others believe they
had been born in America. 

51. “The Invention of Ethnicity,” 17.
52 For descriptions of a traditional “Bohemian wedding” in Texas, see Allan O.

Kownslar, The European Texans (College Station, TX, 2004), 141–42, and Gallup,
Journeys, 60–61. 

53. John J. Bukowczyk, And My Children Did Not Know Me. A History of the Polish-
Americans (Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1987), 120.

54. John Belchem, “Irish and Polish Migration: Some Preliminary Comparative
Analysis,” in John Belchem and Klaus Tenfelde, eds., Irish and Polish Migration in
Comparative Perspective (Essen, 2003), observes that “[O]nce the public associational
framework began to decline . . . the maintenance of ‘symbolic’ ethnicity came to depend
more on women. An optional life-style, ethnicity became domesticated, a residual mat-
ter of family festivals, stories, tales and the socialization of children.” (21) See also
Donna Gabaccia, From the Other Side: Women, Gender and Immigrant Life in the U.S.
1820–1900 (Bloomington, 1994). 

55. On the significance of ethnic food in Czech-Moravian Texas, see Magdalena Vin-
trova, “Devouring Ethnicity,” a paper delivered in Olomouc, Czech Republic at a confer-
ence sponsered by the Czechoslovak Society of Arts and Sciences (26 June 2004). On
the kolache (Czech: singular koláč, plural koláče), see Dutkova-Cope, “Texas Czech Eth-
nic Identity,” 661–63.

56. This opinion has been expressed to the author by Texas Czech-Moravians who have
negatively stereotyped the postwar émigrés. 

57. The observation is based on the author’s interviews in the 1980s and 1990s with
Texas immigrants from Czechoslovakia, Poland, Romania, and the Soviet Union. 

58. John Belchem in “Irish and Polish migration,” 22, describes the confrontation be-
tween new immigrants and their American fellow-ethnics: “Polish and Irish Americans
who expected that new arrivals would offer an infusion of new blood into their ethnic or-
ganizations were often confused and disappointed at the reluctance of the newcomers to
embrace their organizations, as well as their modified diasporic ethnicity.”

59. Some academics from the Czech Republic have expressed interest in Czech-
Moravian culture. Prominent among those was Professor Svatava Pirková-Jakobson
(1908–2000), who conducted field research in Moravia and the Balkans before the War
and later came to Texas, where she taught Czech language, literature, and folklore at the
University of Texas in Austin. Jakobson traveled across Texas, photographing the
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distinctive vests worn by Texas Czech-Moravians. (Jakobson’s exhibit of photographs of
vests subsequently circulated throughout the community and was displayed at Czech-
Moravian ethnic festivals and gatherings.) Jakobson and other European Czechs who have
said they admire the “feel” of the Texas Czech-Moravian culture are not troubled by issues
of tradition and authenticity. Another example is Ostrava native Igor Hajek who taught at
the University of Texas and with his wife visited many of the Czech-Moravian commu-
nities. Hajek explained that he was most inspired by a prominent dance group from West
that performs dances created in Texas. While that group’s dances and costumes differ from
those of the homeland, Hajek perceived what he described as an “authentic feel” in their
performance. In “Texas Czech ethnic identity,” Lida Dutkova-Cope, a native of Moravia,
writes, “Can we dismiss the many creative expressions of ethnicity that are displayed and
performed . . . and Texas Czechs themselves as merely ‘non-authentic’ expressions of
ethnicity? . . . In my view, measuring the authenticity of an ethnic culture is not a fruitful
enterprise” (668). Such observations raise the following question: should the decades-long
experience of this writer, characterized by a sense of cultural loss, be explained as mere
nostalgia, or was there indeed a genuine decline over the years in the “quality” and inten-
sity of the ethnic experience? For this writer, the decades of shifting ethnicity are sym-
bolized by the evolution of the kolache pastry, formerly of various sizes and appearances,
reflecting the regional diversity of the homeland, and once strictly the product of family
kitchens, while today one must visit bakeries and grocery stores to buy a mass-produced,
packaged pastry of generic appearance and commercial quality. 

60. Marcus Lee Hansen, “The Third Generation in America,” Commentary 14 (1952):
492–500.

61. On the Slav stereotype, see Kevin Hannan, “O urokach i stereotypach polskości”
(On the charms and stereotypes of Polishness), Sprawy Narodowościowe 21 (2003):
135–47 (reprinted in Hannan, My Poland: Essays on Polish Identity [Poznań, 2005],
236–46).

62. The rich literature dealing with issues of authenticity in Celtic and Gaelic cultures
is relevant here. See Susan Macdonald, Reimagining Culture; Colin Graham, “‘. . . Maybe
That’s Just Blarney’: Irish Culture and the Persistence of Authenticity,” in Ireland and
Cultural Theory: The Mechanics of Authenticity (New York, 1999), 7–28; and Maria
Timoczko and Colin Ireland, “Language and Tradition in Ireland: Prologomena,” in Maria
Tymoczko and Colin Ireland, eds., Language and Tradition in Ireland: Continuities and
Displacements (Amherst and Boston, 2003), 1–27.

63. Similarities seem to exist between the heritage enthusiasts and individuals who
are motivated to preserve a dying ancestral language. In “Language Shift in Community
and Individual: The Phenomenon of the Laggard Semi-speaker,” International Journal of
the Sociology of Language 25 (1980), Nancy Dorian, an authority on language death, sug-
gests that “Exile, temporary or even permanent, can foster a sense of community identity
that favors maintenance of the threatened language” (93). On the preservation of dying lan-
guages, Dorian notes further that “positive exposure to a language-loyal kinsperson, es-
pecially an older person, outside the nuclear family can counterbalance even the conscious
decision of the parents not to transmit the local-currency language. . . . And, finally, there
would seem to be a shift-resistant personality, characterized by curiosity and an outgoing
nature; people of this personality type apparently need very little external encouragement
beyond mere exposure to the language at home, despite the well-known fact that expo-
sure alone often produces the purely passive bilingual with no productive skills at all”
(ibid., 93). Such traits clearly have relevance for understanding the embrace of heritage
among postwar American ethnics.

64. The majority of the research and the publications of the Czech Heritage Society of
Texas and its members deals with villages of origin and aspects of the immigration
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process. On villages of origin and immigration, see Leo Baca, Czech Immigration Passen-
ger Lists, vols. 1–3 (Hallettsville, TX, 1983, 1985, 1989), and Robert Janak, Geographic
Origins of Czech Texans (Hallettsville, 1985).

65. One definition of heritage based on the Czech-Moravian experience in Texas cur-
rently appears as a by-line on the main page of the website of the Czech Heritage Society
of Texas: “Dedicated to Preservation of Czech Heritage: Genealogy, History, Music, Cus-
toms, Food, Costumes, Language” (http://www.czechheritage.org). In “Texas Czech Eth-
nic Identity,” Dutkova-Cope presents a similar, though slightly different, definition of her-
itage (658). In addition to the seven elements enumerated on the CHS website, one would
have to add religion, although it has been omitted there, no doubt because of past religious
conflicts that have divided the Czech-Moravians. It is not in the interest of the heritage
organizations today to focus on past divisions. The advantage of recreating a heritage not
firmly grounded in history is that one can ignore divisive or controversial episodes. 

66. Susan Macdonald in Reimagining Culture, 31, writes about language revival in the
Scottish highlands: “Having an identity entails ‘having a past’.” The idealization of the past
has been particularly significant for the Celtic/Gaelic revival movement, which looks back
to a period of homogenous language, culture, and identity untouched by Anglicization.

67. Some teachers, particularly émigrés, attempted to teach the contemporary language
of the Czech Republic, rather than helping the elderly semi-speakers build upon their
existing language skills characterized by archaic and dialectal forms. See Dutkova-Cope,
“The Future of Czech in Texas,” 92–93. 

68. This is the observation of the author.
69. For practical reasons, the traditional ethnic dress of forested, highland Moravia

was never introduced in Texas (Hannan, “Ethnic Identity,” 10–11). Contemporary Texas
heritage folk, nevertheless, express a keen appreciation for ethnic dress. On the signifi-
cance of ethnic dress, see Malcolm Chapman, “Freezing the Frame: Dress and Ethnicity
in Brittany and Gaelic Scotland,” in Dress and Ethnicity (Oxford and Washington, 1995),
7–28. Chapman identifies the “minimal item” of Gaelic dress as the kilt, an item of du-
bious origins. For Texas Czech-Moravians, the minimal item of male ethnic dress is the
multi-colored (or sometimes simply red) vest, which is well-suited to the Texas climate.
On the Texas vest and ethnic costume, see Gallup, Journeys, 24–25; and Dutkova-Cope,
“Texas Czech Ethnicity,” 659–61.

70. The concept of the ethnic festival is a relatively recent phenomenon in Texas, as tra-
ditional entertainments focused on the church or local community, the members of which
may have happened to share a common ethnicity. Popular festivities in the past included
Saturday evening or Sunday afternoon dances, as well as autumn harvest festivals and
celebrations honoring the patron saint of the local Catholic parish. One of the best known
festivals is held annually in Praha each August 15, regardless of the day of the week. Orig-
inally, that event was intended for local parishioners and their younger relations who had
moved to urban areas, although in recent years it has become popular among ethnic ac-
tivists throughout Texas.

71. Věstník SPJST Herald, 1 Sept 2004, 25. On the Caldwell Kolache Festival, also see
Dutkova-Cope, “Texas Czech Ethnic Identity,” 665. The most successful Czech-Moravian
festival is Westfest in West (Dutkova-Cope, “Texas Czech Ethnic Identity,” 659–60, 665).
West Czech-Moravians successfully have marketed their heritage. Billboards advertise
Westfest in major Texas cities as “Czech food and fun,” while a brochure distributed in the
Czech-Moravian community refers to “Czech Heritage, Family Fun, Food & Dance.” Few
natives of the Czech Republic would agree with the characterization of the Westfest menu
as “Czech food.”

72. Non-native speakers of English express frustration at the greeting “How are you?”
In Czech Jak se máte? is indeed a question, for which a truthful answer is appropriate,
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though in the context above it serves as a greeting for which an answer is inappropriate.
A bumper sticker popularized in Czech-Moravian towns and rural areas displays the
greeting Jak se máš?

73. Eva Riečanská in “Contemporary Ethnicity,” 81, describes a similar simplifica-
tion of traditional ethnic cuisine among contemporary ethnic Slovaks in Pennsylvania. 

74. On Czech-Moravian music, see Hannan, “Ethnic Identity,” 10–12; Gallup, Journeys,
50–60, 91–93; Lida Dutkova-Cope, “Texas Czech Folk Music and Ethnic Identity,”
Pragmatics 10 (2000), 8–37; John K. Novak, “The Czech Song in Texas: Style and Text,”
Kosmas 17 (2004): 43–57; and Frances Barton, “Music and the Development of a Czech
Community in Texas,” a paper delivered in Austin at the annual meeting of Texas State
Historical Association (4 Feb. 2004). 

75. Some Texas brass bands incorporated the instrument known as the (hammered)
dulcimer or cimbalom, although in the homeland that instrument was found only in tradi-
tional ensembles with stringed instruments. The dulcimer was introduced by the early
immigrants from Moravia and was employed primarily by orchestras from Fayette County
and the contiguous area; it was also there that dulcimers were made by individual musi-
cians. See Hannan, “Ethnic Identity,” 11–12; and Gallup, Journeys, 56–57.

76. Vrazels’ Polka Band, currently the most popular of the Czech-Moravian groups in
Texas, has experimented over the decades with blends of Czech and country music. Sev-
eral of their record albums feature traditional Czech songs performed on brass and elec-
tric instruments and accompanied by a steel guitar, e.g., Vrazels’ Polka Band, Dancing
Time (Buckholts, TX, recorded 1966); Listening and Dancing Music (Buckholts, TX,
recorded 1968); and On the Road (Buckholts, TX, recorded 1981).

77. Created by Rev. Frank Perkovich, the Polka Mass was first performed at his Min-
nesota parish on 5 May 1973 (http://cuyana1.rangenet.com/~frperk). It spread throughout
the United States and has become popular among a cross-section of Roman Catholics of
Slav ethnic background. The musical influences of the Polka Mass purportedly are Slovene
and Croatian, although one of the standard “hymns” of the Polka Mass features the coun-
try melody “Blue Eyes Cryin’ in the Rain.” The Polka Mass has been a popular part of
Texas festivals since the 1980s.

78. See Gallup, Journeys, 53; and Dutkova-Cope, “Texas Czech Ethnic Identity,” 660.
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The word “nostalgia” comes from two Greek roots: νόστος, nóstos (“return home”)
and ἄλγος, álgos (“longing”). I would define it as a longing for a home that no longer
exists or has never existed. Nostalgia is a sentiment of loss and displacement, but it is
also a romance with one’s own phantasy. Nostalgic love can only survive in a long-
distance relationship. A cinematic image of nostalgia is a double exposure, or
a superimposition of two images—of home and abroad, of past and present, of dream
and everyday life. The moment we try to force it into a single image, it breaks the
frame or burns the surface.

In spite of its Greek roots, the word “nostalgia” did not originate in ancient Greece.
“Nostalgia” is only pseudo-Greek, or nostalgically Greek. The word was coined by the
ambitious Swiss student Johannes Hofer in his medical dissertation in 1688. 1  (Hofer
also suggested monomania and philopatridomania to describe the same symptoms;
luckily, the latter failed to enter common parlance.) It would not occur to us to
demand a prescription for nostalgia. Yet in the 17th century, nostalgia was considered
to be a curable disease, akin to a severe common cold. Swiss doctors believed that
opium, leeches, and a journey to the Swiss Alps would take care of nostalgic
symptoms. By the end of the 18th century, doctors discovered that a return home did
not always cure the nostalgics—sometimes it killed them (especially when patriotic
doctors misdiagnosed tuberculosis as nostalgia). Just as today genetic researchers
hope to identify genes coding for medical conditions, social behavior, and even sexual
orientation, so the doctors in the 18th and 19th centuries looked for a single cause, for
one “pathological bone.” Yet they failed to find the locus of nostalgia in their patient’s
mind or body. One doctor claimed that nostalgia was a “hypochondria of the heart,”
which thrives on its symptoms. From a treatable sickness, nostalgia turned into an
incurable disease. A provincial ailment, a maladie du pays, turned into a disease of
the modern age, a mal du siècle.

The nostalgia that interests me here is not merely an individual sickness but
a symptom of our age, a historical emotion. Hence I will make three crucial points.
First, nostalgia in my diagnosis is not “antimodern.” It is not necessarily opposed to
modernity but coeval with it. Nostalgia and progress are like Jekyll and Hyde:
doubles and mirror images of one another. Nostalgia is not merely an expression of
local longing, but the result of a new understanding of time and space that made the
division into “local” and “universal” possible.

Secondly, nostalgia appears to be a longing for a place but is actually a yearning for
a different time—the time of our childhood, the slower rhythms of our dreams. In
a broader sense, nostalgia is a rebellion against the modern idea of time, the time of
history and progress. The nostalgic desires to obliterate history and turn it into
private or collective mythology, to revisit time as space, refusing to surrender to the
irreversibility of time that plagues the human condition. Hence the “past of
nostalgia,” to paraphrase Faulkner, is not “even the past.” It could merely be another
time, or slower time. Time out of time, not encumbered by appointment books.

Thirdly, nostalgia, in my view, is not always retrospective; it can be prospective as
well. The fantasies of the past determined by the needs of the present have a direct
impact on the realities of the future. Considering the future makes us take
responsibility for our nostalgic tales. Unlike melancholia, which confines itself to the
planes of individual consciousness, nostalgia is about the relationship between
individual biography and the biography of groups or nations, between personal and
collective memory. While futuristic utopias might be out of fashion, nostalgia itself
has a utopian dimension, only it is no longer directed toward the future. Sometimes it
is not directed toward the past either, but rather sideways. The nostalgic feels stifled
within the conventional confines of time and space.

In fact, there is a tradition of critical reflection on the modern condition that
incorporates nostalgia. It can be called “off-modern.” The adverb “off” confuses our
sense of direction; it makes us explore side-shadows and back alleys rather than the
straight road of progress; it allows us to take a detour from the deterministic
narrative of 20th-century history. Off-modernism offered a critique of both the
modern fascination with newness, and the no less modern reinvention of tradition. In
the off-modern tradition, reflection and longing, estrangement and affection go
together.

Modern nostalgia is paradoxical in the sense that the universality of longing can make
us more empathetic toward fellow humans, yet the moment we try to repair “longing”
with a particular “belonging”—the apprehension of loss with a rediscovery of identity
and especially of a national community and a unique and pure homeland—we often
part ways and put an end to mutual understanding. Álgos (longing) is what we share,
yet nóstos (the return home) is what divides us. It is the promise to rebuild the ideal
home that lies at the core of many powerful ideologies of today, tempting us to
relinquish critical thinking for emotional bonding. The danger of nostalgia is that it
tends to confuse the actual home with an imaginary one. In extreme cases, it can
create a phantom homeland, for the sake of which one is ready to die or kill.
Unelected nostalgia breeds monsters. Yet the sentiment itself, the mourning of
displacement and temporal irreversibility, is at the very core of the modern condition.

Outbreaks of nostalgia often follow revolutions: the French Revolution of 1789, the
Russian revolution, and the recent “velvet” revolutions in Eastern Europe were
accompanied by political and cultural manifestations of longing. In France it is not
only the ancient régime that produced revolution, but in some respect the revolution
produced the ancien régime, giving it a shape, a sense of closure, and a gilded aura.
Similarly, the revolutionary epoch of perestroika and the end of the Soviet Union
produced an image of the last Soviet decades as the time of stagnation or,
alternatively, as a Soviet Golden Age of stability, national strength, and “normalcy.”
Yet the nostalgia that I explore here is not always for the ancient régime, stable
superpower, or the fallen empire, but also for the unrealized dreams of the past and
visions of the future that became obsolete. The history of nostalgia might allow us to
look back at modern history as a search not only for newness and technological
progress, but also for unrealized possibilities, unpredictable turns and crossroads.

The most common currency of the globalism exported all over the world is money and
popular culture. Nostalgia too is a feature of global culture, but it demands a different
currency. After all, the key words defining globalism—“progress,” “modernity,” and
“virtual reality”—were invented by poets and philosophers: “progress” was coined by
Immanuel Kant; the noun “modernity” is a creation of Charles Baudelaire; and
“virtual reality” was first imagined by Henri Bergson, not Bill Gates. Only in Bergson’s
definition, “virtual reality” referred to planes of consciousness, potential dimensions
of time and creativity that are distinctly and inimitably human. As far as nostalgia is
concerned, having failed to uncover its exact locus, 18th-century doctors
recommended seeking help from poets and philosophers. Nostalgia speaks in riddles
and puzzles, trespassing across the boundaries between disciplines and national
territories. So one has to face it in order not to become its next victim—or the next
victimizer.

Instead of a magic cure for nostalgia, I will offer a tentative typology and distinguish
between two main types of nostalgia: the restorative and the reflective. Restorative
nostalgia stresses nóstos (home) and attempts a transhistorical reconstruction of the
lost home. Reflective nostalgia thrives in álgos, the longing itself, and delays the
homecoming—wistfully, ironically, desperately. These distinctions are not absolute
binaries, and one can surely make a more refined mapping of the gray areas on the
outskirts of imaginary homelands. Restorative nostalgia does not think of itself as
nostalgia, but rather as truth and tradition. Reflective nostalgia dwells on the
ambivalences of human longing and belonging and does not shy away from the
contradictions of modernity. Restorative nostalgia protects the absolute truth, while
reflective nostalgia calls it into doubt.

Restorative nostalgia is at the core of recent national and religious revivals. It knows
two main plots—the return to origins and the conspiracy. Reflective nostalgia does
not follow a single plot but explores ways of inhabiting many places at once and
imagining different time zones. It loves details, not symbols. At best, it can present an
ethical and creative challenge, not merely a pretext for midnight melancholies. If
restorative nostalgia ends up reconstructing emblems and rituals of home and
homeland in an attempt to conquer and specialize time, reflective nostalgia cherishes
shattered fragments of memory and demoralizes space. Restorative nostalgia takes
itself dead seriously. Reflective nostalgia, on the other hand, can be ironic and
humorous. It reveals that longing and critical thinking are not opposed to one
another, just as affective memories do not absolve one from compassion, judgment,
or critical reflection.

The 20th century began with a futuristic utopia and ended with nostalgia. The
optimistic belief in the future has become outmoded while nostalgia, for better or for
worse, never went out of fashion, remaining uncannily contemporary. 2  Contrary to
what the great actress Simone Signore—who entitled her autobiography Nostalgia Is
Not What It Used to Be—thought, the structure of nostalgia is in many respects what
it used to be, in spite of changing fashions and advances in digital technology. In the
end, the only antidote for the dictatorship of nostalgia might be nostalgic dissidence.
Nostalgia can be a poetic creation, an individual mechanism of survival,
a countercultural practice, a poison, and a cure. It is up to us to take responsibility of
our nostalgia and not let others “prefabricate” it for us. The prepackaged “usable
past” may be of no use to us if we want to cocreate our future. Perhaps dreams of
imagined homelands cannot and should not come to life. Sometimes it is preferable
(at least in the view of this nostalgic author) to leave dreams alone, let them be no
more and no less than dreams, not guidelines for the future. While restorative
nostalgia returns and rebuilds one’s homeland with paranoid determination,
reflective nostalgia fears return with the same passion. Home, after all, is not a gated
community. Paradise on earth might turn out to be another Potemkin village with no
exit. The imperative of a contemporary nostalgic: to be homesick and to be sick of
being at home—occasionally at the same time.

NOTE

1 / Johannes Hofer, “Dissertation medica de nostalgia” Basel 1688. (An
English translation by Carolyn Kiser Anspach is given in the Bulletin of the
History of Medicine, no. II, Baltimore 1934). For the history of nostalgia see
Jean Starobinski, “The Idea of Nostalgia,” Diogenes 54 (1966), p. 81–103,
Fritz Ernst, Vom Heimweh, Fretz and Wasmuth, Zurich 1949; and George
Rosen, “Nostalgia: A Forgotten Psychological Disorder,” Clio Medica 10/1
(1975), p. 28–51. For psychological and psychoanalytic approaches to
nostalgia see James Phillips, “Distance, Absence and Nostalgia,”
Descriptions, ed. Don Ihde, Hugh J. Silverman, SUNY Press, Albany 1985,
“Nostalgia: A Descriptive and Comparative Study,” Journal of Genetic
Psychology 62 (1943), p. 97–104, Roderick Peters, “Reflections on the
Origin and Aim of Nostalgia,” Journal of Analytic Psychology 30 (1985), p.
135–148. When the book was finished I came across a very interesting
study of the sociology of nostalgia that examines nostalgia as a “social
emotion” and suggests the examination of three ascending orders of
nostalgia. See Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of
Nostalgia, The Free Press, New York 1979.

2 / For a broader discussion of the topic see Svetlana Boym, The Future of
Nostalgia, Basic Books, New York 2001.
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spaces that I do, by walking on the ground that has been cleared by such 
action. The arrival of black bodies at British universities was only possible 
given the history

 of black activism, both in the United I(j
ngdom and trans

nationally, which has cleared some gr
ound by the repetition of the collective 

refusal to follow the line of whiteness. This is why I love the use of the word 
"black" as a reorientation device, as a political orientation, despite the ways in 
which it can risk conceali

ng the differences betw
een bodies that are of dif

ferent colors and the different histories "behind" us. 28 Such a word becomes an 
object, which gathers us around as a regathering and helps ground the work 
that we do, in part by redcscribing the ground as the ground of whiteness. 
Such a word, claimed in this way, points toward the future and toward a world 
that we have yet to inhabit: a world that is not orientated around whiteness. 
W

e don't know, as yet, what shape such a world might take, or what mixtures 
might be possible, when we no longer reproduce the lines we follow. 

CONCLUSION 
Disorientation and Queer Objects 

T
he insta

bility
 oflevels pro

duces not only the intellectu
al ex

peri

ence of disorder, but the vital
 ex

perience of giddiness and nausea, 

w
hich is the aw

are
ness of our ow

n contingency
 and the horr

or 

w
ith w

hich it fills us. 

M
aurice M

erleau-Po
nty, Ph

m
om

m
ology

 of
 Perception 

M oments of � isoricntation arc vital. They arc bodily experiences that 
throw the world up, or throw the body from its ground. Disorientation 

as a bodily feeling can be unsettli
ng, and it can shatter one's sense of con

fidence in the ground or one's belief that the ground on which we reside can 
support the actions that make a life feel livable. Such a feeling of shattering, or 
of being shattered, might persist and become a crisis. Or the feeling itself 
might pass as the ground returns or as we return to the ground. The body 
might be reoriented if the hand that reaches out finds something to steady an 
action. Or the hand might reach out and find nothing, and might gr

asp in
stead the indeterminacy of air. The body in losing its support might then be 
lost, undone, thrown. 

Sometimes, disorientation is an ordinary feeling, or even a feeling that 
comes and goes as we move around during the day. I think we can learn from 
such ordinary

 moments. Say, for example, that you are concentrating. Yo
u 

focus. W
hat is before you becomes the world. The edges of that world dis

appear as you zoom in. The object-
say the paper, and the thoughts that 

ga
ther around the paper by gathering as lines on the paper-becomes what is 

given by losing its contours. The paper becomes worldly, which might even 
mean you lose sight of the table. Then, behind you, someone call

s out your 



nam
e. A

s ifby force ofhabit, y
o

u
 look up, y

o
u

 even rum
 a

round to face w
hat is 

behind y
o

u. B
ut as y

o
u

r bodily g
e

s
ru

res
 m

ove up, as
 y

o
u

 m
ove a

round, y
o

u
 

m
ove out of th

e w
orld, witho

ut sim
ply falli

ng into a new
 one. Such m

om
ents 

w
hen y

o
u

 "sw
itch" dim

ensions can be deeply d
isorientating. O

ne m
om

ent 
does not fo

llow another, as a seq
u

en
c

e of sp
a

tial
 g

i v
en

s that unfolds as m
o

m
ents o

f tim
e. T

hey are m
om

ents in w
hich y

o
u

 lo
se one p

ersp
e

c
tiv

e, but t
he 

"loss" itself is not em
pty or w

aiting; it is an ob
ject, thick w

ith p resence. You 
m

ig
h

t even see black lines in fr
ont o

f y
o

u
r eye

s as lines that block w
hat is in 

front of y
o

u
 w

hen y
o

u
 rum

 a
round. You e

xp
e

rie
n

c
e the m

om
ent as loss, as t

he 
m

ak
ing p

re
se

nt of som
ething that is now absent {the p

re
s

e
n

c
e of an absence). 

Yo
u blink, but it tak

es tim
e fo

r th
e w

orl d
 to acq

u
ire

 a n
ew

 shap
e. You m

ig
h

t 

even feel ang
ry from

 being dislod
g

e d
 from

 the w
orld y

o
u

 inhab
ited as a con

tourless w
orld. Yo

u m
ig

ht even say to the p
e

rs
o

n
 w

ho addressed y
o

u w
ith t

he 
frustrated reply of"W

hat is it?" W
hat is "it" t

hat m
ak

es m
e lose w

hat is be
fo

re m
e? 

S
uch m

om
ents of sw

itching dim
ensions can be d

isorientating. I
f my pro

j
ect in this boo

k has been to show how orientations are orga
nized rather than 

casua
l, how they shap

e w
hat becom

es sociall
y as

 w
ell as bodily g

iven, then how 
can w

e understand w
hat it m

eans to be disorient
ated? Is disorientation a 

bo
dily sign of 

"dis/orga
n

iz
a

tion," as the failure of an orga
n

iz
a

tio
n to hold 

things in place? W
hat do such m

o
m

ents of d
isorientation tell us? W

hat do 
they do, and w

hat can w
e do w

ith them
? I w

ant us to think about how q
u

e
er 

p
o

litic
s 

m
ig

h
t 

inv
olv

e disorientatio
n, w

ithout leg
isla

t
ing d

isorientatio
n as a 

p
o

lit
ic

s. It is 
not that disorienta

tio
n is alw

a
ys rad

ical. B
odies that e

x
pe

r
ie

n
c

e 

d
iso

rientatio
n can be defe

nsive, as t
hey reach out fo

r sup
p

o
rt or as they search

 
f

or a place to regro
u

n
d a

nd reo
rientate their 

rela
tio

n to the w
orld. So, too

, the 
f

orm
s of politics that p

roceed from diso
rientatio

n can be conse
rvative, de

pend
ing 

on 
the 

"aim
s" 

of their 
g

es
ru

res, de
p

e
n

d
ing 

on 
how 

they seek to 
{re)gr

o
u

n
d 

them
selves. A

nd, 
fo

r 
sure, 

bodies 
that e

x
pe

rie
n

ce being out of 
place m

ig
h

t need to be o
rientated, to find a place w

here they fe
el com

fo
rtab le 

and safe in the w
orl

d. T
he point is not w

hether w
e e

xp
e

rie
n

ce diso
rientation 

(fo
r w

e w
ill, and w

e do}, but how
 such e

xp
e

rie
n

c
e

s can im
p

a
ct

 on 
the orienta


tion of bodies and sp

a
ces, w

hich is afte
r al

l about how the things are "directed" 
and how they are sha

p
e

d
 by the lines they fo

llow. T
he point

 is w
ha

t w
e do w

ith 
such 

m
om

ents 
o

f diso
rientation, 

as 
w

ell 
as w

h
at such 

m
om

ents 
can 

do
w

heth
e

r they
 can offe

r us the ho
p

e
 of new

 directions, and w
hethe

r new
 dire

c
tions are reason enoug

h fo
r ho

p
e. 

I have noted that p
henom

enology
 is fu

ll of m
om

ents of d
isorientation. A

nd 
y

et, such m
om

ents are often m
om

ents
 that "point" tow

ar
d b

ecom
ing orien

tated. A
s noted ea

rlier, M
erleau-Po

nty, f
ollow

ing H
usser

l, sug
gests that the "I 

ca
n" p

ro
c

eeds from
 overcom

ing d
isorientation, fr

om
 reorienting the body so 

that th
e line of the body f

ollow
s the vertical and horizontal a

xes. Such a body is 
"one that is up

right, straight, and in lin
e. T

he straight body is not sim
ply in a 

"neutral
" position: or ifit is the neutral po

sition, then this a
lignm

en
t is only an 

effect of the rep
etition of past gesr

ures, w
hich g

ive the body its contours and 
t

he "im
p

ression" ofits skin. In a w
ay, the uttera

nce "I can" points to the f
ur

ure 
on

ly in
sofar

 as it inherits the past, as the accum
ulation of w

hat the body has 
alr

eady done, as w
ell as w

hat is "behind" the bo
dy, the conditions ofi

ts arrival. 
T

he body em
erges from

 this h
istory

 of doing, w
hich is also a h

istory
 of not 

doing, of paths not taken, w
hich also involves the loss, im

possible to k
now or 

even to reg
ister, of w

hat m
ight have f

ollow
ed fr

om
 such paths. A

s such, t
he 

b
ody is d

irected as a condition ofit
s arrival

, as a d
irection that g

ives the body its 
line. A

nd ye
t w

e can still
 ask, w

hat h
appens if the orientation of the bod

y is n
ot 

re
stored? W

hat happens w
hen d

isorientation cannot sim
ply be overcom

e by 
t

he "f
orce" of th� vertical ? W

hat do w
e do, if disorientation itself becom

es 
wo

rldly or becom
es w

hat is g
iven? 

In a foo
tnote to h

is te
xt M

erleau-P
on

ty
 refers to Stratton' s Vi

sion w
it

hout 

In
version in orde

r to pro
vide both an analysis of the w

ay in w
h

ich orien
tation 

happe
n

s as w
ell as w

hat happe
ns w

hen it f
ails to happen. A

s he states: "We
 

re
m

ain physicall
y upright not through t

he m
echanism

 of the skel
eton o

r even 
thro

ug
h th

e nervous regu
lation of m

uscula
r tone, but be

cause w
e arc caught 

up in a w
orld. I

f this involv
em

e
nt is seriously w

e
akened, 

the h
ody

 collapses and 

becom
es once m

ore an obje
ct

" (2002: 296; em
p

hasis added). T
he "upright'.' body 

is involved in the w
orl

d and acts on the w
orld, o

r even "can act" insofa r as it is 
alre

ady involved. T
he we

aken
ing of this involvem

ent is w
hat causes the bod

y 
t

o collapse, and to b
ecom

e an obj
ect along

side other obj
ects. In sim

ple term
s, 

disorientation involves becom
ing an obj

ect. It is fr
om this point, the po

int at 
w

hich the body becom
es an obj

ect, that Fanon's phenom
enolog

y of the black 
bod

y 
beg

ins. B
y 

im
plication, 

w
e 

learn 
that disorientation 

is unevenly dis
tributed: som

e bodies m
ore than others have thei r involvem

ent in the w
orld 

called 
into crisis. T

his show
s us how the w

orld 
itself is m

ore "involved" 
in 

so
m

e bodies than in others, as it takes such bod
ies as the contours of o

rdinary 
expe

rience. It is no
t jus

t that bodies are d
irected in specific w

ays, but that the 
w

orld is shaped by the d
irections taken by som

e bodies m
ore than others. I

t is 



t hus possible to  talk ab out the whi te world, the str aight world, as a world that 
t ak es the shape  o f the m otility o f c ertain skins. 

From Fanon we  learn about  the exp
erience  of diso rient ation , as the expe ri

ence of being an  object among othe r ob jects, of bei ng  shattered, of being cu
t 

into piec es by the h osti lity o f th e white gaz e. Disor ientation can be a bodily 
fe elin g of  losing one's plac e , a nd an effect of the loss of a plac e: i t can be a 
vio lent feeling, a nd a feeling tha t is affected by violence, or shaped  by viol ence  
direc ted toward the bo dy . D isori entat ion involves failed orientations: bodi es 
inhabit spaces th at d o not extend their sha pe, or use objects that do  no t ex

t end 
their reach. At this moment of  failu re, such obj ects "poi nt" somew here else  or 
they make what is "here" become strange . Bodies that  d o not follow  the line of 
whiteness, for  instance, migh t be "stopped"  in their trac ks

, which  do es not 
simply st op one  from getti ng somewh ere, but  changes one's relation to what  is 
"h ere." W

h en  such lin es bloc k rather tha n enable action they become poi nts 
that accumulate stress, o r str ess points. Bodies can  even tak e the sha pe of such

 
stress, as points of social and physical p ressure that  can be exp

erienced as a 
p hysica l press o n the surface of th e skin. 

Furthermore, as I showed in  ch apter 3 , an  effe ct of bei ng "out of place" is 
a lso t o create disor ientation in others: the body of  color might di sturb the 
picture -and do  so  simply as a r esult of  being in spaces t hat are lived as whit e,  
spac es into w hich wh ite bodie s ca n sink. I suggested tha t white space (as a 
"h abit space") is an effect of the accumulation of such gestures of sinking. It is 
inte rest ing to note here that Ja cque s Ro lland's  description of s easickn

e ss as a 
disorie nt ation uses the metaphor of sinking. As he states: "W

e have  seasick
ness, beca us e we are at s ea, t hat is , off the coast , of which  w e hav e lo st  sight. 
That is, again, becaus e the earth h as  go ne, the same eart

h  into which, or
dinarily, we sink our fe et in order for th is positi on or stance to ex

is t. Se asick
ness arr

ives once the loss of the ear th  is gi ven"  (2003: 17, see also Le vinas 20 03: 
66-68). The groun d into which we sink our fe et is not neutral: it gives gr ound 
to some more t han oth ers. Disorientation occurs when we fail to sink into t he 
gr ound,  which means tha t the "gr ound" itself is d isturb e d, which  also distur bs 
wh at  gath ers "on" the ground. 

It is for this reason that d iso rie ntatio n can move around; it i nvo lves not only
 

bodi es becoming ob jects, but also th e d isorie ntation in  h ow objects are ga
th

ered to create a grou nd, or to c lear a spac e o n the  ground {the field). Here, i n 
the conclusion to this volu me, I explore the relation between the notion of 

queer and  the disori en tation  of objects. It is worth noting  that throughout this 
book I hav e been usi ng "quee r" in a t l eas t t wo s enses, a nd I have at tim es  slid 
fro

m one sense to the  o ther. First, I h ave  use d "queer" as a way
 of  desc ribing 

what is "o blique" or "off line." This i s w hy , in c ha pter 3, I desc rib ed a mix ed 
orientation, which unfolds from the gap betw

ee n reception and  possession, as 
off ering a quee r ang le on th e reproduction of wh iteness. I also d es crib e the  
prese nce of bodies o f col or  in white spaces as dis ori enting: the proximity of 
s uc h bodies out of place can work to make things seem "out ofline," and can 
hence even work  to "que er" space; people "blink" and do  " double turns"  whe n 
the y enco unter such bodies. 

Second , I have use d queer t o describe specific sexu
al pra ctices. Q!l

eer in 
this sense would  refer to t hose who prac tice nonnorma tive sexu

a li ties (Jagosc 
1996),  which as we kn

ow i nvo lves a personal and s oci al c omm itment to living 
in  an oblique world, or in a worl d t ha t has  an oblique an gle in relation to  that 
whic h is given.  In  ch apter 2, no tably, I discuss les bianism as a queer fo rm of 
soc

ial and sexu
al  contact, whic h is q u eer perhaps even before "q ueer" gets 

ta ken up as a poli ti cal orientation. I think it is importa nt to retain  b oth mean
ings of the word qu c;er, w hich after all

, are historica lly r elat ed ev en when we d o 
not reduce them. Thi s means rec alli

n g what makes specific sexu
alit ies describ

ab le as qu eer in t he first place: tha t is, that they ar e seen  as odd, bent , twi
sted. 

I n a way, if we re turn to the root of th e word  "queer" (from the Greek for cross, 
obl i qu e, adverse)  we can se e that t he wor d itself "tw

ists, " wi
th a twis t  that 

allows us to m ov e betw
een sexu

al and social regis ters,  wi
thout fl att ening th em 

or r educing  them to  a single l ine. Al
though t hi s appro ach ri sks

 lo sing the 
spe

cificity of quee r as a commitment t o a life o f sexual deviat ion, it  also 
sustai

ns th e sign
ific ance of"deviation" in wh at  m akes queer lives queer. 

To
 make things queer is c ertai

nly to disturb the order of things. As I have 
sugg

este d, the  effects of such  a d istu rb an ce are uneven, prec isely given t hat 
the wor ld is already orga

ni zed aro und c ert ain forms of  living- certain ti me s, 
s pace s, and directions. I have s ho wn how the reproduction of th ings-

of  what 
is "before us"- is about what is assumed to  be reachable at home, about what is 
ga

there d around as o bjects that can ex
tend our reach.  Heteros exuality a s a 

c ompulsory orientation repro duces more t han "itself": it is a me ch anism for 
the  reproduction of culture, or ev en of the  "attributes" that are as su med to pass 
along a fam ily line, su ch as white ness. It is for thi s reason that queer as  a s exu

al 
orientation "q ue ers " more  th an se x, just as oth er ki nds of que er effects can in 



tum
 end up "queering" sex

. It is important to make the oblique angle of queer 
do this work, even ifit risks

 placing different kinds of queer effects alongside 
each other. M

ichael M
oon's (1998: 16) approach to sexu

al disorientation as 
"uncanny effects" is a useful guide for us here. If the sexu

al involves the 
contingency of bodies coming into contact with other bodies, then sexu

al 
disorientation slides quickly into social disorientation, as a disorientation in 
how

 things
 are arr

ange
d. The effects are indeed uncanny: what is familiar, what 

is passed over in the veil ofits familiarity, becomes rather strange. 
In a way, it might be a queer encounter with ex

istential phenomenology
 

that helps us rethink how disorientation might begin with the strangeness of 
familiar objects. Think of Sartre's novel Na

usea {1965). It is a rather queer 
novel, ] would say, in the sense that it is a novel about "things" becoming 
oblique. N

ausea could be described as a phenomenological description of dis
orientation, of a man losing his grip on the world. W

hat is striking about this 
novel is how much the loss of gr

ip is directed toward objects that gather 
around the narrator, a writer, as objects that come to "disturb" rather than

 
ex

tend human action. The narrator begins with the desire to describe such 
objects, and how they are given and arranged, as a way of describing queer 
effects: "] must say how I see this table, the street, people, my packet of 
tobacco, since thes

e are the things which have changed" (9). H
ere again the 

table appears; it even comes first, as a sign
 of the orientation of writing. To 

write a story of disorientation begins with the table becoming queer. It is the 
things around him, ga

thered in the way that they are (as a horizon around the 
body, and the objects that are near enough, including the table), that reveals

 
the disorientation in the order of things. 

Disorientation could be described here as the "becoming oblique" of the 
world, a becoming that is at once interior and exterior, as that which is given, 
or as that which gives what is given its new angle. W

hether the strangeness is 
in the object or in the body that is near the object remains a crucial question. It 
seems first that it is the narrator who is disorientated, that "things" have 
"slipped away" because he is slipping away or "losing his mind." If objects arc

 
the ex

tensions of bodies, just as bodies are the incorporations of objects, how 
can we locate the queer moment in one or the other? Later in the novel, the 
"inside" and "outside" do not stay in place: "The Nausea isn't inside me: I can

 
feel it O'U

er there
 on the wall

, on the braces, everyw
here around me. It is one 

with the cafe, it is I who am inside it" (35). Things become queer precisel
y 

given how bodies are touched by objects, or by "something" that happens, 
where what is "over there" is also "in here," or even what I am "in." The story 
involves things becoming strange: 

Something has happened to me: I can't doubt that any more. It came as an 
illness does, not like an ordinary certa

inty, not like anything obvious. It instal
led 

itself cunningly, little by little; I felt a little strange, a little awkw
ard, and that was 

all .... There is something new, for example, about my hands, a certain way of 
picking up my pipe or my fork. Or else it is the fork which has a certai

n way of 
getting itself picked up, I don't kn

ow. Just no w, when I wa
s on the point of 

coming into my room, I stopped short because I felt in my hand a cold object 
which attracted my attention by means of a sort of personality. I opened my 
hand and looked: I was simply holding the doorkn

ob. (13) 

W
e begin with the "me" as the place where something happens, a littl

e 
strangeness or awkw

ardness that emerges over time, as ifit has a life ofits own. 
Th

e becoming strange of the body does not stay wi
th "me." Fo

r if it is my 
hands that are strange, then it is my hands as they ex

press themselves in a 
ge

sture. Such gestures are the "point" where my hands meet wi
th objects: 

where they cease to be apart; where they pick things up. So is it my hand or is it 
the fork that is different? W

hat is so compelling to me about this account of 
"be

coming queer" is how the strangeness that seems to reside somewhere 
be

tw
een the body and its objects is also what brings

 these objects to life and 
makes them dance. So "the doorknob" when it is being what it is there to do 
(all

owi
ng us to open the door) is "just that." But when the doorknob is felt as 

something other than what is it supposed to do, then it comes to have a 
tan

gible quality as a "cold object," even one with a "personality." A cold object 
is one that gives us a sensation of being cold. W

hen objects come to life, they 
leave their impressions. 

In the first chapter, I evoked M
arx's critique of German idealism for the 

very
 presumption that objects are simply before us, as things given in their 

"sensuous certainty." I would certainly not want to describe the queer object as 
that which becomes given in this way. Existential phenomenology

 shows us 
that the objects that are gathered as gatherings of history (domesticated ob
jects, such as doorkn

obs, pens, knives, and forks
 that gather around, by sup

po
rti

ng the actions of bodies) are in a certain way overlooked. W
hat makes 

them historical is how they are "overlooked." Seeing such objects as if for the 



first tim e (be fore this is a doorkn
ob, how migh t I encounte r it?) in volve s 

wond er , it allows the o bject to breathe not through a forgetting of  it s history 
but by a llowing this  history

 to com e ali ve: How did you get  h ere? How did I 
come to have y ou in my h and? How d id we arrive at this place  wh e re such a 
handling is possible? How  do you feel  now that you are near? W

hat d oes  it do 
when I do this wi th y ou ? To

 re-encounter objects as strange things is hence not 
to l ose sig ht of their history but to r efu se to make them his tory

 by Los ing si gh t. 
Suc h wonder dir ected at the objects  th at we face, a s well  as those th at are 
be hin d us , does not  involve b racketing ou t the famili ar but rat her all ow s the 
familiar to dance aga in with Life. 1 

So what  happens when the table dances ? It is important to note that M
arx 

describ es the table a s "tu
rn in g" and even as "da ncin g" -

as a dance that ex


pre sses the false Life of the com modity rat her than  the breath of h istory: "In 
rel ation to all

 other commodities, it s tands on it s head, an d evolves o ut ofits 
wooden br ain grotesq ue ideas, far more wo nderful th an 'table-tur ning'  ever 
w as " (1 887: 76) . 2 Fo

r M
arx , when the table beco mes a com mod ity it is  endow ed 

with agency, as ifit  has a L ife of its own.  This life, we could say, is "stolen" fr om 
th ose who mak e the t ab le, an d from  the very form of it s "matter" (the wood). 
The danc ing table w ould be a historical theft an d a theft of history. W

e could 
approach t he dancing table quite differently, if we se e th at the l ife of th e tab le 
is "giv en" through this intimacy with other Lives, rather than being a cu t-off 
point. A table acquires a Life through how it arrives,  through what it comes 
into contact with, and the w ork  that  it al low s u s to do . Per haps this Life is a 
bo rro wed rather  than stolen life, where the act of bo

rrowing involves a pled ge
 

of return. The danci ng table would be for sure a rathe r quee r o bject: a quee r
ness that does not reside "w ithin" the table but re gisters  ho w the tab le can im
p re ss upon u s, an d what we too can borrow  from the contingency ofits  li fe. 

In N
am

ea,  objects become ali ve n ot by  being endowed with quali
t ies they 

do not have but thro ugh  a contact wi th t hem a s thing s th at ha ve b een arr anged 
in specific  w ays. Such contact  i s bodil y : i t  is a tou ch th at returns to the body, as 
the skin of the  obj ect "im presses" the skin of the body. T he  "touch" itself 
disori entates t he body, so it loses its  way. As the narrator states: "Objects ought  
not to  to uch, s ince they a re not alive. You us e them , you put them back in place, 
yo u live among them; they ar e u seful, nothing more. I am afrai d of  en tering in  
contact with them, ju st as if they were liv ing animals. Now I se e; I r emembe r 
better what I fe lt  the othe r day on  the sea-shore when I was holding tha t 

pebbl e. It was a sort of sweet disgust. How unpleas an t it was! An
d i t came 

from the pebble, I am sure of that,  it  p asse d from  the pebble into my han ds. 
Y es, that's exac tly it: a sort of  n aus e a in the hand s" ( 22). 3 This  wa y of comi ng 
in to contact with  obje cts invo lves disori entation: the tou ch  of the thing that 
transmits some thing.  The pebble beco mes que er in such an encounter. W

hat 
the st or y implies is that orie nt ation  is ac hieved throug h the l oss of such phy si 
cal prox imity:  things are ke pt in their  place, which  might be n ear me, but 
it is  a nearness that doe s not threaten  to g et inside of me,  or spill what is 
inside out. 

Th is is how phenomenol ogy offers a queer angl e-
by br inging objects  to 

life in  their "loss" of plac e, in the failure of gat hering to keep things in thei r 
pl ace . I t is not s urprising to m

e t hat it is the "hands" that emerge as cruc ial  sites 
in stor ies of disor ientation,  and i ndeed  as cru c ial to phe no menology i n gen
eral. Ha nds hold th i ng s.  Th ey touch things. Th ey let things go . And yet, what 
does it mean for naus ea to b e "in the hands"? Fo

r even if the hands dis place the  
n ausea from  the  "I" (the ha nd s can easily be ali

en objects,  al ong wi
th door

kn
obs ), t he hands still return us  to the "I," as  what offe rs the hand le of the 

story. M
aki

ng nausea i n the hands, rather than in  the ha ndled, remin ds us that 
exi

st en tial  ph enomenology
 wri tes "disorientat ion" as a pr eoc cup at ion with the 

su bject, a s a way of retu
rning to the ques tion  of one 's be ing even ifbein g itself 

is what is in question. So even if  thing s ma tter in N
ausea  and co me t o matter 

as sign
s of life, how they matte r still returns to the subj ect as  a si gn  of hi s 

interiority , even i f that interior is pushed out to the o uter regions of  the body
the  regions tha t are clo sest to the  m atter . 

How does thi s "matte r" ma tter?  I t i s cru
cial that "matter" doe s no t be come  

an  o bject that we pre sume  is absent or p rese nt: w hat matters is  shaped by the  
dir

ect ions  t aken that allow th ings to appear in a cert ai n way. We
 can r etu rn 

to M
erlea u-Ponty's Ph enom

enology
 of

 Pe rcep
tion. He rel ate s the distinc tio n 

be
tw

een "s trai ght"  and "oblique" to the distinction betwee n "di stance" and 
"proximity. " S uch categ ories are me aningful only in  relation to pheno me nal  
or  o rientate d s pace. M

erlea u-Po nty sugg
ests th at distance function s Like the 

oblique, as a way of transfo rming the rela tionship betw
een  th e body  and the 

object it perceives. As he states : "W
e 'have' the r etreati ng object, we never 

cease to 'hold it' and t o have a g ras p o n it, a nd the inc rea sing dis tan ce is no t, as 
breadth ap pears to be,  an augmenti ng ext

ernality:  it ex presses merely that  t he 
thi

ng i s beginning to slip aw ay from the grasp o f our ga
ze and is less alli ed to it. 



D
istance is w

hat disting
u

ish
e

s this loose and app
ro

xi
m

ate g
rip from

 the com


p
le

te gr
asp w

hich is p
ro

xi
m

it
y. W

e shall
 define it then a

s w
e defined 'straight' 

and 'obliq
u

e' above, in
 term

s of the situation of the obj
ect in relation to our 

p
o

w
er of g

rasp
ing it" (

2
0

0
2

: 3
04- 5). 

D
istance is here the e

x
pre

ssio
n

 of a certain loss, of the loss of gr
ip over a

n 
obj

ect that is alr
eady

 w
ithi11 reach

, w
hich

 is "losable" only insofar as it is w
ith

in 
m

y horizon. D
istance is l

ived as the "slipp
ing aw

ay" of the reachable, in 
other w

ords, as the m
om

ent in w
hich w

hat is w
ithin reach threatens to becom

e 
out of reach. M

crleau
-P

onty, by p
ro

c
e

ed
ing w

ith an analogy bet
ween the 

distant and the obliq
u

e, help
s to show how the q

u
e

e
r ob

ject m
ig

h
t also be 

"slipp
ing aw

ay. " H
ere w

e recall
 m

y op
ening com

m
ents about the disorienta

tion of sw
itching dim

ensions: there is som
ething abo

ut the loss of an ob
ject

"befo
re" it has "g

o
ne," w

here the ob
ject can include sim

ply w
hat is "bef

ore 
us"

-that disorientates and creates a new slant. T
he disorientation can pers

ist 
if w

hat retreats does not retu
rn

, and som
ething docs not appro

ach to tak
e its 

p
la

ce. O
f course, w

hat slip
s m

ust firs
t be proxim

ate. It m
ight not so m

uch be
 

that the ob
ject becom

es q
u

e
e

r w
hen it slips, but that the p

ro
x

im
ity

 of w
hat 

does not f
ollow m

akes things slip. In other w
ords, w

e m
ig

h
t be speaking of t

he 
q

u
e

er effects of cert
ain ga

th
e

rings
, in w

hich "thing
s" appear to be oblique, to 

be 
"slipp

ing aw
ay. " T

h
ings can lose p

la
ce along

sid
e other things

, or they can 
seem out of p

la
ce in their p

la
c

e alongs
id

e other th
ings

. D
isorientatio

n involves 
contact w

ith things, but a contact in w
hich "t

hings" slip as a p
roxim

ity t
hat 

does not hold things in p
la

ce, thereby creating a fe
el

ing of d
istance. 

It is interesting fo
r 

m
e to note (aga

in) that the object around w
hich I have 

m
ost ga

th
e

red m
y thoug

h
ts has been the table. In a w

ay, I have m
ade the table 

a ra
ther q

u
e

e
r object by attending to it, by b

ring
ing an object chat is often in 

the 
backgr

ound 
to the 

front of 
m

y w
riting. To 

m
ove 

the 
"beh

ind" to the 
"front" can have a q

u
e

er effect. In so doing I have 
m

ade the table do a lot of 
w

o
rk. We

 no
rm

ally w
o

rk "on" the table. T
he table ex

ists as an "on" device: we 
do thing

s "on" it 
rather than just "w

ith" it. T
he "on" can m

ean conta
ct w

ith a 
sup

p
o

rting su
rfa

ce 
("

on the 
table"), w

hich 
is 

usuall
y 

ho
rizo

ntal, or 
it can 

sim
ply 

m
ean p

roxim
ity, situation, location, place. S

om
e p

ro
xim

ities ex
ist to 

"sup
po

rt" actions
-som

e surfaces are 
there to sup

p
o

rt. T
he w

o
rk of sup

po
rt

 

involves p
roxim

ity, but it is also the gro
u

n
d

 for the e
xp

e
rie

n
ce

 ofo
the

r pro
xim


ities. A

s L
evinas sugg

e
sts in 

T
otality a11d

 I11ji11ity: "T
he b

it of earth that su
p

ports m
e is not o

nly 
m

y object; it mp
po

r
ts 

my
 

exp
erien

c
e o

f
 obj

ects
" (1969: 138; 

em
p

h
a

sis added). L
ike the g

round "on" w
hich w

e w
al

k,
 the table support

s an 
action and thus supports m

y ex
perience of the objects (the pen, the ink

well, 
and so on), w

hich it al
so supports. If the table w

ere oblique, it m
ight be that it 

w
ould be less supportive. B

ut q
ueer tables aren't sim

ply oblique ones (the 
wri

ting desk, fo
r instance, can have an oblique angle and still support m

y 
�

riting). W
hat do queer tables support, or do tables becom

e queer w
hen they 

fail
 to support? 
W

e could ask, f
or instance, w

hether queer tables are the tables ar
ound 

w
hich q

u
eer bodies g

ather. It is certainly the case that tables can support queer 
g

at
he

ring
s: the tim

es that w
e m

ight g
ather aro

und, eating, talki
ng, loving, 

living, and creating the spaces and tim
es f

or our attachm
ent

s. <l!i
eers have 

t
heir tables f

or sure. Stories of queer k
inship w

ill be f
ull of tables. T

his does 
not necessa

rily m
ean that the table itself becom

es a queer object, or that the 
table necessarily has a different "f

unction" in queer g
athering

s. A
nd yet, the 

table m
ig

h
t still be the site upon w

hich queer points can be m
ade. 

To m
ake such a po

int w
ould be to sug gest that there is som

ething rather 
q

ue
er about f

urn
it

ure. W
e m

ight first t
hink about f

urn
it

ure as specific kinds of 
obj

ects: tables, chairs, lam
ps, beds, and so on. We

 f
urn

ish space w
ith "m

ov
able 

objects." I have been stru
ck by how m

ovability is a condition of m
eaning f

or 
f

urni
t

ure. Y
ou can m

ove the table, here, there, into the cor
ner of t

he room
; in a 

sense t
he p

urp
o

se of the table relies on your capacity
 to m

ove it ar
ound. I 

sug
gest in m

y introduction to this book that I have f
ollow

ed the table around; 
y

et I think that is a m
isrecognition. In

stead, the table follow
s you ar

ound. T
he 

table is an effect of w
hat it is that you do. In a w

ay
, t

hen, w
hile you f

urn
ish 

a house (w
ith tables and other things that m

atter), it is t
he house that fur

nishes you. <l!i
ee r f

urnishing 
is not, therefore, such a surprising f

orm
ula

tion: the w
o

rd "furn
ish" is related to the w

ord "perf
orm

" and thus relates to the 
ve

ry
 q

u
e

stion of how things appear. <l!i
ee

r becom
es a m

atte r o
f how things

 
ap

p
ear, h

ow they g
ather, how they perform

, to create the edges of spaces and 
wo

rlds. 
T

he objects w
ith w

hich w
e furn

ish "room
s" o

r int
erio

r spaces are called 
furn

iture. If
 you go to a furn

iture shop, o
r a place that sells "hom

e furn
ish

ings
, " the furn

iture typ
icall

y w
ill be on display room by room

: bedroom f
ur

niture, living
-room furn

iture, and so on. In 
this m

anner, the shop is selling a 
lifesty

le 
by how the f

urniture 
is arrang ed. In advertisem

ents fo r hom
e fur

nishing
s w

e can see this style displayed as a body intim
acy: the w

hite hetero-



sexu
al

 couple and their children surr
ound the fu

rniture, and it is as if in 

having "it" you coul
d be "like them

." Furnitu
re involves technologi

es of con

vention, producing arr
angem

ents as an arr
angem

ent of things: in the pre

sum
ption that life should be orga

nized in certain w
ays, in this space or that, fo

r 

doing this or fo
r doing that, w

here you find this or you find that. So, you w
ill 

have a room
 in w

hich you sleep, w
hich wi

ll be your bedroom
, w

hich is w
here 

you w
ill find the bed. O

ver and over again w
e see the repetition of this fo

rm
, 

w
hich "invites" one to inhabit spaces by fo

llow
ing these lines. Furniture too is 

an orientation device, a w
ay of directing life

 by deciding w
hat w

e do w
ith w

hat 

and w
here, in the very

 gestu
re tow

ar
d com

fo
rt, the prom

ise of "that sinki
ng 

fe
eling." 

A
nd yet, perhaps a diff

erent orientation tow
ard fu

rnitu
re is possible. C

on

sider the exp
ression, "Y

ou treat m
e like fu

rniture"-
w

hich usuall
y m

eans, 

"Yo
u don't notice m

e; you m
ak

e m
e part of the backgr

ound." So, if fu
rniture is 

conventional and indeed directs the bodies that use it, then fu
rniture oft

en 

disappear
s fr

om
 view

; indeed, w
hat m

akes fu
rnitu

re "fu
rniture" is this ten

dency
 to disappear fr

om
 view

. A
 queer fu

rnishing m
ight be about m

aki
ng 

w
hat is in the backgr

ound, w
hat is behind us, m

ore avai
lable as "things" to 

"do" things w
ith. Is the queer table sim

ply one w
e notice, rather than sim

ply 

the table that w
e do things "on"? Is a queer chair one that is not so com

fo
rtable, 

so w
e m

ove around in it, try
ing to m

ake the im
pression of our body reshape its 

fo
rm

? T
he chair m

oves as I fidget. A
s soon as w

e notice the backg
round, then 

objects com
e to life

, w
hich alr

eady m
akes things rather queer. 

W
here do w

e go w
hen w

e notice how
 tables fo

llow
 us ar

ound, and w
hen 

they becom
e, in this fo

llowi
ng, rather queer? W

here does the table take us 

w
hen it dances w

ith renew
ed life

? If w
e think of"queer tables" w

e m
ight al

so 

tu
rn to the piece ti

tled "T
ableau" by C

ountee C
ullen, a black queer poet fr

om
 

the H
arlem

 R
enaissance. T

he Fr
ench w

ord ta
bleau shar

es the sam
e root as th

e 

E
nglish w

ord "table"-
both are fr

om
 the L

atin tabula, fo
r board. H

ere the 

table is a pictu
re, and the pictu

re is rather queer: 

T
AB

L
EA

U
 

L
ocked arm

 in arm
 they cross the w

ay, 

T
he black boy and the w

hite, 

T
he go

lden splendor of the day, 

T
he sable pride of night. 

Fr
om

 low
ered blinds the dar

k fo
lk stare, 

An
d here

 the fa
ir fo

lk tal
k,

 

Indignant that these tw
o should dare

 

In unison to wal
k.

 

O
blivious to look and w

ork 

Th
ey pass, and sec no w

onder 

T
hat lightning brilliant as a sw

ord 

Shoul
d blaze the path

 of thunder. 

A
 queer pictu

re fo
r sure; the proxi

m
ity

 of the w
hite boy and the black boy 

w
ho w

alk alongside each other "in unison." T
hey have crossed the color line, 

"locked arm
 in arm

"; they have crossed the straight line, "locked arm
 in arm

." 

T
hese m

om
ents are the sam

e m
om

ent: w
e can register the difference only by 

reim
agi

ning this cross as the point of intersection betw
een different lines. T

he 

act of w
alki

ng alongside each other, wi
thout w

onder, and as if it w
ere an 

ordinary path to take, is returned by gazes of indignation. T
he boys take a path 

that others do not fo
llow

. A
 path is cleared by their "besideness." Just that. 

Tw
o bodies side by side. T

hey pass by; they pass through. Perhaps this is a 

diff
erent ki

nd of politics of sides: one is not asked to "take sides" w
hen one is 

"beside"-
one w

alks
 beside and al

ongside. T
hat is enough to clear the ground. 

T
o w

alk "in unison," to be "arm
 in ar

m
," requires w

ork:
 one has to keep up. 

Yo
u w

al
k together through such gestu

res of fo
llow

ing, a fo
llow

ing in w
hich 

one is not left
 behind. P

erhaps the sim
ple gestu

re of bodies that keep up in

volves a radicali
zation of the side, w

hen the beside becom
es alongside, w

here 

one side is not "against" the other. 

T
his is not just about any body, but specifically a black body and a w

hite 

body. Tw
o boys. It is the proxim

ity
 of these bodies that produces a queer eff

ect. 

So queer tables are not sim
ply tables around w

hich, or on w
hich, w

e ga
ther. 

R
ather, queer tables and other queer objects support proxim

ity
 betw

een those 

w
ho arc supposed to live on parall

el lines, as points that should
 not m

eet. A
 queer 

object hence m
akes contact possible. O

r, to be m
ore precise, a queer object 

w
ould have a surfa

ce that supports such contact. T
he contact is bodily, and it 

unsettles that line that divides spaces as w
orlds, thereby creating other kinds of 

connections w
here unex

pected things can happen. If w
e notice only som

e 

arr
ival

s (the arr
ival

 of those w
ho ar

e out of place), then it is al
so tru

e that w
e 

onl
y notice som

e fo
rm

s of proxim
ity

, som
e fo

rm
s of sex

ual and social contact 

th
at create new

 lines in the very
 m

om
ent they cross others. W

hat happens 

w
hen w

e fo
llow

 such lines? 



It is no t, then, that queer "surfaces" through th
e failu re to support,  or that 

queer su rfaces  arc no t supportive. I sugg
est above that disorient ation  happens  

when the gr oun d no longer su p ports an act io n. W
e lose gr

ou nd , we lose our  
sense of  ho w we s tand; we might even lose our stand ing. It is no t only that 
queer s urfaces su pport action, but also that the act ion  they sup port involves 
shifting gr

ounds, or e ven clearing a new g round, wh ic h all
ow us  to tread a 

diffe rent path. W
hen w e tread  on p aths t hat are les s trodd en,  which we  are not 

sure are  p aths at all (is it a pa th , or is  the gr
ass ju st a littl

e bent?), w
e m

ight ne ed 

even m
ore

 support. Th e queer table would here refer to all
 those ways in  whi ch 

quee rs find s upport  for th eir actio ns, includ ing o ur ow n bo dies, and the bodies 
of other q ueers:' Th e queer picture on the table shows, I think, th e pot e ntial of 
such suppo rtive proximities to ch all

enge the lines that ar e followed as m atters 
o f course. In refocusin g our a ttention on prox imity, on arms th at are cros s ed 
with other  arms , we ar e reminded of how queer engenders moments of  con
ta ct; h ow w e come into contact with oth er bodies to support the action of  
follow ing paths that have not been clear ed . W

e sti ll have t o follow other s in 
maki ng such p aths.  The  quee r body is not a lon e;  queer does not re sid e in a 
b ody  or an  o bject, and is dependent on t he m utuality of supp o rt.  

W
hat does it mean to think about t he "nonresidence" of queer?  W

e can
 

consi der the "aff ect" of  disorientation. As I have sugg
ested , for bodi es tha t are 

out of place, in the  sp aces in which  th ey gather, the ex
perience can be disorien

tating. Yo
u can feel  oblique, after all

. You c an feel odd , ev en di sturbed . Exp eri
ences of migr ation, o r of bec om ing  estranged from the contours of life  at 
home, can t ak e this form. The angle a t which we are placed gets in t he way of 
inhabita nce, even i f it poin ts tow ard inhabita nce as its goal. At the same tim e, 
it is the proximity of  bodies th at produces disorient ating effects, wh ic h, a s it 
we re, "disturb"  the pi cture, or the objects tha t ga

ther o n the ta ble, or  th
e bodies 

that ga
ther around the tab l e as a shared  object. Disorie ntation can move 

around, given that it does not re side in an objec t, affecting "what" is ne ar 
enoug h to the place o f distur bance . If,  a s James Ah

o sugg
ests, "every lifeworld 

is a coher enc y of things " (1998: n), then queer moments  ha ppen wh en things 
fail to cohere. In such mom ents of fai lure, when things do no t sta y in pl ace or 
cohere as place, disorientation ha ppens. 

The questio n then becomes ho w we "face" or approach such mom ents o f 
dis orienta tion. In a way, we ca n return t o the qu estion of  "fac ing" or of the 
approach we take to  ob je cts. It is interesting to not e that for M

erlea u-Ponty 

the obj ect becomes oblique wh en it i s "retre ating." 1 tis during this momen t of 
retreat that the  obje ct "slips  away." And y et, throughout this book, I have 
de scribed o bjects as going in a different direction: as app

ro
aching. I hav e dis

cus sed  the o bje ct's arr
ival as itsel f an e ffect of an ap proa ch, which makes  t he 

object "near enough."  Of course, we still have to be facing an  object  to  notice 
tha t it is  retr ea ting. W

e s till have to face an ob ject for th e effect of the  object to 
be "qu eer." W

hat th is sugg
es ts is that di so rientation re quires an act of facing, 

but it is a fa cing that also all
ows t he object to slip a way, or to b ecome oblique. 

We
 nee d to think,  then , of the  relationship be tw

ee n "th e face" and t he act 
of facing. M

e rle au-Ponty d escribes th e face  as orie ntate d. 5 In P
henom

enology
 

of
 Perc

eption, he states : "M
y ga

ze whic h moves ov er the face, and in doing so 
face s certain direc tions,  doe s not recogn

ize the  fa ce unless it c om es up aga
inst 

its detail
s  in a cer ta in irre versible  order and  th at the very sign

ificance o f the 
object-

here the  face and its expressions-
m ust be linked to its orientat ion, a s 

indee d is ind icated by the Fre nch word sem
 (sense,  s ign

ificanc e, direction). To
 

inve rt  an object is to deprive  it ofits significanc e" (2001: 194). This model does 
s eem t o depend on t he face as  an obj ect of  kn

owledge, as someth ing that "can" 
be recognized, as someth ing th at h a s a "r ight" way of be ing app rehended. But 
at another level, th e fac e "matters"  as it a cq uire s sign

ificance throug h direc
tion. In other word s, the  sign

ifica nce  of  the fac e i s not simply "in " o r "on" the 
face, but a q uestion of how

 w
e fa

ce the fa
ce, or how

 w
e  are fa

ced. 

W
hat make

s things "queer" for M
erl eau- Ponty is in t hat moment wh en 

they become dista nt, oblique, and "slip away." If the fac e of  the table is orien
tated , if it acqui res its  signifi cance in how it points to u s, then the tab le 
disorienta tes wh en i t no l onger faces the ri ght w ay. W

hen t he fac e i s inverted,  
as M

erlea u-Po
nty sugg

ests, it is depri ved of its sign
ificance. Perhaps a queer 

orien tation would n ot see the inv erted face as a depriva tion, and would ap
pr oach "the retreat" as an appr oac h-

not in the  sense that what retr eats will 
retu rn but in the se nse that in the r et reat of an o bjec t a spac e i s cleared for a 
new arr

ival. Or, i f a face is inverted and beco mes queer or depri ved of its 
sign

i ficance , then such a deprivation woul d not be livable simply as lo ss but as 
the pot ential for new lines, or for new  lines to ga

ther as expressi on s that we do 
not yet kn

ow how to read. �
eer  gatheri ng s are lines t ha t gather-

on the face, 
or as bodies around the table-

to form new patt erns  and  new ways of making 
s ense. The question then becomes no t so  much  what is a queer orient ation, but 
how we are orientated toward q ueer moments when objects slip. Do we retain  



ou r hold of these objects by bringin g them bac k "in li ne"? Or do we  let them 
go, all

owing them to acquire new shapes and directio ns? A qu eer phenome
no logy might i nvol ve a n orient ati on tow ar d wh at slips, w hich allows wha t 
slips to pass through, in  the unknowable length ofits  duration. I n  other words, 
a queer ph enomen ol ogy

 w oul d function  a s a d isorientat ion dev ice; it would 
not o verc ome the "disalignment" of the h orizo ntal and verti cal ax

es,  allowing 
the ob lique to open up  another angle on t he  world . 

If queer is als o (i n effe ct) an orientation toward queer , a way of approach ing 
what is retreating, the n wha t is q ueer might slid e be tw

ee n sexu
al or ientatio n 

and other kinds of orientation . Qy
eer wou ld become a m at ter of how one 

approac hes the object that slips away-
a s a way of  inhabi tin g t he worl d at the 

point in which  things  flee t . An
d yet, I have suggested that  queer unfolds from  

spe cific points, from the lifcworld of those who do n ot o r cannot inhabit the 
contours o f heterosexual sp ace . Af

t er all
, some of us more tha n others look 

"wonky
," living lives that are full of fle eti ng poi nts. Some peop le have su g

gested to  me that I have overemphasised th is latter point, and in so doing have 
risked  pre suming that the queer moments " reside" with th ose  who do not 
practice hete rosexu

ali
ty. A person said to me,  but lesbian s and gays have " th

eir 
li nes too," their way s of keeping  things straig ht.  An

o the r person said that 
lesbians and gays can be "jus t as conservative." I would insist that queer de
scri bes a sexual as well as  political orie ntation, and th at to lose sight of th e 
sexu

al specificity of q ueer would also be to "ov e rlook" how compulsory h et
erosex

uali
ty shape s  wh at co heres as  given, and the effects of  this co herence on 

tho se who refus e to be compelled. As Leo Bersani argues, w e do not hav e to 
pr esum e the re fere ntiality of queer, or stab ilize q ueer as an identity c ate gory,  to 
ex plo re how  th e sexual spe cificity of bei ng queer matters (199 5: 71 -76) . To  be at 
an  ob lique angl e to what coheres  doc s matter, where  the "point" of this co
herence unfold s as the gift of the s traight line. 

An
d yet, the su gg es tion  that one can have a "n onheter o" s exu

al  orient ation 
and be straight "i n oth er respects"  speak s a certain tru

th. It is  p oss ible  to live on 
a n oblique angle,  and follow straigh t lines. Af

ter all
, conservative homosexu

als 
have  called for lesbians and ga ys to su pport the straight line by pledgi ng 
allegiance to the very form of t he family, f Ven when they cannot inhabi t that 
form without a queer  effect. Lisa Dugga

n (lo o3) and Ju dith H
albers tam  

(l 005) have also offered compelling criti qu es of a new " homo no rmativity." 
As  Dugga

n describes, "it is a politics that does not contest  dominant hetero-

nor mative assump tions  and institutions, but up holds and susta
ins them

" (so; 
emphasis added). 

W
e could think of t his in ter ms of  assimilation, as a politi cs of fol low ing t he 

st raigh t line eve n as a deviant body. H
omonormati vity would str aighte n up 

queer eff ects by following  the li nes that are given as the accumulation of 
"points" (where you "get poi nts" for  arriving at differe nt poi nts on the line: 
marr

iage,  children, and so  on) . For in stance,  as Judi th Butler argu
es, ga y mar

ria ge can ext
end r ather than  challe nge the cons ervat ism  of marriage  (2002 : 18) . 

Such a politics would  "ex
tend" the  s traig ht line to some q ueers, those who can 

i nhabit the forms of marriag e and fa mily, whi ch would keep  other queers, 
those whose lives are liv ed for differ ent po in ts, "off  line ." Lee Ed elman call

s 
such a politics  a "repr od uctive  futu

rism," which works  to "affi
r m a stru

cture, to 
au thenticate social  order, whic h  i t t hen i ntends to t ransmi t to the fu tu re in the 
form of the Child" ( 2004:  30).  This version of gay  politics would ask us to 
r e pr oduce t hat which we  do not  fo llow ,  by speaking in th e name of a fu ture a s 
a n inheritanc e that we did not r ece ive: we woul d try

 and be as strai ght as w e 
coul d be, as if  we c ould con vert wha t we di d not rece ive into a possessio n. 

W
e are  right to be  cri tical of such a co nse rvative sexu

al  politic s, which 
"su ppo rts" the very lines that make so me lives unliv abl e. Oddly  enough ,  thi s 
ga

y conservatis m ha s also returned us to the table.  Bru
ce Ba wer ar gu

e s in A 
Pla

ce a t the Table  (1994) that  ga
ys a nd les bians should desire  to joi n t he b ig 

ta ble rath er t ha n have "a little tab le of  our  ow n." 6 In his critique o f th e queer 
d esire t o e mbrac e the n onnormativ e, B awer s tates the following: "H

e doesn't 
w

ant to be  assim ila ted. He  enjoy
s h is excl usion.  H

e  feels comfortabl e at his  
little ta ble. Or at least  he th inks he doc s.  B ut  does he ? W

h at  is i t, after all
, tha t 

tics  him to his li ttle tab le-
that drove him, in other words,  into  a ma rginal  

exi
stence? Ultimate ly, it 's prej udi ce. Liberated fro m that pr ejud ice, would he 

still
 want to sit at his little ta ble? Pe rhaps, an d perhaps  not. Certainly  most 

h omosex
uals  don't want to be r el egated to that lit tle table . W

e grew  up at  the 
big ta ble: we're at home there.  W

e want to  stay there" (1994: 70). Bawer also 
describes a queer desire for "littl

e tables" as the "etho s of multiculturalism," 
where "each accredited victim gr

oup" is given their own table (1994: 210). It is 
in ter esting to note her e t hat the "big table" evokes the family table (where w e 
"gre w up"), a nd also "society" itself as a "single big  ta ble ."  Bawer's rejection of 
qu eer "subcultu res" hence call

s fo r a return to t he family table, as the presumed 
ground for social exi

stence. To
 j oin this table enacts the desire for assimilation: 



in the sen
se o

f b
eco

m
in g a 

"p
a

r
t" 

of the fa
m

ily  bu t al
so becom

ing li ke  the 

fa
m

ily, w
hich is itself p

re
d

i c
a

ted
 on lik eness. W

hat is at  sta
ke in this d

esire to 

b
e  p

la
c

e
d

 at the table? 

We
 co

u
ld agr

ee
 w

it h B
a w

er that a q
u

e
er p

o
li

ti c
s is n

ot abo
u t lay

i ng n
e w

 

tables, w
hateve r their siz e. A

fte r a
l l, to s

e t up n
ew tab le s w

ou
ld le ave th

e "big 

table" 
in it s p

la
ce. 

We
 m

ig
h

t even agr
ee that the 

"p
o

in
t" o

f gay a nd lesbi an 

p
o

l
itics

 m
i g

h
t b

e to a
rrive a t this table, as  the ta ble a

roun
d w

hich a fa
m

ily 

ga
th

e
rs, 

p
ro

d
u

ci
n g the  very 

effect o
f social co herence. 

B
ut such a n a

r rival
 

can
not sim

ply 
b

e a m
at ter o

f b
eing g

iv
e

n a p
la

ce at the tab
le, as if it w

ere 

"fa
m

ily p
re

ju
d

ic e" 
that p

re
v

en
ts u

s from
 tak

ing that p
la

c
e. A

fter al
l, d

esp
ite 

B
aw

er 's em
p

h
a

si s o
n 

"bei n g at h
om

e" 
at the b

ig ta
b le, 

h
is b

ook i s full
 o

f 

exa
m

p
le

s o
f b

eing re
je

cte
d fr

om
 the table, in cl

uding  fro
m the d

if ferent  k
ind

s  

o
f tab

les 
that o

rga
n

iz
e the socialit y of straig

h
t w

ed
ding

s (B
aw

er 1 994: 261).
7 

T
he d

esire  
to j

o
in th e 

table is a d
esire 

to 
i nhabit 

the 
ve

ry 
"p

la
c

e" o
f 

this 

re
je

ctio
n. A

s D
oug

la
s C

r im
p (20

02: 6
) h

a s s how
n, the act o

f f
ollow

i ng s traig
h

t 

line s as bo
dies th at a re at least 

in som
e w

a
y s sexu

al
ly 

deviant is 
m

elanch
ol ic : 

y
o

u a
re identif

yin g p
recisely w

ith w
hat 

re
p

u
d

ia
te

s y
o

u. S
uc h fo

rm
s o

f fo
llo w


in g d

o 
n ot sim

p
ly 

accu
m

ulate  as p
o

ints o
n a straig

h
t line. We

 can ce
rtainl

y 

conside
r that w

he n q
u

e
e

r b
odie s do 

"jo
in

" th
e fam

ily 
table, th

e n th
e t able  d

oe
s 

not sta
y 

in p
lace. �

eer b
od ies a

re o
ut o

f plac e 
in ce

rtai n fa
m

ily ga
t

h e
rings

, 
w

hich i s w
h

at p
r o d

uces, in th
e first place, a q

u
e

e
r effect. T

he 
tab le m

ig
h

t even  

b
ec om

e 
wonk

y. 
A

fter 
all

, 
t his 

ve ry 
d

esire  
to 

"sup
p

o
rt" 

straig
h

t 
lines, an d 

th
e 

form
s 

th
e

y 

ele
vat e 

int
o 

m
oral an d soc

ial ideals (such as 
m

arri ag
e and 

fam
ily 

life
) w

ill be 

re
je

c
ted 

b
y 

th
os e 

wh
os e 

bod
ies 

can and 
d

o 
"li ne 

u
p" 

w
ith 

th
e 

st ra ig
h

t li ne, 
w

h ic h is 
not, o

f cou
rse, all

 
s tra ig

h
t bo dies.

8 ln o
th

e
r w

o
rds, i t is h

ardl y
 likel

y 

th
a

t a
t tem

p
ts 

to 
fo llow 

th
e 

st raig
h

t line a
s ga

y s
 an d le sbi an

s wil
l g

e
t you 

too 

m
a n

y p
oin

t s. To poi nt 
t o 

such 
re

j e
c

t io
n 

is 
n

ot, 
th

en, 
to 

say 
th

at 
hom

on
or 

m
ati vi ty 

is 
th

e 
cond ition fo

r an 
em

e rg
e

n
c

e 
o

f a n
ew 

ang
l e 

on 
q

u
e

e
r p

ol itics 
(th

oug
h 

i
t cou ld 

b
e). 

I n
s tead, 

it 
is 

to 
say 

tha
t inh

abiting 
fo rm

s 
th

a
t do 

not 
exten

d 
you

r sh
a

p
e 

can 
p

rod uce 
q

u
e

e
r ef fects, e

ven 
w

hen 
you 

t
h ink

 you 
are 

"l i nin
g 

u
p.

"
 Th

er e 
is 

h
o

p
e 

in  
such 

f
ailure, e

v en 
i

f
 we 

re je
c

t p
ub

licly 
(as 

w
e 

m
ust

) th
is s exu

a
l a

s well a
s soc

ia
l co n

ser vatism
. 

A
t the  sam

e 
tim

e, 
to 

cons erv e 
an

d 
to 

d
eviate 

are 
n

o
t sim

pl
y avai

lable 
as 

political 
choices. 

I
t is 

im
p

o
rt

ant, 
fo

r instan
ce, 

tha
t w

e 
a

void 
assum

ing 
th

at 
"d

eviation
" i

s alw
a

ys 
o

n 
"the 

side " 
o

f
 the p

rogr
ess iv

e. 
Indeed, 

i
f

 the 
com

-

p
u

lsio
n

 to d
evi

ate from
 th e st raigh t line wa

s to b
ecom

e "a l ine" in queer 

p
o litic

s, then th is its elf  c o uld h
ave a straight ening eff

ect. 1 h
ave o

ften w
on



d
ered w

het her rec ent w
ork o

n qu
eer sham

e risks
 d

ra
w

ing suc h a lin
e . I a dm

ir e 

E
ve S

e dg
w

ic
k's (20

03} ref
u sal

 o
f the d

i scours e o
f q

ueer p
ride.  S

he sug
gests 

in stead t
ha t sham

e is the p
rim

ary q
uee r aff

ect because i t em
b

races the "n o
t "; it  

em
braces its ow

n n
ega

tion  from
 the sphere o

f ordin ary
 cult

u re. B
ut I am

 n
ot 

sure h
ow  it is p

ossible to em
brace 

the 
neg

ative  w
itho

ut  t
urn

ing it into a 

p
o

s
it

iv
e . 

T o
 say 

"yes " to the  "
no" is still

 a " yes ." To
 e m

brace o
r affi

rm
 the 

exp
eri e

n
c

e o
f sham

e, f
or instan

ce, soun d s very
 m

uch like t aki
ng a p

rid
e in 

one 's sha m
e

-a co
nversion o

f bad fe
el

ing into g
ood  feelin

g (s ee A
hm

e d 2005). 9 

W
hat doe s it m

ean f
or  this "y es " to be inaug

urate d as t he p
roper signif ier o

f 

q
u

e
e

r 
p

o
l it

ic
s ? D

oes th
is, in 

th e end, cr eate a l ine a
round q

ueer, by ask
in g 

"ot he
rs" to rep

eat tha t "yes, " by em
bracing the ir rejection (the "no

"}  
fr

om
 

strai
ght cultu

re
? 

S
uch a "yes" is 

not avail
able to  ever

yone, even to all se
xual d

evi an ts, g
iven 

h
ow w

e 
are shaped by the 

m
ultip

le h
istorie s o

f  o u
r arriv al . S

om
e m

igh t f
eel 

co
m

p
e

l le
d to fo

llow the lines  b
ef

ore the m
, even if th

eir d
e si re s ar

e  o
f f line . O

f 

cou
rse, to l ive ac co

rding
 to ce

rtain lines d
oes involve  a

 certain k
ind o

f c om
m

it

m
ent to tho

se lines
: o

ne's actions are b
eh

ind them
. B

u t it d
o es n

ot n
ecessari

ly  

m
ean 

an 
a ss im

ila tio
n 

in 
the 

term
s d

esc ribed ab ove: t he 
p

oints  
o

f d evi ation  

m
ig

h
t, 

i nstead, b
e  h

id den. N
o

t all
 qu eer s can b

e  "ou
t" in thei r d

eviat ion . F
o r 

q
u

e
e

rs of o
th

e
r colo

rs, be
ing "ou t " already m

eans som
et

hing diff
eren

t, given 

th
at w

h
a

t i s "ou
t and about " is o

rient
ated

 around w
hi ten

ess . A
t t he sam

e tim
e, 

of cou
rse

, no
t all q

u eers even h
ave 

the c h oice o
f s ta

ying "in"
: for som

e, o
ne' s 

b
ody  

is en ough 
to 

keep 
o ne o

u
t 

(o
f lin

e). S
om

e b
utch 

lesbian
s, f

o r in
stance, 

just h
ave 

to 
open 

the 
fr

ont d
oor 

to 
be 

o
ut : ge

tting
 o

u
t 

is be
ing o

ut. Y
et, f

o r 

o th
ers, th

er e a re w
ay s

 o
f  st aying

 in
, even w

h
en

 o
ne get s o

ut. 

We
 

could 
con

sider 
"the 

closet " 
itsel

f as 
an 

o
rientation 

d
evice, 

a 
w

ay 
o

f 

inh
abiting

 the w
orld

 o
r of b ei ng

 a
t h om

e in the  w
or ld . T

he cl
ose

t re turns u
s to 

th
e q

u
e

stio
n  o

f
 quee

r furn
ishings, an d 

h
ow 

the
y 

too 
are o

r ientation
 d

evice
s . 

T
he close

t pr ovide
s a w

a
y o

f s tay
ing in. O

r ien
tation

s w
ould b

e ab
ou

t the term
s 

u
p

o
n

 w
hich

 m
o m

ent
s of d

evi ation ar e le t
 "out

" o
r kep

t "i n, " thereby creati ng 

line
s b

e t
we en

 p
ub

lic and
 p

riv
at

e spaces. If the  closeted
 q

uee
r appear

s straig
h

t, 
then 

w
e m

ig
h

t
 have to g

et into 
the closet, o

r go u
nd

e
r the table to reach 

the 

p
oint

s o
f

 deviatio
n

. I
n othe

r w
ords, w

hile 
th e close

t m
ay s eem

 a
 b

etraya
l o

f 

q
u

e
er (b

y contain
ing w

ha
t is quee

r at hom
e} it is just a

s po
s sib

l e to b
e qu

ee r at 



home , or  even to queer the closet. Af
ter al

l, closets still "make room"  or clear 
spaces, in which ther e are things left for bodie s to do. 

Ind eed,  I am sugg
esting her e that for som

e queers, at least, hom
es are 

alr
ead y rather queer spaces , an d they are fu ll of the potential to e xp erience 

the joy of devia nt desires. A
s G

aya tri G
opinath sug

gests, in th e postco loni al 
hom

e,  s ex m
ight ha ppen "in the  ho use, " locating " fem

ale s am
e-sex desire and 

pleasu re firmly  w
ithi n the conf ines of the hom

e an d 'the do m
estic' ra ther than  

a s afe elsewhere " (2005, 153) . To
 q ueer ho m

es is a lso to exp
ose  ho w "hom

es ," as 
spaces  o f appa rent  intim

a cy and desire, are  fu ll of rather m
ixe d and obliqu e 

objects. It is  also to sug
gest t hat the in tim

acy o f the  hom
e is what connects the 

hom
e t o othe r, m

or e publ ic,  spaces . If h om
es  are queer then they a re also 

diasporic , shape d b y the "en ta ngl emen t o f genealogies  o f d isp ersio n w
ith 

those of  'staying put' " (B r ah 1996: 16). W
ithin h om

e s, ob jects  g
ather: such  

ob jects arrive  and th ey have t heir own horizon s, which "point" toward dif
f ere nt world s-

even i f this "po int" does not m
ake such worlds w ith in re ach. 

T
he po int of the in tersection betw

een queer an d diaspora m
ight  precisel y be 

t o show how the "where" of  queer is sh ape d b y other w orl dly ho rizons-
by 

hi sto rie s of  cap ital, em
p ire, and nat ion-

which give quee r bodie s diff e rent 
p oin ts of access  to such  wor lds, and which m

ake different objects r ea chab le, 
w hether at ho me  o r awa y. 

Af
ter all

, if ther e are differ ent  ways of f
ollowing lines, there are also dif

fe
rent ways of deviat ing from th

em
, as deviations that mig ht com e "o ut" at 

d ifferent poin t s. I s ug
geste d in the i ntr

oduction t o this book that to f ol low a 
line is  to become inve ste d in that line, and also to be c om

m
i tte d to "w here" it 

will take us. We
 do not stay

 apart from t
he lines w

e fo
llow , eve n if w e take th e  

lin e a s a s trategy
, w

hi ch we ho pe to keep apart from ou r identity
 (whe re one 

might say: "I do"  thi s, but "I am" not that w
hich "I do"). T

he act of fo
ll ow

ing 
still shape s what  it is tha t we "do do," and he nce w hat we "can do ." A

n d yet, 
there are different kinds of investme nt and com

m itm
ent. Fo

r some, followi
ng 

c er tain straight lines might be lived a s a pledge o f allegi ance on  moral and 
political g

rounds t o "w hat" th at line leads to. But fo
r ot hers, cer

tain lines 
m ig ht be followed because of a lack of  resources to  support a life  of deviatio n, 
because of c omm

itm
ents they ha ve already made, or  b ecause  th

e ex
perience of 

di so rienta tion is simply too shat
tering to  en dure. Fo

r ex
ample, as I su gg

est in 
Th

e Cultural
 Po

lit
ics

 of
 E

m
otion (2 004a), some lesbians and ga

y  m
en may  

ne ed access to heterosexu
al kinship netw

orks
 in order to su rv

ive, which m
ight 

m
ean  a pp earing to liv e a certain kind of life, one that e ven  seems " s tr aigh t" to  

other  queers . 
In calli

ng  for a politics th a t invo lves disori entation, wh i ch regis t ers th at 
d is orien tation shatters o ur involvem

ent in a w orld, it is importa nt no t to m
ake 

disorient
ation an ob li gat ion or a responsibility f or th os e who ident ify as  queer. 

This position dem
a nds t oo m

uch (for som
e, a life- long c om

m
it

me nt  to devia
tion is not psychicall

y or m
aterially possible or sus tain ab le, even if their desires 

are rather ob lique) , but i t also "forg
iv es" to o mu ch by letting those who are 

straight stay on their li ne . It is n ot u p to  queers to  disorien ta te straights, j ust as  
it is not u p to bod ies of color  to  d o the wo rk of antiracism, although of course 
di so ri entation m

igh t still h ap pen  an d w e do "d o" this  work.  D
i sorient

at ion,  
then, wou ld not be a politics of th e w

i ll bu t an effect of how we  do  politic s, 
which  in  tu

r n is shap ed by th e pri or m
att er of  s i mp ly how w e live. 

Af
ter all

,  it  is possible to  follow certain lines (such as  the line of the fa
m

i ly} 
as a disorient

ation  device, as a way of  experiencing the pleasu res of dev iatio n. 
Fo

r some queers, for inst ance , t he very
 act of describing q ueer ga

theri ngs as 
f a mily g

ather ings i s to have jo y in th e uncanny e ff ect of  a familiar form becom
ing s trange. T

he po int of foll owi ng i s not to pledge  all
egiance to the fam

iliar , 
but to m

ake  that "familiar" st range , or  e ven t o all
ow that wh ich has been 

ove rloo k ed-
w

hich has be en treated as fu
rnitu

re-
to dance  with renewed life. 

Some deviat ions inv olve acts  of follow
ing, but u se the sa m

e "point s" for  dif
fere nt effects. T

his is what K ath  W
eston's e thn ographic stu

dies of queer kin
sh ip show us.  A

s she notes: "F ar from viewin g fami li es w
e choose as im

itations 
o r derivati ves of family ties cr eated elsewher e in society , m

a ny lesbians and  gay 
men all

uded to the diffi
c ulty

 and e
xcite ment of cons tru

ct ing kinship in th
e 

absence of w
hat  they call

ed ' models'" (199 1: n6; see als o W
eston 19 95) . 

A queer poli tics does inv olve a co m
m

itment to a certain way  of inh ab
itin g the wo rld, ev en if  it is not "g

ro und ed " in a comm
it m

ent to d evia
tion.  Qy

eer liv e s would  not fo
ll ow the  scrip ts  o f c o nvent ion. O

r  as Judith 
H

alberstam notes,  qu eer might beg in wi
th "the po te ntiality

 of a life un
scripted by the conve nt ions of family, inheri tance, and  child re arin g " (20 0 5: 
65 ). T

he "conve nt ions" t ake the whi te heterosex
ual cou ple a s th eir  soci al ideal. 

If we see  the fa ilure to si nk int o the cha irs of convent ion as a polit ical gi ft, 
th

en other  things mig ht happen. In a way, we can bri n g We
ston  and H

alber
stam toget her  by sugg

estin g that queer lives are about the pot enti ality
 of 

not fo
llowi

ng certain conventional scripts of fam
i ly, inheritan ce, and chil d 



rearing, whereby "not following" involves disorientation: it makes things 
oblique. 

W
hat kind of commitment would a queer commitment be? If anything, I 

would see queer as a commitment to an opening up of what counts as a life 
worth living, or what Judith Butler might call a "liveable life" (2004: xv

}. It 
would be a commitment not to presume that lives have to follow certain lines 
in order to count as lives, rather than being a commitment to a line of devia
tion. I share Lisa D

ugga
n's enthusiasm for queer as "the democratic diversity 

of proliferating forms of sexu
al dissonance" (2003: 65). Such proliferating 

fo
rms would not necessarily be recognizable; rather, they would be forms of 

sociality as well as sexu
ality that are not available as lines to be followed, 

although they might emerge from the lines that already ga
ther, and even have 

alr
eady ga

thered us around. W
e might, then, face the objects that retreat, and 

become strange in the face of their retreat, wi
th a sense of hope. In facing what 

retreats with hope, such a queer politics would also look back to the conditions 
of arrival. W

e look back, in other words, as a refusal to inherit, as a refusal that 
is a condition for the arrival of queer. To

 inherit the past in this world for 
queers would be to inherit one's own disappearance. Af

ter all, as a mixed-race 
queer the choice is not either to become white and straight or to disappear. 
This is a choice betw

een tw
o different kinds of death. The task is to trace the 

lines for a different genealogy, one that would embrace the failure to inherit 
the family line as the condition of possibility for another way of dwelling in 
the world. 

If orientations point us to the futu
re, to what we are moving toward, then 

they also keep open the possibility of changing directions and of finding other 
paths, perhaps those that do not clear a common ground, where we can re
spond with joy to what goes astray. So, in looking back we also look a different 
way

; looking back still involves facing-
it even involves an open face. Looking 

back is what keeps open the possibility of going astray. This glance also means 
an openness to the future, as the imperfect translation of what is behind us. As

 
a result, I would not argu

e that queer has "no future" as Lee Edelmen (2004} 
sugg

ests-
though I understand and appreciate this impulse to "give" the fu

ture to those who demand to inherit the earth, rather than aim for a share in 
this inheritance. Instead, a queer politics would have hope, not even by having 
hope in the future (under the sentimental sign of the "not yet"}, but because 
the lines that accumulate through the repetition of gestures, the lines that 

ga
th

er on skin, alr
eady take surprising forms. W

e have hope because what is 
behind us is also what allows other ways of ga

thering in time and space, of 
maki

ng lines that do not reproduce what we follow but instead create wrinkles 
in the earth. 

To
 resist an impulse to make deviation a ground for queer politics is not, 

• then, to say that it docs not matter which lines we follow. It does matter. Some 
lines, as we know, are lines that accumulate privilege and are "retu

rned" by 
recognition and reward. Other lines are seen as ways out of an ethical life, as 
deviations from the common good. Despite this, queer is not available as a line 
that we can follow, and if we took such a line we would perform a certain 
injustice to those queers whose lives are lived for different points. For me, the 
question is not so much finding a queer line but rather asking what our orien
tation toward queer moments of deviation will be. If the object slips away, ifits 
face becomes inverted, ifit looks odd, strange, or out of place, what will we do? 
Ifwe feel oblique, where will we find support? A queer phenomenology

 would 
involve an orientation toward queer, a way of inhabiting the world by giving 
"support" to those whose lives and loves make them appear oblique, strange, 
and out of place. �

eer ga
therings, where the objects we face "slip away," are 

disorientating. For me, the table is just such a supporting device for queer 
gatherings, which is what makes the table itself a rather queer device. It is 
hence not surprising that a queer phenomenology

, one that is orientated to
ward queer, will be full of tables. It is also not surprising that such tables will be 
full

-
inhabited by those who in ga

thering around have already made a rather 
queer impression. 
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