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ABSTRACT 
 
 

As the largest European immigrant population in the state of Texas, German-

Americans have a rich agricultural history that has been a crucial factor in their delayed 

assimilation into the rest of American society.  This study places a special emphasis on 

the Texas Hill Country, as it is the area that has most resisted assimilation until the 

twentieth century.  In this study, the historical forces that shaped this region are explored 

through the relationship of German-Americans to their land and the areas around them. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 As the largest population of European immigrants in Texas, there are many 

reasons to study the German-American community.  Perhaps the most persuasive is that, 

as a nation of immigrants, the United States is a veritable cornucopia of intermingling 

cultures complete with the sights and sounds of disparate lands.  In short, America is a 

nation where it is neither odd nor incongruous for one to see individuals of completely 

different backgrounds partaking in Germanic holidays like Christmas or saying words 

like �delicatessen.� Just as it is not strange for a person of Germanic heritage to listen to 

music whose origins, like that of jazz or gospel, have their roots in African styles of 

music, or bluegrass, whose Celtic influence can still be felt and heard centuries after its 

initial transplantation into the United States.  Thus, to understand the German-American 

in Texas is to understand a bit of ourselves.  As the story of the past in Texas cannot be 

told without a historical understanding of agriculture, it shall serve as the primary focus 

of this thesis.  Likewise, southern whites, as the dominant cultural and agricultural group 

in Texas that German-Americans would compete against and whose experience they 

would draw from, serve as the primary people of comparison throughout these pages. 

 For the readers� convenience, a brief outline and timeline of the argument is 

presented here.  Discussion begins in the next chapter, entitled The Agrarian Era, by 

exploring how the social and economic realities of the Early Modern Period in Europe 

created two unique, cultural approaches toward agriculture.  When exposed to the New 

World, the progeny of the Old faced significant challenges, but ultimately survived and 
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thrived as first the British and later American traditions of agriculture emerged.  Of 

particular interest to this story is the southern white farmer who operated, in many ways, 

as an intermediary between German immigrants and the economic, environmental, and 

social conditions of Texas.  As a later transplant into the state, German immigrants settled 

two areas of Texas.  The first area the Germans settled was East Texas, which was 

already occupied by southern whites.  The second was further west in what is now central 

Texas, more commonly known as the Texas Hill Country.  In this case, the Germans were 

the first farmers in the area and thus were the first to settle its frontier.  However, because 

of this, the Germans of the Texas Hill Country were much more isolated than their 

brothers and sisters in East Texas, contributing to their ability to resist agricultural and 

cultural assimilation. 

Settlement patterns among southern white migrants and Germans were 

considerably different.  Perhaps the best way to describe it is to liken the German-

American farmer to a sturdy oak, as they would put down deep roots into the soil and 

spread by slowly expanding into nearby areas, gradually converting them into a forest of 

Germans.  On the other hand, the native-born southern white farmer was an opportunist 

by nature and thus much more like the tumbleweed, spreading far and wide with the 

wind, setting down only shallow roots until it can move on again.  The end goal of both 

plants is the same:  further propagation of the species, in this case, each group�s 

respective agricultural systems.  However, as conditions changed shortly after the turn of 

the century, urbanization began attracting the scores of the less-rooted.  Thus, as the 

winds of change shifted and blew toward the city, it carried with it many rootless 
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opportunists, both Southerners and East Texas Germans alike, while leaving behind many 

of the rooted.  Like a newfound oasis, the city offered incredible opportunities that simply 

could not be achieved through agriculture.  Yet, the Germans of the Texas Hill country 

resisted the call of the wind, while their brethren to the East adapted to follow the wind 

when it blew. 

 For simplicity�s sake, I named this new period The Era of Urbanization and, as 

the behavior of the Germans in East Texas gradually became indistinguishable from that 

of the southern whites around them, I felt further comparison was of decreasing value and 

subsequently dropped them from this history.  This period of urbanization, which lasted 

from 1910 to 1970, can be divided into two parts.  Both of these parts were punctuated by 

the great events of their time, the Great Depression and the Second World War.  Their 

full effects among the Germanic communities in the Hill Country would only be realized 

nearly a decade after their conclusion.  The Great Depression, which forced German-

Americans to look beyond the their own community for the first time, also changed 

southern white farmers and encouraged them to adapt and become more like their 

German-American counterparts.  The Second World War again urged German-

Americans to look beyond their community as the post-war boom revealed an 

unprecedented abundance of opportunities that even the rooted could not ignore.  Thus, 

for the first time, in 1954, the number of German-American farms dropped as they too 

began to move to the city. 

 This trend of urbanization would continue among the Germanic communities of 

the Texas Hill Country until 1970 when the cities began to spread outward in the form of 
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suburbanization.  In short, the city had developed its own ecosystem and sent out its own 

colonists, who sought the shade and security that German-Americans had come to 

represent in the suburban mind.  Amazingly, it was the very roots that prevented the 

German-Americans from seeking the opportunities that the city offered that pulled 

opportunity to them in the form of tourism and suburbanization.  Thus, I call this brave 

new period The Era of Suburban Rediscovery. 

 Many of the primary sources I used in this study were census data from various 

agricultural, population, and housing censuses.  From these sources, I was able to 

extrapolate a great deal of information about what each group was doing during each time 

period.  The Germanic counties I included in my study of the Texas Hill Country were 

Comal, Gillespie, Kendall, and Mason counties.  Adjacent to these were the southern 

white counties of Bandera, Blanco, Hays, Kerr, and Llano.  However, when discussing 

issues of education, Hays County had to be dropped because it is the home of Texas State 

University, formerly Southwest Texas State, which threw off many educational statistics.  

As the most heavily Germanic county in East Texas, I focused primarily on Austin 

County and compared it to the native white counties of Washington and Waller.  Most of 

my research involving these counties covers the period between 1890 and 1982.  

Additionally, I did several interviews and used a few personal anecdotes to gain a deeper 

understanding of how personal and interpersonal relationships were culturally understood 

among the people themselves and influenced by the Germanic culture.  Although it is 

hard to single out a secondary source for special recognition, it must be said that Terry 
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Jordan�s book German Seed in Texas Soil has proven to be the greatest inspiration for 

this work. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

THE AGRARIAN ERA 
 
  
 The settlement of Texas brought two distinct agricultural systems into contact 

with one another.  The outlooks and experiences of white southerners and German 

immigrants were shaped by their respective histories and agricultural backgrounds.  The 

primary difference between these two groups is their cultural emphasis on how best to 

pursue farming.  For the German immigrant who was new to commercial farming and 

more familiar with the village structure of subsistence farming, land meant security and 

long-term viability, whereas for the white southerner it was an opportunity that required a 

minimum investment of time, energy, and money.  As a result, these two different 

cultural perspectives shaped both the German-American and the white southerner�s 

agricultural experiences and practices in Texas during the Agrarian Era from 1850 to 

1910. 

When considering the basis for nineteenth century America�s popular belief that 

Germans were better farmers than southern whites, it is important to note that while 

Germans and southern whites represent two separate and distinct agricultural traditions, 

they also have several similarities, which tend to make comparisons a bit more difficult.  

For instance, both English and German agricultural traditions shared the common 

northwestern European trait of the nuclear peasant family in which a single married 

couple and their children lived in one dwelling.  By comparison, in Italy, parts of Austria, 

and southern France households tended to include extended family and were more likely 
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to consist of more than one married couple.1  Also, in both the English and German 

traditions, village life was central to the peasant�s understanding of the world.  For 

peasants, the village was not just a collection of buildings and people, but an organic 

system that provided its inhabitants with roles and duties based on inherited 

responsibilities.2   The village functioned on this premise of stability and was founded on 

the assumption �that there would be no radical change in the amount of available land, in 

the size of the population, or in the net or relationships that held the village together.�3 

While the two traditions share many similarities, there are significant differences.  

The first of these began long before the descendants of Englishmen ever reached Texas.  

The roots of this divergence begin in Early Modern Europe.  Germany, because of its 

geographical location between Eastern and Western Europe, was a mixture of agricultural 

traditions.  Nowhere was this seen more clearly than in the European treatment of 

peasants.  England held the distinction of having one of the rarest peasant payment 

systems, which required peasants to make an annual payment of rent to their landlords.4  

However, German peasants were more likely to have their land protected by a local ruler 

and thus their relationship with the land was much closer and more traditional than that of 

their English counterparts.5  These two divergent trends had lasting cultural consequences 

                                                
1 Alison Rowlands, �The Conditions of Life for the Masses,� in Early Modern Europe: An Oxford History, 
ed. Euan Cameron (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 32. 
 
2 Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted: The Epic Story of the Great Migrations That Made the American People 
(New York: Back Bay Books, Little, Brown and Company, 1951), 9. 
 
3 Handlin, 13. 
 
4 Rowlands, 2001, 46. 
 
5 Rowlands, 2001, 52. 
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for not only the peasants of England and Germany, but for their entire cultures as well.  

As a result of these lord-peasant relationships in Germany and England, two distinct 

cultural values developed as to how people interacted with the land and how they valued 

it.  For the German peasant subject to a lord-peasant relationship that closely resembled 

the static and traditional medieval concept of serfdom, a cultural trend was cultivated in 

which success for the German agriculturalist was through security.  This security 

revealed itself in the nineteenth century through the German-American trend of holding 

onto land for future generations.6  This inclination is also reflected in the material culture 

of German-Americans in the Texas Hill Country.  For instance, when non-slave-owning 

southern whites settled on a piece of property, they would build a log cabin or some other 

temporary dwelling and live in it for a period of years.7  Germans would copy such 

designs.  However, such dwellings were seen as an early stage of housing that was to be 

quickly discarded once one had the means and ability to do so.  In its stead a much more 

permanent building would be constructed, lived in, and subsequently passed on to future 

generations.8  This trend could even be seen in the first half of the twentieth century when 

German-American families just starting out on a piece of land would first construct a 

barn or some kind of temporary structure so that in the course of a few years a more 

                                                
6 M. Metzger, interview by Ben Pfeiffer, (4/8/2006), Gillespie County Historical Society, Fredericksburg, 
Texas. 
 
7 Terry G. Jordan, German Seed in Texas Soil: Immigrant Farmers in Nineteenth-Century Texas (Austin, 
Texas: University of Texas Press, 1966), 117. 
 
8 Jordan, German Seed, 117. 
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permanent structure could be built.9  In short, for the German immigrant of the nineteenth 

and even the twentieth century, land carried with it an ethos of long-term security and 

was treated as if it were a long-term investment.  German-Americans preferred to invest 

in improvements that would be around for the long haul.  Thus, when traveling through 

the German-settled areas of the Texas Hill Country, the number of stone fences and 

houses is quite striking and exemplifies their cultural preference for stability, permanence 

and thrift.10 

As the German-American�s greatest competitors and the people they borrowed the 

most from, the Southern, non-slaveholding farmer serves as a basis of comparison 

between German and white Southern agricultural traditions.  The Early Modern English 

tendency for peasants to be tied to the land by little more than rent left an indelible mark 

on American agriculture, particularly in the South, largely because so many of the 

pioneers and settlers to the area were predominantly from the British Isles.  Be they 

Scotch-Irish or English, agricultural traditions in the South were largely unaffected by 

immigration when compared to the Northern agricultural experience.  Subsequently, land 

for white Americans of British descent was seen as an opportunity that might only be 

temporary. 

Perhaps Alexis de Tocqueville said it best when he noted the differences between 

European and American culture:   

                                                
9 Dennis L. Pfeiffer, interview by Ben Pfeiffer, (4/15/2005). 
 
10 Terry G. Jordan, �German Folk Houses in the Texas Hill Country,� German Culture in Texas: A Free 
Earth; Essays from the 1978 Southwest Symposium, ed. Glen E. Lich and Dona B. Reeves. (Boston, 
Massachusetts: Twayne Publishers, 1980), 116. 
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In Europe, we are in the habit of looking upon restlessness of spirit, 
immoderate desire for wealth, and extreme love of independence as great 
social dangers, but these are precisely the things that guarantee the 
American republics a long and tranquil future�Happy is the New World, 
where man�s vices are almost as useful to society as his virtues.11 

 
With their basic cultural outlook already shaped by their unique British-based 

origins, the settlers of the American south had their culture of opportunism further refined 

by their colonial experience in Virginia�s Tidewater region.  There, the experience of the 

great Tidewater planters with the cash crop of tobacco furthered this divide between the 

stable European village subsistence model German immigrants had emerged from and 

individualistic capitalism in which the cash crop played a much more prominent role.  In 

fact, due in a large part to the nature of tobacco itself, a culture that valued individual 

autonomy in the pursuit of capitalism developed. 

A crop that encouraged a significant investment of time and labor year-round, 

tobacco was a great source of pride, as evidenced by an essay by Richard Henry Lee 

entitled �The State of the Constitution of Virginia.�  Lee chose to describe the cultivation 

of tobacco by Virginians after only a brief explanation of the colony�s political structure.  

This political understanding of the world reveals the importance tobacco played in nearly 

every aspect of Virginian life.  In order to maximize profits, it was quite understandable 

for planters to cultivate a large quantity of land.  This in turn encouraged a dispersed 

settlement pattern that created a culture that valued autonomy and the individual pursuit 

                                                
11 Alexis De Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York, New York: Literary Classics of the United 
States, 2004), 328. 
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of capital.12  Thus, the English and later the Americans were more prepared than any 

other people to expand agriculturally and directly adapt to the vast wilderness expanses 

of the New World because of their market orientation.  As a result, many immigrants 

were quick to learn and adopt a market-driven orientation toward agriculture, and the 

German-American in the Texas Hill country was no exception.   

At work within the German-American community in Texas was a conflict 

between two diametrically opposed trends.  At the center of these two trends was the 

wish to become American and share in the economic, political, and aesthetic sensibilities 

and opportunities of American life while remaining culturally distinct.  Evidence for this 

contradiction is most clearly demonstrated by the material culture of the Texas Hill 

Country.  In particular, the homes of the area demonstrate striking similarities to native-

born white American houses while downplaying the traditional Germanic elements of 

folk houses.  For instance, Germanic characteristics such as the courtyard of the Frankish 

tradition or the close proximity of human inhabitants to farm animals is completely 

absent in all homes built in Texas.  To be sure, part of the reason for some of these 

changes is due to the environment.  For example, because of the typically mild winters in 

Texas, there was no need to put people and animals in such close proximity to each other 

for warmth.  However, other traditions were adopted in their stead that point to a ready 

acceptance of Southern forms of house building.  For instance, the Hill Country Germans 

                                                
12 T. H. Breen, Tobacco Culture: The Mentality of the Great Tidewater Planters on the Eve of Revolution 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1985), 40-43. 
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adopted the design of the dogtrot house in which a wide breezeway separated rooms.  

Another adoption was the common Southern one-room log cabin.13 

Wall construction was, for the most part, also drawn from white American 

traditions.  For instance, the Germans of the Texas Hill Country were primarily from 

central and west Germany where log-cabin construction was unknown.14  The stone 

buildings common to much of the Texas Hill Country also seems to suggest that such 

building technology was alien to Germans, as the quality of stone work appears to 

improve only after the 1850s.  Such skills could have been learned from the nearby 

southern white areas of Burnet and Lampasas counties, or even from Mexicans in the San 

Antonio area whose tradition of limestone houses has existed since colonial times.15   

What is interesting is that these permanent buildings were constructed in much 

greater numbers in the German-American Texas Hill Country than in other areas of 

Texas.  This demonstrates a clear cultural preference for the permanence that appealed to 

the German settlers of the Texas Hill Country.  However, the cultural prerequisites for 

German-American homebuilding in the Hill Country was that construction must be 

within the confines of what was acceptable in the wider popular culture of America.  

Thus, there is a cultural predisposition toward the permanence that is shown through the 

German-American choice of building materials and the later adoption of metal roofing, 

which is in opposition to the traditional shingle roofing of native Southern white 

                                                
13 Jordan, German Culture, 110. 
 
14 Jordan, German Culture, 112. 
 
15 Jordan, German Culture, 114-115. 
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Americans.16  One surviving German characteristic of homebuilding lived on for a time 

and proved to be the exception to the rule of the adoption of southern aesthetics.  This 

was the process of half-timbering.  However, diagonal half-timbers were often hidden 

beneath plaster.17   

These trends in the material culture of the German-American in the Texas Hill 

Country reveal a silent wish on the part of the Germans to become part of greater 

southern white society, at least aesthetically.  Often Germanic styles of decoration were 

never attempted until native-born whites had attempted something similar first.  For 

example, it was only after southern whites took the initiative to decorate the outside of 

their homes with the Victorian gingerbread design that embellishments like the heart 

motif would appear as part of the ornamentation of homes.  Again, this reveals a desire to 

be accepted as a part of southern society.18 

Southern Americans, by contrast, tended to favor temporary buildings in keeping 

with their opportunity-seeking tradition.  This is shown by the native-born white 

tendency to remain in their temporary log cabin structures long after their initial 

settlement, while Germans quickly tried to build and reside in more permanent dwellings 

within a year or two of settlement.  From the southern white point of view, investing the 

time and effort in a long-term home was silly if they were merely land speculators, which 

many southern white pioneers were.  Typically, the idea was to develop a piece of 

property by building a temporary shelter, cutting out a few fields for farming, and then 
                                                
16 Jordan, German Culture, 116. 
 
17 Jordan, German Culture, 115. 
 
18 Jordan, German Culture, 118. 
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selling it for a profit, after which they would move on to another piece of land.  The 

Germans steadfastly refused to partake in land speculation, preferring the safety of an 

already developed residence. 19 

This preference for avoiding land speculation had a direct impact on rates of land 

ownership and tenancy for German-Americans and southern whites because the 

speculative element in land ownership that native-born whites favored created and 

continued a cycle of tenancy.  In their zeal to make their land generate funds while they 

held on to it, southern white land speculators under bid each other for rent while they 

waited for a buyer to pay the price they wanted for their property.  Thus the renter would 

rent at a deflated price, but if they wished to buy the land it would be at an inflated price.  

There is an additional problem with this rent-to-own scheme that tenant farmers surely 

must have noted but could do little about.  Even if they were an exceptionally good 

farmer and would be able to own the farm after a few years of work, the value of the land 

in question would continue to rise as land values increased annually.  Thus, tenant 

farmers found it fairly difficult to own their own property on a deferred payment plan or, 

for that matter, any other plan.  A second factor weighing against the tenant farmer�s 

ability to own property in addition to the push away from ownership found in the 

constantly shifting price of land was the pull of tenancy.  The temptation for landowners 

was that they would compete with each other to rent out their properties so their land 

could generate funds while they waited for a buyer.  This drew people to farming who 

simply did not have the money to immediately buy the land they were living on.  

                                                
19 John A. Hawgood, The Tragedy of German-America: The Germans in the United States of America 
during the Nineteenth Century � and After (New York, New York: G.P. Putnam�s Sons, 1940), 22-23. 
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However, between rent and the other expenses of running a farm, they were often under 

intense financial pressure.  An additional problem for tenant farmers was that it was not 

in their interest to improve farmland to make it more productive, as it would merely drive 

up the rate of their rent and the price of the land when they wished to buy it.   Thus, in 

southern white areas there was a push-pull effect in place that held many farmers in a 

kind of bondage to the landowner.  These practices often prevented tenant farmers from 

leaving, as debt would force them to stay.20   

This explains the historical differences in land ownership and tenancy found 

between southern whites and German-Americans that lasted until World War II.  Almost 

a full century after their initial settlement in the 1850�s, Germanic settlers were still more 

likely to be landowners than tenants.  In fact, 58% of Germanic farmers owned their own 

farms and only 30% were tenants as compared to southern whites, only 46% of who 

owned their farms and 39% of whom were tenants.21  The Second World War would 

greatly alter southern white rates of tenancy, making them more akin to the Germanic 

community as tenant farmers were increasingly drawn to the cities of Texas through the 

process of urbanization.  Southern whites were much more affected by the push-and-pull 

factors of urbanization because of their high rates of tenancy.22  However, it must be 

noted that this process of urbanization went on prior to the Second World War and in 
                                                
20 E. A. Goldenweiser and Leon E. Truesdell, Farm Tenancy in the United States (Washington: Department 
of Commerce, Government Printing Office, , 1924), 67-69. 
 
21 United States Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census.  Sixteenth Census of the United States: 
1940 Volume II Part 5, Housing: General Characteristics: 1940.  (Washington, D.C.: United States 
Government Printing Office, 1943), Table 22 
 
22 United States Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census.  United States Census of Agriculture: 
1950 Volume I Part 26, Counties and State Economic Areas: Texas.  (Washington, D.C.: United States 
Government Printing Office, 1952), Table 2. 
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fact, its genesis was just after the turn of the twentieth century.  On the other hand, this is 

a story better left to another time and in the interest of simplicity, I will bring it up again 

at a point when it is more convenient for the reader. 

On a different note, there is another bit of evidence that supports the argument 

that German-Americans desired economic assimilation, which is readily seen in East 

Texas where contact between German immigrants and southern white settlers was more 

intense.  In East Texas, Germans found themselves economically and culturally living in 

an area that was already a part of the South.  For instance, the Germans were quick to 

adopt southern cash crops such as corn and later cotton.23  There is also evidence that the 

free labor system the Germans preferred when they first immigrated was beginning to 

break down after a period of about twenty years in East Texas.  If this trend had been 

allowed to continue, it would have led to an interesting contrast between German settlers 

in East and West Texas during the 1870s and 80s.24 

Again, however, the German approach toward assimilation was achieved with a 

characteristically German compulsion toward conformity and, as a result, was done 

within both the real and perceived limitations of popular white American culture.  For 

example, it would be difficult for native-born Americans to know that rates of land 

ownership were far higher in Germanic areas than southern white areas.  In fact, when 

one compares the Germanic Gillespie and Comal counties� rates of farm ownership with 

those of white southern Llano and Hays counties in 1890, a striking difference arises.  In 

                                                
23 Jordan, German Seed, 66. 
 
24 Jordan, German Seed, 195. 



 

 

 

17

Germanic counties, farms were owned by roughly 83% of farmers in the area, whereas in 

predominantly white southern counties land ownership averaged only 57%.25  According 

to one estimate, farm tenancy in the two white southern counties averaged as high as 

59%, whereas in Germanic counties, rates of farmer tenancy averaged around 21%.26  

What makes this information all the more striking is that Germans had a much smaller 

initial investment in their land because, as immigrants, much of their funds had already 

been invested in the move to the United States.27  Again, these differences in rates of land 

tenancy and ownership are tied directly to cultural attitudes about land speculation as 

noted earlier. 

Interestingly, despite the Germanic trend toward economic and aesthetic 

assimilation, there was a tendency for Germans to remain culturally distinct in some 

important ways, as is evidenced by the entrenchment of the German language and 

institutions in their areas of habitation.  In almost all situations, the German Lutheran or 

Catholic Church was usually one of the first to be developed.  Not only was there a great 

interest in religion among Germans in Texas, but there was a common interest in 

education as well.  They also formed many singing societies and other cultural 

organizations in the dramatic and literary domain.28  In fact, these tendencies to preserve 

                                                
25 U.S. Department of the Interior, Census Office, Statistics of Agriculture in the United States at the 
Eleventh Census: 1890, (Washington, D.C.:  Government Printing Office, 1895), 184-187. 
 
26 U.S. Department of the Interior, Census Office, Report on Farms and Homes: Proprietorship and 
Indebtedness in The United States at the Eleventh Census: 1890., (Washington, D.C.:  Government Printing 
Office, 1896), Texas Map. 
 
27 Jordan, German Seed, 167. 
 
28 Rudolph L. Biesele, The History of the German Settlements in Texas 1831-1861 (Austin, Texas: Press of 
Von Boeckmann-Jones Co., 1930), 208. 



 

 

 

18

cultural distinctiveness seem to be such a universal trait among German immigrants.  

German settlers in Spanish-speaking nations such as Brazil demonstrated attempts to 

entrench their communities in German culture through educational and religious 

institutions, as well as through the German language press.29 

The German language press was common in areas where large populations of 

Germans settled and reveals an attempt to build a more permanent immigrant culture of 

Germans in America.30  In Latin American nations, Teutonic efforts at cultural 

preservation were further aided by laws like those in Mexico that �stipulated that a 

Mexican-born child of foreign parents would retain his or her father�s citizenship if the 

father desired it.�31  It was not until 1933 that Mexico changed this.  For a number of 

foreigners, there were many good reasons not to seek assimilation into Mexican and 

Brazilian societies, the reason being that more often than not, many of them enjoyed a 

significantly higher status than the average Latin American due to their status as 

outsiders.  Germanic separation from the rest of society in Latin America was due in part 

to xenophobia toward a race they considered to be a lesser one.  However, this separation 

was equally the result of the near reverence and automatic assumption of superiority that 

many Latin American people felt toward Europeans.  Essentially, centuries of Spanish 

colonial rule had instilled an inferiority complex among both the Brazilians and Mexicans 

toward their European counterparts.  As the saying during the Porfiriato in Mexico goes, 
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�Mexico: mother of foreigners and stepmother of Mexicans.�32  Similar conclusions 

could also be made in the case of Brazil, as the government went out of its way to attract 

and recruit Germans to the nation.33   

Interestingly, the Germans were more successful at resisting cultural assimilation 

amid former Spanish colonies than among English colonies.  This is probably due in a 

large part to a trend noted by Ellen Alexander Conley in her book The Chosen Shore, a 

book about immigrants in the twentieth century.  Her argument, in short, is that ethnic 

groups that are seen as model immigrants have higher levels of education and possess 

professional skills.  Thus, to advance in twentieth century society, immigrants must loose 

their ethnic identity in order to advance socially.  On the other hand, if there are barriers 

to an ethnic group�s mobility, whether real or perceived, then the group is made more 

aware of its differences with the national population, leading to a reinforcement of the 

culture of its homeland.  Thus, immigrants are made all the more alien due in a large part 

to the context of their reception by the home culture.34 

In the case of nineteenth-century Germans in the United States, they were clearly 

seen as a model immigrant group, as they are commonly described as �patient, 

industrious, untiring, punctual, laborious, persevering, thrifty and eager to accumulate.�35  

Thus, in America they were not seen as an alien culture that could not be assimilated.  
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Rather, they were seen as examples to be emulated.  Many of the same terms were 

applied to German immigrants in Mexico and Brazil, but due to governmental regulations 

that kept Germans from participating in Brazil�s wider culture, they insulated themselves 

and built their own institutions to preserve and reinforce their identity.  Thus, in both 

Mexico and Brazil Germans were seen as more of a threat to hegemony, whereas in the 

U.S. racial attitudes of whiteness led them to be considered a part of the country�s wider 

social fabric and thus a very productive part of continuing hegemony in America.36 

 Yet another difference between the cultural traditions of the German and the 

American southerner was in the role that labor played on the farm.  Again, as southern 

whites were more focused upon opportunity, a quick fix was often sought in the form of 

hiring out labor for a season or two.  On the other hand, the typical German family felt 

less compunction to go out and hire people because, culturally, there was a difference in 

the division of labor between German and southern white families.  Typically, in the 

southern white household only the men would work while women focused on traditional 

duties within the household.  A German household, however, would emphasize industry 

and productivity to create a family in which everyone was expected to take part in 

working the fields or whatever else had to be done on the farm.37  This is revealed 

through common German phrases such as �Arbieten macht uns frei.�  Translated as 

�work makes us free,� this phrase points to a deeply ingrained sense of individual and 

collective identity through work.  Thus, work for the entire family was considered to be 
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something that the whole family unit would participate in.  It was through this concept of 

the family where duties are owed to the unit as a whole that the village concept was 

retained within the family�s social structure while it died quickly and decisively within 

German-American society as a whole.38 

Using a slightly different phrase, we are given another revealing glimpse into the 

German-American society of both the past and present.  In this case, there is a certain 

centrality of guilt within the German-American household that is deeply ingrained from 

childhood.  The question �Das shämest du nicht?,� is typically asked when an individual 

works at cross-purposes with the good of the family.  Roughly translated it means 

�Doesn�t that shame you?� and reveals a certain anti-individualism that has developed 

within German-American society.  Perhaps the most striking example of how deeply 

these cultural values of duty, guilt, and family can affect a family is exemplified by the 

twentieth-century story of German descendant Louisa Pfeiffer, a resident of the 

Fredericksburg-Blumenthal area.  Louisa, already the proud mother of five, was to have a 

sixth child.  When the child was revealed to the world after its extended stay in the 

womb, there was a noticeable silence that pervaded the room.  The child was not crying, 

nor did it move.  The infant was stillborn.  Shortly thereafter, Louisa lost touch with 

reality, was diagnosed with schizophrenia, and subsequently put in a state mental 

institution several times.  According to her son, Dennis Pfeiffer, the reason she went 

insane was because of the guilt she felt over her lost child and the pressures she faced as 

the caretaker of five children.  The story says more about the culture than it lets on.  By 
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saying the reason their mother went insane was because of her lost child, it makes the 

passing of their mother�s sanity more acceptable and understandable to her children 

because, although she had failed in her duty to bring a child into the world, she was 

devoted to her duties as a mutter to her children.  Thus, she was still a good mutter even 

though she could no longer fulfill her duties.  Also, the fact that the story places partial 

blame upon the children highlights the centrality of guilt and duty to the traditional 

German-American family.  The unstated moral of the story is that if the children had only 

behaved a bit more, been less of a burden upon the family, and fulfilled their duties as 

children, their mother would not have become unstable.39 

Another difference between German-American and native-born American culture 

is the often-mentioned (but rarely explained) culture of thriftiness among the German-

American community.  Perhaps the most graphic example of this German-American 

obsession with thriftiness can best be demonstrated by a twentieth century example of 

self-mutilation in order save money on a hospital bill.  Apparently, a man felt he had far 

too many kinder to adequately provide for, so he thought about having an operation to 

stem the creation of any further progeny.  In the interest of thrift, he decided he would 

attempt an at-home castration.  Using a farm implement typically reserved for bovine 

testes, he crushed the offending appendages and ended up having to go to the hospital and 

spend the money he had planned to save on hospital bills.  As told by a relative, even if 

this story is not true, which is hard to believe because not many individuals would choose 

to make this kind of thing up, it does point out the dangers of taking a commonly 
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accepted cultural practice of unabashed cheapness to the extremes.40  This thriftiness is 

also displayed in the amount Germans were willing to pay workers when they hired farm 

help.  In fact, in 1870 the average wage per farm in Austin and Waller Counties reveals a 

startling difference in how much German farmers were willing to pay workers when 

compared to southern whites.  The average wage the German farmer paid in 1870 for 

hired help was $125 while the average wage paid by southern whites was much higher at 

$322.41 

   An additional cultural quirk of the German agriculturalist is their tendency 

toward detail and an almost absurd fascination with order and meticulousness.  This is 

exhibited by the quality of cotton sold when compared to that from Anglo areas.  When 

compared with native-born whites that owned slaves, the quality was, by comparison, far 

superior.  In fact, there are accounts of Germans who, while in the field, would pull dirt 

off of the cotton with their lips in order to ensure its quality.  Conversely, when southern 

whites paid laborers by the pound, there was no need or desire to ensure the quality of the 

cotton.  Rather, the focus was on the quantity that could be picked.42 

 Also, because machinery was popular in the United States and there was a 

traditional fondness of inventions among white American farmers, Germans were easily 

able to reconcile and adapt to mechanized farming.  From their point of view, machinery 

was a permanent improvement that would ensure long-term success.  Pictures of 

homemade machinery that were quite ingenious and built by and for the individual 
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farmer, such as hay bailing equipment, are quite revealing in the prevalence and 

prominence machinery played in the German-American community.43  In fact, as of 1880 

Germans in Comal and Gillespie counties spent twice as much money on farming 

implements and machinery as their neighbors in Hays and Llano counties, who were 

predominantly white American Southerners.  Thus, a mechanized technological gap 

developed between white southerners and German-Americans.44  By comparison, the 

native-born white was slow to recognize the advantages of long-term investments in land 

improvement that such machinery yielded.  This is shown by an almost ten-year 

machinery gap between the average German-American and the southern white.  Thus, in 

this situation, the Germanic tradition of more intensive farming had a long-term 

advantage when compared to that of American southerners.45  However, it must be noted 

that German-American communities were slower to expand than native-born white 

settlements.  This is largely due to the fact that the Germans retained the practice of 

primogenitor for land inheritance, meaning the oldest son usually inherited the land, 

which left younger siblings on their own to seek out new farmsteads, creating a slower 

rate of expansion.  Thus, territorial expansion for the Germans was generationally 

dependent.46  Therefore, when considering who was, in reality, the better agriculturalist, 

it must be considered that the cost of a more stable relationship with the land was a 
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comparative lack of expansion and growth, and in an environment of seemingly limitless 

land and opportunity, the Germans seem to have been held back by their insistence upon 

more intensive farming techniques.  However, as time progressed and the frontier receded 

into memory, a more modern experience began to apply.  Of the foremost importance 

among these modern factors is the limitation of agriculturally suitable land and the need 

to increase the productivity of the land available.  Under these new conditions, the 

Germanic tradition does seem to have a distinct advantage.  However, with mass 

urbanization and its incorporation of agriculture today, it is clear that this tradition of 

intensive family farming has found it very difficult, if not nearly impossible, to compete 

against more cost effective corporate agricultural businesses. 

Germans were quite willing to adjust and even adopt many Southern agricultural 

traditions, especially when southern white Americans preceded their presence on the 

land, as was the case in East Texas.47  However, in the Texas Hill Country where they 

were the first agricultural pioneers in the area, the trend was for them to keep more of 

their traditional methods of agriculture than their fellow Germans in East Texas, due in a 

large part to the isolation they experienced.48  The settlement of Germans in the Texas 

Hill Country is atypical of the German-American experience.  Rarely were the Germans 

the first to settle an area.  Rather, there was a clear cultural preference for keeping a 

healthy distance from the difficulties and unpredictability of the frontier.49  Instead, the 

typical story of the German-American settler was a careful and meticulous assessment of 
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the environment.  The tendency for settlement was to settle in places that reminded them 

of home, even if the land was inferior to unfamiliar lands.50  Rarely the adventuring sort, 

there were times when the cultural tendency to cautiously adopt change meant that the 

German was beaten to market by native white settlers who prized opportunity.  This was 

the case in Wisconsin after 1870, when there was a shift in demand away from wheat to 

the now ubiquitous Wisconsin dairy cow.51   

In order to fully appreciate the differences between Southern and Germanic 

agriculture, it is important to note how much of German agriculture was altered to fit 

southern white traditions.  For instance, when Germans first arrived in Texas they made 

several attempts to reconstruct traditional village life here in America.  However, all 

attempts failed quickly and decisively, leaving behind little but wasted time and curious 

traditions, such as the Sunday House.  Originally, German settlements were laid out so 

that a settling family would be provided with a house in town and an adjoining small lot 

of land that would serve as their principle agricultural property.  However, the settlers 

found this renewed vision of the village as impractical, largely because there was such an 

abundance of land still available in the state of Texas to take advantage of.  Thus, the 

subsistence model of the village was thrown away in favor of a more economically 

advantageous system where settlers lived outside of town on their own individual farms.  

Settlers then had to consider what to do with their houses in town.  Essentially, on 

Sundays when everyone went to town for church, the town house could be used for the 
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family or even rented out to others who needed shelter for the day.  Since that time, many 

of these town houses have been turned into either hotels or bed and breakfasts, but they 

still retain the name of the Sunday house.52   

In their move away from the village model, there were many practices that 

German-Americans either ignored altogether or attempted to reinstate with limited 

success due to a number of different factors.  As noted by geographer Terry Jordan, there 

was no attempt made to dung fields, nor was the cultivation of barley, which was 

common in Germany, transferred to Texas.  Most importantly, because of naturally mild 

winters in Texas, there was no need to provide livestock with winter quarters. Thus, rates 

of livestock death were similar to a certain extent between Germans and the southern 

whites they imitated.53  However, there was one noticeable difference in the way 

Germans raised livestock.  Still prominent in some areas of the Texas Hill Country was a 

tendency to have sheep and cattle on the same piece of land.54  This was almost a cardinal 

sin among white Americans and was responsible for several turf wars between cattle and 

sheep grazers.  Meanwhile, the mixing of the two did not seem to have any adverse 

effects on German-Americans, as to them such a debate simply did not matter.  

While some German practices were never attempted in the United States, other 

traditions were introduced that quickly failed.  The most conspicuous of these examples 

was the failure of the European-styled village model of settlement.  With its demise also 

went attempts to recreate communal herding in West Texas.  In East Texas, Germans 
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initially attempted to enact several Germanic traditions such as the growing of grapes, 

European fruit trees, and the production of small grains, but were also quick to imitate 

southern patterns of crop cultivation.55  This is most likely due to the aforementioned 

proximity of southern whites and Germans to one another in East Texas, as well as a 

Germanic cultural tendency to follow agricultural practices that were successful for the 

pioneers that preceded them.  Thus, because they were not the pioneers of the land that 

they were in West Texas, Germanic settlers in East Texas were more likely to follow 

native-born white agricultural patterns than their own Germanic traditions.  This is 

highlighted by the fact that East Texas farming tended to be more monocultural with only 

a single crop being grown on a piece of land.56  On the other hand, in West Texas where 

the Germans had the unique experience of being pioneers, they held onto what worked 

for them in Europe and had a much more diversified crop even into the twentieth 

century.57   

As Jordan also notes, there were trends that were evident in the first generation of 

German settlers that were quickly set-aside in the second.  Some of these tendencies were 

necessary for the first generation of settlers because of financial conditions like �a 

small[er] scale of operation, typified by smaller farms, fewer livestock, lower volume of 

crop production, and lower value of farm production than the Anglo-Americans.�58  

However, as mentioned before, others trends resulted from attempts to economically 

                                                
55 Jordan, German Seed, 195. 
 
56 Jordan, German Seed, 93-94, 156. 
 
57 Dennis L. Pfeiffer, interview by Ben Pfeiffer, (4/15/2005). 
 
58 Jordan, German Seed, 195. 



 

 

 

29

assimilate into the wider economic structure of the American South.  This can be 

observed in the first generation�s insistence on using the free-labor system, which started 

to decay after twenty years of competition with the southern agricultural system in East 

Texas, as settlers who had lived in Texas for some time began to buy slaves.59  This flies 

in the face of conventional wisdom that the Germans were naturally on the side of the 

north because they were abolitionists.  The impression that Germans in Texas were 

abolitionists comes from a single incident where a group of outspoken Forty-Eighters, 

German immigrants who fled a failed revolution in Germany, got together and wrote a 

statement proclaiming the evils of slavery.  For many Germans in Texas, this simply was 

not the case.  The reason they sided with the North was based less upon issues of morality 

and more upon issues concerning their historical past.  In short, they were unionists 

because they had seen what a confederation of individual states pursuing their own 

agendas had done in Germany.  Thus, there was no wish for them to build what they had 

fled from in the first place.60 

Despite the fact that many of these German agricultural traditions failed to take 

root in Texas, quite a few practices such as �intensive methods [of farming], high 

productivity, a locationally stable rural population, a high rate of landownership, and the 

cultivation of small grains in the western settlements� became entrenched in German-

American life and were still going strong in 1880.61  These traditions lived on in part 

because they did not conflict with the Germanic desire to economically and aesthetically 
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assimilate with southern white culture, nor did they hamper German-American efforts to 

remain culturally distinct from southern whites. 
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CHAPTER III 
 

ERA OF URBANIZATION 
 
 

The previous Agrarian Era lasted until the turn of the century around 1900 or 

1910 when a new social, economic, and geographical redistribution of peoples and power 

began to reshape the state of Texas.  In the process Texas was refashioned from a 

primarily agrarian state and economy to one that was increasingly urban and 

economically diverse.  There are a number of reasons why this change happened at the 

turn of the twentieth century.  First and foremost is that by 1900 in East Texas German-

Americans were completely assimilated into wider patterns of agriculture across the 

south.  In a way, they had become more southern white than the original white 

Southerners themselves as evidenced by their enthusiastic employment of African 

Americans on their farms and ranches when compared to native-whites in those areas.  

Thus, the Germans in East Texas invested more in labor than their Central Texas cousins 

did.62  Likewise, people all over the United States began to leave rural areas in droves 

around 1910.  In East Texas, everyone including the Germans, southern whites, and 

African Americans left.  By comparison, in the Texas Hill Country only southern white 

counties show significant decreases in population while the Germanic counties show a 

steady increase.  By 1920, while southern areas were still decreasing in population, 
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Germans showed a 5% to 15% increase.63  Even educational attainment in East Texas 

was very similar to that in southern white and Germanic counties.  Thus, any further 

discussion of Germans in East Texas essentially becomes the story of southern whites as 

a whole.64  As a result, this study will refrain from further delving into comparisons 

between Germans and white Southerners, as it is simply impossible agriculturally and 

socially distinguish the two from one another. 

There were many factors that both pushed and pulled people away from their 

farms and toward the city during this era of urbanization.  The first push from the farm to 

the city comes from the closing of the frontier in the 1890s, though technically in Texas 

the closing of the frontier did not truly occur until areas like the Texas Panhandle and 

parts of West Texas were filled with settlers.  What the closing of the frontier effectively 

meant was that any population overflow from farms could no longer be handled simply 

by expanding the range of agriculture.  Thus, once these areas were closed off the entire 

overflow from the countryside had to go toward the city.65 

Another factor pushing people away from farming was macro economic in scope.  

Essentially, the United States was agriculturally over-producing and the foreign market 

was no longer able to absorb the surplus of American farm products as it had in the past.  
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This was only exacerbated by the First World War, which encouraged not only over-

production, but also the taking on of large amounts of debt to support the war effort, as 

well as to expand farmers� agricultural output to take advantage of the good times that the 

war artificially caused.66 

The consolidation of farms as well as the permanent abandonment of low-grade 

land further aided the trend of urbanization as consolidated farms could run more 

efficiently with the labor of fewer people.  Also, the cotton boll weevil played a large part 

in pushing many people, especially southern whites, away from the farm, as they were 

the most likely to grow crops in monocultures in order to maximize their income.  This 

left them extremely vulnerable to specialized pests like the cotton boll weevil and helped 

make the losses they experienced extremely devastating.67  An additional push away from 

the farm included an increasing cost of labor as people moved to the cities from these 

counties.  This only increased the need for labor saving devices, which in turn helped 

increase the amount of debt a farmer would have to take on to continue operating.  Also, 

the fact that a rising standard of living in cities did not necessarily call for an increase in 

the quantity of food grown added to the growing burden farmers felt on their end to 

continue operating.68 
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The higher standard of living in cities functioned to pull farmers toward the city 

just as it helped to push them out of farming.  These added numbers to cities only helped 

farmers create more demand for their products.  As time went by, farmers were less and 

less isolated from the city through new consumer products like the telephone and the 

radio.  This helped ease the transition from the countryside to the city, as psychologically 

farmers were increasingly similar to urbanites, though it would take some time before 

these technological advances were universally adopted.69 

The final two pulls toward the city was the development of the oil and mining 

industry in Texas.  This pulled many farmers, particularly the young, away from the farm 

and would continue to do so far into Texas history.  The other pull was the extension of 

city areas.  Sometimes this extension would serve as a double pressure on nearby farmers 

because, as their land values rose, so too did their taxes, which hurt their bottom line and 

put further strain on farmer to move either into the city where in a sense they already 

were or to another area altogether.70 

These factors were in full bloom throughout much of Texas during the teens and 

the 1920s.  However, in the Texas Hill Country German-Americans were largely immune 

to these factors of the push-pull effect for a number of reasons.  First, as an insular 

cultural community they were more likely to look to a nearby town, neighbors, or church 

as the center of their community rather than outward to the city as the leader of the 

region.  Thus, we can see a vibrant Germanic cultural enclave in the region that, if 
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anything in the first third of the twentieth century, was only getting stronger.  Evidence 

for this can be seen by the increasing rate of Germanic illiteracy concerning the English 

language, which in1910 was at 8.1%, 8.7% in 1920, and in1930, the amount of the 

Germanic population that could not read or write the English language was a whopping 

13.5% when compared to southern whites of the same time period whose illiteracy rate 

had fallen significantly from 8.4% in 1910 to 5.8% in 1920 and then to 4.8% in 1930.  In 

fact, Comal county, which was the most urbanized of the Germanic counties, saw the 

highest percentage of illiteracy because, as a larger community of Germans, New 

Braunfels could attract more German immigrants for a longer time and served as a large 

centralized population of German speakers that, because they were a more self-contained 

community, did not feel the need to interact as much with their English-speaking 

neighbors.71 

However, the downside to this retention and strengthening of Germanic culture in 

the Texas Hill Country was abysmal rates of school attendance, particularly once students 

had reached the age of 16 and 17.  At this age in 1920, Germanic school attendance was 

at a mere 26% while school attendance for southern whites in neighboring counties was 

nearly twice as high at 50%.72  Even a full decade later in 1930 the Germans were far 
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behind their southern counterparts in school attendance, which was merely 37% for 16 

and 17 year olds while the attendance of southern white students rose to 60% for the 

same age range.73  Here, the very success of the Germans at their chosen profession of 

farming must have held them back as their counties tended to be more rural than those of 

southern whites, whose population tended to be more urbanized and thus easier to 

educate because, as a centralized school district, they required fewer resources than the 

more numerous country schools the Germans used to educate their children.   

Another reason that the Germanic educational system in these counties suffered 

so much was because of the statewide educational system they had inherited from 

southern whites.  Historically, southern education had suffered, especially in rural areas, 

because of the extreme localism of wealthier districts and counties.  Throughout the 

South the spread of the newer attitude of educating all of the state�s children was slow.  

The principal culprits, according to Frank Alexander Ross, who wrote an analysis of 

school attendance in the United States in 1920 was  

[t]raditional inertia, [that was] complicated with general social and mental 
retardation�[In short] without at least state-wide participation in planning 
and financing local school programs progress must be slow indeed.  With 
the continued migration from rural areas to urban centers, the cost to the 
latter of a narrow and selfish policy is obvious.74   
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Thus, in the case of the Germans with a limited ability to finance schools on a 

regional scale, they were left behind educationally by their very insistence on cultural 

preservation and isolation.  Because of this assertion they were unable to draw funding to 

their schools from either state or regional sources and less able to represent themselves 

politically on a statewide stage to call for educational reform like the more homogeneous 

immigrant states of the Nordic Midwest were able to do.75  Thus, in part because of their 

penchant for isolation, German-Americans were doomed for many years to be low 

performers in the educational sphere. 

There is also another cultural element that may be responsible for the low 

educational performance of Germans.  This might be a cultural flaw that later developed 

in response to many years of the limited education of their pioneering roots in the Texas 

Hill Country.  Essentially, with a perfectionist culture like the German-Americans of the 

Texas Hill Country, its weakness is that whatever is deemed as not worthy of perfection 

is simply neglected.  Thus, after their symbolic entry into adulthood through Catholic or 

Lutheran First Communion and Confirmation, which occurred around 14 years old, they 

would move on to more adult activities.  For young women, this typically meant 

partaking in more domestic tasks at home or working for either a family member or non-

family member�s home, hopefully for pay.  For young men, this meant doing more farm 

work at home or laboring for a relative or friend.  Thus, after this rite of passage their 

dedication to education quickly fell off, meaning that comparatively few 16 or 17 year 

olds were educated since education into adulthood was seen as simply extraneous and not 
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helping to prepare the young for their future either in the afterlife or their present lives as 

farmers.76   

Due to these cultural, social, and economic factors it would take many years for 

Germans to catch up and eventually surpass the nearby white southerners who did not 

have such handicaps on their education.  This difference in education also helped prevent 

German-American farmers from sending their excess youth to the big cities, as in many 

ways they lacked the educational tools that would help them adapt to an English-

dominated urban environment.  Instead they moved to small Germanic towns like 

Fredericksburg or New Braunfels, which helped contribute to the vitality of these 

Germanic townships while nearby southern white towns languished and the average age 

grew higher as the young gradually moved away.  However, it would require a Second 

World War for this process to kick into a higher gear. 

Returning to the topic of why the German-Americans of the Texas Hill Country 

were largely immune to the push-pull of urbanization, we must again revisit the idea of 

land ownership and tenancy rates.  By 1930, 26.5% of German-American farmers were 

tenant farmers while during the same year in neighboring counties 41.25% of the people 

of white southern stock were tenant farmers.  As the least locationally stable group of 

agriculturalists, tenant farmers felt the most pressure to move away from the farm and, as 

a result, were the most likely group to move to the city after either being kicked off the 

farm by a land owner or pulled away from farming by opportunities in the city.  

Therefore, because of their tendency to own land rather than rent it, German-Americans 
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were more likely to continue farming and were less vulnerable to fluctuations in the 

market.77   

The Germanic preference for avoiding risk can also be seen in the proportion of 

farms that were mortgaged.  In the case of white southerners, 50.25% of them had 

mortgages on their farms, while only 43.53% of Germanic farmers had mortgages on 

their farms.  This is especially revealing since in Germanic areas farming was still 

expanding and, as a result, more young people were starting their own farms and required 

financial assistance to own their land outright than southern whites of the same age did.  

Thus, we would expect to see German-Americans with more mortgages than southern 

whites, but because of cultural factors they sought to avoid mortgages whenever 

possible.78 

Overall, during the first third of the twentieth century it would be hard not to 

conclude that German-Americans were the better farmers, as even their rates of owning 

consumer goods like telephones or automobiles were greater than their neighbors.  In 

fact, even though very few farmers owned a tractor in 1920, German-Americans were 

more than twice as likely to own one as their southern counterparts.  However, it must be 

said that much of the period consisted of a relatively weak demand for agricultural goods.  

Thus, economically speaking, the market was playing toward the German-Americans 
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strengths of seeking security over opportunity.  This trait tended to aid them the most in 

hard times while it handicapped them during periods when the market was booming.  

However, as of 1930 it could be said they were doing considerably better than their 

neighbors in southern white dominated areas.79  It must also be said that the Germanic 

tendency to grow several different crops served them well during this time of poor 

foreign demand as they were at least able to have something that would sell for a profit 

while the monocultures grown by southern whites, like cotton and stock ranching, ran the 

risk of being over-produced and were more susceptible to pests as well.80 

The Great Depression did much to bring German-Americans and white 

southerners closer together agriculturally when at its height in 1934, 35% of southern 

white and 21% of German-American farmers experienced crop failures.  There were 

several other years where crop failures were experienced as well, but none so bad as 

1934.  It was not so much how drastic the crop failures were in the area that hurt the 

Texas Hill Country, rather it was the consecutive number of bad years as well as the near 

total collapse of the national banking system that hurt agriculture the most.81   
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The reason that the loss of banking hurt farming even more than it did industry is 

that there are two fundamental points of difference between the two.  First, the farmer 

who takes on new debt does so without any dependable source of income.  One bad year 

can mean a total loss of income.  By comparison, even if the industrial manufacturer 

misjudges the market and has a bad year, they can always dispose of the product either at 

cost or, in a worst-case scenario, below cost.  Thus, the farmer who borrows money from 

the bank does so on a less secure basis because, unlike industry, they cannot be sure of 

how much of their product they will have for sale.  An additional insecurity inherent in 

farming is that the farmer has little or no control over what their product�s selling price 

will be.  Also, the start up cost that farming requires is much higher in proportion to its 

average income than that of any other industry with the possible exception of the 

railroads.82  Thus, without a banking infrastructure to draw capitol from, it becomes 

exceedingly difficult for new farms to be created, nor can a farm truly recover from a bad 

year if they cannot buy seed for the next season.  In short, for a people with a love of 

security, the German-American�s insistence upon farming as a vocation is puzzling, as it 

is quite possibly the industry most vulnerable to conditions beyond humanity�s control 

and by its very nature is full of risk. 

The end result of the Great Depression was that German Americans were better 

able to weather the storm than nearby Southerners, but more importantly Germanic and 

southern white behavior became increasingly similar as scientific agriculture gained 
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prominence in response to the Dustbowl.  As a result, after the Depression German-

Americans and southern whites were growing almost the same products and were 

producing the same quality of goods whereas before there were differences between the 

two.83   

In many ways, the Great Depression hit the southern white farmer harder than the 

German-American.  In fact, from 1930 to 1940 the number of southern white farms fell 

by 11% while the number of Germanic farms fell by only 5%.84  Undoubtedly, the tenant 

farmer was the most adversely effected by the Dustbowl and the Great Depression as 

their position tended to be tenuous at best.  Thus, we see by 1940 that rates of farm 

tenancy and ownership were becoming increasingly similar.  However, differences still 

remained, as 58% of German-Americans owned their farms while 46% of southern 

whites owned theirs.  Even more dramatically, 30% of Germanic farmers had been forced 

into tenancy while 39% of southern white farmers were actually tenant farmers.  As we 

can see, the two groups were slowly drifting toward each other in terms of spending 

habits and attitudes.  As to which one affected the other more, it is hard to be sure.85 
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However, differences between the two still remained, one of which concerned the 

material wealth of German-Americans, which was higher than that of their southern 

counterparts.  For example, German�s were only half as likely to live in a house that 

needed major repairs.  Also, they were more likely to have running water in their 

dwellings, although it must be said that they were not as quick to adopt the flushing 

toilet.86  They preferred instead to limit their acquisition of such pretentious luxuries even 

though they were in a much better position to have them than their neighbors were.87  The 

same rings true with other items that were considered to be luxuries, like a mechanical 

refrigerator and to a lesser extent, the radio.  In the case of these material goods, Germans 

lagged behind in acquiring them because of their cultural suspicion of showing off.  Still, 

as time wore on and as the luxuries in question lost their novelty-status, German-

Americans gradually lost their inhibitions about buying them.  Such was also the case 

with electric lighting, but by 1940 the number of homes that had such lighting were 

similar between the two groups.88 

Educationally speaking, the Depression had an equalizing effect between the two 

groups as well.  In fact, among males the median years of schooling completed were 7.8 

years for southern whites and 7.3 years for German-Americans.  However, differences in 

attitudes about gender were still evident between German-Americans and their neighbors.  
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Traditionally, southern women had always outperformed their men and 1940 was no 

exception.  Here, they had completed a median of 8.5 years of schooling while Germanic 

women were about even with their men and attended school a median of 7 years.89   

It would be easy to say that this gender gap existed because of the German-

American indoctrination of patriarchy.  However, this would only be half true.  While it 

is true that many women during this period were denied further education due to 

Germanic attitudes about the impracticality of an educated professional woman and the 

centrality of motherhood in a woman�s life, it is also true that just as many men were 

denied further education as well because they were needed on the farm.90  Thus, to place 

the reason for the educational gender gap on patriarchy is taking the issue of education at 

face value and judging the culture far too harshly.  Ironically, it was the Germanic 

emphasis on equality and interchangeable work between the sexes that created the 

situation in which German-American women were less educated than their white 

American counterparts.  After all, it was the southern woman who outperformed 

everyone else, not the other way around.  Thus, any difference in education came from 

privileges that southern women enjoyed over other segments of the population.   

The first advantage that both southern and Germanic women held in education 

was that as women they were expected to be quieter, less physically rambunctious, and 

cause fewer classroom disturbances.  On the other hand, men were expected to challenge 
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authority more, be more physically active, and stand out from the crowd by drawing 

attention to themselves.  As a result, we can see that women held a distinct advantage in 

an educational setting where students were expected to sit down, be quiet, and absorb 

information.  We can also see that women on the whole were culturally better equipped 

for education than men and once the barriers to career advancement and access to higher 

education were pulled down it is little wonder that more women than men continued their 

education in colleges and other institutions of higher learning.91  At the center of the 

second advantage southern white women held over all other groups in education was the 

cult of domesticity that separated the sexes and imposed an invisible artificial barrier on 

gender and labor.  From the perspective of southern whites, women were seen as less 

critical to the continued operation of the farm than men and, as a result, were allowed to 

continue to further their education more often than German-American women were.  

Thus, educationally speaking, equality for Germanic women held them back. 

To support this idea of the comparative equality of labor among German-

Americans, there are numerous photographs from the turn of the century of women 

pushing plows in dresses and sunbonnets, as well as women driving tractors in the 1950s, 

which among southern whites was considered to be specifically men�s work.92  Perhaps 

the most graphic example of the Germanic attitude toward gender and labor can be seen 
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by Marie Dageforde Monthey�s recollection of when her father helped her, a seventeen-

year-old girl, wash dirty clothes and hang them up on the line.93   

In fact, many German-American women considered southern white women to be 

lazy by comparison.  Upper-class women in particular received the most scorn from 

German-American women as this passage from Maria von Blucher, who lived in Corpus 

Christi during the nineteenth century, reveals.  �The women here do not lift a hand all day 

long; they sit in rocking chairs, taking their ease, or lie on the sofa, or take a ride or drive 

to their plantations.�94  While it could be said that this was only the lifestyle of upper 

class women in the nineteenth century, it remained a lifestyle that many, especially those 

among southern white society, sought to emulate.  Even a full century later, the cult of 

domesticity among southern whites was a powerful ideal the middle class sought to 

obtain.  Again it could be argued that because these are farmers and not the middle or 

upper class surely the women of both groups would share more of the burden of farm 

work.  However, this would be a false comparison because the cult of domesticity still 

reached even the farmers� wives of the white South and there was a much greater 

expectation that men would do men�s work and women would do women�s work.  As a 

result, the separation of social spheres was much more definite among southern whites 

than it was among German-Americans and it was within this cultural division of what 

each gender was capable of that southern women were, in a sense, socially privileged.  

Again the reason being was that to southern whites, women were a less crucial 
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component of farm labor than men.  Therefore, there was less incentive for southern 

white farmers to ask their daughters to come help on the farm.  

In the end, perhaps the most enduring legacy of the Great Depression was that it 

effectively broke the back of Germanic isolation in the Texas Hill Country as some began 

to look away from their farms and communities, though not necessarily out of 

desperation, in order to make ends meet.95  It also must be said that there were more ties 

reaching beyond the community that were beginning to make their presence felt.  

Examples include the radio, which over half of all Germanic and southern white homes 

owned as of 1940.  Thus, psychologically the center of the farmer�s universe was 

beginning to expand outward away from the nearest town, church, and village toward a 

more regional understanding of their place in the world.96  Undoubtedly, this had a 

significant effect on the hegemony and preservation of the German language as many in 

Germanic areas became increasingly bilingual and began to turn away from German 

toward English.  Though the radio was the first to bring English into the homes of 

German-Americans, credit for altering the language must be given to the television.  The 

reason the radio had such a limited impact on the language was that it was primarily 

utilitarian in nature, as it was geared toward announcing local events, like the local radio 

show called �The Trading Post� whose purpose it was to communicate who was selling 

what kind of farm equipment and for how much.  It was not until the adoption of 

                                                
95 Dennis L. Pfeiffer, interview by Ben Pfeiffer, (3/19/2006).  
 
96 United States Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Sixteenth Census of the United States: 
1940 Volume II Part 5, Housing: General Characteristics, 1940. (Washington D.C.: United States 
Government Printing Office, 1943.), Table 23. 
 



 

 

 

48

televisions into German-American homes that children were forced to become bilingual 

or miss what was going on in their favorite television shows.97 

By 1950, the post-war boom was in full bloom and as before, southern whites left 

their farms in droves while Germanic farmers tended to stay.  In fact, in the mere five 

years between 1945 and 1950 the number of southern white farms fell a staggering 17% 

while the number of German-American farms experienced a slight increase of 2% during 

the same period.  Because of this diaspora of southern whites from the countryside to the 

city, native-white farms dramatically grew in size from 709 acres in 1945 to 844 acres in 

1950 while Germanic farms stayed roughly the same, around 585 to 589 acres, in the five 

years following the war.98  With new capital available to them from a reenergized 

banking system and new opportunities to expand their operations as other white 

southerners left their farms behind, the southern whites of the Texas Hill Country started 

to make up the ground they had lost in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s to the German-

Americans.  However, by 1950 Germanic farmers still held a significant lead in the 

number of telephones, homes with electricity, number of farms with automobiles, and 

farms reporting a tractor.  Because of this material advantage, the Germanic farmer was 
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able to hire out more labor and mechanized machines when compared to their native-

white counterparts.99 

Usually, during times of opportunity, southern whites did better than their 

Germanic neighbors because they took steps to ensure faster long-term growth during a 

comparatively good time for farmers when risk might be rewarded.  Essentially, by 

investing more in land and expanding the size of their farming operations during the 

postwar years, southern whites were ensuring that they could catch up to Germanic 

farmers because they could farm according to economies of scale.  Thus, expanding their 

land holdings gave them a number of advantages.  First, it gave them more assets that 

they could mortgage and further expand their operations with.  Also, while they may have 

been slow in adopting mechanization into farming, they did not have to add the 

considerable costs of mechanization like upkeep, upgrading old or worn out equipment, 

and replacing the equipment as it became obsolete to their bottom line.  Second, by 

operating on a larger scale they would not have to out-produce their competitors per acre, 

rather they could surpass the German-American farmer with quantity over quality.  

Nowhere is this more evident than in the value of the land and buildings per farm.  In 

1945, both German-Americans and southern whites were on a rough parity with one 

another in the overall value of their farms, $15,595 for Southerners and $14, 580 for 

German-Americans.  However, by 1950 this gap had grown considerably to $37,110 for 
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Southerners and $29,043 per farm for German-Americans.100  The only saving grace for 

the Germanic farmer was that the value of their farms per acre was higher on average.  

However, by 1959 this advantage too had disappeared as southern whites gradually 

increased their investments in improving land and buildings, which they were able to do 

because the size of their operations widened the monetary gap already present in the 

value of their lands.101  

In the end, it was the same community values and historical patterns of 

investment that helped German-Americans through the Great Depression that were their 

greatest weakness during the postwar era�s times of plenty.  In short, the community 

values of German-Americans that kept their culture vibrant and kept their youth choosing 

farming as a vocation held them back when compared to southern whites.  The reason for 

this is that as Southerners left their farm and moved to the city, their absence in the 

countryside left open an opportunity that the Germanic farmers did not have available to 

them.  This meant that German-Americans would gradually become less competitive than 

southern white farmers who were able to make use of economies of scale when 

competing against the average German-American farmer. 

Materially speaking, by 1950 the Germans had lost their suspicion of private 

toilets and baths as luxury items.  However, many of them did regard hot running water 

as a luxury and as a result only 41% of their homes were equipped with hot water when 
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compared with 58% of neighboring white southerners.102   German-Americans also held 

onto the use of traditional wood burning stoves longer than southern whites did, as a full 

quarter of them still cooked with such stoves in1950.  While these stoves did allow for 

the use of hot water, they were still primitive and labor intensive in comparison with 

electric hot water heaters, which in contrast were more of a luxury.103  Also, telephones 

and automobiles were significantly more likely to be found on Germanic farms than 

southern farms.104  By 1950, German-Americans and southern whites of the Texas Hill 

Country were increasingly similar in their rates of ownership of mechanical refrigeration 

equipment, radios, electric washing machines, electricity, and, yes, even flushing 

toilets.105  Even the Germanic hesitation at taking on mortgages had eroded by 1950, as 

rates of people with home mortgages were exactly the same between the two groups.106   

This did not mean that the German sense of thrift had declined.  In fact, it was as 

strong as ever almost 10 years later in 1959.  Here, the average expenditure of the 
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southern white was $7,390 dollars per farm while that of the German-American was 

much lower at $4,698 per farm.  Likewise, Germanic farmers were significantly more 

likely to cut costs on improving the roads to and from their farms.  In fact, 44% of 

German-American farmers lived on dirt or unimproved roads as compared to 34% of 

southern whites.  They were also much less likely to compromise with gravel, shell, or 

shale roads than neighboring counties, opting instead for hard surfaced roads in much 

greater numbers than native whites.107  What this highlights is a unique glimpse into the 

German-American mindset of self-denial and delayed gratification.  By not 

compromising on gravel, shell, or shale roads, many Germanic farmers surely found 

themselves dealing with the considerable annoyance of impassible or nearly impassible 

muddy roads during rainstorms.  It also shows that Germanic farmers were not a people 

of half measures and quick fixes, which again tied them to the transplanted traditions that 

by this point were over a century old. 

1954 marks a very important shift in the distribution of Germanic farmers, as it 

was the first time the Germans, in a sense, acknowledged the economic realities of the 

twentieth century.  There simply were too many farmers in the U.S.  For the first time, 

the number of German-American farms dropped.  To be sure, the cause of this decline in 

the number of farms coincided with a gradual shift in the center of the German-

American�s world.  Breaking through the cultural isolation that institutions with a local 

influence like the church and local shops had created was the increasing influence of the 

television and radio, which expanded the horizons of the average German-American 
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beyond the local area and toward the regional and even national spheres. 108  In short, 

Zorro and The Lone Ranger did what over a century of exposure to educational 

institutions had been unable to do:  bring German-Americans of the Texas Hill Country 

into mainstream America.  In fact, German as the language of commerce declined even 

more rapidly and was fairly uncommon in Germanic towns like Fredericksburg by the 

1960s.  By and large, the end of German as a language of commerce began with the dawn 

of the 1970s and shortly afterward, new people started moving into the area, followed by 

department stores that put the remaining mom-and-pop stores out of business by the mid 

1970s.109 

1954 is interesting in another respect agriculturally, in that as Germanic farmers 

began to leave, although it was at a much smaller percentage than southern whites during 

the same period, so too did the size of Germanic farms begin to grow and, while the size 

of their farms did not keep pace with native whites, they did signify a shift away from 

continually increasing investments in machinery and intensive farming methods, as well 

as a move toward the southern white approach of expansion.  Of course this is because 

conditions between the two groups were now similar, whereas before German-American 

farmers could not expand their farms geographically because of the value placed upon 

community, culturally ingrained settlement patterns of owning the land they were 

farming, avoiding tenancy, and resisting the pull of urbanization.  After 1954, this was no 
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longer the case and although it would be tempting to say that the social fabric of these 

Germanic areas was disintegrating, this was not so.  Rather, it was the cultural ties that 

bound them to the vocation of farming and to the local community that were beginning to 

fray, but instead of disintegrating they were being woven into the broader fabric of 

American culture.   

As a result of these first tentative steps toward native-white patterns of settlement 

and geographic expansion, the average dollar value of land per acre for southern whites 

was actually higher than that of their German counterparts for the first time, though 

shortly thereafter the trend would return to normal with German-American land being 

worth more per acre than that of southern property.  This would suggest that five years 

after 1954 the German Americans were still consolidating and expanding their holdings, 

which caused a temporary alteration in the relationship of the average dollar value of land 

per acre.  Whatever the case, after this point the value of German-American land per acre, 

though always higher, would never again be so starkly different as to suggest a culturally 

superior style of farming in terms of the value of land per acre.  Rather, after 1954 

differentiations in the value of land were more of a difference in degree.  This would 

further suggest that the Germans were integrating agriculturally, as well as socially, into 

southern white culture and agriculture.110  By 1959, rates of farm ownership between the 

two groups were essentially the same, although tenancy was still higher among southern 

                                                
110 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Census of Agriculture: 1959 Volume I Part 37, 
Texas. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1961.), Table 1. 
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whites, even though by this time the proportion of tenant farmers had shrunken to a point 

nearing insignificance.111 

As people began to move away from the farm and the area, not only were families 

scattered geographically, they began to differ experientially and extended kinship 

relationships began to loose both their meaning and importance.  One example of this 

gradual de-emphasis in the importance of family comes from a David Syring, whose 

family in the past dealt with inheritance in a unique way.  Essentially, the tradition was 

that all the items in the house and any farm equipment would be first auctioned off to 

family members in a private quiet auction, followed by a public auction. However, as 

time wore on and the Germanic Diaspora continued, so too did the tradition, which 

caused a bit of social friction.  �Aunt Frieda sold off much of the old equipment after 

Uncle Alfred died, and Uncle Herbert had been disappointed that she�d not given family 

members first opportunity to buy.�112 

While many of the differences between the two groups were disappearing, one 

still remained:  more diversified crops and the tendency to shy away from monocultural 

agriculture, as evidenced by over a third of German-American farms having grain 

combines while only 17% of southern white farms had such equipment.  Also, while 

Germans spent a smaller percentage of their budget on livestock, it was still significant 

enough to suggest that nearly everyone had some livestock on their property.  This is 

quite revealing in that it displays that the Germanic aversion to risk, by steadfastly 
                                                
111 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Census of Agriculture: 1959 Volume I Part 37, 
Texas. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1961.), Table 3. 
 
112 David Syring, Places in the World a Person Could Walk: Family, Stories, Home, and Place in the Texas 
Hill Country, (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 2000.), 62. 



 

 

 

56

refusing to invest in monocultures, was still going strong in 1959.  However, it again 

appears that these differences existed more in degree rather than kind.113 

The 1950s were important in another respect for German-Americans, as it was the 

decade that they finally surpassed their neighbors in overall educational attainment.  The 

beginning of the decade started out slow for the Germans as in 1950 their percentage of 

16 to17 year olds enrolled in school was still lower than that of their neighbors.  Also, the 

same trends were still present as southern white women went to school over a year and a 

half longer than both their male and female Germanic counterparts while southern males 

averaged only half a year more in school.  Among the Germans, the number of years of 

school completed by males and females were essentially the same.  Thus, the same issues 

of equality, school funding, and perhaps most importantly the still comparatively rural 

nature of the German-American area of the Texas Hill Country meant that many young 

people received a sub-par education.114  However, by 1960 many of these country schools 

were beginning to fold as more people moved to urban areas and public schools sought to 

centralize their services, which although, the country schools were a great source of 

community pride, they were not equipped to educate beyond the eighth grade.  Nor were 

the teachers equipped to teach subjects such as math.  Thus, when the children who were 

educated by the country school were moved to the local town�s schools, they were far 

                                                
113 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Census of Agriculture: 1959 Volume I Part 37, 
Texas. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1961.), Table 4. 
 
114 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Census of Population: 1950 Volume II Part 43,  
Characteristics of the Population, Number of Inhabitants, General and Detailed Characteristics of the 
Population. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1952.), Table 42. 
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behind in many subjects like math and the sciences.115  As a result, many more people 

were able to continue their educations and German-Americans, for the first time, 

surpassed Southerners in school enrollment.116  An educational gap, however, did persist 

in higher education as a higher percentage of southern white students went to college than 

German-Americans.117  The cause of this discrepancy between high school enrollment 

and who was more likely to go to college is probably due to a residual attitude of 

isolation where a college education would either be considered as elitist or simply 

unnecessary for graduating high school students from these areas headed toward a life of 

local farming. 

By the time of the suburban rediscovery of the Germanic Texas Hill Country in 

1970, Germans clearly surpassed southern whites in high school as 92% if them were still 

in school by the time they were 16 and 17 while only 79% of southern whites attended in 

the same age category.  Curiously, though southern rates of graduation from high school 

were still higher, which was probably due to the comparatively rural nature of German-

American areas.  This was offset by rates of college attendance that were essentially the 

same between the two groups, although many more males finished college compared to 

women.   However, the Vietnam War probably had something to do with the high rates of 

                                                
115 Dennis L. Pfeiffer, interview by Ben Pfeiffer, (3/19/2006). 
 
116 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1960, Texas, General 
Social and Economic Characteristics, Data on: Ethinic Origin, Migration, Families, Income, Education, 
Employment, Etc.. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1961.), Table 35. 
 
117 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1960, Texas, General 
Social and Economic Characteristics. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 
1961.), Table 83. 
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attendance for males in college, as it proved to be an excellent incentive for students to at 

the very least do well enough to stay in college until they had to graduate.118   

Agriculturally, the 1960s were a period of boom and bust for both German-

Americans and southern whites in the numbers of farms that existed, as by this time 

differences in land ownership and tenancy between native-whites and Germans were very 

slight.  In fact, only once over the course of the twenty-three years following 1959 did the 

difference between each group�s rates of farm ownership ever exceed 3% and by 1982 

even these slight fluctuations had become negligible.119  This did not mean that these 

similarities of practice ensured equality of outcome, as the decade of the 1960s was the 

greatest pinnacle of success for southern whites as the average value of all their market 

products sold per farm was $18,341 while Germanic farms managed only $11,961 per 

farm in 1964.  However, it seems during this year that the southern white penchant for 

monoculture and heavy investment in cattle paid off handsomely.  It was not until after 

the suburban rediscovery of the Germanic Texas did these numbers change.  The reason 

being was twofold.  First, as outsiders moved in they began to reverse the trends of 

urbanization and provided an excellent local market for local farmers as can be seen 

anytime a person drives down the highway toward Fredericksburg and passes the many 

                                                
118 Dennis L. Pfeiffer, interview by Ben Pfeiffer, (3/19/2006).  
 
119 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Census of Agriculture: 1959 Volume I Part 37, 
Texas. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1961.), Table 3. & U.S. Department 
of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1969 Census of Agriculture: Texas, Volume I Part 37 Section 2. 
County Data, Anderson Co. � Galveston Co.. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing 
Office, 1972.), Table 3. & U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1969 Census of 
Agriculture: Texas, Volume I Part 37 Section 2. County Data, Garza Co. � Montague Co.. (Washington 
D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1972.), Table 3. & U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of the Census, 1982 Census of Agriculture: Texas, State and County Data, Volume I Geographic 
Area Series Part 43. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1984.), Table 5. 
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produce stands that cater specifically to outsiders.  Also, with the outsiders came both an 

increase in capital to the area, which translated into a host of advantages like cheaper 

costs in getting products to market and easier access to the banking system, although this 

was a double-edged sword as many local farmers quickly found out.  First, there was an 

increase in the cost of goods and services and secondly, local area taxes, in particular 

land taxes, rose to support the growing population, which put additional economic 

pressure on Germanic farmers.  In fact, many local farmers started to raise peaches 

instead of wheat in order to market to retirees and tourists.120   

In summary, the agriculture of the era of urbanization, which lasted from around 

the turn of the twentieth century circa 1910 until about 1970, was a period that first 

looked like the Germanic element of the Texas Hill Country was becoming increasingly 

isolated both socially and agriculturally until the Great Depression forced many southern 

whites to behave much like their Germanic neighbors.  It is also notable in that the 

Depression effectively broke the back of Germanic social, cultural, and even agricultural 

isolation as the rise of scientific farming made both southern whites and German-

Americans agriculturally similar.  Also, isolation as a viable economic, social, and 

cultural framework became increasingly difficult to maintain as radios, telephones, and 

later television sets made inroads into family homes and mass communications 

effectively undercut the underpinnings of isolation by providing a wider perspective of 

the world that had previously been unknown in rural areas.  However, it would still take a 

bit of time and a Second World War, as well as a decade of postwar prosperity before the 

                                                
120 Dennis L. Pfeiffer, interview by Ben Pfeiffer, (3/19/2006). 



 

 

 

60

ethnic ties that bound German-Americans to the land were weakened to the point that 

they too would begin to leave the family farm and make their way to the city.  During 

much of this era, German-Americans lost much of the monetary advantage they held in 

comparison to southern whites as a number of different social and economic factors 

limited their ability to expand their farms the way that southern whites could.  

Conversely, this trend would quickly change with the coming of the suburban 

rediscovery of the Texas Hill Country. 

It would be incorrect to say that, by this point, German-Americans were 

completely indistinguishable from southern whites.  In fact, several cultural attitudes still 

remained intact more than a century after their transplantation into the new world.  The 

most notable of these cultural attitudes concerns the Germanic attitudes toward labor.  

Though it may be hard for outsiders to understand, the Germanic approach to work 

remained focused, intense, and above all, unbending.  The basis of this cultural approach 

to labor is religious in nature, as the belief in the afterlife is such that pain and suffering is 

viewed as merely transitory afflictions that the temporal world inflicts on everyone in 

order to strengthen the resolve and focus the mind and body on the goal of salvation.  

This strength of belief has become so culturally ingrained that even those who are not 

particularly faithful are still strongly influenced by the culture it indoctrinates.  This idea 

gives rise to the idea that the body is simply the extension of the will and if the will is 

strong enough it can overcome anything.  I, as a young man in my twenties, can 

personally attest to this, as I have seen men in their fifties and sixties so focused on the 

job at hand that they have walked through several cactus patches in nothing but shorts 
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and a t-shirt while it was dark because they were determined to hookup a water hose in a 

straight line from a shed to their house.  Incidents such as these may lead to the belief that 

German-Americans are simply stubborn and not prone to either compromise or 

suggestion.  However, this could not be further from the truth.  While it is true that once 

work has started it rarely, if ever, can be altered or diverted in any way from its goal, it 

ignores the fact that most work is done in stages.  The first and quite possibly most 

painfully time consuming stage is the planning stage where everyone gets together and, 

rather democratically, hashes out a plan of action that is then planned out in the minutest 

detail and everyone is assigned detailed duties.  Once this phase is finally over and all are 

agreed on how the work is to be done, work progresses quickly and efficiently and any 

last suggestions or new ideas and changes that occur during this stage are dismissed out 

of hand as wastes of time or met with great amounts of frustration.  Thus, if one should 

ever find oneself in the situation where they are trying to help a group of German-

Americans by either making suggestions or jumping in halfway through a job, they are 

bound to find themselves cut off short and brusquely dealt with.  This does not mean that 

they dislike you; it merely means that you missed the planning stage and are simply 

getting in the way.  The plain truth about the way these values are inculcated into the 

children of German-Americans is by a near constant stream of detailed nagging that 

pervades the parent-child relationship.  This nagging helps perpetuate the trait of 

meticulousness noted among German-Americans, as well as the deep-seated sense of 

guilt noted earlier.  
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These cultural values and practices were responsible for a population that started 

work earlier in life.  That German-Americans tended to work even into the later years of 

their lives longer and even worked more during their lives as can be seen by the fact that 

in 1970, 85% of German-American males between the ages of 18 and 24 were in the 

labor force compared to only 66% of southern white males.  This comparison is quite 

striking, as adolescence for most middle class Americans of any region was extended into 

the mid 20�s of a person�s life while after the age of 18 in German-American families 

there is the expectation that they are an adult and should be working, no matter what.  

The example that illustrates this point and hits closest to home comes from my 

grandmother.  It never failed that every Christmas and birthday both my brother and I 

always received the hefty sum of $5 from her pocketbook.   However, when I and later, 

my brother, turned 18 this vast fortune abruptly halted with the coming of our graduation, 

which was also greeted with $5.  The unsaid message of my grandmother�s gift was now 

that we were eighteen, it was time to stop acting like children and start life as an adult 

and get to work, which would have been fairly difficult on the ten dollars I had saved 

from my birthday and graduation.  Though humorous and quirky, these attitudes toward 

labor remained in later life as 39% of males 65 and older worked in their later years in 

Germanic areas while this number was only 32% for southern white males of the same 

age.  The relationship of these cultural values toward labor were especially hard on the 

elderly who, once they were physically unable to continue working, commonly went into 

a deep depression that they sometimes never quite recovered from.121 
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What the decade of the 1960s most visibly reveals was that even an austere 

lifestyle and hard living from childhood to old age could not alter the fact that using the 

principle of economies of scale, the average southern white farmer was economically 

more viable with fewer farms that supported fewer agricultural products per acre, but as 

each farm on average was considerably larger, the losses were more than made up for by 

significant gains in quantity.122 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
121 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census of Population: Volume I Part 45, 
Texas, General Social and Economic Characteristics. (Washington D.C.: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1972.), Table 44. 
 
122 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1969 Census of Agriculture: Texas, County Data, 
Anderson Co. � Galveston Co.. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1972.), 
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County Data, Garza Co. � Montague Co.. (Washington D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

CONCLUSION:  ERA OF SUBURBAN  
 

REDISCOVERY 
 
 

Rediscovery of the ethnic side of the Texas Hill Country was really a redefinition 

and reinterpretation of the idea of Germans as a model immigrant group and this status 

has become a commodity for sale or trade in any antique shop along Main Street.  

Perhaps the saddest part of this comodification process of German-American history was 

the loss of the family ties and meaning to historical objects.  One example that comes to 

mind comes from another�s experiences with dorm life where a girl from New Braunfels 

was obsessed with decorating her dorm room with pictures from the nineteenth century.  

When asked who the people in the pictures were, she answered that she did not know 

because she had bought them in an antique store and thought they were cute.123  What 

this story clearly illustrates is the loss of cultural cohesiveness and proximity to both 

family and the past by German-Americans.  Thus, the girl�s only method available to 

convey a sense of rootedness in her dorm room was to buy a piece of the past from 

somewhere else.  However, it must be remembered that this loss of personal and family 

history was a path embarked upon willingly by German-Americans when large groups of 

them began to move out of the area in search of opportunity and a better life.  It was, by 

this act, that they both symbolically and in all actuality voted with their feet for what kind 

of future they wanted:  one of integration. 

                                                
123 Angela R. Coronado, interview by Ben Pfeiffer, (3/22/2006). 
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In many ways, Germanic ethnicity was rediscovered in the 1970s and 1980s to 

suit the psychological and social needs of southern whites.  ��German houses stand for 

something we all want today,� observed one southern traveler through Texas in the 

1980s.  �They represent solidity, stability, surety.  They are close to nature.  These are 

things we have forgotten today.��124 

Agriculturally, the coming of outsiders into the area greatly helped Germanic 

farmers.  In fact, by 1982 German-Americans had not only caught up to southern farmers, 

but surpassed them in the dollar value sold per farm by a wide margin.  Meanwhile, they 

did more than maintain the number of farmers in the area; they were even able to increase 

the number of farmers among both southern whites and German-Americans.  More 

southern whites and Germanic farmers were able to remain in the area because of the 

healthier state of the local economy as well.  Thus, in many respects, the moving in of 

outsiders has been a boon to both groups.125  However, people still wonder about the 

costs of their new prosperity and whether or not it was truly worth it: 

Some of us when we look around at what is happening, we feel we are 
losing ourselves.  Outsiders are taking over.  It�s not all bad; they are good 
people by and large, and they help protect our buildings, and bring money 
to the community, but the values are all different now.  We used to be a 
town that didn�t believe in easy money.  There was a sense that an �honest 
day�s work� got an �honest day�s wages� and things had real value.  I 
can�t tell you exactly what that means, but I know it doesn�t mean one 
more antique store selling what we used to live with.126 

 

                                                
124 Syring, 128. 
 
125 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1982 Census of Agriculture: Texas. (Washington 
D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1984.), Table 3. 
 
126 Syring, 65-66. 
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Conversely, I believe the alternative to such a comodification of the area�s history 

is a dying town that would gradually fade from the map.  Thus, while regrettable it is in 

many ways a necessary evil. 

 In the end, German-American economic, aesthetic, and cultural sensibilities have 

played a major, yet often subdued role in this group�s gradual assimilation into American 

social, political, and cultural life.  Culturally, their predisposition toward objects of 

permanence has influenced them in everything from their decisions on home building 

materials to a predisposition toward mechanization and intensive farming.  Economically 

and aesthetically, it is interesting to note just how much Germans were willing to 

embrace their role as a model minority in order to be accepted into American economic 

and social life. On the other hand, they have also worked to insulate themselves culturally 

from American society.   

While the trajectory of the German experience was set centuries before during the 

Early Modern Era, it took new and unexpected turns when it came into contact with 

American culture.  Going from the model immigrant to gradual assimilation into 

American culture following the Great Depression, German-American life has had a 

revival since the 1970s with the recovery of ethnic histories and a renewal of interest in 

the ethnic experience.  Whether this points out a new trend of revived cultural identity, is 

merely a nostalgic longing for the past as it should have been, or an invention of outsiders 

seeking a sense of permanence in what they perceive to be an ethnic enclave is yet to be 

determined.  In many ways, those German-Americans returning and retiring to the area of 

their birth are similar to the outsiders in that they wish to return and regain the sense of 
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permanence that they left behind when they moved to the city.  However, what these and 

many other people fail to realize is that the past is a distant country and you can never go 

home again. 
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