
[image: 001]


[image: 001]


[image: 001]


Originally published in hardcover by Stackpole Books, copyright ©2004

Published 2010 in paperback by
STACKPOLE BOOKS
5067 Ritter Road
Mechanicsburg, PA 17055
www.stackpolebooks.com

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to Stackpole Books.

Printed in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

FIRST PAPERBACK EDITION

Cover design by Wendy Reynolds

Cover: The 93rd P.V.I., from the Robert Diem Collection, U.S. Army Military History Institute

ISBN-13: 978-0-8117-0674-2 (paperback)
ISBN-10: 0-8117-0674-5 (paperback)
eISBN: 978-0-8117-4032-6

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Valuska, David L., 1938–

Damn Dutch : Pennsylvania Germans at Gettysburg / David L. Valuska and Christian B. Keller

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-8117-0074-7

1. Gettysburg, Battle of, Gettysburg, Pa., 1863. 2. Pennsylvania—History—Civil War, 1861–1865—Participation, German American. 3. United States—History—Civil War, 1861–1865—Participation, German American. 4. Pennsylvania—History—Civil War, 1861–1865—Regimental histories. 5. United States—History—Civil War, 1861–1865—Regimental histories. 6. Pennsylvania Dutch—History. I. Keller, Christian B. II. Title.

E475.53 .V235 2010

97307’349–dc22

2003014343


MAPS

The Pennsylvania “Deutsch” counties

The advance of Daniel’s brigade

The advance of Brockenbrough’s brigade

Robinson’s northern line

The attack on Barlow’s flank

Pennsylvania German-American regiments at Howard’s front, July 1

Howard’s Pennsylvania German-American reserve regiments in Steinwehr’s division, July 1

Caldwell’s advance

The death of General Samuel Zook


FOREWORD

Don Yoder

This book neatly traces the participation in and reaction to the Civil War on the part of Pennsylvania’s “Germans”—both the Pennsylvania Dutch of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth century migrations and the later emigrants from German-speaking Central Europe who arrived in the nineteenth century, the so-called German-Americans. These two groups were not the same, despite their common German ethnic origins, their use of the German language, and in some cases their denominational adherence.

They did not always get along in America. The Pennsylvania Dutch were more adjusted to the overarching American culture; the German-Americans—especially the political refugees from the failed revolutions of 1830 and 1848—were often still linked emotionally to the German Vaterland and preferred to settle in “Little Germanies,” very often in major cities like Philadelphia, Cincinnati, Louisville, Cleveland, St. Louis, Chicago, and Milwaukee. There were, of course, rural German-Americans too, but most of them settled in the Midwest, while the solid agricultural base of the Pennsylvania Dutch was in Pennsylvania, but with significant daughter colonies in the South, Ontario, the Midwest, and the Plains States.

The Civil War, America’s first modern war, with all its military innovations and social tragedies, had profound social and psychological effects on both groups. Judging from the Pennsylvania county histories, most of the able men in every township of the Dutch Country in Eastern, Central, and Western Pennsylvania were taken into the army—and many never returned. The women of the area were often left with small children and without adequate male help on their farms.

For the Pennsylvania Dutch, this radical uprooting of the men and their constant contacts with Anglo-American soldiers and Southerners helped to shape up their own ethnic consciousness, the sense of who they were as Americans as distinct from other American groups. And by being thrown together with the German-Americans during the war, the Dutchmen became aware of the social and cultural gulf that separated the two groups, which gave powerful impetus to the development of a separate, independent Pennsylvania Dutch consciousness.

The authors deftly examine the Pennsylvania regiments that included German-Americans and those with large Pennsylvania Dutch components—an ethnographic analysis never before available.

The battle of Gettysburg, the turning point of the war, is the central theme of the book, and the story of its preliminaries, the battle itself, and its results are told through fascinating local sources—diaries of Dutch farm wives who describe the incursions of the Southern forces, official missives of ministers and newspaper editors, and letters sent home by common soldiers in blue uniform—a rich vein of personal testimony on the whole human tragedy of war.

My compliments to David L. Valuska, Christian B. Keller, and their collaborators for a valuable, original, and absorbing book. It will take its place on the shelves of Pennsylvania history, American ethnic studies, and analyses of the German-Americans and the Pennsylvania Dutch—and above all, it will be welcomed across the country by students of the Civil War.


Roughwood

Devon, Pennsylvania
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INTRODUCTION

Christian B. Keller and David L. Valuska

In her landmark work Foreigners in the Union Army and Navy, Ella Lonn claims that in 1860 the German-born population of the United States numbered 1,301,136 citizens, and of these, 138,244 resided in Pennsylvania.1 In addition to these foreign-born residents, Pennsylvania was home to hundreds of thousands of people of remoter German ancestry who retained German folkways and spoke a dialect combining German and English. Commonly referred to as the “Pennsylvania Dutch” (or “Dutch,” for short), these individuals were also ethnically German and, along with the German-born inhabitants and their immediate offspring— called “German-Americans” in this book— composed a large portion of Pennsylvania’s population on the eve of the Civil War. Some historians have estimated that the total German-speaking population in Civil War-era Pennsylvania was approximately one-third of the state’s citizenry.2 If one also considered the number of Pennsylvanians of German ethnicity who no longer spoke German in the 1860s, that proportion would certainly be higher. Clearly, the Germans in Pennsylvania were demographically important.

It is not just their sheer numbers, however, that make the Keystone State’s Germans a worthy subject of historical inquiry. Their experiences also demonstrate the power that ethnic identity had on both ethnic and nonethnic Americans during the Civil War. Indeed, during the campaign and battle of Gettysburg, ethnic consciousness permeated the daily lives of civilians and soldiers and played a major role in directing their behavior.

The battle of Gettysburg was not won because of the Pennsylvania Germans. But their role in the battle was significant, and as the following chapters show, Pennsylvania Dutch and German-American troops participated in many of the critical actions taken on the battlefield during those three bloody days. In certain instances, their regiments saved the Union’s fortunes, but the same could be said of the regiments of other states and other ethnicities. The Pennsylvania Germans of both varieties were not the only Germans in the North during the conflict, and they were certainly not the only ethnic Americans. Their experiences at Gettysburg, however, were representative of both groups.

Books about the American Civil War number in the thousands. Very few, however, deal with ethnic minorities, who collectively composed a large percentage of the Union armies. Of that small number of books, even fewer specifically examine the Germans, who may have been neglected by historians because of the language of many of the primary sources and the comparatively stronger scholarly interest in the Irish. The handful of works that have examined the Germans in the war— such as those by Lonn, William Burton, and Wilhelm Kaufmann— are outdated, filiopietistic, or based primarily on secondary sources. A small number of regimental histories and an excellent biography of Franz Sigel have appeared in recent years, but they are handicapped by their necessarily restricted scope, and none deals with Germans from Pennsylvania.3

This book provides a unique perspective on Pennsylvania’s German-speaking peoples in the middle nineteenth century and combines traditional military history with social and ethnic history. By relying on many of the primary German-language and dialect sources passed over by previous scholars, and by examining the state with perhaps the largest ethnically German population in 1860, we hope to raise several important questions about ethnic identity and, specifically, its role in the American Civil War: How did temporal differences among German immigrants affect their behavior during the conflict? How did the Germans interpret the war through their ethnic lenses? How did religious denomination become an important ethnic identifier? How well did the German regiments fight at Gettysburg, and what was their significance in the Union victory? How was the Americanization process affected (if at all) by the Pennsylvania Germans’ participation at Gettysburg? The answers to these historical questions are important not only in a corrective sense, shedding light on our understanding of the role of ethnic Germans in the war, but also in an instructive sense, presenting concepts that might be useful to those interested in ethnicity in the nineteenth-century United States, the evolution of ethnic identity, or the behavior of modern ethnic groups during a time of national crisis.

One of the primary problems confronting historians working with minority groups is how to identify persons in their subject group. This study faced the same problem, and although use of the German language was the primary identifier, other clues in the sources helped single out those acceptable for use. Nonethnic sources, such as English-language newspapers, were essential in providing legitimacy and context, but they had to be carefully evaluated when used as the primary source for a given subject. The role of the church and the use of church records as ethnic signposts presented another problematic issue, along with the perennial question of who spoke for the mass of the people. For example, newspaper editors were certainly leaders in their communities, but were they in touch with the sentiments of the majority of their readers?

The following chapters draw on a variety of sources. Collections of letters or firsthand accounts (such as diaries and memoirs) from soldiers in both the German-American and Pennsylvania Dutch regiments proved critical. Many of these letters exist as manuscripts in various archives throughout Pennsylvania, and several were published in the German-language newspapers. We have translated material from these sources where appropriate. Letter collections from non-Germans provided context to the German accounts, and published memoirs and diaries from Pennsylvania Dutch civilians were essential in analyzing the reaction to the Confederate invasion in the summer of 1863. Many of the non-German accounts were taken from published secondary sources.

The regimental Day, Order, Letter, and Record Books of the primary German-American regiments, located at the National Archives, proved useful in examining their battlefield performance. German-language newspapers published in Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, Allentown, Reading, and Skippackville were also important primary sources. They contained many of the more vivid soldiers’ letters and editorial responses to the Eleventh Corps’ performance on the first day at Gettysburg. Thirteen of the most influential English-language newspapers were the major tools in analyzing Anglo-American reactions to the German troops’ performance, which in turn influenced the response of the German-American editors. The Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies was useful for officers’ postaction reports, and countless secondary sources contained firsthand accounts, provided historiographical background, or left clues for further research.4

Retention of the German language was the most critical factor when examining the authors or subjects of source materials. Hence, determining the identity of Pennsylvania’s German-Americans was not particularly difficult. These people all spoke German as their first language, so nearly all records left by them, such as letters, diaries, memoirs, and regimental descriptive books, were written in German.5 Additionally, their major newspapers, published in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh, were written in German and served the German speakers of these cities. As mentioned earlier, the rubric “German-American” represents not only German immigrants born in Europe but also their children and grandchildren, with language again being the primary identifier. Little distinction is made between original immigrants and their descendants in this book, since, as many ethnic scholars have argued, the urban neighborhoods were home to several generations of German speakers. If the children and grandchildren left records in German, we considered them part of the immigrant German community.

Another method of identifying German-American soldiers involved distinguishing the ethnically German regiments from the nonethnic ones. Kaufmann, Lonn, and Burton agree that certain infantry regiments, particularly the 27th, 73d, 74th, 75th, and 98th Pennsylvania, were ethnically German and were recruited from the urban German neighborhoods of Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. After checking their claims against the official regimental records in the National Archives and the Pennsylvania State Archives, it became evident that these regiments were unquestionably German in character and composition, though some had higher percentages of Germans than others. In general, the litmus test used to identify a German regiment was whether the Regimental Order Book was written at some point in German (reasoning that a non-German regiment would not record its daily and monthly orders in a foreign language). Hence, the regimental books and papers of these units were key source materials.6

The Pennsylvania Dutch were more challenging to identify. Although the preferred method of communication among them was the Pennsylvanisch Deitsch dialect, this was considered a spoken language, and no official records were ever kept in this dialect during the Civil War. Further, newspapers and most church records were printed in High German, making it difficult to distinguish the Dutch from the German-Americans based only on language differences in these sources. Additionally, many Dutch soldiers and civilians, more familiar with written English than with written German, wrote their letters and diaries in English— which they could muddle through better than the High German they heard only in church or read only in newspapers. As many scholars have argued, some Pennsylvania Dutch were more anglicized than others by the 1860s; some had become English speakers and subscribed to English-language newspapers. Yet most of these people still retained strong German folkways and traditions and remained members of the major German religious denominations. Thus, were they actually ethnic Germans?

We argue that they were, making them eligible for inclusion in our analysis. Since determination of their German ethnicity could not be completely verified by checking their surnames— a practice many genealogists and even some historians have condoned in the past— background information that comments on their ethnicity, such as religious denomination, is included if available. Frequently, letters from Pennsylvania Dutch people written in English betrayed their German background simply by their spelling (Gott versus God, for example, or spelt instead of spelled), by the use of peculiarly German idioms, or by frequent references to religious philosophies well known as belonging to German denominations. These details are highlighted throughout the chapters, when possible, to reinforce the legitimacy of a source’s inclusion in the analysis. The Pennsylvania Dutch newspapers, though linguistically almost identical to their urban German counterparts, can be easily identified by their place of publication. A paper published in Reading, for instance, the county seat of primarily Dutch Berks County, would have been read mainly by Pennsylvania Dutch and not by German-Americans.

Two critical questions need to be answered at this point. First, does religious denomination equate with or compose a large part of ethnic identity? Nora Helen Faires, Steven Nolt, and a host of other authors have argued that religion often became the defining characteristic of American ethnic groups. Faires explains that “the Church played a greater role for many ethnic groups than it did in the society the immigrants left. Religious values are readily transferable cultural ideas. Hence the first institution established in many immigrant communities was the church. The failure to reestablish other social institutions often caused the church to take on some of the functions which these other institutions had performed in the old society.” The church defined a large part of the ethnic identity for many ethnic groups in the nineteenth century, particularly those that may have shed other, more obvious ethnic traits, such as native language. In some ethnic groups, the “parish house became a social center, supplanting the village square as the place where friends gathered to socialize.” This was particularly true for many of the German sectarians, who were prohibited from unnecessary contact with “outsiders” and viewed their religious doctrines as rules that governed their daily lives. Robert P. Swierenga adds that “while a few immigrants were secularists, for the vast majority religion and ethnicity were so closely intertwined as to be indistinguishable.” Religion was undoubtedly a key component of ethnicity for both types of Pennsylvania Germans. Hence official religious records, such as minutes from synodic meetings and letters between religious leaders, are included as evidence in some chapters. In the case of nonofficial source materials written in English, if a plausible connection could be made to a German religious denomination, the author was categorized as ethnically German.7

The second question involves the reliability of newspaper editorials as representations of a public consensus. Regardless of their specific field, historians have struggled with this problem since newspapers became an acceptable source for research. William Joyce, a specialist on the nineteenth-century Irish-American press, has argued that editors of major urban newspapers were an “immigrant elite” who played a critical role in how others of their ethnic group interpreted “native culture, American culture, and the immigrant’s relation to both.” The editors, although not necessarily of the same socioeconomic class as the bulk of their readers, nonetheless provided leadership that both guided and responded to the attitudes and needs of the ethnic groups living where their papers circulated. One of the primary roles of the editors was defining “the process of [ethnic] adjustment to American society,” so the editorials of the major newspapers focused on issues of interest to the specific ethnic group. In the case of the Irish-American press, Joyce explains that “the handful of powerful editors and publishers dominating the Irish-American press had a critical influence on the transformation of the social identity of Irish immigrants.”8

Historians examining the German-language press in the United States, many of whom specialized in the radical German labor movement, concur with Joyce’s observations. Renate Kiesewetter, for example, writing about Chicago’s German-language labor newspapers, concludes that “an editor who wrote the daily editorial could play a considerable role in shaping political opinion.” Ken Fones-Wolf and Elliott Shore, in their study of Philadelphia’s Gilded Age German-language press, maintain that the editors could not ignore the opinions of their readers and had to write editorials reflective of their subscribers’ beliefs: “The German-language press was not able to simply overwhelm its working-class clientele with the ethnic elite’s perspectives. Instead, it played a far more vital role among the German-American working class when it recognized the political and cultural demands of immigrant wage earners.” The practices of editors of the Pennsylvania German-language newspapers during the Civil War could not have differed substantially from those of other ethnic and German editors; thus, this study implicitly accepts the notion that their editorials more or less represented the opinions of their readers.9
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We believe the following chapters stand well enough on their own without prior explanation; however, we tried to follow a rough chronological format for the book. We also included what may at first glance appear to be simply a rehash of well-worn battle history, but this information is necessary to better place the experiences of Pennsylvania’s Germans in their proper context.


CHAPTER 1

Diverse German Immigrants and Ethnic Identity on the Eve of the Civil War

Christian B. Keller

More than three decades ago, noted Pennsylvania historian Philip S. Klein identified three major historical questions encountered by scholars researching the Pennsylvania Germans: who they were, exactly; why so little had been written about them; and how much they had acculturated into mainstream American society. This book, by examining ethnic Germans in Pennsylvania during the Civil War, deals with the same questions in light of the battle of Gettysburg. This chapter begins by explaining the differences between the two major German-speaking populations of the state, how they conceived of themselves and others, and what condition their communities were in on the eve of war.1

In 1860, Germans in Pennsylvania—both the Pennsylvania Dutch and the German-Americans—were “ethnic Americans” by most historical standards. What exactly defines an ethnic American, however, has been exhaustively debated and increasingly refined over the last half century. Historians John Higham and Oscar Handlin and sociologist Milton Gordon provided much of the modern theoretical basis in the 1950s and early 1960s with their substantiation of the traditional “melting-pot” theory of immigration, which argued that the European ethnics of the nineteenth century essentially merged into the greater American society after only two or three generations in the United States. Constant exposure to and interaction with the “core culture,” the melting-pot theorists argued, inevitably forced immigrants into the American mold, a positive result that produced social harmony for both ethnics and nonethnics alike. But only a few years after the melting-pot explanation of ethnic America had seemingly settled the question, a contrary perspective called “cultural pluralism” gained favor, which valued diversity in society and regarded the melting pot as a false and harmful ideal. To a degree, this approach was influenced by the social upheavals of the 1960s and early 1970s, but it became the foundation for the “new ethnicity,” which celebrated the survival of ethnicity in the modern United States.2

The new ethnicity, championed by scholars such as Nathan Glazer and Daniel Moynihan, argued that ethnic Americans could be both ethnics and Americans simultaneously, as they had been throughout the nineteenth century. This school of thought, and the works drawn from it, provided the first scholarly treatments of “ethnic identity,” a difficult term to define, but critical for a discussion about Pennsylvania Germans. Most scholars agree that the formation of ethnic identity is an exceedingly complex process that begins when an immigrant “steps off the boat” and is strengthened or weakened depending on whether the original immigrant and his or her offspring live among others like them—in ethnic neighborhoods, for instance—or choose to live outside the confines of these communities. Language, religion, and fraternal and professional associations all contribute significantly to building personal identity and produce an ethnic consciousness in both individuals and groups. Ethnic identity and the rate of assimilation are thus closely intertwined and influence each other. Recent studies also suggest that ethnic identity changes among the generations, allowing a resurgence of ethnic traits in younger generations that were spurned by older ones, or that one’s ethnic identity may be the result of “invented” traditions or cultural mores adopted over time to replace the older, original ones lost long ago.3

Don Yoder has written extensively on nearly every aspect of the Pennsylvania Germans and is regarded as one of the foremost experts in the field. In particular, he is interested in the development and preservation of ethnicity among the Pennsylvania Dutch. His explanation of ethnic identity not only distills many of the arguments of the aforementioned scholars into a tight description but also is subject specific and particularly useful to a book about Pennsylvania Germans in the Civil War. According to Yoder:

Ethnic consciousness, or ethnic identity, is an attitude toward oneself and one’s cultural world, which is shaped in individuals and eventually in groups through contact with other self-conscious groups of human beings with whom one comes into regular contact. Although a sense of group identification exists in most ethnic groups, it varies from individual to individual, from mildly passive consciousness of one’s ethnic roots to the ardent ethnicity of activist leaders who want to “do something” to defend, protect, and advance the group and its culture.

This definition applies to both Pennsylvania Dutch and German-Americans, since both groups possessed their own separate ethnic identities during the period of the Civil War—while still remaining ethnically German, in opposition to the rest of the Pennsylvania population.4

Deciding which groups to include under the blanket heading of “Pennsylvania German” was even more critical to Klein than was defining ethnic identity, and this problem strikes at the heart of this book. As Marianne Wokeck has explained, Germans immigrated to Penn’s colony in multiple “waves” before the Revolutionary War and continued coming in the nineteenth century. Although certain German principalities and states, such as the Rhenish Palatinate or Baden, contributed a majority of immigrants in some of these migrations, there was no political entity known as “Germany” until Bismarck’s unification in 1871, and thus no real sense of unity among the German immigrants. Even after the failed revolutions of 1848–49, Germans who came to Pennsylvania referred to themselves as Württembergers, Swabians, Prussians, Bavarians, Palatines, or Badeners. Kathleen Conzen’s observation about German immigration to the United States in general applies equally well to Pennsylvania: “Quite simply, the German immigration was too lengthy, numerous, and diverse to support a single cohesive identity or to be described in terms of any single basic set of behavior patterns.” Only in the middle nineteenth century, after several years—or generations—spent in America, during which time the immigrants from various German states intermingled, would they begin collectively to call themselves “Germans” or “German-Americans” to differentiate themselves from other Americans. Additionally, Yoder has argued that the descendants of immigrants from the colonial period never really thought of themselves as Germans but as “Pennsylvanians with a difference.” Thus, they developed an ethnic identity that was neither German nor American, but a curious amalgam of the two. Religious, partisan, and class disparities joined temporal differences among the immigration waves to create a highly divided German community in the Keystone State in the nineteenth century.5

Clearly, then, the Pennsylvania Germans were not a monolithic ethnic group on the eve of the Civil War. Descendants of colonial immigrants, recent refugees from the economic and political chaos of post-1848 Germany, and thousands of others who arrived in between all called Pennsylvania home, and they were further fractured along religious and political lines. Despite this cacophony of backgrounds, belief systems, and dialects, however, there was one overarching, undeniable delineation that separated one major body of Pennsylvania’s ethnic Germans from the other: time. Historians of Pennsylvania and most German-American scholars generally recognize the existence, broadly constructed, of two different German populations in the state during the nineteenth century, separated by the relative amount of time each group had spent there. The older and more acculturated population—popularly termed the “Pennsylvania Dutch”—was hardly a unified ethnic bloc, composed as it was of competing religious denominations and individuals at varying stages of Americanization, but it possessed other commonalities that strongly distinguished it from the recently arrived German immigrants, who composed the other group.6
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The Pennsylvania Dutch in the 1860s were nearly all descendants of eighteenth-century German immigrants who had fled their European homes to escape economic hardship, war, and religious persecution. Attracted by William Penn’s promise of religious toleration and cheap land, they arrived in increasingly large numbers in a series of loosely defined “waves” from the 1680s until approximately 1810. These colonial and later revolutionary-era German immigrants arrived with varying degrees of wealth at their disposal, but the overwhelming majority quickly moved beyond Philadelphia and its environs to settle in a broad arc of land about fifty miles north and west of the city, composing most of the later counties of Berks, Lancaster, York, Lehigh, Northampton, Lebanon, and Schuylkill and large segments of Montgomery and Bucks Counties. After the best limestone-rich soil in these counties was taken, German newcomers and the offspring of the original immigrants spread farther west, competing with the Scots-Irish in Cumberland, Dauphin, Franklin, Adams, Northumberland, Snyder, and Centre Counties. By 1860, the descendants of the first German immigrants occupied much of the best agricultural land in Pennsylvania and composed a large minority within the greater Anglo-American population, estimated by some historians to be as high as 600,000 persons, or almost a third of the Keystone State’s population.7

The Pennsylvania Dutch lived primarily on family farms passed down through the generations. Towns such as Reading, Lancaster, and Allentown originally developed not as sites of independent manufacture and business but as centers of trade, government, and education whose existence depended on the constant patronage of and interaction with the rural populace. High German was considered the language of law, science, politics, and religion, so the Dutch printed their newspapers in a traditional Gothic German script, and nearly all the denominations conducted their church services in High German. At home or among friends, however, they communicated in Pennsylvanisch Deitsch, a dialect of German similar to that spoken in the Rhineland-Pfalz region of the old country, with choice admixtures of English.8 These people retained not only Germanic languages but also distinctive German folkways and cultural traditions, which similarly defined their ethnic identity and were passed down like the family farms from generation to generation. Germanic architectural styles, such as arched cellar windows, central chimneys, and gabled roofs on houses and barns; agricultural techniques, such as the copious use of manure as fertilizer, the planting of orchards on every farm, and the fastidious care and supervision of livestock (as opposed to non-German husbandry practices, which allowed animals to roam freely); and religious practices, such as the strict reliance on the Bible as both a spiritual and an educational guide, characterized many Pennsylvania Dutch families. Importantly, the younger generations, raised among these many German traditions, rarely broke with them as they aged. According to Frederic Klees, “there was never the break between the first and second generations that there was among later immigrants”; their culture was “not sloughed off in any violent effort to prove themselves Americans.” Walter Kollmorgen likened the major components of Dutch German ethnicity to a triangular foundation that never cracked:

The Pennsylvania German farmer sensed correctly that his cultural patterns rested on a foundation of language, religion, and agrarian mores. A weakening or the disappearance of any one of these supporting buttresses, he felt, meant a loss of unity in the family and parish, the encroachment of other religions and other ways of life, and perhaps even the abandonment of the ancestral home.9

Hence, the Pennsylvania Dutch “[saw] no reason to change,” perceiving change—or at least rapid and major alterations to the status quo—to be a threat to their way of life. This belief was expressed politically and socially throughout the nineteenth century, particularly in response to the Civil War, but also on earlier, less momentous occasions. A good example was Dutch resistance to the public school movement in Pennsylvania. Some historians have argued that Dutch parents were not against education per se; rather, they feared that teaching English to their children would harm the retention and use of both High German and Pennsylvanisch Deitsch, which in turn “would disrupt a cherished way of life.” In contrast, as several scholars have shown, the Dutch were willing to adopt certain elements of the greater Anglo-American population that they found useful—such as the introduction of Sunday schools in the German churches to assist in the religious instruction of their children, or use of the English language to conduct business and politics with English speakers—as long as the assimilation process occurred on their own terms. The key element here was which society initiated the acculturation process. If it was thrust on the Dutch from the outside, such as the public school agitation or the attempts of Yankee Congregational and Presbyterian missionaries to “convert” the “heathen Germans” in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the intrusion was resisted. If the Dutch themselves decided to adopt a non-German habit or tradition, it was accepted as complementary to their already extant Weltanschauung.10

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Pennsylvania Dutch thus possessed an ethnic identity with a “well-defined culture and social system” that was separate from the dominant Anglo-Saxon one but was no longer purely German. According to Henry Bradshaw Fearon, who traveled among them in the antebellum period, they were viewed by their English-speaking neighbors as “excellent practical farmers, very industrious, very mercenary, and very ignorant.” Another traveler commented that their “ignorance and superstitions” were negative qualities but claimed that they had nonetheless become “a very opulent community.” The Dutch, in turn, viewed their non-German neighbors somewhat suspiciously, satisfied to do business with them but fearful of too much cultural interaction. As one historian put it, the Dutch had become a compact, “more or less permanent, differentiated subcultural entity” within the broader Pennsylvania population. Ethnic historians have recently attempted to explain this “hybridization” phenomenon. Eric Hobsbawm, Terence Ranger, and Kathleen Conzen, among others, argue that “traditional” societies, such as ethnic communities that have been separated from their original homeland, may actually “reinvent” lost customs or adopt new ones from the dominant culture to preserve the remnants of their original ethnic identity. Although the Pennsylvania Dutch could collectively trace direct paths back to their German ancestry, the fact that they selectively borrowed certain customs from their Anglo-American neighbors over time supports the belief that they had created a hybrid ethnic identity by the time of the Civil War.11

They were conservative both politically and socially, and life as the nineteenth century Pennsylvania Dutch knew it existed only on their farms and in the counties in which they lived—“the rest of the world hardly existed” for them, according to one author. Distrustful of strangers and imported customs, the Dutch particularly disliked New Englanders, not only because of memories of the unwanted evangelists but also because of the numerous itinerant peddlers from farther north who plied the back roads of Pennsylvania selling cheap jewelry and other gewgaws. Most Dutch farmers considered the peddlers a nuisance and the purchase of their wares an unnecessary extravagance; the term “Yankee” actually became a synonym for “cheat.” As a result of the various Dutch communities’ collective negative experience of things emanating from New England, it is no surprise they also responded poorly to political parties associated with the region, although their immediate reasons for doing so were often rooted in local problems.12

The Federalist party, at first well received by the Dutch, quickly became perceived as a league between the New England elite and their corresponding numbers in Pennsylvania: the landed Scots-Irish, Quakers, and English officeholders. These people, considered former Tories, had consistently united since the Revolution to keep the Germans out of higher local government. The sparking point that ignited extralegal conflict between the groups was the first national direct tax, imposed by the Federalists to pay for an impending war with France in 1798, and the Fries rebellion, which broke out in protest of it. The Federalists aroused the ire of the Pennsylvania Dutch by taxing property based on the number of windows in houses (which smacked of a similar tax some had paid in Europe), by appointing their traditional Anglo-American rivals as the tax collectors, and by responding to the rebellion with strong-arm tactics, which appeared to many to be prejudicial. As Kenneth Keller explains, “the tax caused irritation in the [German counties], but the most galling aspect of it was that those who were to collect it were members of a despised cultural minority that had opposed independence and monopolized local offices.” The instigators of the Fries rebellion, centered in heavily German Northampton County, were ultimately pardoned by President John Adams after he realized the exceptionally bad press the entire affair was receiving, but the damage had been done. The emerging Democratic-Republican party immediately capitalized on the Federalists’ errors. Historian William T. Parsons describes the result:

Although enclaves of Federalist Germans remained in Bucks, Montgomery, and Northampton Counties, the bulk of the Pennsylvania Dutch flocked to the Democratic-Republican standard. Some were converted from Federalist principles by the ill-advised measures against the Fries Rebellion, but others were pleased that the Democratic-Republicans ran German candidates.13

The Pennsylvania Dutch would find the transition from Jefferson’s party to the Democrats of the antebellum period an easy and logical move. As the nineteenth century unfolded, they would become staunch supporters of Democratic candidates on the local, state, and national levels. The Democratic ideal of the yeoman farmer was attractive to them, as were the Democrats’ decentralizing policies toward the national government and campaigns against privilege. Several Pennsylvania governors in the early antebellum period were ethnically Dutch, including Simon Snyder, Joseph Hiester, and John Andrew Melchior Schulze. Andrew Jackson’s presidential victory in 1828 was hailed as a personal triumph by many in the Dutch counties, and despite Jackson’s overreliance on Martin Van Buren and the New York State Democrats, Pennsylvania Dutch lawmakers remained loyal to their new leader. Jackson was imbued with almost demigod status by rank-and-file Dutch Democrats long after he left office. Even after the Civil War, one housewife explained her husband’s behavior to a visitor by saying, “Don’t get offended at anything he says; he is a good man, if he is old and still votes for Jackson. . . . He can’t get Old Hickory out of his head.” Not surprisingly, when the impulse for social reform swept New England and much of the rest of the country in the 1830s and 1840s, the great majority of Pennsylvania Dutch remained firmly rooted with the Democrats, shunned both the Whigs and the various third parties, and refused to be reformed. The spell of Jackson was far too strong to break, and social reformers, particularly abolitionists, reminded them of the meddling outsiders of their parents’ and grandparents’ generations, boding only disruption in the course of daily life.14

Interestingly, the Dutch had already fought a round against the abolitionists. One historian maintains that Pennsylvania Dutch Lutheran and German Reformed assemblymen—nearly all of them nonslaveholders—had voted against the abolition of slavery in the Federal period. They did this not because they thought slavery was an inherent good but because of fears that “a radical alteration in the status of large numbers of Pennsylvania Negroes would compound [the Germans’] already difficult adjustment” within the greater Anglo-American population. Although the nativist Know-Nothing movement of the 1850s helped galvanize Dutch loyalty to the Democrats—who professed to be the party of the immigrant—the Dutch, unlike the immigrant Germans, were only slightly concerned. They knew full well that the newer European immigrants (particularly the Catholics among them), and not themselves, were the primary targets. It was the rise of the Republicans—with their perceived New England bias and their promises of major changes in the fabric of American life—that bothered the Pennsylvania Dutch the most.15

It is important to note that the modern stereotype of the Pennsylvania Dutchman—dressed in black clothing, wearing a broad-brimmed hat, and sporting a long, dark beard—is not only an inaccurate description of the modern Pennsylvania Dutch but an even more erroneous image of the Dutch of nineteenth-century Pennsylvania. Although Old Order Amish and conservative Mennonites were an important subgroup within the Pennsylvanisch-speaking population, they were, as Theron Schlabach explains, “a minority within a minority.” The majority of the Pennsylvania Dutch in the 1860s were Lutherans and German Reformed, as they had been since the 1750s. German Baptist Brethren (frequently called Dunkers), Schwenkfelders, and a few German Methodists composed another major segment of the Dutch population.16

At first glance, it may appear that the denominational differences among the Dutch would have hindered a sense of ethnic unity, especially considering the temporal disparities in their arrival in the Keystone State. Unquestionably, the great diversity among the German churches was a major reason—if not the primary reason—why the Pennsylvania Dutch never succeeded in unifying as an ethnic or political bloc. By 1860, about a third of the German Reformed and Lutheran congregations had converted to English-language services, and they struggled with their traditional, German-language brethren for control of their regional districts (synods or classes). More critically, Yoder explains that the great division between the “sectarian” churches (Amish, Mennonite, and most Dunker congregations) and the “church” Germans (Lutheran and German Reformed) “formed an almost unbridgeable chasm down the very middle of Pennsylvania German society.” The theological backgrounds of these two major groups were inherently different, their approaches to the world around them (and thus to Americanizing influences) were different, and their political allegiances were frequently different. However, the church Germans far outnumbered their sectarian counterparts and, with the exception of Franklin, Montgomery, and Lancaster Counties, controlled the German-language partisan press and hence the direction of Dutch voting. Yoder also observes that by the mid-nineteenth century, rigid barriers between denominations within each of the primary religious groups (sectarian and church) had subsided, allowing many Pennsylvania Dutch to speak confidently in ethnic terms of “unser Satt Leit—‘our kind of people.’” The Lutherans and German Reformed were particularly successful at bridging their differences, and as long as they spoke the same language, they often shared church buildings, parochial schools, and even pastors.17

Of all the Pennsylvania Dutch, the sectarians were the most unassimilated into American society in 1860. The Mennonites, Amish, and Dunkers shared the Pennsylvanisch Deitsch dialect, a Germanic heritage, and a strong agricultural tradition with their Lutheran and Reformed neighbors, but the three sects shared another characteristic that set them even further apart from the greater American population: religious separatism. All three groups preached varying degrees of isolation from the corrupting influences of the world around them, which translated into practical measures that effectively separated them—or at least shielded them—from the society in which they lived. As Roger Sappington explains for the Dunkers, “during the nineteenth century Brethren in many respects separated themselves from the society in which they lived, because they believed to do so was to choose the Christian way of life. Perhaps their approach should be described as nonconformity, since the Brethren were convinced a Christian should be different from a non-Christian.” Active political participation (beyond exercising the franchise and holding minor local offices), membership in fraternal societies, support of the military (including the draft), and tolerance for human suffering and cruelty (including slavery) were all prohibited by the principal tenets of the sectarian churches. Of course, “the Brethren were human and subject to human weaknesses, such as . . . participating in political activities,” Sappington continues, but “these activities were considered weaknesses” and were strongly frowned on by church elders.18
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1791 St. John’s Union Church. Kutztown Union Church (Lutheran-Reformed) in a Civil War era photo. Churches such as this one dominated the Pennsylvania Dutch countryside. DAVID L. VALUSKA COLLECTION



Not surprisingly, the sectarians became pacifists during the war and conscientiously objected to the draft. Although a few members of the sectarian churches served as soldiers, the vast majority did not and struggled to uphold their religious scruples.
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Although the newer German immigrants were sometimes absorbed into the Pennsylvania Dutch farming communities and settled in small numbers in the Dutch towns to take advantage of business and employment opportunities, the vast majority of the German-Americans settled in or immediately next to the major cities, particularly Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. Living there in ethnic neighborhoods, or “Little Germanies,” many found employment in the mills and factories, worked as day laborers, or set up small businesses such as breweries, butcher shops, or dry goods stores. A few worked white-collar jobs. These people spoke a dialect of modern High German dissimilar to Pennsylvanisch Deitsch and arrived with considerably less capital at their disposal than the longer-established Pennsylvania Dutch, although some of those who came in the 1830s and early 1840s had managed to achieve prosperity by the time of the Civil War. The majority of the German-Americans, however, were refugees from the chaos of post-1848 Germany. Fleeing the economic and political instability created by the failure of the democratic revolution, many of the newer arrivals came to Pittsburgh and Philadelphia imbued with at least some indignation at the defeat of the liberalizing impulse in Europe, and a few were actual political emigrés. Despite the fact that the urban-dwelling German leadership was divided, as Walter Kamphoefner explains, between “Dreissiger” and “Forty-eighters” (1830s-era and post-1848 political emigrés), time of arrival in America apparently had little effect on German-American unity. Many early chroniclers of the nineteenth-century German immigration tended to overemphasize the differences between the two groups, highlighting their squabbles instead of their general consensus of opinion. Recent scholarship now argues that the supposed great divide between the “Greys” (the 1830s emigrés) and the “Greens” (the Forty-eighters) was not much of a division at all, especially on the eve of the Civil War, when Dreissiger and Forty-eighter generally united behind the Republican party.19

The major divisions among the German-Americans were created by religious differences (Protestant versus Catholic) and competing loyalties among immigrants from different German states; for example, former Prussians associated socially and politically with former Prussians, and former Badeners stuck with former southern Germans. Bruce Levine has also claimed that class conflict further splintered the immigrant Germans throughout the United States, although it appears that this was less of a problem in Pittsburgh than in New York and the midwestern cities. Several historians have linked immigrant religious affiliation with partisan support and concluded, in the now famous “ethnocultural thesis,” that conservative Protestants such as Lutherans allied with Catholics by typically voting Democratic, whereas pietists and “reformed” denominations usually supported the Republicans in the 1856 and 1860 elections. The jury is still out on the ethnocultural thesis, but the fine scholarship of the 1970s and early 1980s, strongly based on hard, empirical evidence, is convincing. Thus, the old theory that the Germans completely rallied to the Republican banner during the 1860 election seems less likely.20

Despite all the divisions among the German-Americans of Pennsylvania, there were centripetal forces at work in the antebellum period that drew them together. Most important of these was the establishment and growth of what some scholars have called a sense of “Deutschtum.” Political, religious, provincial, and class differences aside, urban-dwelling Germans throughout the United States quickly realized that they had one great similarity: They were all German speakers in a predominantly English-speaking land and shared a recent common ancestry in that part of Europe where German was spoken. Stan Nadel has argued that it was precisely the multitude of differences among the immigrant German community that “provided the mechanism for integrating such a large and diverse group of people into a community by drawing each of its members into a complex web of conflicting loyalties.” Because of their many “crosscutting loyalties,” most immigrant Germans, rather than professing undivided loyalty to one single group—which, by necessity, would estrange them from others they also valued—directed their loyalty “to the whole expressed by a combination of all of them—the German-American community of Kleindeutschland.” This overall sense of belonging to a greater German community strongly contributed to the rise of the ethnically German neighborhoods in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh, replete with countless German societies and organizations, such as the turnvereins. Although these clubs sometimes engendered old regional divisions, as Lesley Kawaguchi has shown, they also fostered a sense of belonging to the greater Deutschtum within the urban neighborhoods.21

A recent theory also argues that the creation of a sense of Deutschtum in America, albeit isolated in each urban enclave, ironically created more unity among recent German immigrants nationwide than had existed back in pre-Bismarckian Germany. Hence, Pennsylvania’s German-Americans would find common cause with those from New York, Milwaukee, Cincinnati, and other cities with major German populations in the Civil War era. This sense of ethnic community across state lines, although not developed politically to any great degree, linked urban-dwelling Germans in the North both psychologically and culturally and guaranteed a more or less common German-American reaction to any event that brought either public praise or calumny on Germans, regardless of geography.22

Nativism provided the other major unifier among Pennsylvania’s German-Americans in 1860. The Keystone State had been one of the birthplaces of the Know-Nothing or American party of the 1850s, which openly professed its disdain for foreigners and pursued a political agenda that, among other goals, would stifle immigration and stiffen naturalization laws. Supplanted and substantially absorbed by the Republican party, the Know-Nothing movement nonetheless died hard in Pennsylvania, and Germans in the state were probably more conscious of nativist prejudices than were those in most other states of the Union. Know-Nothings lamented the growing political and cultural influence of the Irish and German immigrants, whom they frequently lumped together as “papists” and blamed for everything from street brawls to intemperance. Nativists particularly disliked the refugees of the 1848 revolution, believing that their primary purpose in the United States was not political asylum but agitation for a separate German state in North America, a more “Germanized” American culture, or embroilment of the country in German and European political problems. Indeed, as Ray Billington argues, some of the German radicals did entertain such plans and created several revolutionary German societies, including two in Pennsylvania.23

Radical dreams of a more German United States quickly subsided, yet their residue sparked fear and resentment among many Anglo-Americans, who deserted particularly the Whig party but also the Democrats to join the Know-Nothings. Cleary, fear of radical Germans was not the primary reason the nativists did so well in Pennsylvania; local issues, temperance, anti-Catholicism, and disgust with corruption within the traditional parties also attracted voters. But the Know-Nothings “controlled nearly 120,000 votes in Pennsylvania, approximately one-third of the total” in 1854, and they remained strong there and in neighboring Maryland long after the party had collapsed elsewhere. That fact was certainly not lost on immigrant Germans.24

Dale Knobel concludes that nativist beliefs and nationalism among Anglo-Americans were frequently linked. Thus, blaming the country’s troubles on foreigners, particularly Irish and Germans, was considered an “American” thing to do for many nonethnics in the 1850s and 1860s. Although the Republican party managed to subsume its Know-Nothing roots in the 1860 election to a large degree, the majority of German voters in Philadelphia remained Democratic and voted against Lincoln out of a lingering fear of nativism. Events in the Civil War would prove their fears justified, as the anti-foreigner prejudice was only temporarily hidden from view and returned with a vengeance, particularly after the battle of Chancellorsville. German-Americans in Pennsylvania fully realized the potential threat that nativism posed to their liberties as Americans and thus took comfort in associating with other German speakers, regardless of previous differences.25
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Clearly, Pennsylvania’s German-Americans were both divided and unified in 1860, just as their Dutch neighbors were in the rural counties. That was about the only similarity between the two groups, however. The great disparity between these two major German populations in practically every aspect of life made it unlikely that they would react similarly to the demands and exigencies of the Civil War. As Yoder has pointed out, the two conflicting worlds of the Pennsylvania Germans had already begun to clash by the 1850s and would continue to grate in the postwar period. The German-Americans generally regarded the Pennsylvania Dutch as culturally inferior, bastardized American-German hybrids who spoke, in the words of one observer, “a gibberish speech” and “whose thickheaded peasant arrogance everywhere opposes in the most nauseous manner every attempt at education beyond reading and writing, Bible and catechism.” The Pennsylvania Dutch called the immigrant Germans “Europeans,” “Germany-Germans,” or “Deitschlenner” and refused to interact with the newcomers, considering their leaders to be idealistic dreamers with no practical attributes and the rank and file to be ignorant foreigners who allowed themselves to be led around by the nose. The urban world of “Gemütlichkeit,” of beer gardens, voluntary societies, and turnvereins, held no appeal for the rural-dwelling Dutch, who felt no bond with the German-Americans and no pressing need to travel to the large cities where they lived.26
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