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Preface

One area in which American and German scholars have intensively
cooperated in the past, and most certainly will cooperate in the future, is that
of migration studies. As we all know, several million Germans emigrated to
America betwee the eighteenth and twieth centuries. Research has to
establish the kind of information these people possessed about the New
World while still living in Germany, their motives for leaving, their
experiences while en route, and the often very complicgtrocesses of
getting settled. In almost all cases, the migrants' hopes and expectations
were made up of a combination of political, religious, economic, and
personal considerations. Consequently, research in this field has to take into
account the genar as well as the individual, the past of these migrants as
well as their future. | am very grateful that Professor Kathleen Conzen from
the University of Chicago was ready to discuss some aspects of this topic in
our Third Annual Lecture, and | am equaliyateful to Professor Mack
Walker from The Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore and to Jorg
Nagler from the German Historical Institute for commenting on Professor
Conzen's address. One focus of the missbnthe German Historical
Institute in Washgton is academic research in the area of transatlantic
migration studies. It is our hope that our Third Annual Lecture helps to serve
this goal.

HARTMUT LEHMANN
Washington, D.C., March 1990






Making Their Own America
Assimilation Theory and the German Peasant
Pioneer

KathleenNeilsConzen

In 1950 a prominent New York journalist, Samuel Lubell, bounced his way
over the unpaved roads of central Minnesota's Stearns County to the isolated
rural parish of St. Martin, in a quest for the roots of a distiac
conservative voting behavior that he identified with farm areas of German
and paticularly Catholic backgrount.St. Martin's Benedictine pastor,
Father Cyril Ortmann,who exended the visitor his full cooperation, felt
betrayed when Lubell's initiafindings appeared the following year in
Harper's Magazineln a few trenchant paragraphs, the journalist sketched a
picture of a community dominated by its autocratic priest, one where many
farmers still spoke German with greater ease than English, wheny
refused electrification because the old ways were best, where a father's word
was law and children's ambitions extended no farther than farming or a
religious vocation, and where both priest and people were bitterly anti
Communist but fatalisticallyeliant upon prayer alone as the resioin to

the world's problem$Father Cyril, who recognized derision when he saw it,
finally found his opportunity to reply when he came to write the centennial
history of his parish a few years later. Lubell, he olesgr had failed to
appreciate the worth of a rural way of life that Virgil had praised two
millenia earlier. "Political analysts might well probe here for genuine
reaction to political issues, and honest grass roots temper characterized by a
tenacious adhience to the tenets of a democratic Republic, resting on sound
premises."” Those "sound premises,” Father Cyril made clear, arose from the
conjunction of Catholicism, German ethnicity, and farming. "Future students
of

Y Interview with William L. Cofell, Collegeville, Minnesota, August 1989.
2 Samuel Lubell, "Who Votes Isolationist akfdhy," Harper's Magaine 202 (April 1951):
291 36.



2 Kathleen Neils Conzen

history might well marvel some dat the stamina and integrity displayed

by the descendants of this ethnic group along the Sauk Valley, and come to
realize that the impelling force stems from deep religious conviction
translaged into the unostentatious but practical yedary way of Chrisan
living."

How and why the German Catholic peasants who settled the valley of the
Sauk beginning in 1854 created and conserved the way of life that gave
Lubell such pause and Father Cyril so much satisfaction form the subject of
this paper. Despite theradically differing judgments on the value of this
distinctive way of life, these two protagonists were in essential agreement
upon its existence, its religious and ethnic roots, and its enduring
significance for personal and political decision makinge Tphenomenon
that they recogized forty years ago remains evident today: a significant
segment of American rural life still rests upon communities and cultures that
German immigrants like those of the Sauk created.

In Stearns County itself, the outwarndrss of this heritage are legible in
the overwhelming preponderance of German names in the phone directory,
in the steeples of the thirty parish churches in which German was once
spoken, even in the rhythms and intbmas of local speech and in the
ubiquity and ambience of village saloofid.ess tangible evidence of local
distinctiveness can be read in everything from the area's aggressive anti
abortion movement to the fiscal caution of its governmental bodies, the high
persistence rates of its conservatfarmers, the unusually large size of its
families, and the traces of traditional legalism, clericalism, and
devotionalism that stilinark its spirituality’ Nor is Stearns County the only
area in the United States where even the casual visitor can

% Father CyrilOrtmann,0.S.B.,Saint Martin: A Century of Catholic Parish and Community
Life, 1858 1958(St. Cloud Minn., 1958), 47, 46.

* Ingolf Vogeler, "The Roman Catholic Culture Region of Central Minnes®#&heer
America8 (1976): 7183; RobertaWalbun, "StearnsSyndrome Hurts IfYou Don't Laugh,"
Minneapolis TribungJan. 2, 1979, and "Letters," ibid., Jan. 14, 1979.

® Edward L. Henry, edMicropolis in Transition: A Study of a Small C{{$t. Cloud,Minn.,
1971); Rev. Paul FolsunRural Ministry, A Response to Change: What Hppened to the
Church on Main Street, U.S,ADoctorate of Ministry Pastoral &ect, Aquinas Institute of
Theology, Dubuque, lowa (1976); Barry M. Casper and Paul David WellsRmeerline: The
First Battle of America's Energy WdCambridge, Mass., B3); Vincent A. YzermansThe
Spirit in Central Minnesota: A Centeial Narrative of the Church of Saint Cloud, 188989 2
vols. (St. CloudMinn: Diocese of St. Cloud, 1989), esp. #39.
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perceive the traces of this distinctive patterning. Midwestern rural German
Catholic islands as widely separated as DuBois County in southern Indiana,
Effingham County in central lllinois, Fond duac County in eastern
Wisconsin, and Osage County in centvigsouri, to name only four among
many; still bear its visible stampSimilar cultural persistence marks many
German Protestant farmingreas. While there is widespread agreement
among scholars that the urban German communities of the era of mass
immigraion have long since disappeared, at least some of their rural
counterparts clearly remain, defined not only by homogeneitglestent
within the community but by common values focusedt@bond between
family and farm that social scientists are ablattoibute only to ethnic and
religious origing

Moreover, the relative impress of German origins upon American
farming has intensified rather than waned over time. Despite the rural
origins of most German emigrants through the 1880s, no thanea quadr
to two-fifths of the first and secondjeneration German work force found its
way into American agriculture duringpe decades of mass immigraiion
less than the national averégand the Germaborn never amounted to as
much as 5 percent of

® For historical background on exemplary parishes in thesetiesursee AlberKleber,
Ferdinand Indiana, 18401940: A Bit of Cultural Hiory (St. Meinrad, Ind., 1940)Hilda
Engbring FeldhakeSt. Anthony's Century, 186B358 (Effingham, Ill., 1958); Benjamin Blied,

St. John the Baptist Congregatig@dohnsburg, W4., 1957);St. Joseph Sesquicentennial, 1835
1935(WestphaliaMo., 1985).

" Russell L. Gerlach, Immigrants in the Ozark§Columbia, Mo., 1977); Walter D.
KamphoefnerThe Westfalians: From Germany to Misso(Rrinceton, 1987); | am leaving out
of consideation the weHlknown Pennsylvania German communities of eighteeattiury
sectarian origin.

8 James M. Bergquist, "German Communities in American Cities: An Interpretation of the
NineteenthRCentury Experience,Journal of Amegan Ethnic History4 (1981): 9 30; Kathleen
Neils Conzen, "Diedeutsche Amerikaeinwanderung im landlichen Kontext: Problemfelder und
Forschungsergebnissejh Klaus J. Bade, ed.Auswandered Wanderarbeited Gastarbeiter:
Bevdlkerung, Arbeitsmarkt und WanderungDeutschland seider Mitte desl9. Jahrhunderts
(Ostfildern, 1984), 1:350/7. For recent work by social scientists on the contopuafluence of
ethnicity in diferentiating farm populations, see e.g., Gary Foster, RidHandmel,and Robert
Whittenbarger, "Ethnic Echeehrough 100 Years of Midwestern Agricultur&ural Sociology
52 (1987): 36678; Sonya Salamon and Shirley M. O'Reilly, "Family Land and Developmental
Cycles among lllinois FarmersRural Sociology44 (1979): 52b42; Sonya Salamon, "Ethnic
Communities ad the Structure of AgricultureRural Sociologyp0 (1985): 32B40.
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the America agricultual work force at any one tinfeEven so,their
potential impact upon American farming was not inconsidier.
Particularly in the midwestern core areas of the family farmagipn where
German agricultural settlement was concentrated, fronostl twefifths to
over half of all Germaiborn workersmade a living from agriculture, and
they comprised 10 percent of all farmers in this region in 183Mheir
impact was greatest in the Germ@dominated state of Wisconsin, where
they numbered alost 27 percent of all farmers; their next highest
percentages 19, 16, andl4d were attained in the homesteading states of
Minnesota, Kansas, and Nebraska, respectively. They were the single largest
group of immigrant farmers in all but one of the twelve stat®k future
states of this regioft.

Even more significantly, persons of German descent hawaimed in
agriculture to a disproportionate extent. By 1950, ciontrast to their
nineteentkhcentury underrepresentation, secgaheration Germans were
overrepesented in agriculture by 5Percent, while 1980 census figures
suggest an even greater doamce when all persons who identify
themselves as of German ancestry are taken into acColwenty-seven
percent of the rurdarm population in the twelvstatemidwestern region in
1980 identified itself as of purely German ancestry, and anothpez2nt
reported mixed German ancestry, so that just under half of

° On the selectivity of German emigration, see Peter Marschalekutsche
Uberseewanderung i9. Jahrhundert: Ein Beitrag zur soziajschen Theorie der Bevolkerung
(Stuttgart, 1973)77i 82; KlausJ. Bade, "Diedeutsche Uberseeische Massenauswanderuth§.im
und 20. Jahrhudert: Bestimmungsfaktoren und Entwicklungsbedingungen,"Bade, ed.,
Auswandered Wanderarbeited Gastarbeiter, 1:25999, esp. 2767/7. Firstgeneration
employment inagriculture peaked in 1880 at 36.1 percent of all employedg@nsération
Germans; secorgeneration employment in agriculture reached 39.8 percent in 1900. In 1890,
4.6 percent of the American agricultural work force was Ge+bman. See ConzeriDeutsche
Amerikaeinwanderung,1:351.

19 Conzen,'Deutsche Amerikaeinwanderun@®53 54.

1 The 1880 percentages were calculated from U.S. Census, 1880, Rojhulation Table
31, "Occupations," 730. The states included in these and the following calcutatohknois,
Indiana, lowa, Kansas, Midjan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South
Dakota, and Wisconsin. Michigan was the one state in which Germans were not the largest
immigrant group among the farmers; here their place was tak#relBritish Canadians, who in
cultural terms can be ranked with the native born.

12 KamphoefnerWestfalians173.
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the farming population in the nation's family farming core claimethe
German descent. Withithe national rural farm population, 36 percent
reported some German ancestry. Only persons oivéian ancestry were
more overrepresented in agriculture than were the Germans; in the
midwestern core, however, German overrepresentation in agriculture was
greater than Norwegian in every state but Wisconsin with its large urban as
well as rural German concentrations. The descendants of German
immigrants, it would seem, have not only preserved distinctive rural
communties and cultures; they have also ne¢al their commitment to a
rural way of life to a greater extent than almost any other ancestrydroup
particularly AngleAmerican® among today's rural farm population.

The origins and persistence of this and other rural immigiantved
cultures have renm@ed largely unexplored by scholars, thereby limiting
efforts to account adequately for the kindsnaftivations and experiences
that have structured the development of American rural life. The
assimilationist conceptual framework within which they longrked left
immigration historians littleeason to spend much time in the countryside.
Viewed in Turnerian terms, the individualistic American land system
appeared to encoage rapid assimilation and Americanization, so that
numerous

13 percentages and indexes calculated from 1980 Census of PopuBatiteral Social and
Economic CharacteristicdJnited States Summary, Ble 76, and individual state volumes for
the twelve states, Table 60. The index of representation for Gemuastry rural farm
population in the nation as a whole is 238 (an index figure of 100 means that persons of German
ancestry are present in theaufarm population in the same proportions that they are present in
the population as a whole). The problematic character of the 1980 ancestry data is well known; it
is quite likely, for example, that persons within ethnically homogeneous rural commurtites
have a greater tendency to report an immigrant origin than would urban residents. But such a bias
simply helps capture the disproportionate presence of such persons among the Germans; there
seems little reason to expect that the bias would vary g@nadhnic groups. Because the
calculated index summarizes variation in two conceptually separate pr@cesies rural vs.
urban settlement, and decisions to remain in or leave agriculttgénterpretation is complex,
but the crude trends indicated hetaken in conjunction with nineteentlentury statiscs,
suggest that over time persons of German ancestry have had a greater tendency to remain in the
agricultural sector (or move into it) than has been the case among other groups, with the notable
exaption of the Norwegians (and also the Dutch, though this emerges only in individual state
figures, not in national totals) in states where thelyieved an agricultural condeation early.
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guantitative studie of farming communities found few ethnicfdilences in

crop production, farming practices, types of tenure, @tes of @cadal
persistence and succée$slf there ever was an American melting pot,"
observed John L. Shover in his standa8¥6 social hstory of American
agriculture, "the place to lookight be the American countrysid&'The
presence of immigrants in American agriculture might be acknowledged;
the fact that they made some difference to the character of American rural
developnent was nb Yet if immigrant farmers like those of the Sauk were
indeed able to sustain distinctive ways of life of their own, then arguments
for the dominance of market over culture in the tlamsation of
nineteentkhcentury agriculture may require modifi@m; explanations for

the origins of an American rural ethos mdgmand more than their
traditional Jeffersonian buttressing; and a more satisfactory understanding
of the factors underlying presetidy commitments to family farming in the
face of economic gissure may begin to emerdgeTo seek to explain the
enduring

4 Notable examples include Merle Curti et dlhe Making of arAmerican Community: A
Case Study of Democracy in a Frontier Cou8yanford, Calif.,1959); Allan G. Bogue From
Prairie to Cornbelt: Farning on the lllinois and lowa PrairiegChicago,1968); Donald L.
Winters, Farmers without Farms: Agricultural Tenay in NineteenttCentury lowa(Westport,
Conn.,1978).For summary interpretations, see Marcus Ha@sen,The Immigrant in American
History (Cambridge, Mass1940), 53 76; Oscar HandlinThe UprootedNew York,1951), 83
105, 257.This discussion drawspaen my "Historical Approaches to the Study of Rural Ethnic
Communities," in Frederick C. Luebke, eHBthnicity on the Great Plaind.incoln, Neb.,1980),
1i 18, and "Immigrants in Nineteenth Cwiny Agricultural History," in Lou Ferleger, ed.,
Agriculture and National Development: Views on the Nineteenth CenfAmpes, lowa,
forthcoming1990);for other discussions, see Theodore Saloutos, "The Immigrant Contribution to
American Agriculture,"Agricultural History 50 (1976): 4567; Robert P. Swierenga, "Etluity
and American Agriculture,'Ohio History 89 (1980): 32344; Frederick C. Luebke, "Ethnic
Minority Groups in the American West," in Michael P. Malone, EBligstorians and the American
West(Lincoln, Neb.,1983), 387413.

5 John L. ShoverFirst Majorityd Last Minority: The Transforming of Rural Life in
America(DeKalb, Ill., 1976), 48.

'® For arguments on the impact of the market, see the essays in Stweand Jonathan
Prude, eds.The Countryside in the Age of Capitalist Transformation: EssaythénSocial
History of Rural America(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1985); Allan Kulikoff, "The Transition to
Capitalism in Rural America,"William and Mary Quarterly46 (1989): 12044; Mark
Friedbeger, Farm Families and Change in Twentigflentury AmericgLexington, Ken.,1988)
andShakeOut: lowa Farm Families in the 198@kexington, Ken.,1989).
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presence of immigrarderived cultures in rural Americasithus also to
address central issues of American agrarian history.

It will demand, however, an altered conceptual framework, witlkearet
focus upon culture itsdéfthe socially produced structures of meaning
expressed in and engendered by public behaviors, language, images,
institution® than generally has been the case immigration
historiography.’ For a variety of reasons, immigrati history has tended to
concern itself more with the fate of the immigrants themselves than with the
origins and influence of theultures they creaté.Assumptions about the
inability of immigrant cultures to withstand the onslaught of the American
mainstream long encouraged scholars to focus on the seemingly more
problematic issue of structural assiniat'® The "cultural turn"so evident
In many areas of historical scholarship in the last cooptecades has also
affected immigration history, enacaging a search for areas of life where
immigrants were able to retain sormetonomy, some control of their own
destiny, and producing convincing evidence for the survival, resilience, and
continuing transbrmation of immigrant cultureS. But most work inthis
pluralist mode remains content to view culture as, at best, an intervening
variabl® as, in the revealing metaphor so often used|tural baggage"
that is unpacked, used, perhaps redefined, to console, support, and defend
the immigrant in the proce®f

" Hans Medick, AidVlissionaries in the Row Bo@ Ethnological Ways of Knowing as
Challenge to Social Histoy,Comparative Studies in Society and Hist@¥ (1987): 7698,
poses this demand of social historians more generally; for the concept of culture, see Clifford
Geertz, "Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” in Gedite
Interpretation of CulturegNew York, 1973), 3 30, andiid-rom the Né&ve's Point of Vievd On
the Nature ofAnthropological Understandiniyjn Geertz,Local Knowledge: Further Essays in
Interpretive AnthropologyNew York,1983), 5%70.

18 See the excellent development of this point in John Ibson, "Virgin Land or Virgig?Mar
Studying the Ethnicity of White Americangdmerican Quarterh83 (1981): 281307.

¥ Such assumptions were embedded in Milton M. Gordon's highly influential model of the
assimilation process; see Mssimilation in Amedan Life: The Role of Race, Rgbn, and
National Origins(New York,1964).

20 For the "turn toward culture," see Lynn Hunt, "Introduction: History, Culture, and Text,"
in Hunt, ed.,The New Cultural HistoryBerkeley, Calif.,1989), 4.For a discussion of its effects
on immigration historiography, seeRudolph J. Vecoli, "The Resurgence of American
Immigration History,"American Studiekiternationall7 (Winter1979): 46 66.
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integration. Ethnicizatiod the cultural construction of ethnic idengityhas

thus joined assimilation as a basic process to be studied. But most regard the
actual "cultural matter" of ethnicity as significant only to the extent that it
serves to defie group bouraries and mobilize members around common
interests and generally trace its influence no farther than the working class
worldview within which most immigrants found their American cultural
home.?

The same is true of historians who have bbssh back to the ethnic
countryside by the "cultural turn." They have discovered that earlier
researchers missed strong evidence of ethnic culftaknce by looking
only at shordterm measures of how people farmed or at ethnically mixed
settlements. Chia migration linking European villages with American
settlements, it is now clear, sared the homogeneity necessary for
transplanting accustomed habits and values, which influenced not only
noneconomic areas bfe, but even longerm economic strategeBut they
have nevdheless tended to adopt a version of the old straight line
assimilationmodel in stressing first the modulation, then the disintegration
of these cultures as they responded on their own terms to the deafiands
American economic opptmnity and increasing penetration of the local
orderby forces from the wider world.

As Lubell and Father Cyril recognized, however, at least some of these
cultures did not disintegrate; they continued to evolvelmudme, in effect,
locally hegemonic. ie German Catholics of tigauk made an America of
their own, and to understand how and why they did so it is necessary to
move beyond even the culturally

21 John BodnarThe Transplanted: A History of Immigrants in Urban Ame(Bmomington,
Ind., 1985), representshe most sustained devetopnt of this perspective to date; for a recent
sophisticated case study, see Ewa MorawBka,Bread with Butter: The Lif§Vorlds of East
Central Europeans in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, 189800 (New York, 1985). See also James
A. Henretta, "The Study oBocial Mobility: Ideological Asumptions and Conceptual Bias,"
Labor History 18 (1977);John H.M. Laslett, "Acculturation and the New Immigrant History:
Some Methodlogical Considerations," i@hristiane Harzigand Dirk Hoerdereds.,The Press of
Labor Migrants in Europe and North America, 1880s to 1980smen,1985), 58192.

?2 E g.,Jon GjerdeFrom Peasants to Farmers: The Migration from Balestrand, Norway, to
the Upper Middle WestCambridge,1985); Walter D. KamphoefnerThe Westfalians: From
Germany to MissourfPrinceton, N.J.1987); Robert C. OstergreiA Community Transplanted:
The TransAtlantic Experience of a Swedish Immigrant Settlement in the Upper Middle West,
1835 1915(Madison,Wis., 1988).
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informed approaches to assimilation and focus directly on the creation of
culture itself. We haveto look more closely at the mentalitfieshe
collective habits, dispositions, attitudes, vatuesplied by the pattern of
meanings inscribed in local behavior and at the way those meanings were
themselves constructed and restoacted as they shapeesposes to new
circumstance$® In the Sauk Valley, | shall suggest, assumptions and ways
of acting derived from Europe did indeed guide the adaptive strategies of
German settlers in the fashion now familiar to scholars. But their impact
was intensified by thecomplex system of migration selectivity and
community networks that they produced and by the local cistamses that
insured their ability to embed themselves deeply within the full range of
local public as well as private and religious ingtdns. Thus as change
occurred, it could proceed without the kinds of qualitative shifts implied by
the familiar notions of acculturation and assimilation. Culture was more
strongly localized naturalized in the literal botanical sense of the &rm
than it was ethnized, and the structures of everyday life, rather than being
assimilated to those of some broader element within American society,
responded to the transforming pressures of modern life on a parallel
trajectory of their own. What follows, then, is a scheémaverview of
factors structuring the initial formation of the Sauk Valley settlement, the
outlines of the distinctive culture created there, its use of local institutions,
and some indicators of its gradual transformation, that maye s&r
illustrate his argument?

One of the first Germans to arrive in the valley of the Sauk was a-timgy
yearold Westphalian named John H. Tenvoorde, who had emigrated with
his parents from the parish of Vreden, probably in the hard years of the mid
1840s when sevénfour separate family groups and individuals from that
parish alone apied for emigration permissiofi. The Tenvoordes' search for

a new home

23 Cf. Volker Sellin, "Mentalitat and MentalitiatsgeschichteMistorische Zeitschrift241
(1985): 555598; Aletta Biersack,"Local Knowledge,Local History: Geertz and Beyond," in
Hunt, New Cultural History 7296. David Hackett Fischer'?Albion's Seed: Four British
Folkways in America (New York, 1989) represents a provocative conceptualization of this
problem as one of the transfer and elaboration of "folkways."

24 Documentation for this overview must necessarily be illustrative rather than complete; the
full argument is deveped in a monographistudy thatt am presently completing, provisionally
entittedUp Sauk Valley: The Minnesota World That German Peasants Made.

2 Tenvoorde's story is told in William Bell Mitchell, edHistory of
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took them first to St. Louis, where young John worked as a teamster, and
then to the large north German coloay Evansville, Indiana, where his
parents died and he married a fellow immigrant from his home parish. Now
ready to settle down and raise a family, preferably on a farm, he realized the
limited opportunities of a wekkstablished German settlement datyagk to

1836.

Others shared his perception, and thus during the summer of 1854 he left
Evansville for the west as the agent of an emigration society formed by north
German Catholics of the area who deputed him to select a location for a
colony on public lad. His search took him through Kansas, Nebraska, and
lowa before he trudged up the Mississippi River to a point at the edge of the
nation's northern frontier some seventy miles beyond the Minnesota
territorial capital of St. Paul. Here, where the SaukeRiflowed into the
Mississippi from the west, a couple of crude log cabins and a few hundred
yards of rail fence marked the newly cleared site of the speculative town of
St. Cloud. This was still Indian country, though rumor insisted that Indian
removal cald be expected within a season or two. But for all its wilderness
character, St. Cloud was also an international ooasis, the point where the
annual ox cart trains heavily laden with furs from Canada's Red River
country finally emerged from the woods the head of navigation on the
upper Mississippi.

The country clearly had potential, and so Tenvoorde decided to set off
"up Sauk Valley," as he later recalled, to scout for land along the Red River
trail. His route took him some seventy miles into tleadwaters of the
shallow Sauk. He found a rolling, laki®tted landscape, trenched by the
broad shallow trough of the valley and crowned by hardwood forests, dense
thickets, and patches of neali meadow and prairie that finally yielded in
the west to theendless vistas of the true prairie and -dakted savannah
parkland. His trek was not without its adventdrdge slept in trees at night
for fear of wolved but when he returme to St. Cloud he knew
"emphatcally” that he had found the perfect place for todony. Its soil
looked good, and it had the wood and water that were scarce in other places
he had visited and, thanks to the Mississippi and the

Stearrs County MinnesotéChicago, 19%), 323, and in an after dinner speech he gave that was
published in theSt. Cloud DemocratMarch 3, 1863; see alderiedrich Muller, "Westfalische
Auswanderer iml9. Jahhunderd Auswanderung aus dem Regierungsbezirk Mlnstereil,
1803 1850," Beitrage zur westfalischen Familienforschu@gi 24 (1966); Darrel E. Bigham,
Reflections on a Heritage: The German Americans in Southwestern Indsaasville, Ind.,
1980),3i 5.
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Red River trail, far better access to potential markets; there was no
controversy over slavery, no malargnd, perhaps best of all, no other white
men were yet thedethere was ample room for a colony.

Buoyed by the offer of free main street lots in St. Cloud, he hurried back
to Evansville to make his report, and when he returned the following spring
with hisfamily and a stock of goods for a general store, he found that at least
fifty German Catholic families had preceded him, many from towns through
which he had passed on his return héfriehe Indians did indeed leave in
the spring of 1855, other Germans dolled hard on the heels of the
pioneers, and though Yankees also began to filter in, by the time of the 1860
census the pattern was clear. The nuclei of twelve German Catholic parishes
were already established in the mixed forest and prairie stretchirsgrioe
forty miles along the Sauk, flanked by three Yankee clusters on the open
prairies to the south and one to the north. Both groups shared the market
town of St. Cloud, but the patronage of German pioneers from the
countryside had already shifted its ime&ss center from the Yankee to the
German quarter. That year Germans headed 62 percent of the thousand
households enumerated in Stearns County and 69 percent of the rural
household$’

Both the population and areal extent of the German cere ex

6 See the comments in Rev. Francis PiBie, Indianerin Nord-Amerika: lhre Lebasweise,
Sittenand Gebrauche(St. Louis, 1855), Apendix,"Eine kurze Beschreibung dédinnesota
Territoriums.” Informdion on the origins, migration paths, and local settlement patterns of early
settlers presented here and in the following paragraphsierived from genealogical tracing and
mapping of families present in the 1857 manuscript territorial census and the 1860 manuscript
federal census of population (both available in microfilm from the National Archiveisy the
resources of the StearCounty Heritage Center (St. Cloud), the Minnesota Historical Society
(St. Paul), the Newberry Library (Chicago), and the Genealogical Society of Utah (Salt Lake
City). Published and unpublished biographical information in these collections (includimglseve
hundred interviewgonducted by the W.P.A. in Stear@ounty in the late 1930s, transcripts of
which are avaihble both at the StearCounty Heritage Center and the Minnesota Historical
Society), in conjunction with census tabulations and genealogitalfdr one sample township,

St. Martin, provide the basis for statements about thel8& population.

" "German" here and elsewhere is taken to mean "Gesmeaking" and includes
immigrants not only from the future Reich but also from Gers@enakingareas of the Low
Countries, France, Switzerland, and the Austumgarian Empire. The place of birth of heads of
household is a better index of ethnicity than is that of the entire population, since the
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panded atil the last virgin land in the "inland townshi@sthose off the two
major highway, and later rail, routiesvas finally claimed during the 1880s.
By 1880 the number of German parishes within the county had increased to
thirty, and Germans dominated a rucale of eighteen townships along the
Sauk comprising some 650 square ndles area roughly twthirds of the
size of the country of Luxembourg today. Within the county as a whole, the
Germanborn amounted to 54 percent of the rural heads of holgewithin
the German core, they were 75 percent, with many of the remainder their
Americanborn children. When these children are added to the German total,
eleven of the eighteen townships were more than 90 percent German
speaking, the others all more than @€rcent; sixwere 99 or 100 percent
Germart®

The way in which this population was recruited is the first factor in
explaining the character and persistence of its culture. Certainly chain
migration played a prominent role in peopling the county up to and
including the last major period of new settlement during the early 1880s. But
community homogeneity created by chain migmra alone cannot explain
the depth or paistence of the area's cultdfezor one thing, families from
virtually every Catholic areaf Germanrspeaking Europe participated in
greater or lesser nurars in the peopling of the county. In 1860, Prussians
comprised just over half of the Germapeaking households, but
genealogical evidence suggests that they were about equally divided
between Westphalians and Rhenish Prussians, largely Eifelers. Bavarians, at
18 percent, were the next largest group, followed by Hanoverians at 9
percent. But there were also families &aluxemburgers, Badenese,
WiurttembergersHessians, Alsatians, Swiss, andsfiians. By 1880, the
Prussian proportion was down to 42 percent and the Bavarian to 9 percent as
the dispersion increased along with the size of minor groups.

There was certainly a tendency toward local clustering of people of
similar German origins, butnitially it seldom exceeded a halbzen
families or so. One of the four oldest settlements, St. Joseph,

Americantborn children of immigrants inflate the Asrican representation in birthplace data for
the entire population.

8 Tabulation of the1880 manuscript population census, National Archives microfilm.
Figures for the students and faculty of St. John's College were excluded from the Collegeville
townshiptotals.

? For an argument for the central role of chain migration, see Walter Kamphoefner,
"Entwurzelt' oder ‘verpflanzt? Zur Bedeutung der Ketteranderung fir die
Einwandererakkulturation inAmerika,” in Bade, ed., Auswandered Wanderarbeited
Gastarbeite, 1:321i 49.
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was shared in 1860 by Bavarian, Badenese, Hessian, Hanoverian, Austrian,
and Prussian clusters, and among the Prussians were separate clusters of
Saarlanders, Eifelers, and Westphalians. The second, rural St. Cloud, was
divided among Eifelers, Bavarians, and Westphalians. St. Augusta had a
Hanoverian core and Luxembourg, Alsatian, and Swiss fringes, while
Jacob's Prairie, the fourth of the 1854 @ien settlements, was Bavarian,
Eifeler, and Luxembourg. Local business, whether informal neighboring or
more organized activities like parish founding and road building, had to be
negdiated from the outset among people of widely varying German
background, and choice of marriage partners and godparents quickly
extended beyond the regional groupings. By the later 1860s and 1870s, both
internal sorting and the shifting regions of emigna left some of the newer
townships more regionally horgeneous thawlthers. Sixtynine percent of
Lake Henry's 1880 German population was Prussian, for example, mainly
north Geman, as was 70 percent of Spring Hill's population, in this case
mainly from theEifel. But these were the extreme cases, and by the turn of
the century, these and the more local concentrations were breaking down
under the restless search of the younger generfationarriage partners and
land*® Moreover, such patterns derived from German regional origins were
crosscut by associations preusly established elsewhere in America.
Common Missouri and lllinois origins brought Bavarians, Westphalians, and
Hanoverians together to Jacob's Prairie and St. Augusta, for example, while
Indiana origins linked Bavarians, Eifelers, and Westphalians in Spllose

What these diverse German immigrants had in commorveablh, was
their Catholicisnt! And it was the fact that they moved not just via family
and village migration chains but within a migration system and community
network defined by their commitmertb Catholicism that insured the
virtually simultaneous formation of initial migration chains linking the Sauk
with a dozen different areas

% This process is treated well in one local parish history: Robert J. \@pgtiana, 1887
1987 (St. Cloud,1987).See also the excellent studiyone Stearns County township by Stephen
J. Gross, "Family and Social Structure in a GerAarerican Canmunity: Munson Township
Minnesota,1856 190Q" unpub. M.A. thesis, University of Minnesott088.

3 There were two small pockets of Protestant (Evangelical Methodist) German
settlement in the west central part of the German core, both atriggnwhen families of mixed
ProtestantCatholic backgrounarrived in the area as part of the Catholic migration stream and
then were subsequently joined by Protestant weativho started their own Pegtant migration
chains. The present paper wititrconsider these enclaves.
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of German Catholic settlement in the United States and through them to
numerous German areas of origin. By the time Sauk Valley was settled,
German Catholics had had almost atagnand a quarter of experience in
the construction of rural Catholic communities in the United States. Their
numbers were admittedly infinitesimal until tH830s,but the chains of
communities they had established extended back through FatheitriDi
Gallitzin's turnof-the-century Loretto colony on the heights of the
Pennsylvania Alleghenies to the first rural parish in coloR&insylvanid?
The communication through personal letténat structured chain migration
was supplemented by information flows directed by the priests in Europe
and America consulted by imgrants in search of congenial settlements, by
missionary letters in the mission society journals and Catholic press of
Europe and by missionary visits to European pulpits, and beginning in the
late 1830s, by letters in the German Catholic press of the United States.
After the early 1840sthe earliest settlers in any new area tended to come
from elsewhere in the United Statrather than directly from Germany; only
after an area had been pioneered would it attract direct migrants.

Thus the first news of the advantages of the Sauk appeared in a letter
published in Cincinnati's Catholi/ahrheitsfreundn the spring 0f1854.
The writer was Francis Pierz, an elderly Slovenian missionary who had been
laboring among th®ttawasand Ojibwas of the northern lakes for almost
twenty years. With the Indians about to leave the area, he took pen in hand,
as so many other Catholic prom@tdnad done and would continue to do, to
invite "good, pious" German Catholics to settle on the fertile lands of his
region, whergheywould be safe from disease and abétholic oppression,
where they could arrive before anyone else, and where they dmul
guaranteed his pastoral care. In subsequent letters he traced the inflow of
German settlers, reported a wondrous cross of light in the northern sky on
the feast of the Three Kings that he read as a sign of God's blessing on the
German settlement, amgarned away "worshy city vagabonds, proud
freethinkers, and godless naturalists." He also publicized the colony in the
journal of Vienna'sLeopoldinerStiftung and was soon joined by other
Stearns County pioneers as correspondents to the German CaitbséicHe
founded a half dozen of the earliest parishes and, in one of

% An introductory sense of the dimensions of this system can be derived from Sister Mary
Gilbert Kelly, O.P.,Catholic Immigrant Coloization Projects in the United States, 181860
(New York, 1939).
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his most significant further acts for the new colony, convinced the St. Paul
bishop to invite Bavarian Benedictines from St. Vincent's Abbey in
Pennsylvania to establish aweoundaion in Stearns County. Their
presence guaranteed the pastoral services that settlers sought, and
Benedictine information channels further polded the new colony? Well
into the first three decades of the twentieth century, autobiographical
reminiscenes make it clear that German Catholic farmers continued to be
drawn to the area not only by personal information channels but by farm
advertisements in widely circulated German Catholic newspapers. It was
Father Pierz's letters that drew Tenvoorde andrgilomeering scouts from
separate German Catholic settlements in northeastern and north central
lllinois, northwestern Indiana, northeastern, north central, and southern
Ohio, western Pennsylvania, and central Missouri to the Sauk virtually
simultaneouslyin the late summer o854, beginning the complex chains
that quickly peopled the area with a heterogeneous group of German
Catholics prepared to move through the Catholic settlement system.

But their response to the invitation suggests not only the signife of
the settlement system in stamping the area with its distencharacter; it
also points to the existence of a special kind of migrant selectivity.
Margaretha andseorg Kulzer, for example, emigrated virtually penniless
from Bavaria'sOberpfak in 1854 to find initial employment in the rolling
mills near Pittsburgh. Two years later they decided to join friends in
preempting land in lllinois. But when they encountered among their fellow
steamboat passengers the small group of pioneer Beneslibiagling for
the Sauk, Margaretha immediately convinGebrgthat ths was where they
should settlé® Three characteristic selection factors emerge

% 0On Pierz, see Williar®. Furlan,In Charity Unfeigned: The Life of Father Francis X. Pierz
(St. Paul, 1952); his pars, along with transcripts bfs letters and those of others to Cincinnati
and Vienna, are housed in the collections of the Minnesota Historical Society akdhhes of
St. John's Abbey, Collegeville, Minnesota. His Cincinnati letters werented by other German
Catholic papers, for example, the Buffélarora.

34 For the Benedictines in Stearns County, see Colman J. Barry, OMBhip and Work:
Saint bhn's Abbey and University, 1888056(Collegeville,Minn., 1956).

% Ramona Kulzer, ed., George Kulzer, 1831912 (Privatey pubished, 1970),
autobiography translated by May Obermiller Kulzer; St. John's Abbey Archives. For a similar
path to the Saulsee "Diary of SimorLodermeier and his wife Crescencia, 1850," ms., Stearns
County Heritage Center.
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from the Kuzer story: their commitment to farming despite initial industrial
employment, their desir@f a Catholic community, and their poverty. Many
immigrants chose to remain in the Catholic parishes of urban America,
others took up land wherever it was cheapest regardless of religious
provisions, and still others could afford to purchase land in ¢stall
settlements. But the Catholic migration system opened a different option to
people like the Kulzers, and the fact that they chose to take it suggests a
preexisting degree of commitment to a certain kind ofdtige that would

not be present in alinmigrant settlements. Most of those who @ered in

the Sauk were either young single men and families who had spent two to
three years in an established German Catholic settlement and were now
ready to pioneer on their own or older families who hadbdished
themselves ten to twenty years earlier in a German Catholic settlement and
now were in search of land for their sons. Such migrants knew the kind of
community they sought and came programmed to replicate it. Their children,
in turn, would move alog the same migration system to daughter colonies
as far afield as Oregon's Willamette Valley, Idaho's Palouse, Saskatche

St. Peter Colony, and eastern North Dakota, where "Stearns County
German" remains a commethnic designation even tod#y.

But if the migration system helps explain how heterogeneous German
Catholics were able to settle the Sauk and some of what they sought there,
local circumstance also played a role that needs to be taken into account.
Too often the case study approach to imntigra history, necessary if
cultural change is to be traced in detail, assumes that any case is a random
sample of the universe of possible cases. But if the land in the Sauk had been
less suitable for their needs, if they had encountered greater conmpfetitio
it or a different set of initial challenges, their internal cohesion might have
been weaker, their ability to achieve their goals more contested, and the
meanings they inscribed in their actions less evident. Some of the relevant
factors can be listebriefly.>” The uncertainty of Indian

% Wwilliam C. ShermanPrairie Mosaic: An Ethnic Atlas of Rural Noribakota(Fargo, N.D.,
1983). The pension records of Civil War veterans in the Natigkrghives are a particularly
detailed source for the subsequent migration histories of families that moved on from Stearns
County. For amaccount of an ejr German wagon train from StearrCounty to the Pacific
Northwest, see C.S. Kingston, "The Northerne@and Route irl867:Journal of Henrtueg,"
Pacific Northwest Quarterlyl (1950): 23453.

37 Mitchell, Stearns CountyN. W. Winchell, History of the Upper Mississippi Valley
(Minneapolis,1881);andGertrudeB. Gove, A History of St. Cloud in the Civil &, 1858 1865
(St. Cloud,1976),provide local
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title continued longer here than in other fertile areas of Minnesota, keeping
away the speculators who might otherwise have engrossed the best land and
advertised for Yankee settlers before the Germans could arheecollapse

of the land boonmn 1857, followed by the Civil War and the Sioux uprising,
further inhibited Yankee settigent and speculation, and more Yankees than
Germans left for war service or in flight from the Indians and never returned.
Initial setters were able to preempt land ahead of survey and, thanks to
national pressures for changes in the land system, did not have to begin
paying for it until late in 1860after some had already harvested six crops.
When the Homestead Act was passed two ykdes, the majority of the
county's land was still unpatented, and Germans were on the spot to
dominate the ranks of county hosteaders. The heavy woodlands that
covered much of the area permitted impoverished settlers to make farms
with very little investment, living on fish and game, berries, and crops grown
on the small clearings and taking advantage of nearby building materials,
fencing, and fuel while gradually expanding their commercial acreage; at the
same time, the commerce of the river and tleel River Trail, the railroad
construction that began just before the war, and the pineries and mines to the
north offered ready sources of supplemental cash income. The imported
allegiance of Germans to the Democratic Party in a state quickly dominated
by Republicans meant, first, that Yankee Democrats courted German voters
from the beginning, and second, that Germans could inherit the party
apparatus after the Civil War when the rest of Minnesota virtually became a
oneparty Republican state. The degreeGd#rman resisince to the draft
during the Civil War solidified the settlers' sense of political otherness. The
presence of the German Benedictinesrped the French and Irish bishops

of St. Paul, perennially short of priests, long to ignore the a&par
development of the congregans to the north. Andl an important final
pointd the very dominance of culturally alien immigrants making farms on a
shoestring slowed the economic development of the counfyefating the
relative isolation of its Gernmacommunities and extending the risk of real
seasons of hunger, along with the kinds of mentalities such precariousness
supported, until the prosperous years of i830swhen the prolonged
period of land taking finally ended.

histories for this period. Local government records and newspapers are basic to the telling of this
story, as are state and federal records docungglaind taking and Civil War participation.



18 Kathleen Neils Conzen

Thus the course of localidtory during the first generation was
particularly favorable to the development of an isolated, inm@okling, and
autonomous immigrant settlement region, one able to impose its own view
on its world. The frontier was indeed a source of opportunitggddermans
of the Sauk, the opportunity to develop along their own trajectory. A
southern Minnesota cavaiman stationed in the region 11864 captured the
sense of discomfort and alienation that it evoked from Awgiericans
when he wrote: "One would &gine while passing along the road that he
was traveling in Mexico. Every four or five miles there are great crosses
erected with Latin inscriptions on the bar. | may be counted wild in my
remarks," he concluded, "but the next internal struggle will beaugon
the Catholics®

His prophecy happily proved false, but he was correct in sensing that the
German pioneers of the Sauk were constructing a local order profoundly at
odds with the standard American rural model of that place and time. At
Maine Praire and Eden Valley on their southern flank and on the
Winnebago Prairie to the north, Yankees from northern New England and
Ohio were busily reproducing the societies they had left behind. Using their
own or borrowed capital, they pushed to put their falleages into rapid
production, hired laboredsoften Germad to help work their land, gave
their wives and daughters the comforts of a bourgeoistyfie, tried to send
their sons to college or set them up in town businesses, founded debating
clubs, literay societies, and farm improvement asstores, fought the
railroads over shipping rates, and as the wheat frontier passed, cashed in on
the capital gains of their land andired to town on the proceedsKin and
community played central roles in thgds of these Yankee farmers; their
migration chains tended to be even clearer and more direct than those of
their German neighbors. But their resources were increasingly marshaled for
individualistic, speculative ends.

Not so the Germans. If thatavalrynan could have read the
inscription® which were in German, not LaBnon those fourteen

38 |etter in Hastings,Minn. Conservey from a member of the Second Minnesota Cavalry
Regiment, reprinted iBt. Cloud UnionMarch17,1864.

% The rhythms and values of Stearns County's Yankee frontier emerge not only in the pages
of its weekly EnglisHanguage newspaps, butparticularly in the extensive diaries afatal
history writing of the exschoolteacher and Maine Prairie farmer, Edward P. Atwood; Atwood
Papers, Minnesota Historical Society.
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foot high mission crosses that dotted the Sauk Valley landscape throughout
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, he could have decoded one of the
central values othe transplanted culture: "Blessed is he who perseveres to
the end.* Endurance, persewatcé in its religious meaning of persistence
in grace, this was a prime virtue stressed bhineteenthcentury
Catholicism™ But it also summarizes a dominant attiud many areas of
Sauk Valley immigrant life. Endurance, not success, was the good to be
sought. Few Stearns County Germans left anything evemplicitly
formulating what they took to be the meanings that structured their lives and
their communities, nordw they altered with time. But a little 1930 history
of the town of Millerville, written in a curious comiation of German and
English by an elderly storekeeper deeply disturbed by recent changes in his
community, provides revealing insight into the emoly values held dear by
at least one product tffie local culturé?

The poem with which KarMatthias Kleinbegins his history, entitled
"Der deutsche Engelsummarizes his basic theme: the immigrants, trusting
in God, drove out evil as they cleared thidderness, their farms becoming
refuges and themselvéslerr auf diese’Au."*® They had to work hard, but
were able to provide for the German language and the church and could take
joy in celebréon; now it is the task of the younger generation to puweser
these gains. Buklein worries whether they are up to it©'you dear new
world, faithless consequence of my choice! Every culture has its thorns,
don't lose faith in your destiny® His chronological listing of the main
events in the community's hisyogives a sense of what was considered
noteworthy: the homesteading of new farms and the

40 mwer ausharrt bis angnd, der wird selig."Photo in St. Augusta pah file, St. John's
Abbey Archive; Jay P. DolaiGatholic RevivalismThe American Experience, 183®00(Notre
Dame, Ind.1978), 7980.

41 Cf. Ann Taves The Household oFaith: Roman Catholic Devotionis Mid-Nineteenth
Century AmericgNotre Dame, Ind, 1986).

*2 Karl Matthias Klein,The History of Millerville(Millerville, Minn., 1930).Millerville was a
Stearis County exclave, founded in an adjacent county by Stearns County pioneers just after the
Civil War; it continued tanaintain trade and marriagjes with the county and drew from Stearns
County its priests, nuns, and teachers. | have preserved Klein's spelling and punctuation.

3 Metaphorically, master of my own corner of the landscape.pbleen's title means "the
German angel."

*4"0 duliebe nee Welt, Untreue Folge meiner Wahl! Dornen alleltur halt, Verzage nicht
andem Schicksal!
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introduction of new farm machinery; the development of local businesses;
the hardships of early settlers; the founding of the parish, new church
buildings, and chares in forms of worship; major religious celebrations;
quarrels with the priests and nuns; bankruptcies, lawsuits, adulteries, and
public violence; the World War (fought because "ever since the time the
Germans wore the Catholic Roman Crown, the world h#dtech," when

"our boys ... were dragged over to France, after war was made on Good
Friday"); departures to other colonies; and prohibition. Missing was any
political narrative, any pantheon of local heroes, or any celebration of
economic progress and immex living standards business events
generally entered the story only as markers of community autonomy or
parables of falls from grace. Included within his perceptual community were
the local "Polanders" who usually knew German and "were in perfect
harmonywith our religion"; marginal members were the Irish who shared
the comnmunity's religion and German Lutherans who shared its tongue;
anathema were the Swedes whose "push" had to be "averted" and the
Englishd Anglo-American® who had to be bought out, notdagise they
were hated but "as neither had a heart for our religion or language, they were
not desirable in our colony."

Equally revealing were the qualities for which he praised or disparaged
his fellow townsmen. Men were valued for their farming abilitiyeir
willingness to work hard, their hunting skills, their moderate drinking, their
strength, and their support of the church; business speculation, pride, and
heavy drinking that led to fighting or neglect of the farm earned his
disapprobation. His higls¢ praise was reserved ftder fromme Peter":
"Pious Peter ... He was a good practicing soul; helped the priest at church
services; was pious, honorable, just, and moderate in drinking ... a true
reader of German Catholic newspaper a model for thisgrish.> Much
less praiseworthy was a local public official because "in politics he
pretended to be the whole government; in religion he was the buck of the
congregation, not coming up to his ordinary duties, and causing much
discord and fear with his gorement authority, his pride." Women entered
his narrative only when they operated farms on their own or had exceptional
reputations for strength, working ability, or piety, like the woman who
"seconded the

S Er war eine gut tibende Seeldhalf dem Priester mit bei dem Diernist der Kirche;war
fromm, ehrbar, gerechgnd massig im trinken.. ein treuer Leser der dé&chen katholischen
Schrieften ..ein Musterdieser Gemeinde."






