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Texas, just as the rest of the United States, owes much of its development to a large cadre of immigrants from foreign lands. Even today, immigrants continue to bring their desire for a better life, their work ethic, and their culture to the Lone Star State, as they have for hundreds of years. Despite geographic, legal, and financial hurdles through many decades, new generations of immigrants continue to cut out a new life in a new land, contributing to an ever-evolving melting pot of human knowledge and experience that make the state a success.
Through those decades, many different groups of people have made their mark, with their influence rising and falling over the years, usually as each group accounts for substantially more or less of the state’s population over time. In the mid to late 1800s, perhaps no other single group had more emerging influence in Texas than people from the European duchies, principalities, and kingdoms known collectively today as Germany.
German immigrants to Texas accounted for approximately 5 percent of the state’s population throughout the second half of the 19th century, and that influence continues to weight the state’s population more recently, too.[1] More than 17 percent of the state’s population claimed some German ancestry in 1990, according to that year’s census.[2]
Fortunately, those 19th century German immigrants left a relatively rich trove of written works documenting their experiences and influences in Texas. There were German- and English-language newspapers, minutes of organizations such as the Cat Spring Agricultural Society in Austin County, census data, memoirs, letters to and from family members, and similar documents that tell us much about their activities.
In particular, memoirs and collections of letters written among the Germans enlighten us about their daily lives. Those documents detail many aspects of their activities – such as what they ate, how they endured Texas weather, where they traveled, and more.
Far less common are personal letters that touch on emotions, especially the emotional toll taken by the disruption of lives in the Old World when a younger generation left for the New World and showed no desire to return. The mental adjustment was monumental, with parents losing their children and grandchildren to a distant land, usually without any hope of seeing them again. Emigration of sons and daughters also meant that they would be unavailable to carry on family businesses and farms or help the parents cope with illness and old age, all perhaps traditional roles for the younger generation in largely place-bound European families of the earlier part of the 19th century.
The Kempe family of Sayda, in the Kingdom of Saxony, was one of many families that faced these trials. Eldest child Wilhelm Friedrich Kempe and his sister Auguste, both in their 20s, left their homeland in 1854 for the promise of a new and better life across the Atlantic. In Sayda, they left their widowed father August, 54; their younger sister, Bertha, then 10; and their younger brother, Alwin, then 8.
Both Wilhelm and Auguste married within a few years of their arrival in Texas, and Wilhelm also applied for U.S. citizenship. Clearly, there was no turning back for them. Not only had they left their homeland physically, but spiritually and emotionally as well.
The new life and new opportunities that attracted so many Germans to the U.S. in the mid-1800s was upset for many of them by the Civil War in the 1860s. And so it was for Wilhelm and Auguste and their new families as they coped with those years of chaos.
Following the war, many letters crossed the Atlantic to Wilhelm as he renewed his commitment to his new life on a new frontier. In particular, the letters written by his father and sister reflect considerable emotional pain and turmoil at his absence. With nearly every letter to Wilhelm, they levy a “guilt trip,” even if inadvertently, that few could resist. More than anything, it seems, the father wants Wilhelm to return to Sayda and take over the family farm.
Eventually, and decades after first making his home in Texas, Wilhelm crossed the Atlantic to Germany for a visit to his native Sayda. Before returning back to America, he writes to his wife – who has remained behind in Texas – with some surprising observations about life in Germany compared to life in Texas.
Friends, acquaintances, and cousins also write letters to Wilhelm in Texas through the years, but often for reasons other than exchanging family news. Although their letters suggest that they lead largely successful lives in Saxony, they want to join Wilhelm in Texas, and they seek his advice.
The Kempe letters provide a remarkable insight into strong emotional tugs faced by people making these decisions, as well as the people around them. Not only did emigration affect the emigrants. It also affected family members left behind in Europe. They grieved for decades over the loss of their children and siblings. Those disruptions come alive through the writings of the real people who faced these severe disruptions in their lives.
My initial interest in Wilhelm Friedrich Kempe and his family stems from the fact that he is my great-great-grandfather. I grew up in Fayette County, Texas, where he lived much of his life.
Ray Grasshoff
Austin, Texas
Translations of these letters are difficult because they are written in an old German script that is no longer in use. This script is notoriously tricky to decipher into modern German, which a translator must do before translating the German into English. The difficulty arises because many letters of the script alphabet look very similar. Even slight variations in handwriting style or skill can produce different interpretations by different translators. Also, any particular writer might pen a particular letter of the alphabet one way in one letter, then another way in another letter.
These difficulties in translation pose a special problem for identifying names that are unknown to translators and others today. The best example is the surname of Wilhelm Kempe’s cousins. In the original early-1960s English translations,[3] which all appear to be the work of the same person hired by Wilhelm’s descendants at that time, the cousins’ surname was interpreted as “Niezel” in most letters, but as “Naegel” in one and as “Mogel” in another. It appears that the translator didn’t recognize the identical surname of a brother and sisters who wrote in their different handwriting styles in their separate letters. More recently, another translator, studying one of the few letters for which legible copies exist today, became certain that the correct surname is “Weigel.” That is the name used here. Efforts to confirm the name by examining records available from Germany have been unsuccessful.
Other errors seem to have entered as the English translations were transcribed and/or typed. For example, the March 17, 1876 letter to Wilhelm’s son from his uncle John Mayer contains this sentence in the original translation: “The two girls and one boy are the only two engineer mans in school” This rather cryptic sentence almost certainly should be “The two girls and one boy are the only two Germans in school,” and that change has been made in this book. The genesis of such an error is easy to understand if a stenograph machine, commonly used by court reporters, was used to produce the transcribed letters. Keys on a stenograph machine keyboard represent sounds rather than letters, as on a typewriter keyboard, and the strokes that would represent “engineer mans” and “Germans” are identical for most court reporters.
Another example of a translation or typing error is the original reference to “Russia” rather than “ Prussia” in a part of the July 20, 1870 letter to Wilhelm and others from his brother Alwin.
Regrettably, the original letters, plus what might have been at least part of an early diary (see “Preface”) kept by Wilhelm before he left Europe, have been lost or destroyed since the first translations were made nearly half a century ago. Efforts in recent years to locate the original letters, digitize them, and make permanent electronic records of them have been unsuccessful. Some family members fear that they have been destroyed by others.
As a result, the most “original” documents available to researchers today appear to be photocopies made with the 1960s translations. Those photocopies have faded so much that they are largely unreadable, however. New translations, which could provide new information, are impossible for most – but not all – of them.
A few of the more legible photocopies have been re-translated since 2000, providing some new insights (such as establishing “Weigel” as a more likely surname for Wilhelm’s cousins). Those new translations are incorporated when the translators are certain about their new interpretations, or where those new interpretations clearly appear to be more accurate.
The letters are from various friends and relatives, and mention still other people. Their relationships to Wilhelm F. Kempe:
In Germany
August Dietel – brother-in-law; husband of Bertha Kempe Dietel.
Bertha Kempe Dietel – sister; wife of August Dietel.
Karl Dietel – nephew; daughter of August and Bertha Kempe Dietel.
Marie Dietel – niece; daughter of August and Bertha Kempe Dietel.
Clementine Weigel Einert [nickname “Zienel?] – cousin; wife of Friedrich Einert.
Friedrich Einert – husband of cousin Clementine Weigel Einert.
Maria Einert – niece living with Friedrich and Clementine Weigel Einert; the biological daughter of one of Clementine’s sisters.
August Ferdinand Einhorn – acquaintance of the Kempe family.
Alwin Kempe – brother.
August Friedrich Kempe – father.
Christel Weigel Peterlein – cousin; wife of a man surnamed Peterlein.
Amalie Kempe Weigel – aunt.
Mienel Weigel – cousin
Edward Weigel – cousin.
Hermann Weigel – cousin.
Maria Weigel – cousin
In Texas
Frederike Laas Kempe – wife.
Auguste “Gustel” Kempe Mayer – sister.
John [Johann] Mayer – brother-in-law; husband of Auguste Kempe Mayer.
Marie Mayer – niece; daughter of Johann “John” and Auguste Kempe Mayer.
Anna Mayer – niece; daughter of Johann “John” and Auguste Kempe Mayer.
Wilhelm Friedrich[4] Kempe was born October 16, 1828, at Sayda, in the Kingdom of Saxony (part of today’s Germany) to August Friedrich Kempe and Christiane Hoepfner Kempe. August was a landowner and a farmer. The Kempe family had lived in the area for many generations.
Sayda, with a population today of approximately 2,200 people, is in the Erzgebirge (Ore Mountains) region of southeastern Germany, very near the present-day border between Germany and the Czech Republic. It is surrounded by low, forested mountains, with open pastureland nearby as well.
As a young adult, Wilhelm worked in different parts of Germany to earn money to emigrate to America. Apparently he kept a journal during that part of his life, but only several passages, translated into English more than a century later, in the early 1960s, survive:
“[Sarburg?], here I was signed into my country, but far yet from getting there” [Translators note: “This page consisted of numerous names of cities that he traveled through and worked in to get money to continue on.”]
“Querfurt, here I have been working from May 16, 1852, until April 13, 1853. I went on my journey again to Altstadt, Sangerhausen, Artern, Frankenhausen. Here I worked again from April 16 until June 7, 1853.”
“Now back in [Ardern?], Dresden, capital and residence of my native country. Here I worked again from June 18, 1853 until February 14, 1854. Here in my last function in Germany, I have many friends and experienced a lot of fun. Now I have decided to emigrate to America, with my sister Auguste and the family Preissler, and this resolution made me quit my job. So with God Almighty I will start my travel to America February 23.”
Wilhelm was 26 when he came to Texas in 1854 with his younger sister, Auguste, who was 20. A short family history that appears in a history of Shiner,[5] Lavaca County, Texas (where many of Wilhelm’s descendants lived) indicates that he arrived as early as 1843, and the 1910 census indicates 1842. Both dates are inaccurate. The correct date of 1854 appears in the short item from his journal, in his application for citizenship, and in the 1900 U.S. census. However, neither his name nor that of his sister has been identified on passenger lists of ships arriving at any American port. But many such lists for arrivals at Galveston, Texas – a possible point of entry for them – were destroyed in a hurricane that struck that city in 1900. Possibly they came ashore at Indianola, a seaport below Galveston on the Texas coast. No passenger lists exist for this port, however, since it was a secondary entry point – carrying immigrants who had technically arrived first at Galveston, New Orleans, or elsewhere before boarding a smaller ship for Indianola’s shallower waters.
Wilhelm and Auguste settled in Austin County near its present-day border with Colorado and Fayette counties, in an area where many other German immigrants lived. He applied for citizenship on April 27, 1858, and was naturalized as a U.S. citizen in 1860.
On December 6, 1856, Auguste, then 22, married fellow German immigrant John [Johann] Mayer, 25, in Austin County, where they continued to live.
Wilhelm married Frederike Laas in late 1859 or early 1860, based on an Austin County marriage license dated December 28, 1859. Born June 26, 1840, she was approximately 12 years younger than Wilhelm, and the daughter of German immigrants Gottlieb and Frederike Laas.
No one with the surname “Kempe” appears in the 1860 census for Austin County, although there is a person identified as “F. Kemprg,” 29, farmer, with wife “F.” 18, with a mark indicating that they had married within the past year. Wilhelm’s other given name, Friedrich, sometimes appears as his first name in early records. But he would have been 32 in 1860. Frederike would have been 20. On the other hand, census and other records of the 19th century often include significant errors in people’s ages and the spelling of their names. As with any human endeavor, there are any number of reasons for this. Perhaps language barriers arose. Maybe people weren’t cooperative with census takers, or maybe census takers were not particularly careful about accuracy. And probably census takers sometimes had to depend on neighbors for information about a particular household, and those neighbors often could only approximate the ages and correct spelling of the absent family. That seems a good possibility here because the gap between the reported ages, as well as the reported ages themselves, is reasonably close to matching those of Wilhelm and Frederike.
Wilhelm and Frederike moved to neighboring Fayette County soon after their marriage. Baptismal records indicate that their first child was born there in 1861. Tax records in Fayette County indicate that Wilhelm owned land near Freyburg for the first time in 1866. He had 100 acres, worth $500 at the time, and not much else. No horses, mules, cattle, or miscellaneous property is reported in that first year, as it is in those following. Ten years later, he had twice that much land and horses and cattle.
The lives of Wilhelm and his family were severely affected by the Civil War in the 1860s. During the early part of the war, Wilhelm was able to remain home. But later he was away from his family and outside of Texas for an extended period. His role and activities – and which side he supported – remain unclear, as noted in more detail later in this book.
Wilhelm and his wife had nine children, but only six lived to adulthood. They were Auguste Emma “Emma” (born in 1861, died in 1942 at 81), who married Paul Grasshoff; Wilhelm Frederick (born in 1862, died in 1949 at 87), who married Helena Rabe; Herman Heinrich (born in 1864, died in 1935 at 71), who married Sophia Lockman; Amalie Dorothea (born in 1867, died in 1938 at 71), who married Henry Rudolph Thulemeyer; August Bernhard “Ben” (born in 1874, died in 1957 at 82), who married Maggie McGill; and Paul Alvin (born in 1876, died in 1938 at 62), who married Anna Kasper.
Twins Emilia (February 16, 1868-January 12, 1872) and Carl Edward (February 16, 1868-December 10, 1872) died as children at ages three and four. Daughter Henriette Bertha (September 24, 1870-November 9, 1882) died at age 12.
Wilhelm’s wife Frederike was only 55 when she died on December 28, 1895. Following her death, Wilhelm lived first with his son Wilhelm Kempe Jr. and his family in Fayette County. Later, he lived with another son, Ben Kempe, and his family – first in Fayette County and then in Jim Wells County, Texas.
Wilhelm was 91 when he died on February 22, 1920 at Alice in Jim Wells County. He is buried next to his wife at Freyburg Methodist Cemetery, Freyburg, Fayette County, Texas.
German Immigrants and the Civil War
As the slavery issue came to a head in the U.S., many German immigrants – especially those who had come to Texas more recently – supported abolition. They had no experience with slavery in their native land and tended to own smaller farms, which they could more easily work with their own families or hired help, compared to those of slave owners. So they generally had no desire or need for slaves. More than a few objected on moral grounds as well.
As a result, many German immigrants were pro-union and against secession of Texas from the U.S. The vote for secession failed by large margins in many Austin, Colorado, and Fayette county towns where German immigrants accounted for most of the population. For example, the vote was 8 for secession and 99 against at Cat Spring, 22 for and 154 against at Frelsburg, 10 for and 41 against at Dunlavy (area represented today by Mentz and Bernardo), and 7 for and 37 against at Harvey’s Creek (represented today by Weimar).[6] Notably, some other nearby towns with heavy populations of German immigrants did favor secession by similar large margins, however. For example, the vote at Industry in Austin County was 86 for, 2 against. And secession was favored 36 to 30 at New Ulm, also in Austin County.[7] Secession won the day statewide as well, so Texas became part of the Confederacy.
After secession, many German immigrants who voted against it in Austin, Colorado, and Fayette counties resisted mandatory conscription, which became effective in April 1862. They held meetings, often attended by hundreds, to discuss the issues and determine their next steps.[8]
In January 1863, a delegation representing the German immigrants of the area presented a declaration of resistance to the local Confederate brigadier general, William G. Webb. Their primary concern, according to the document, was that their families would suffer and be unprotected.
The proclamation stated that “the past has already taught us how regardlessly the Government and the county authorities have treated the families of those who have taken the field.”
And, “Last year we made tolerably good crops; the prospect for the next is not very encouraging, and we cannot look forward with indifference upon starvation, which we apprehend for our wives and children.”
Following later, “Besides the duty of defending one’s country there is a higher and more sacred one – the duty of maintaining the families.”
And unless the safety of their families could be guaranteed, “we shall not be able to answer the call, and the consequences must be attributed to those who caused them.
The declaration ended with even stronger words: “Furthermore, we decline taking the army oath (as prescribed) to the Confederate States, as we know of no law which compels Texas troops, who are designed for this state, to take the same.”
It was signed by five men who said they acted in the name of about 120 citizens.[9]
In response, martial law to enforce the draft was declared in Austin, Colorado, and Fayette counties in January 1863.[10] Before the arrival of troops to enforce the measure, most of the Germans joined local militias, found other ways to legally serve the Confederacy, fled, or hid.
Letters: The 1860s and the Civil War
Before draft resistance reached its peak in 1863, Wilhelm’s brother-in-law, John Mayer, had joined a Confederate unit. Mayer was enrolled as a private in Captain Robert Voigt’s Company, Waul’s Texas Legion, on a June 15, 1862 muster roll at Camp Waul, which was about seven miles north of Brenham, in Washington County. For July and August 1862, he was a private in Company E, 1 Infantry Battalion, Waul’s Texas Legion. For September and October, he was in Company C of the same battalion, and he was listed as sick in September. His illness continued in November and December, when he was absent and listed as sick on muster rolls. By order of a Dr. Randall on December 16, 1862, he was sent to a hospital.
Later, Mayer was one of tens of thousands of Confederate soldiers captured by Union forces with the fall of Vicksburg on July 4, 1863. He was paroled – allowed to return home if he pledged not to take up arms against Union forces until he could be formally exchanged for Union prisoners[11] – on July 17, 1863, a mere two weeks later.
An August 10, 1863 letter written to Wilhelm by Auguste Kempe Mayer, who is Mayer’s wife and Wilhelm’s sister, indicates that Mayer has not returned to his home near New Ulm in Austin County, but is expected soon. Auguste notes that Mayer suffered a gunshot wound to his leg.
Auguste seems troubled and wants to move for reasons left undisclosed in the letter, but she also writes that she and her children live in peace, according to the translated text. Perhaps an error in the original translation could have altered slightly the meaning of some of the words, thereby producing this apparent inconsistency.
She also mentions that she is “going on in years.” She’s only 29, but probably feels much older from the stress of the war.
Auguste’s letter further suggests that Wilhelm has had some unidentified troubles of his own, and that he has been able to stay home, but might soon have to leave. Unfortunately, there is no other hint as to what troubles he had, why he remains home, why he might have to leave, or what he might have to do.
Auguste’s letter also refers to now-unknown people and places –“Rius,” “Ruehn,” and “Nertliezen” – names which could have been misinterpreted by the original translator in the 1960s. Their significance to the lives of the Kempes in Texas remains unexplained.
On a happier note at the end of her letter, Auguste offers good wishes “from Emma to your Emma.” She refers to her daughter, 5 at the time, and Wilhelm’s daughter, 2, who shared that given name.
1. Auguste to Wilhelm – August 10, 1863, from New Ulm [Texas]
Dear Brother and Sister-in-Law,
Your letter dated July 23 I received August 9. I can see that all of you are doing fine except you. I am very sorry to hear that but I am glad you could stay home. We are all doing fine.
Dear brother, with the moving I just wait and see until he is here. I expect him every day now. He was wounded on the leg and had to stay in the hospital. The bullet went through his leg but ruined the bone. Three of the Rius live here now but the fourth one stayed on in Nertliezen. When Rius left, Ludwig Ruehn told me that his leg was much better and that he soon would be able to leave.
Dear Brother and Sister-in-Law I just cannot tell you in what peace my children and I live. And when he comes and his leg will not hinder him we will drive up there right away. Because when I tell him what all happened to me here, he also wants to move. When I told the people here that I want to move they told me I was wrong, that I was going on in years and that I should keep the farm.
If you have to leave, write me another letter so I know when you have to go.
A greeting from Emma to your Emma.
Many greetings to you, your wife and children,
Your loving sister,
Auguste Mayer
Wilhelm’s role in the Civil War is difficult to pinpoint with any certainty. Letters and other documents offer clues, but many of them appear inconsistent and puzzling.
No doubt the war and the strong political emotions leading up to it dashed Wilhelm’s early hopes of living the American Dream – the opportunity to live a life of free choice, with opportunities to apply skills and hard work to build a bright future. It’s not difficult to imagine that he and other relatively recent German immigrants had no particular strong feelings for either the North or the South, but merely wanted to be left alone to pursue their personal goals, building their adopted country in that way. For many of them, decisions about how to cope with the war must have been difficult. Perhaps that is why the Civil War role of Wilhelm F. Kempe, the 1854 immigrant from Saxony, is unclear.
By early 1861, about a year after their marriage, Wilhelm and Frederike had moved from Austin County to the Pin Oak area of southwestern Fayette County, where their first child was born in February 1861.
Their second and third children were born in June 1862 and March 1864, indicating that he must have been with his family – at least periodically – as late as summer 1863. The August 10, 1863 letter (see previous) from his sister Auguste also suggests that she believes that he is at home then.
His presence at home as late as summer 1863 is curious. Wilhelm was 35 at the time and subject to conscription since the maximum draft age was increased from 35 to 45 the previous year. Also, martial law to enforce the draft in Austin, Colorado, and Fayette counties had been in place since January. Wilhelm would have been expected to become a Confederate solider, but his name has not been found in enlistment records.[12]
The evidence is clear, however, that for some reason Wilhelm did leave home for an extended period just before or within the 12 months following the August 1863 letter from Auguste that places him there. Writing to his family from St. Louis in November 1864, he mentions being in New Orleans in August, in St. Louis in September, in Illinois as snowfall began that fall, and in St. Louis again in November.
All of these places were under Union control when the letter was written. New Orleans was captured by Union forces in April 1862 and held for the rest of the war. St. Louis was under Union control, more or less, for the entire war, and Confederate forces didn’t invade Illinois. Also, there were no normal postal connections from St. Louis to Texas in 1864, so possibly the letter was delivered by a friend or some kind of courier.[13]
Wilhelm wishes to return home, he writes, but there’s a strong implication that he’s unable to do so. He also mentions working on a farm while in Illinois, indicating that he must not have been a front-line soldier at the time. These clues led to speculation by some of his descendants that he was a Confederate solider held prisoner by Union forces.
A piece of family hearsay supports this theory. As recorded in a single sentence in a 1960s-era, one-page family history, one of Wilhelm’s granddaughters told others of a childhood memory of her grandfather in possession of a document with the word “amnesty” written on it.[14] During and at the end of the Civil War, the U.S. Congress passed official acts offering amnesty to Confederate soldiers who would pledge allegiance to the U.S.
But studies of various lists of Confederate prisoners find only a single reference to someone with the same or similar name. Prisoner “Kempe, Wm.” – who might be the same Kempe/Kampe soldier/musician referenced previously in footnote 12 – received a letter and $25 in February 1865 at the Union’s Point Lookout prison camp in Maryland. Although the camp held some Confederate soldiers from Texas, there is no other indication that Wilhelm was that far away from Texas at any point.
Still other evidence – or more precisely, the lack of evidence – suggests that Wilhelm was not a Confederate soldier. The Kempe name is not on the list of Civil War indigent families in Fayette County, where Frederike and the children still lived when Wilhelm was away.[15] These lists were created after the Texas Legislature in December 1863 passed a law setting aside funds for the “families, widows, and dependents of soldiers currently serving in State or Confederate forces.” Many, if not all, of the families of Confederate soldiers from the area appear on the list.
Other evidence suggests that Wilhelm perhaps did not support the Confederate cause, but was instead supporting the Union effort in some way. His reference to working on a farm in Illinois seems to back this argument. Almost invariably, others’ accounts of life in Civil War prison camps – both Union and Confederate – describe a miserable existence with no suggestion that prisoners ever set foot outside the prison walls, much less work on a farm. That would have been an extremely unlikely activity for a captured Confederate soldier.
Perhaps other clues to Wilhelm’s role are contained in the undated cover note that accompanied his November 1, 1864 letter from St. Louis. Wilhelm wrote the letter to his wife Frederike, but he did not send it directly to her. Instead, he sent it to his sister Auguste, asking her in the cover note to forward the letter to Frederike. Wilhelm’s request might suggest the need for a deceptive route to communicate with his wife. Possibly he wished to keep others in the area from knowing his whereabouts, or that his wife had received a letter from him, which is plausible if he was indeed supporting the Union effort in some way.
On the other hand, in the absence of regular mail service between the U.S. and the Confederacy, perhaps someone who had contact with Wilhelm merely delivered the messages to Auguste so that she could pass them on to Frederike.
Another less intriguing possibility is that Wilhelm at the time also wrote a letter to his sister, and that he merely included both in the same package. But that seems unlikely, since the cover note itself contains a few heartfelt words directed to Auguste, suggesting that there was not another simultaneous communication to her.
In the cover note, Wilhelm tells Auguste that he wants to leave the U.S. and return to Germany – a thought he never expressed in any other existing note or letter. His feelings are palpable, if only noted in a single line, and a good indication of how the Civil War years affected the lives of new immigrants.
The cover note offers still other intriguing, if indirect, clues to Wilhelm’s activities. He refers to a “Dr. Nagel,” most probably meaning Dr. Herman Nagel, who in the 1850s had moved to Texas intending to farm rather than practice medicine. But his professional services were vitally needed in rural Texas, and he provided them in Austin County.
Dr. Nagel supported the Union and decided to flee Texas in November 1863. Leaving his wife and two children behind, he and a son[16] went to Mexico, took a ship to New York, and made their way to St. Louis. He re-established his medical practice there. A year later, his wife – also traveling through Mexico and New York – joined him. Tragically, death had taken the two children who had stayed in Texas with her.
Wilhelm’s connection to Dr. Nagel is unclear, but the reference to him suggests that they were acquainted. Perhaps they shared the same views.
The Nagel story might also explain the significance of Wilhelm’s particular reference to “what happened in Brownsville” in the letter to his wife. Brownsville is at the southern tip of Texas and a gateway to Mexico. After Union forces blockaded ports in the South, much of the Confederacy’s cotton crop was shipped to Europe through the city. In November 1863 – at the same time Dr. Nagel fled to Mexico – Union troops attacked, forcing Confederate forces to withdraw. In July 1864, Confederate forces retook the town. Wilhelm’s apparent reference to the reoccupation is intriguing and suggests that it has some significance for him and his wife. Some German immigrants served the Confederacy by transporting cotton to Brownsville, and then returning with needed supplies. Perhaps he became such a cotton teamster, crossed the border into Mexico on a journey south, and then boarded a ship to New Orleans and then up the Mississippi to St. Louis and Illinois.[17] Such a scenario was not unheard of among Fayette County men.[18]
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