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PATRIOTS AND DISSIDENTS:
THE ROLE OF ETHNICITY IN CIVIL. WAR TEXAS'

James Marten

When the famous Yankee tourist
Frederick Law Olmsied wrote about his
"saddle trip® through Texas in 1856, he
described the conflict between the
planier class and (he incongrous
foreign element of Mexicans and
Germans™ on the frontier of the Lone
Star State.? These two groups, which
togeiher comprised aboul seven percent
of the population of Texas in 1860,
endured a long history of elhnic
anlipathy with the dominant Anglo
majority that began long before the
Civil War and streiched well past
Reconstruction.

Despite this history, Germans and
Mexicans responded 10 lhe war in a
wide variety of ways; many loyally
served the Confederacy, others exhibited
complele indifference to the southern
cause, and some wenl 80 far as to entist
in the Federal Army. These inlermal
divisions were overshadowed by Anglo
perceptions of the disloyalty of Germans
and Hispanics, which spawned
widespread ethnic tensions and violence.
The conflict between Anglo and ethnic
Texans during the war demonstrates
that the South did not march into ballle
against the Union with a unified [ront.
The widespread dissent in the
South--which is one of the conieats in
which ethnic experiences in Texas musl
be placed-<creaied inlernal  (hreats
against the Conlederacy that, in some
areas, loomed as important a3 external
threats from Union soldiers”’ Because
each ethnic group’s story coniains
unique elements, we will discuss them
one at a time, beginning with the
Germans.

By 1860, afier several decades of

immigrations, the 30,000 Texans of
German stack comprised seven percent
of Texas's frec population and five
percent of its tolal population. The first
conlingent of German immigrants,
arriving in the 1840s, was provincial and
conservative and accepted with few
reservalions Lthe predominant states’
rights philosophy in Texas. Afler 1848,
however, a2 new strain of German
immigrants arrived in Texas. These
"Forty-Eighters,” refugees from the
lailed German revolution of 1848,
settled on the western frontier in the
counties of Gillespie, Mason, Kerr, and
Medina. As republicans, nationalists, and
liberals, these intellectualt  were
accusiomed 10 challenging authority and
the existing state of society. Some of
these later German <olonists went so far
as 1o ban slavery. In May 1854, liberals
issued a series of resolutions later called
the "San Anionio Platform.” The
plaifform contained a number of
progressive social, political, and religious
reforms, but j15 most volatile plank--as
well as 18 moast publicized one—
declared “that slavery i8 an evil, whose
final removal 5 essential 10 ihe
foundation of democracy” and urged
southern siate gowernmenis o lake
steps 1o eliminate the institution.”
Although members of the German
majoriy  scrambied  to  divorce
themseles from ihe abolitionism of a
few of their countrymen, a suspicion of
Germans lingered among Anglo-Texans.
One rumor alleged that ithe Germans
were involved in the slave insurrection
of 1860, and when four
German-dominated counties in West
Texas voled against the secession



ordinance, it underscored their teauous
loyalty to the southérn cause--at \east to
some. The reactions of many Germans
1o wartime pressures would amplify
these doutts and perceptions, and lead
io violence and recrimination againat
Texas Germans by their Confederate
neighbors.?

Given aniebellum tensions, it did
not surprise Anglo-Texans that a sizable
aumber of German-Texans dissented
against the Confederacy during the war.
In Bandera County, for instance, at ihe
outbreak of the war, German residents
apparently paid no taxes, circulated a
pelition demanding a reunion of the
slales, threatened prominent
secessionists, stole the buggy wheel of a
Confederate judge, and threw his seal
cushions into a rver. The German
postmaster opened the mail ol leading
secessionists, and local Unionists had
formed 2 home guard company rather
than joining the county militia. This
extensive disaffection was all the more
frightening, according to a local
fire-cater, because "our Southem boys
have almost all jeined Capl. Adams [sie]
Compafy and (he Secessionists are in a
minonity in the County at this time."™

Concerned Texans grew alarmed
when large groups of Germans
organized in other parts of the stale. An
Austin County planter pleaded for help
from Governor Lubbock in Mareh 1862,
becausc "credible, reliable information"
indicated that two hundred Germans
had vowed (o resist the Confederate
draft, to aid Lincoln and the Northern
war effort, and even worse, "o
countenance and assisi the negroes in
case of an invasion to rebel against their
owners” Col. Henry MeCulloch,
commanding North Texas, urged Gow.
Lubback to declare martial law in San
Antonio in order 10 Lhwan 1he
anticipated seizure of the local arsenal
by a company of Unionist Germans.”
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50 widespread was 1he perceived
disloyalty of the Texas Germans that
vigilant Texans scemed (0 lake special
delight in persecuting them. In Lhe
summer of 1862, Confederale troopers
operating near Fredericksburg arrested
citizens, burped a few Unionists’ farms,
ousted a local militin caplaio, and
generally  intimudated most  of the
population of Gillespie and the
surrgunding counties. Elemenls of the
Thirty-second Texas Cavalry joined the
roundup, scouting the rough hill country
around Frederieksburg, guarding the
town day and night, and hunting
"bushwhackers.” Cavalryman Thomas
Smith recorded in his dairy that when a
suspected Urionist "ehances to fall into
the hands of the [Confederate] soldiers
he is dealt pretty roughly with and
generally makes his last speech with a
rope around his neck” According (o
Smith, "hanging i8 gelting to be as
common as hunting,” and "the creeks in
this vicinity are said o be full of dead
men!!" Proof came one day when Smith
witnessed "a sight whieh 1 never wish
again to see in a civilized & enlightened
country"—four dead bodies floating in a
waler hole. They had been "thrown in
and lefi 10 rot, and hat too after Lhey
were hanged by the neck [until] dead.™

Three West Texas Germans
appearing before a military commission
in 8an Antonio in 1862 contributed to
the impressjon that the German
population was as a ruke disloyal
Winesses accused Philip Braubach, a
farmer, stage driver, and sometime law
officer near San Antonio, of using his
office to aid Union men, of recruiling
only Union-loving Germans for a
frontier defense eompany, of
depreciating Confederate currency, and,
according (10 one witness, of associaling
"with the party who halloes for lhe
Unioa.” Julius Schlickum also allegedly
deprecialed Confederate currency and,
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in the words of a Confederate sergeant,
"never had any good news on our side,
but generally had somelhing bad 10 tell."
The third member of the (rio,
Ferdinand Doebbier, kept a tavern in
Fredericksburg (hat witnesses labeled
"the place of rendezvous for people
calling themselves Union men,” where
they could buy "Black Republican™
newspapers. The court sentenced all
three men to prison for the duration of
the war.’

Although dissidents monopolized
the public's perceplion of Texas
Germans, hundreds of Germans served
lovaily in Confederate or state military
organizations, and a number of German
leaders became Confederale officers.
Carl William von Rasenberg, the son of
a Prussian noble, had served as a
lieutenant in the Prussian army and as
Royal Architect for Frederick William 1.
His liberal views made promotion
difficult, and he journeyed to Texas in
1849, where he rose 1o the position of
chief drafisman in the General Land
Office. Unlike most German political
refugees who opposed slavery, however,
he voted for secession and joined the
Confederate army as a topographical
enginger. Another German liberal,
(ustavus Schieicher, speculated in West
Texas land, promoted railroads,
published a German-langnage
newspaper, and worked as a sprveyor in
the 1850s; after winning election 10 the
state sénate in 1859, he became an
acdvocate of secession and later entered
the Confederate Army as a captain of
engineers. !

The best-known German-Confederate
was Col. August Buchel, a professional
soldier who between 1831 and 1845
fought for Germany and in the French
Foreign Legion, and worked as an
instructor in the Turkish Army. An avid
duelist, he apparently killed a man in
Germany and quickly sailed 10 Texas.

He continued his military career in his
new home, raising a company Of Texas
volunieers to fight in the Mexican War
and serving on Gen. Zachary Taylor's
staff at the bartle of Buena Vista. A
decade later, when Juan Corlina raided
Brownsville in 1859, he organized a
company of volunieers that helped drive
Cortina out of ihe Rio Grande Valley.
Apparenily unconcerned with politics
and uninterested in the slavery question,
Buchel adapled well (o soulhern society.
As one of the most experienced soldiers
in Texas, Buchel naturally sought io
contribute to the Confederale war
cffon. Late in 1861, he became
lieutenant colonel of the Third Texas
Infaniry, statioped in South Texas. Two
years later he took command of the
Third Texas Cavalry and led 1hem
through the fighting in Louisiana. He
died in combal at the battle of Pleasant
Hill in the spring of 1864, a
“ell-resPectaj and admired professional
soldier.”

Other Germans who entered the
Confederate army came from decidedly
less  mililaristic  backgrounds  than
Buchel. Joseph  Bruckmwuller, for
instance, had only lived in Mamshall,
Texas, for three years when the war
broke out. Then, in order "o live up 1o
my duties toward my chosen country,”
he jained the Seventh Texas Volunlecrs.
The regiment fought in Keniucky,
Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana,
and Bruckmuiler ended up a prisoner of
war iwice. The young German survived
a bout of cholera and worked f{or a
while as a hospital ordecly. Afier his
second escape from the Yankees, in the
fall of 1863, he went back 1o work as a
shoemaker. His occupation may have
earned him an exemption from furither
military service.Z

Despile these conspicuous examples
of loyalty to the Confederate cause, the
German population of Texas remained



deeply divided. Matters came 10 5 head
for those Texas Germans who refused
to adapt to the Confederacy on 10
August 1862, in a one-sided fight on the
Nueces River, which the Dallas Herald
dubbed "The Battle With the Trailors.”
The *"battle” climaxed a summer-long
campaign by Confederate authorities o
break resistance to Lhe Confederacy,
cspecially 10 the  recently passed
conscription act, in lhe
German-dominated Hill Country west of
Austin. Opponents of the war and the
draft in and near Fredericksburg had
formed a "Loyal Union League.”" The
League pubtlicly announced that it
intended to protect this exposed part of
the frontier from Indians and outlaws,
but Confederare officials believed--not
withoul reason--thal its genuine purpose
was to resist conscription and other
Confederale programs. In May 1862, a
detachment of Confederate troops
marched to Fredericksburg to restore
order and (o ensure the loyalty of the
area’s citizens to the Confederacy.”

Early in Augusi, a party of just
over sixty men, mostly German
members of the Union League, decided
to escape Conlederate persecution by
going to Mexjco. A compamy of about
one hundred Texas troops caught them
after tracking them for a week through
the rugged, unsetiled, and sweitering
South Texas frontier. The Confederates
atlacked before dawn on 10 August. In
the ensuing fight, thirty Germans were
killed, while about rwenty were
wounded. No caplives survived the
batile--shortly afier the firing stopped, a
squad of Confederates shot 10 death the
nine injured Unionists who had
surrendered.

The massacre culminated the
officiai campaign against disioyal
Germans in Texas, alihough for the
remainder of the war Hill Country
Unionists would be terrorized by what
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the Germans appropriately calied the
Haengerbande—gangs of Confederates
who warred oa civilian Unionists. After
the Nuveces massacre, however,
Germans woukd never again  be
perceived a& a serious threat to (he
Confederate war ecffort, as German
resistance in east-ceniral Texas quickly
dwindled. One rather blood-thirsty
Confederate wroie home afler the
Nueces incident that "the tories in this
part of the country is getting somewhal
scarce.” He auribuled their scarcity to
the violence that had lkefl disloyalists
"lyving and hanging all over the woods.”
Some of (he dissenting Germans had
indeed been killed, while many had
escaped 10 Mexico, others had found
some sort of safe hiding place, a good
number had found refuge from
Confederate service in the companies
formed by the state 1o defend the
Frontier, and still others had settled into
an uneasy accommodalion with the
Confederate authorities."

The antebellum and wartime
persecution of the 12,443 Mexican-born
residents of Texas (2.1 percent of the
lotal population) had little to do with
politics. Rather, the Anglos’ exaggerated
perception of Mexican disloyalty was a
function of the compiex relationships
between Mexicans, Angles, and Afro-
American slaves. Ever since American
settlers began arriving in Texas in the
18208, racism, economic conflict, and
intermittent warfare between Texas and
Mexico had plagued relalions between
Anglos and Tejanos. There were nolable
exceptions. A liny minority of Tejanos,
represented by the Benavides family of
Laredc and a few other wealthy land-
holders, sought the economie benefits
stability would bring 1o the borderlands.
They identified more with the Anglo
population than with the Mexican, and
were exempt from penalties normally
associated wilh their race.’
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Despite  such  highly  visible
examples, to wihite Protestant Texans,
Catholic Mexicans appeared  lazy,
ignoranl, immoral, shiflless,  dirty,
superstitious, and doomed to
subservience. The latter's wretched

economic positon--caused in part by the
Anglo practice of seizing Mexican land
through complicated legal maneuvers or
by forced sale at ludicrously low prices—
encouraged racial arrogance. The
ptimary conflict lay, however, in the
Mexicans' antipathy toward slavery and
their friendly acceptance of blacks as
equals. "Not only [do Mexicans]
considcr  a  nigger equal  with
themsetves,” complained the Corpus
Christi Ranchero, "but they actually
court the company of the Negroes”
Worse still, white Texans believed that
Mexicans ofien helped slaves escape and
usually blamed them for instigating slave
rebellions, Oimsied accurately porirayed
Texans’ attitudes toward Mexicans when
he wrote that the latter “were regarded
in a somewhat unehristian (one, not as
heretics or heathen to be converted with
Mannel and tracts, but rather as vermin,
10 be exterminated.” An episode that
reflects these racial antagonisms
occurred in the auwlumn of 1859, when
a landed Tejano named Juan Cortina
gathered a large band of Mexicans from
both sides of the border and terrorized
the region around Brownsville. Cortina's
men bumed ranches, murdered several
Anglos, and setually occupied the city
for a shon time before Texas Rangers
finaly drove (hem inlc Mexico.
Cortina's raid served to further embitler
Texans against Mexicans, and raised
serious doubls about the loyalty of the
Mexicans living in Texas,'®

Although  Hispanics, like the

Germans, served in both  the
Confederate and Union  armies,
most--ineluding  many  enlistees.-

eventually attempied to awoid the war

between the Anglos. The principles for
which the war was heing fought meant
very little o them and they had neither
an economik 0of a political siake in the
conflict. The Nonh and the South both
rather feebly endeavored (0 win
Mexicans over 10 their respective sides,
but memarics of the past sieeled them
against most offers. Neither the United
States por the state of Texas had ever
tried 10 protect the property or political
rights of Mexican-Texans, and when
they hypocritically (nied to enlist the
support of Hispanics, the latter generalty
demonstrated their resentment by
leaving the gringos (o kill one another.

Of course, not all Hispanics could
avoid military service. Some supported
the Union cause. In Zapaia County in
April 1861, for instance, about forty
armed Mexicans marehed on the county
seat of Carrizo to keep county officiak
from swearing allegiance to the
Confederate States. Texas troops lurned
them away, inDicting heavy casualties.
Border raids by Mexicans from boih
sides of the Rio Grande also plagued
the Confederacy. A group of raiders
operating oul of Mexico under Antonio
Zapaa called themsetves the "First
Regimem of Union Troops,” bui
scemed content with plundenng Texas
ranches rather Lhan  fighting
Confederates. A  Nueces County
Unionist named Cecilio Balerio led a
company of cavalry that preyed on
cotton traders along the border. In
addition 10 these guerrilla units, nearly
nine hundred Mexican-Texans served
the Union more formally, many of \hem
in the Second Texas Cavalry, whose
members were recruiled along the Rio
Grande in 1863 and 1864."

Nearly (hree limes as many
Mexican-Texans, however, served Ihe
Rebels as served the Yankees. Roughly
2550 of them, many from Webb,
Refugio, and Bexar Counlies, enlisted in



Confederale or state mililia regimenis.
Santos Benavides, the wealthy
Mexican-born rancher, merchant, and
Rio Grande Vailcy power broker,
achieved the highest flewel of any
Confederate Tejano, reaching the rank
of colonel in command of his own
latgely Mexican regiment.'®

Despitc  the presence of large
numbers of Hispanics in blue and gray
uniforms, neither side expecled nor
received the sieady allegiance of their
Mexican troops. The lieutenant colonel
of the Third Texas Infaniy at For
Brown complained 10 his superior that
his Mexcan soldiers, "like all their
countrymen, are susceptible 10 bribes
and cormuption, and cannat  be
depended upon,” Texans usually reated
Mexicans in the same ways they had
always treated them. R.H. Williams, the
Confederate  Englishman  who
empathized more then most Texans
with Unionists and other dissenters,
refused 1o arrest and turn over o the
military avthorities in San Anrenio four
Mexican deserters he caplured. He
knew that it was a hundred to one that
the bioadthirsty moh would seize them
.. and hang them in the plaza." With
adlitudes like these inp COMMOD
circulation among Confederates, it is not
surprising that the  Confederate
cause—the cause oOf (heir long-time
antagonisis--inspired litlle  enthusiasm
among Mexican- Texans. In 1863, Brig.
Gen. H.P. Bee, commanding the
Department of Texas, proved 1o be
more prescient than most Anglos when
he protested that enforcing the
conscription law on the soOuthern
frontier of Texas "would have had but
the effect of driving the Mexicans across
the Rio Grande and made them our
enemies," Wherever il was attempted,
"it has proved uscless.”" Bee enjoyed
some success, however, in recruiting
Tejanos ino short-1erm enlistments in
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state units. Unlike most commanders
on eilher sikde, Bee realized that the
Confederate cavse—or tbe Union cause,
for that matter—was unimporiant {o
most Mexican- Americans; he also knew
that in order (0 win Lhem over to the
Confederate States, the government
must protect their "rights and
immunities as citizens,™?

Federal officers had no better luck
wilh, nor more confidence in, their
Mexican recruits. Despite the presence
of large numbers of Tejanos in the
Union army, few rose above the rank of
sergeant, Hispanics commanded only
five companies in the First or Second
Texas, aithough they comprised a
majority of the enlisted men in at least
ten companies and served as nom-
commissioned officers in roughly the
same percentage as Lhe
Mexican-Americans’ averall contribution
10 the Union ranks. Racism no doubt
played a role in this, but the fact that
many Anglas commanded "Mexican”
companies also  suggests that  the
fanguage barrier, managerial
inexperience, and a lack of political
savvy may have posed insurmouniable
obslacles 10 a Tejano rising through the
ranks, While sationed al Brownsville
early in 1864, a licutenant in the 19h
Iowa remarked thal the Second Texas
Cavalry was "a peculiar institution and
rather a hard operation to keep in
proper running condition.” The troops
were  "dishonest, cowardly and
treacherous and only bide their time to
make good their escape.” They deserted
so frequently that a guard had w be
placed "arcund them Io prevent their
carrying out their roving propensilies.”
As if to validate such skepticism, over
two hundred Tejanos deseried From the
Union’s Second Texas Cavalry during
the first half of 1864.7

The reactions of Santos Benavides
and Adrian ). Yidal 10 the Chil War
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represent  opposite  paintt on  the
spectrum of Tejano hehavior. Benavides,
descended from the founder of the city
of Laredo, helonged to one of the
wealthiest  and  most  influential
families—~Anglo or Mexican—in the lower
Rio Grande Valiey. In fact, Benavides’
career revolved arcund his efforis to
secure stability for hig region. Alhough
he was a long-time participant in
Mexican affairs, Benavides threw his
allegiance to the United Slates jn 1848,
hoping that it could provide Lhe political
and economic stability 0o dosperately
needed along the border. He grimly
fought Indians and chased
outlaws—including Juan Cortipa--and
capanded his hoidings and power. The
patriareh of the Bepavides family owned
ng slaves, but accepled slavery so he in
turn, would be accepled by his Anglo
neighbors. His own role in the Vailey
economy led him 10 ideniify wih the
hierarchical structure of southern
society;  his  disdain  for  distant,
unresponsive govemments led him to
sympathize with secession. As g result,
when war broke out, he assumed his
accustomed place of leadership among
Valley Hispanics.??

By the fall of 1863, Benavides
commanded the Thirty-third Texas
Regiment, keading 1hem agxins! Mexican
raiders and against the Yaokee invaders
at Laredo and Brownsville. Ironically,
during these skirmishes with the
Federals, his own largely Hispanic unit
collided with the Tejano-dominated
Second Texas. Benavides succeeded in
most of his campaigns, and earned the
respect of his Confederaie colleagues

Benavides represcnts  Lhose
Mexican-Texans who for one reason or
ancther feit a responsibility to Texas, if
not (o the South, and who perceived
Lhveir interests to be identical to those of
the Anglos who dominated Texas
eeonomic and  polilical  life.

Unfortunately for Texas Hispanies, even
his efforts on behalf of the Confederacy
failed 10 change most Texmns' minds
about the mass of Tefanos.

Adrian J. Vidal's experience during
the war differed dramatically from
Benavides’ and symbolizes the way that
many Hispanic Texans found a niche in
peither Lhe Confederate por the Federal
causc. The son Of 8 Mexican woman
and a wealthy Anglo merchant, Vidal
had a1 the age of twenty secured a
Confederate captain’s commission and
the command of a company by the
middle of 1863. His youth and race
apparently soured his relationships with
other Confederale officers, and in
October 1863, Vidal killed two
Conlederate couriers and deseried with
ncarly ninety men--primarily Mexican
nationals. Afier rohbing a few ranches
as he traveled vp the Rio Grande
Valley, Vidal accepted a caplaincy from
the Federal forces campaigning in the
Rio Grande region and returned to
Brownsville, now occupied by the
Yankees arxd from which he led his men
on scouling  expedilions  throughout
South Texas. However, Biter a few
months of ardupus duty, weary of army
rules and regulations, angry at the tardy
pay and poor provisions given his men,
and complaining about the difficulty of
fulfilling his administrative duties when
he could neither read nor write English,
Vidal asked for an honorabie discharge.
He evenwally received it, but not
before he and most of his men once
again deserted. Lt. Benjamin MclIntyre
expressed no surprise that "the gay
fancy little Mexican™ had lefl the army,
"L is a great pity Lhat the country ever
accepted these men for soldiers,” he
wrote in his diary, "and still a pity that
every yafler belly of them has not been
permitled to desert."2

Vidal escaped into Mexico, where
he fought againsi the Mexican



Imperialists. In 1865, alL the age of
twenty-one, he was caplured,
courl-martialed, and executed. His brief
career showed how litlle stake Mexicans
living in Texas had in ihe affairs of their
siate and country. lll-treated in both of
the armies in which he served, not
commilted 1o the principles espoused by
either side, and vowiling to abide
restrictions and hardships for causes that
did not seem to apply to him, Vidal
rejecled Texas for his mother’s
homeland. The chief irony of his short
life is that, even in Mexico, he could not
find a country in which he was either
safe or happy.”

Vidal provides an extreme, though
telling, example of the shoricomings of
the  Confederacy’s policy toward
"outsidcrs” living in Texas. Allhough
with great effort men like Santos
Benavides and August Buchel could
overcome their foreign hirth and fve
comfortably in Texas, long years of
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political, ecconomic, and cultural
antagonism poisoned relations between
Texans and Tefanos and forced a vocal
minority of Germans into rebellion
against the Confederacy. The struggles
between Anglo-Texans and ethnic
minotities provides ooe of ihe many
examples of internal pressures (Lhai
caused the Coafederacy lo crumble
from within. Unpcommilled to ihe
structures of » slave society fighting for
itls life against northern “aggression,”
many ethnic Texans found few reasons
to support the Confederate war effort
and some, in fact, felt compelled to take
up amma against it. Their often 1enuous
position in Texas woulkd continue for
decades after Appomattox, as (Germans
were far more likely to support the
Republican Party than most Texans, and
Hispanics continued to struggle against
the economic and political
dominance--and often the violent
hatred— of Anglos.
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