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The Unpolitical Gennan in New Mexico,
1848-1914
TOMASJAEHN

Historians have long tried to determine the influence of ethnic groups
on American national and state politics including New Mexico. Yet avail
able studies of the state are unique because political interactions and
conflicts there were almost exclusively seen in racial rather than in eth
nic perspectives. Unfortunately, considering all Europeans in New Mexico
as Anglo Americans results in a misleading political picture of the state.
It exaggerates the cohesiveness of European groups and American His
panics and implies a nonexistent political unity within each group. Clearly,
for Germans, geography and religion rather than a shared ethnicity
played a greater role in determining political alliances. I

It is not surprising that no political study· exists of ethnic Germans,
as they were almost always considered synonymous with Anglos in
New Mexico. In addition, unlike German experiences in midwestern states
or territories or in precincts in major cities like Chicago or Milwaukee,
Germans in New Mexico did not congregate in specific counties or pre
cincts. When they did gravitate toward urban centers like Santa Fe,
Albuquerque, or Las Vegas, they tended not to concentrate in neighbor
hoods.

A quick survey of sources indicates that research on the German
political impact in New Mexico is scarce. While general studies on the
West indicate that Germans tended to support the Republican Party and
westward expansion policies, more specialized research of ethnic politi
cal behavior in several other western states and territories reveals that
political preferences cannot be easily generalized. 2 Together, these ear-
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lier studies of the more densely populated and thus politically more
consequential midwestern states provide a picture of shifting voting
patterns and party operations during the second half of the nineteenth
century. As one scholar has pointed out, "their composite picture is one
of an intensely partisan and highly mobilized electorate." The same
scholar shows that party voters neither split their tickets nor defected
to the major opposition. 3 Generally, these studies also demonstrate that
political issues, region of birth, religion, geography, or occupation all
weighed more than ethnic background. 4 For example, the detailed study
by Stanley B. Parsons of heavily populated German counties in Nebraska
during the Populist Era shows that economic issues, religion, and the
liquor question were more important than ethnicity as indicators of party
alliances. s

Unfortunately, New Mexico does not offer a heavily German-popu
lated county or town to determine Germans' and American Germans'
political behavior and party alliances. In New Mexico between 1850 and
1920, the German population was widely dispersed. 6 Therefore, the study
of German political behavior, influence, and attitudes in New Mexico has
to rely heavily on political patterns in Germany, on German ethnic groups
elsewhere in the United States, and on newspapers, diaries, and other
personal accounts. This task is complicated in New Mexico by a ten
dency to lump together all central and northern Ethno-European groups
into "Anglos," meaning Germans, Gentile and Jewish alike, were not
distinguished. And one must note that Jewish Germans considered them
selves, at least until World War I, part of the larger German contingent
who settled and developed New Mexico. 7 During the height of German
immigration to the United States, Jewish German immigrants were not
singled out as a separate ethnic group.8

In short, the small and widely dispersed group of Germans in New
Mexico and the lack of ways to determine ethnic voting turnouts pro
vide few clues as to the political convictions of ordinary German miners,
farmers, launderers, and artisans. Rather, the more vocal, successful, or
infamous Germans garner notice. They received public attention, often
voiced political preferences, and occasionally attempted to gain politi
cal offices. Noticeable among this group are German merchants, a few
ranchers, and an occasional lawyer or artisan.

To understand Germans' roles in New Mexico politics, a look into
the cultural and political history of the German states during the latter
part of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries helps explain the
apolitical behavior of German emigrants. Generally, German history is
not characterized by the political participation of its citizens. Indeed,
most Germans were excluded from the political process, and only the
upper classes and nobilities were in position to influence politics. One
of Germany's literary greats, Thomas Mann, stressed that participation
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in politics would not benefit the German people. Its tradition is one of
intellect-epitomized in culture, soul, freedom, and art-not ofpolitics. 9

Minor changes in German political constitutions between the Napoleonic
Wars at the beginning of the nineteenth century and the unification of
the German states in 1871 allowed a modest increase in bourgeois par
ticipation in state parliaments, however. Not until the rise of socialism in
Germany at the turn of the twentieth century was the working class able
to wield influence in German politics.

These trends in German politics are not surprising, since other Euro
pean countries were in similar situations. It is remarkable, though, that
Germany produced a wealth of influential political thinkers and philoso
phers. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770
1831), Heinrich Heine (1797-1856), Karl Marx (1818-1883), and Friedrich
Wilhelm Nietzsche (1844-1900), to mention but a few, were highly influ
ential in the development of world political theory. In spite of these
famous and influential theoreticians, mainstream Germans did not par
ticipate in the political process.

The roots of the German political indifference, and even disgust for
politics, can be traced to nineteenth-century Germany. As Fritz Stern
pointed out in an intriguing essay, Germans used their greatest achieve
ment, their Kultur, to excuse their greatest failure, their Politik. 10 De
spite a good educational system, Germany did not fully understand the
ideas of Kant, Hegel, or Goethe. As a leading German sociologist and
philosopher points out in the preface to Victor Farias's book Heidegger
et Ie Nazisme, the "hidden curriculum" behind the teachings of the phi
losophers in German Gymnasiums was to promote "elitist self-under
standing of academics, a fetishizing of Geist, [and] idolatry for the mother
tongue ...." The goal of higher education was personal, social, and eco
nomic advancement, not necessarily a politically aware citizen" l Mann
reflected on this attitude during World War I when he detected that
"intellect and power seem to miss each other consistently in Germany,
[and] blossoming ofthe state and blossoming of culture seem to exclude
each other. ... "12 This trend surfaced in the 1848 uprising when many
liberals demanded reforms without a revolution that would have endan
gered education and property. 13 Rather than use politics to achieve the
goal of political freedom, Stern maintained Germany's upper class "has
often disdained the grubbiness ofpolitics."14 Instead, they thought about
legal freedom, freedom from authoritarian powers, and liberation from
economic and societal restrictions. Consequently, in pursuing cultural
and individual freedom, the German middle class lost sight ofthe impor
tance of political expression and participation in politics. After all, the
freedoms Germans sought did not require participation in the politics of
the West or New Mexico.
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A typical German Freidenker (freethinker), who illustrates Stern's
apolitical German, was Franz Huning of Albuquerque. Well educated in
German public and private schools, he rebelled early on against his par
ents' religious beliefs, their sense of law and order, and their wish for
him to become a farmer. Rather than paying attention in school, Huning
claims in his memoirs, he was more interested in reading his own choice
of books. IS He aborted a mercantile apprenticeship in Bremen and re
fused to serve in his home state's (Hannover) army. In letters to Franz in
Bremen, the elder Huning often urged Franz to return to God and not to
let his Freigeist (free spirit) dominate his ideas.'6 More than once his
father demanded that Franz must quit reading "trashy" novels and stay
away from other Freidenkern. 17 His parents wrote in vain, as Franz main
tained friendships with artists, theater people, and other "rebellious"
women and men, and he remained atheistic. 18 In fact, his final will main
tains his disrespect for religious beliefs: "I direct that my remains be
cremated, the ashes put into an urn and deposited alongside my chil
dren, Una and Elly. And I strictly forbid any and all religious nonsense.
If any Old Timer should be handy, he may make a speech, but not mix up
any cant with it."'19

A list of the books Huning owned in Albuquerque indicates that he
never abandoned an interest in the kind of books about which his par
ents warned him. Among others, Huning read Goethe, Schiller, Adalbert
Stifter, and Charles Darwin. He also read Gotthold Lessing, one of the
great critics of the time, who questioned the authority of dogmatism and
instead advocated reason. In his most noted work, Nathan der Weise,
Lessing encouraged tolerance and the teaching of humanitarian goals.
Yet, as Stern noted, Germans, despite their excellent education, did not
quite understand the ideas of Kant, Hegel, or Goethe. Instead of follow
ing the activism these thinkers promoted, Huning, similar to many other
Germans, pursued a vague but important Lebensgefuhl (life style). Clearly,
Huning's book list underscores Stern's point: Kultur was often a substi
tute for Politik. 20 Or, as Mann interpreted the German character at the
turn of the century, men and women raised in the German tradition sought
to expand their intellect rather than to realize ideas politically. 21 In Albu
querque, even though Huning attended weekly performances of Goethe,
Krug, and Kleist and concerts of Wagner, Beethoven, and Verdi, and in
spite of his social and economic status in New Mexico, he remained
essentially apolitical. 22 Rather than using his status for political ad
vancement of New Mexico and its peoples, he invested his spare time in
educational and social activities.

Huning's apolitical style is characteristic of many other Germans
and American Germans who settled in New Mexico. Charles Ilfeld, Jacob
Korber, and Flora Spiegelberg, to name a few, were well educated and
socially and economically successful but did not transform their suc-
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cess into political ventures. Consider, for example, Korber, educated in
German public schools and briefly in a Lutheran seminary, who aban
doned organized religion, evaded the Prussian military, and chose immi
gration to the American West, drifting from Colorado to New MexicoY
Making Albuquerque his new home, Korber set up a blacksmith shop
that developed into a major venture. Yet despite his success, Korber
also limited his spare time activities to ward politics, immigrant activi
ties, and the local Lutheran church. 24

Jewish Germans appear to have taken similar paths. Usually well
educated in German or eastern schools, they achieved social and eco
nomic success in New Mexico but generally stayed out of politics. When
involved politically, they usually did so in local and civic issues. Many,
like Albert Grunsfeld and Lehman Spiegelberg, accepted appointments
to school boards, and a few such as Spiegelberg and Abraham Staab
were elected to county offices. 25

In general, with only a small group of Germans scattered across New
Mexico, German participation was negligible and political influence dif
ficult to obtain. Unlike its neighbor Texas, no town in New Mexico was
founded by Germans. 26 In addition, New Mexico's Germans lacked lead
ers like Texas had in Prince Carl von Solms-Braunfels and later Baron
von Meusebach, or Butte, Montana had in the ambitious Irishman Tho
mas Francis Meagher. 27 In both these instances, settlements were new,
and, as one writer has noted, social, economic, and political institutions
developed with the respective ethnic group-Butte belonged to the Irish
in almost the same way New Braunfels belonged to the Germans. 28

New Mexico, on the other hand, consisted of some of the oldest
population centers in North America. 29 Communal and political func
tions had been in place for centuries. Unlike those in most frontier areas,
the institutions of New Mexico at the American takeover in the 1840s
were feudal in character, with ricos running the towns. The political
situation in New Mexico was not unlike that in small German towns
headed by a secular or religious nobility. Despite recent studies that try
to attribute the patron system to American occupation and capitalistic
activities, the system was already in place, and Germans and other ambi
tious immigrants, rather than fighting the system, used, even improved,
the Spanish system. 30

Obviously, then, Germans who arrived in New Mexico found a place
different from any other in the United States. The early German immi
grants immediately realized that Hispanics shared political power. If they
were to succeed in the newly adopted home, Germans had to accommo
date their behavior to Anglo American and Hispanic patterns.JI They
did not establish ethnic organizations such as immigrant societies to
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safeguard their political and economic success. 32 In fact, the small num
ber of German newcomers discouraged ethnic isolation and favored good
relations with the local populations and with the other immigrants in
New Mexico.

When Germans did participate in politics, they usually did so on a
small scale, and even then they rarely concerned themselves with ethnic
German issues. Several reasons account for this absence of ethnic con
cern. For one, as has been pointed out, unlike in midwestern states,
where political issues were highly partisan, in western states ticket split
ting was common. For the most part this ticket splitting exemplified a
more pronounced tendency toward short-term forces and issues. 33 Sec
ond, although voting and political behavior elsewhere in the West was
often tied to religious issues, Catholics were so dominant in New Mexico
that it was often wiser to avoid religious issues in elections. Clearly,
anybody who ran for any office needed Hispanic votes to succeed. There
fore, political clashes over religion were less significant compared to
land grant issues, questions about statehood, or Spanish-English lan
guage controversies. Third, with very few exceptions, elections and
political matters in New Mexico included few ethnic debates that would
have mobilized Germans. 34

Since political-religious tensions were lacking and ethnically rel
evant issues absent, Germans usually voted their economic desires and
personal convictions. Even in locations of German concentration, as in
Albuquerque and Santa Fe, their numerical strength was too small to
achieve any political control through ethnic power. Instead, they sup
ported Hispanic or other American political agendas or candidates.

Still, the political situation in New Mexico was far from orderly. The
factional and constitutional chaos during the first two decades follow
ing the United States takeover was a roadblock for any ethnic group to
succeed politically. To Germans and other ethnic newcomers the politi
cal environment in New Mexico must have appeared confusing: New
Mexico's well-established Hispanic political structure was challenged
by the American political system, making it difficult for persons unfamil
iar with either system to participate in the process. 35 For instance, as
historian Howard Lamar has noted, the territory "fitted none of the as
sumptions of the Ordinance of 1787." A large white population was al
ready present, little public land available, and no land suitable for an
American farming population. 36 Because Hispanic political traditions and
American political modernism created a vacuum, people with different
political, social, and economic outlooks wanted to fill this gap. Obvi
ously, political intentions ranged from one extreme to the other: from
Hispanics who endeavored to preserve their culture and influence on
one side to American Anglos on the other who wanted the territory
Americanized as quickly as possible. In short, the situation was one of
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discord, fractionalization, and confusion. Political leaders, slogans, and
institutions that Germans may have learned about on their way to the
United States did not mean much once they arrived in New Mexico. As
Lamar points out, "American party names were used, and each faction
had its defenders in Congress, but Republican and Democrat, pro slave
and abolitionist, conservative and liberal, were phrases which had no
real meaning here [in the Southwest]".37

Even though political confusion in New Mexico was sufficient rea
son for many Germans to remain politically uninvolved and to attend
instead to their occupations and economic aspirations, it still allowed
for opportunity. That is, weak party regimentation provided easier ac
cess for newcomers, even though few Germans accepted the challenge. 38

Regardless of political agendas, Hispanics held nearly all elective
offices. Their ethnic bonds were particularly strong at the county and
precinct level and offered only a minute chance for politically ambitious
newcomers to get involved. Few Americans appeared on the territorial
legislative roster, with the first elected German not listed until 1880
Bernhard Seligman of Santa Fe County. More than thirty years elapsed
before the first German was elected to the legislature.

On the territorial level, however, politically ambitious Anglo Ameri
cans like Thomas Catron and Stephen Elkins found opportunities for
political leadership, with political positions for such persons coming via
federal government appointment. Among the few Germans who accepted
territorial appointments in the early years of the territory were Charles
Blumner, Charles Clever, and William Osterton. But their positions were
minor, more civic oriented. All of these men held positions as treasurer
(but there was no money in the territory!), sheriff, and auditor. The only
two Germans prior to 1880 to appear on the territorial assembly roster in
nonelective positions were Louis Felsenthal and Clever. Both were listed
as clerks of the House (1859) and the Council (1847) respectively.

Only when one considers Germans' political associates and acquain
tances can one establish their political position. A case in point is Charles
Blumner. Blumner arrived in 1846 in Santa Fe, just in time to witness the
1847 revolt. 39 In fact, Blumner may have been the first German to reside
in the New Mexico Territory. Unlike many other early arrivals, Blumner
did not consider the mercantile business his only opportunity. Although
having had ample economic opportunities in the mercantile business, he
gravitated toward politically influential men. For instance, during the
Mexican period, he worked for Manuel Alvarez collecting debts. Beyond
that, as Thomas Chavez notes in a recent study of Alvarez, "Blumner
essentially handled all of Alvarez's business affairs."40 His association
with Alvarez, the United States Consul in Santa Fe, indicated his desire
to have the United States annex and quickly "Americanize" the Hispanic
territory. Blumner also accepted Colonel Stephen W. Kearny's appoint-
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ment as treasurer of the territory and was reappointed in 1851, when
Alvarez and Ceran St. Vrain posted a security bond of$20,000.41 In 1858
Levi Spiegelberg and John Mecure secured Blumner's bond as treasurer.
The support of German and other well-to-do citizens in Santa Fe sug
gests that other Germans like Levi Spiegelberg's brothers and Louis
Felsenthal may have shared his views of quick Americanization of New
Mexico. Blumner's association with these men illustrates a general pat
tern that American business interests often served as the driving force
behind political maneuvering in New Mexico.

Another German immigrant who atypically chose a political career
was Charles Clever. Like Blumner, Clever gravitated toward the political
scene. His studies in law, pursued in Santa Fe, benefitted his political
ambitions. In 1857 he appeared as the clerk of the territorial council, and
from 1862 on he was appointed and reappointed as attorney general. In
many respects, Clever was a true politician and an exception to Stern's
apolitical Germans. He was interested in the political system and aimed
at using it. Through newspaper editorials and in speeches he clearly
expressed his political views. Clever, one of the few identifiable ethnic
German Democrats (Zodac Staab and Jacob Korber were others), vehe
mently favored Americanization and exploitation of New Mexico as quickly
as possible. 42 For instance, Clever supported the 1867 proclamation pro
hibiting peonage, an announcement that touched a sore spot with His
panics and reflected on the broader issue of American-versus-Hispanic
ways of life. Views clashed and eventually accelerated to a dispute be
tween Clever and J. Francisco Chaves that is well documented in the
Santa Fe newspapers. 43

Clever's drive for quick "Americanization" was particularly evident
in his speech before the national Congress; he painted a clear picture of
New Mexico's "American" future. He argued that big business, like the
railroad, had to come to New Mexico to benefit American and Hispanic
business elites. Clever outlined a bright, rich future for New Mexico. To
give his speech an authoritative touch he frequently quoted from the
Santa Fe Gazette, which he controlled. Clever's apocalyptic vision of
"waiting for the day when the rich man with his money will come to be a
partner with the poor man with his mine" was undoubtedly an ethnocen
tric and economically limited perspective. His viewpoint was based on
an abundance of available Hispanic and Pueblo labor and the perception
that "by mingling our own labor [among the native work force] under
proper direction, a healthy industry will be developed, and native arti
sans [will be] instructed, Christianized and prepared for useful citizen
ship."44 Clearly, Clever's exploitative vision was based on a wage labor
system that depended on racial stratification of labor. 45
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By 1869 Clever had enough political backing to believe that he could
become New Mexico's delegate to Congress. Although he won the elec
tion, the powerful American Hispanic faction with its Republican candi
date J. Francisco. Chaves contested the election.successfully, claiming
vote fraud. Unfortunately, contesting elections during the 1860s was
part of a growing distrust between Anglo Americans and Hispanics. 46

Thus, longstanding conflict over Hispanic values led to Chaves accus
ing Clever and his supporters of developing the territory for American
economic interests. Although the election dispute highlighted the con
flicting political factions of New Mexico, that Clever was accused of
election fraud is not surprising. Buying votes was not limited to New
Mexico or Hispanics, nor was it uncommon practice among Germans or
American Germans. For instance, Lincoln Steffens, in a well-known study,
uncovered political corruption in cities like predominantly German St.
Louis. 47

Even though Blumner and Clever chose political careers with mer
cantile interests as a sideline, most other Germans who got involved in
politics opted for indirect political participation. For instance, many Ger
mans met their civic duty financially. In 1852 Solomon Jacob Spiegelberg
advanced the chronically underfunded legislature $4,000 to pay its mem
bers. 48 Other financially secure Germans often provided bond monies
for Anglos, Germans, or Hispanics who aspired to political office. Infor
mal politicking was also common. Possibly a casual poker game with
Thomas Catron and Jesus Luna or a generous donation to Archbishop
Jean Lamy's church fund proved beneficial to the person's political well
being. 49

On the whole, however, most Germans stayed away from active ter
ritorial politics. If they were interested in politics, they discussed mat
ters concerning their businesses. If they were ranchers in northern New
Mexico, they may have voted as did Frederick Gerhardt, a German rancher,
who arrived in the country in 1852. His daughter Lillie Anderson noted,
"politically, father was a staunch Republican, as were most of the early
day ranchers, who re!llized the necessity of a firm tariff on wool, pelts,
and hides."50 On the other hand, Germans in southeastern New Mexico
were more likely to be Democratic because of immigration from Texas
and proximity to that state. Over the decades, though, southeastern
counties moved from a highly Democratic region to a two-party system,
Hispanic counties from Republican strongholds to Democratic affilia
tion and mining regions and railroad hubs toward strong trade unions
and Democratic ties. 51

In the 1880s the political picture changed slightly. Early settlers had
established their businesses and, because of railroad activities in the
territory, towns grew more rapidly. Increasingly, immigrants from other
parts of the country arrived in New Mexico. By this time, settled Ger-
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mans were better acquainted with the American political system. Al
though most of the Germans' political activities were on the local and
county level, some were elected or appointed to positions of territorial
significance. For instance, John A. Miller,a German merchant living in
Fort Bayard, representing Dona Ana, Grant, and Lincoln counties, was
elected to the Territorial Council in 1882, joining Bernhard Seligman as
the second German in the New Mexico legislature. Among the influential
committees in which Miller participated were Territorial Affairs, Indian
Affairs, Finance, and Mines and Public Lands. 52

Bernhard Seligman, the first German elected to the territorial legis la
ture, was financially established and considered a superb public speaker
who steadily gained political power. Beginning in 1880 he served suc
cessfully in both state houses, chaired the Santa Fe County Commis
sion, and was appointed territorial treasurer. 53 In his first year in the
legislative assembly, Seligman was a member of the judiciary and educa
tional committees. 54 Not all his elections were as easy as his first one,
however. In 1888, for example, Thomas Catron contested Seligman's elec
tion to the Council Assembly, alleging that illegal votes were cast for
Seligman, among others by Robert Helbig, a German alien, and that the
polls in one of the Santa Fe precincts were illegally closed for an hour.
The accusations were not substantiated, and Catron's attempt to block
Seligman's return to the council was unsuccessful. 55

Perhaps the only political institution during the territorial period
that appealed to Germans was the Bureau of Immigration. Established in
1880 by territorial act, the bureau's mission was twofold: "to prepare and
disseminate accurate information" and to present opportunities for "de
sirable immigration and for the investment of capital." It turned out to
be, however, more of a propaganda instrument to speed up Americaniza
tion in New Mexico. 56 Although a few Hispanics joined the bureau, its
membership list reads like an "Anglo Who's Who" in New Mexico. Many
of the members such.as Governor L. Bradford Prince, rancher J.C. Lea,
Las Vegas Optic publisher J.H. Koogler, and New Mexico Cattle Asso
ciation counsel Albert J. Fountain had vested interests in business com
ing to New Mexico. The organization's German members consisted
exclusively of merchants. Lehman and Louis Spiegelberg, William
Kroenig, Samuel Eldodt, and Alex Gusdorf, who joined the board a couple
of years later, promoted the bureau's agenda and tried to attract more
Germans to New Mexico. 57 Obviously, the bureau fulfilled its mission to
promote New Mexico's resources. The promotional literature the bureau
published emphasized-and not always accurately-fertile soil, salubri
ous climate, abundant water, and valuable mineral resources. In its quest
to "disseminate accurate information" the bureau did little to reduce
cultural misconceptions about New Mexico. In none of its many promo
tional publications did bureau members try to rectify misconceptions
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about Hispanics and Native Americans. 58 The failure to discuss His
panic and Native American populations suggests a hidden political
agenda of the bureau. Perhaps by attracting Anglo immigrants to New
Mexico, the bureau could offset the predominantly Hispanic image of
New Mexico that many saw as an obstacle to progressive territorial poli
tics and, most importantly, to statehood.

On the local level, Germans in towns like Albuquerque, Santa Fe,
and Roswell took active roles in their town's growth. Although their
positions may have been ostensibly political, their real intent was eco
nomic. In Roswell, for example, Sydney and Will Prager, who had moved
to Roswell and opened a mercantile store with Nathan Jaffa in the early
l880s, became involved in city politics to help protect their real estate
and other economic interests. S9 In subsequent decades the Pragers and
Jaffa invested money and held municipal offices to further their and the
town's future. 6o

Germans also appeared to shy away from controversial, yet power
ful, political organizations and issues. For instance, few Germans were
involved in New Mexico's violent Lincoln County War of 1877-78. 61 In
fact, none of the influential Germans in New Mexico seemed to have
been directly implicated in the dispute, even though Frank W. Angel, a
special investigator for the United States Justice Department sent to
New Mexico to investigate disturbances in Lincoln County as well as in
Colfax County, made biased assessments (he favored the Murphy fac
tion). His investigation hinted at some indirect involvement of Germans
in the political events in the two counties.

Angel indicated that Jerrie Hockraddle, a second-generation Ger
man, Charles Probst, born in Prussia, and most likely the German trader
Emil Fritz were involved locally in the Lincoln County dispute. Another
participant, Robert A. Widenmann, born to German parents in this coun
try, was perhaps a small exception in that he was a close friend of John
Tunstall and therefore closer to the events. A.A. McSween confirmed
this friendship in a letter to J. F. Tunstall, John's father: "Now, so far as
my knowledge goes, W[idenmann] was a strong friend of your son's and
your son was a very strong friend of W[idenmann]'s."62 But in a war of
"manipulation" to achieve essentially corrupt ends, as Joel K. Jacobsen
found most recently, these Germans were only minor figures. 63 On a
larger scale, Angel also warned Governor Lew Wallace that the
Spiegelbergs and Staabs were unreliable. That Angel mentioned the
merchants indicates that the German mercantile dealers of Santa Fe had
economic interests in the outcome of the dispute. Angel's warnings also
demonstrated, not surprisingly, that politics and economics were often
hard to separate. In this case, Angel concluded that the mercantile busi-
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nesses of the Staab Brothers and Spiegelberg Brothers were bidding for
Mescalero contracts. 64 Incidentally, 'Widenmann, in a letter to fellow
German and Secretary of the Interior Carl Schurz also implicated the two
merchants "of defrauding both the Government and the Indians."65

Later, in the 1880s and 1890s, Germans remained absent from major
political disputes occurring in New Mexico. That no German was di
rectly involved in the Santa Fe Ring is in some ways surprising. As so
many historians have pointed out, the ring "reflected the corporative,
monopolistic, and multiple enterprise tendencies oiall American busi
ness" fields of endeavor in which many of the wealthy Germans were
intensively involved. 66 Two men, Charles Spiess and Abraham Staab,
are occasionally referred to in discussions ofthe ring. The former was a
well-established American with possible Germanic ties, and the latter, a
German, was best known for an occasional poker game with ring mem
bers. 67

The absence of German ring members is less surprising if one con
siders again Stern's assessment that Germans lacked political ambitions.
Undoubtedly, wealthier Germans of Santa Fe were informed of what was
going on in the ring, but their primary concerns were personal and cul
tural freedom and the economic success that many lacked in the East or
in Germany. In New Mexico they achieved these goals without political
commitment.

Still, economic demands led to some political involvement and in a
few instances fostered civic-minded action. Political involvement was
more visible in towns and cities than in rural New Mexico. Like the Pragers
of Roswell, W.F. Kuchenbecker, a hardware merchant, who became mayor
of Gallup, or perhaps Mr. Timmer of Silver City, who seems to have known
and hosted the elite of that town, people with economic interests ac
cepted political posts or nominations to political and civic boards. 68 For
example, Huning, who invested heavily in the future of new Albuquer
que, chaired or sat on various 'political committees. In 1878, he was a
member ofthe Board of County Commissioners, when relocation of the
county seat from Albuquerque to Bernalillo was under consideration.
Realizing that this change would mean the loss of jobs, money, and trade,
Huning allowed his store to be used for a petition drive to oppose the
move of the county seat. 69 During the 1890s, despite a recession, rail
road activities and business in new Albuquerque prospered, and Huning
became a member of the Board of Trade that was influential in municipal
politics of the new town, as did Henry N. Jaffa and Melchior Werner. 70

These Germans became politically active in new town Albuquerque.
A political refugee from the aborted German revolution in 1848, Werner
came to New Mexico with the U.S. Army prior to 1850. He was civic
oriented and became an executive member of the Republican Party in
new Albuquerque but switched in 1882 to the People's Party to run for
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Photo 1: Like Nathan Jaffa and Sidney Prager, shown here in front of their mercantile store, many
German immigrants to New M.exico primarily sought economic prosperity. Photo courtesy of the
Center for Southwest Research, University of New M.exico, negative no. 990-026.
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Probate Clerk. 7l In 1885 Jaffa, who eventually became Albuquerque's
first mayor, was president of the Board of Trade and also a major mem~ber
ofthe People's Party.n Even though Korber was twice elected aldennan
for the second ward in Albuquerque (1893-1895), once with Herman
Brockmeyer, a second-generation German plumber, on the Democratic
ticket, Korber's activities largely centered around German immigrants
and their children. 73

Although much of this political involvement was economically moti
vated, civic reasoning cannot be discounted. Huning, for example, com
bined economic and urban political interests. Described as having "a
predominating interest in matters of personal business, a dislike of con
troversy, particularly in a political nature," he offered free land in new
Albuquerque to build hotels, churches, and other enterprises to de
velop the town. 74 Visionary in promoting greater Albuquerque and the
coexistence of American Hispanics and other American ethnic groups,
he worked toward the judicial and political unity of the two towns
through economic and political projects. He also encouraged the con
struction of bridges and tramway lines between the two towns and sug
gested the county court be built in Old Town to unify the Hispanic town
and the new area. Probably he purposefully situated his famed "Huning
Castle" halfin Old Town and half in New Town of Albuquerque. 75

A few Germans were concerned with more than just local issues in
New Mexico. Statehood, for instance, was a matter that dominated terri
torial and even national politics for more than half a century. Although
delays over statehood had many causes, a focus on the German view of
statehood sheds further light on their and American Germans' political
activities in New Mexico. Here again Germans with strong economic
interests loudly voiced their opinions and tried to influence the out
come of statehood. The controversy over statehood began instantly in
1850 after New Mexico became aUnited States territory and throughout
the decades became a multifaceted controversy. The most popular argu
ments against statehood were twofold: that the territory had a small
population and that the majority of its residents were Spanish speaking.
These arguments surfaced within and outside New Mexico. 76 Like many
others in New Mexico, Germans were divided on the issues surrounding
statehood.

Early German opinions on the issue are rare, with Blumner the first
German indicating his stand on the issue. As seen, he closely associ
ated himself with Alvarez, the American Consul in Santa Fe, who fa-'
vored statehood immediately after New Mexico became a part of the
United States. In the 1860s Clever's speeches also suggest that he fa
vored statehood, a rare political issue on which he agreed with the Santa
Fe New Mexican, an ardent supporter of statehood.



www.manaraa.com

TOMAS JAEHN 15

German opinions are more readily available after I880. Generally, Re
publicans pushed for statehood based on the assumption that state
hood would bring more immigrants and capital from the East to the
territory. Werner, for instance, represented these ideas in the county
Republican party in Albuquerque. 77 Democrats, on the other side, feared
that the legislation for statehood would benefit the special interest
groups such as large land owners and mine owners with patents. 78 In
Albuquerque, younger German and American German artisans and mer
chants met at Democratic party meetings. Jacob Schwarz, L.P. Krawinkle,
Jacob Toepfer, Ernest Kreigelsteiner, H. Hahn, Otto Mann, and Sam
Neustadt joined the Young Democrats. 79 Although some Germans and
American Germans voted according to party line, the available opinions
of Germans suggest that they were divided by personal interest rather
than by party affiliation, religion, or ethnicity.

Ethnic Germans of new Albuquerque seemed more reluctant than
their fellow Germans in Santa Fe to favor statehood. In a petition to the
U.S. Congress in 1890, Ernest Meyers, Simon Neustadt, Jacob Weinmann,
Solomon Weiler, F. Lowenthal, and members of the Mandell family, all
German and American German merchants and artisans, gave reasons for
their indignation. They resisted higher taxes and were angry about the
power Santa Fe continued to exert over new commercial centers like Al
buquerque. The emphasis on "Americanization" and "English Language
Only" in the petition to Congress revealed the signators' vision of the
future New Mexico. Obviously they were fearful that a small group of
politicians in Santa Fe could dominate a differe~tly educated Hispanic
population and take over the new state government. 80 Although one
must be careful about suggesting that many of the signers were Ger
mans of Jewish faith and that their opposition might have signaled a
fear of higher taxes, as an older 1939 study suggested, it is noteworthy
that all those German and other signators were residing in New Town, a
community with few Hispanics and Catholics. 81

Over the years a hostility developed between Santa Fe and Albu
querque. Part of this competition arose from demographic changes alter
ing economic and political activities in New Mexico. On the one side, the
railroad passed by Santa Fe to go directly to Albuquerque. This action
brought more new immigrants from European and Asian countries and
eastern regions, Germans and American Germans among them, to Albu
querque and lured Germans merchants like Benjamin Schuster, Edward
Spitz, and Charles Ilfeld from Santa Fe and Las Vegas to Albuquerque.
On the other hand, a conservative establishment of the pre-railroad days
still controlled Santa Fe. The growing rivalry between the two towns
sparked disputes over political power, the location of the territorial gov
ernment, and several other issues. As a part of these changes, the Ger
man merchants in Santa Fe, considered part of the older immigration,
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Photo 2: Nathan Jaffa, businessman and merchant, showed little interest in holding
public office. In 1910 he declined the Republican nomination for governor of New
Mexico. Photo courtesy of the Center for Southwest Research, University of New
Mexico, negative no. 990-026-0002.
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lost economic leadership to business interests in Albuquerque, Belen,
Las Cruces, and other booming towns. At the same time, the Santa Fe
Trail lost its transportation dominance to the railroad, and Santa Feans
noticed an increasing challenge for the capital seat. Santa Fe's citizens
had to be reminded "that carrying Santa Fe is not carrying the Terri
tory."82 Huning's perception on the statehood issue seems to confirm
that perception, when he scribbled down on a handwritten, undated
note that a statehood movement was once again under way, but a major
ity of New Mexicans was against it. 83

Not surprisingly the statehood issue not only divided Anglo Ameri
cans from Hispanics but Germans from one another as well. By the end
of the century, when the statehood issue polarized Republicans Miguel
A. Otero and Catron, established German Santa Feans like Staab and
Frederick Muller sided with Catron. 84 Staab even travelled as far as
Socorro to solicit funds for Catron's statehood agenda. 8s Catron and his
ring members still represented special interest groups. Besides mining
and land interests, Catron, Mariano S. Ot~ro (cousin of Miguel A. Otero),
Staab, and others held military warrants that, it was alleged, would be
paid once New Mexico gained statehood. 86

Miguel A. Otero, Hispanic on his father's side and Anglo American
from his mother's family, tried to combine American and Hispanic busi
ness interests with Hispanic traditional values; but his authoritarian
leadership and the persistent rumors about graft, made many strong
enemies. Those who did not want to be associated with the infamous
Santa Fe Ring thought of Otero as the one who could bridge the
American-Hispanic gap and help to achieve statehood. Among the Otero
proponents were Jaffa, a supporter of former Governor Edmund Ross,
Max Frost, with his influential Santa Fe New Mexican, and many others.
The Spiegelbergs, often in conflict with Catron over banking ventures,
and other German merchants in Santa Fe and Albuquerque, also champi
oned Otero. 87

The struggle for statehood finally paid off, and in 1910 an assembly
convened and adopted a conservative constitution devoid of progres
sive ideas such as initiative and referendum. 88 Not surprisingly, few
Germans were present at the convention. Of the one hundred members
present, only four Germans, no second-generation Germans, and no
prominent third-generation Germans participated in the convention.
Moses L. Stern for Bernalillo, Charles E. Miller for Dona Ana, Charles H.
Kohn for Quay, and John Becker for Valencia, more or less political nov
ices, voted for the constitution. Conversely, Jaffa, who as secretary of
the territory organized the ceremony, was experienced in public service
and was even considered by some Republicans as their nominee for
governor for the state. Typically for many Germans, however, Nathan A.
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Jaffa, who managed the mercantile store of the Jaffa Brothers in Las
Vegas and later founded the mercantile business of Jaffa-Prager Com
pany in Roswell, was not interested in the demanding position of gover
nor and declined to have his name go before the convention. 89

The history of the state of New Mexico did not see a change in
Germans' political activism, even though Arthur Seligman, son of
Bernhard, emerged in the 1920s and 1930s as a capable leader in state
politics and eventually became governor. German men and increasingly
more women continued to accept appointments to civic-political posi
tions. In 1914 Governor William McDonald, for instance, appointed sev
eral German women from across the state to the Woman's Auxiliary
Exposition Commission. 90 Shortly after New Mexico's statehood, how
ever, came the clouds of war in Europe, and the outbreak of World War I
diminished German participation in politics.

Except for World War I, which posed a dilemma for many ethnic
Germans, New Mexico in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
was rather devoid of issues that affected Germans as an ethnic group.
Even with its xenophobic and anti-Semitic strains, Populism had little
impact on Germans and American Germans in New Mexico. Robert Larson,
who conducted an extensive study of Populism in New Mexico, could
not detect any anti-German or anti-Jewish remarks directed toward Ger
mans and American Germans. 91 To be sure, occasional anti-Semitic state
ments occurred like those aimed at Solomon and Simon Bibo and Bernhard
Seligman, but they were rare and unrelated to a Populist philosophy.92
Even a few Germans participated in the Populist movement, including
Sigmund Lindauer, a Jewish German from Grant County, and Ben Meyer
from Albuquerque. Neither the movement itself nor any German Popu
lists in New Mexico, however, gained political prominence. 93

While Germanophobic expressions occurred rarely until World War
I, Germanophile emotions were equally scarce. Rarely were feelings friend
lier toward Germans in New Mexico than during the Franco-Prussian
War of 1871 when New Mexicans and other Americans cheered the de
feat of France. The Santa Fe New Mexican even printed special bulle
tins on the course of the war, with other Santa Fe newspapers and
territorial politicians being outspokenly pro-German.94 At the end of
the war, Clever headed a group of grateful Germans who thanked the
New Mexican and Governor William A. Pile for their strong support. The
support Germans received during the Franco-Prussian War was not re
peated. Instead, when World War I threatened, pro-German opinions'
turned quickly to animosity against Germans and American Germans in
New Mexico.
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Overall, then, Germans and American Germans in New Mexico, like
their fellow Germans in other states and territories, did not act as a
political bloc. FOl:. one, the prerequisites for an ethnic political behavior
were not present. Too few Germans and American Germans lived in New
Mexico to impact New Mexico politics, and none of the major issues
from 1850 to 1920, except for World War I, heavily concerned Germans as
an ethnic group. If they voted at all, they cast their votes for an agenda
or a candidate that safeguarded their individual interests.

In the end, not many politicians emerged from among the ethnic
German population in New Mexico. In the early stages of territorial New
Mexico some Germans received federal appointments, and after 1880,
some ethnic Germans were elected to territorial offices. Two of the few
who stood out were Charles Clever and Bernhard Seligman. Clever's
intentions were to exploit and Americanize New Mexico as quickly as
possible, and Seligman's perspective was-within limits-to find com
mon ground among Anglo American, Native American, and Hispanic
ideas. In either case, they were not concerned with ethnic German is
sues.

German and American German New Mexicans, then, generally re
sembled Fritz Stern's description of the apolitical German. They con
cerned themselves with businesses to achieve the goal for which they
left Germany-the betterment of their lives. Most of all, they promoted
Kultur as they perceived it. If they moved into politics they did so most
often as covert backers for economic gain. That politics for Germans in
New Mexico was not essential to protect or promote their lifestyle is
best exemplified in Nathan Jaffa who turned down a Republican nomina
tionfor governor of New Mexico and instead enhanced his position in
the social and business life of New Mexico. Thomas Mann's deeply felt
conviction, then, that Germans dislike "Politik" is reflected in those Ger
man immigrants to New Mexico. 95 The political influence they wielded in
New Mexico was only minimal compared to their social and financial
status there.
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