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Documenting Diaspora Experiences: The Texas German Dialect Archive

This paper presents the Texas German Dialect Archive (TGDA), an on-
line multimedia archive that contains recordings of interviews (including
transcriptions and translations) with more than 190 speakers of present-
day Texas German. We first give a brief historical overview of the devel-
opment of the Texas German community, starting with the settlement of
the first German immigrants in Texas in the 1830s up to the beginning of
the 21% century. Next, we describe the workflow of the Texas German
Dialect Project (TGDP), which aims to record, document, and archive the
remnants of the rapidly eroding Texas German dialect. In this context, we
discuss how the Texas German Dialect Archive is currently used for lin-
guistic research on new-dialect formation, language contact, and lan-
guage death. Since the open-ended sociolinguistic interviews contain a
wealth of information on the history and cultural practices of the Texas
German community, the archive is also of interest to historians and an-
thropologists. Finally, we show how the archive has been used for com-
munity outreach programs throughout central Texas.*

1. The socio-historical context

Texas Germans live primarily in a thirty-one county area of west-central Texas and are descen-
dants of settlers who emigrated mainly from middle and northern Germany, starting with the first
large wave arriving between 1844 and 1848 (Biesele (1928)). Before World War I, Texas Ger-
man language communities were able to maintain their language through German-speaking
schools, churches, newspapers, and social organizations. Partly due to the English-only laws
passed during World War I, German became stigmatized and was not taught in schools anymore.
Two world wars and gradual assimilation led to the loss of public institutional support for the
widespread maintenance and use of German in such previously flourishing venues as German-
language newspapers, schools, and churches (see Moore (1980), Salmons (1983), Boas (2005a),
Nicolini (2004), and Salmons and Lucht (2006) for an overview).

Following World War II, there was an increased migration of non-German speakers to the tradi-
tional German enclaves, which resulted in most public transactions taking place in English. The
predominant use of English in the public domain pushed the use of German even further into the
private domain. At the same time, young Texas Germans left the traditional German-speaking
areas for employment in larger cities such as Austin, San Antonio, and Houston, or to enroll in
college or enlist in the military (see Jordan (1977) and Wilson (1977)). For this group, speaking
primarily English had a number of practical and economical advantages, eventually leading to a
linguistic decline in their command of Texas German. Another factor contributing to the shrink-
ing number of German speakers in the post-World War 1l years was the increase in marriages
between German and non-German speakers. In these cases, English typically became the lan-
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guage of the household, which led to children being raised exclusively in English (see Nicolini
(2004) and Boas (2005b)).

In the 1960s, about 70,000 speakers of Texas German remained in the German-belt, which en-
compasses the area between Gillespie and Medina Counties in the west, Bell and Williamson
Counties in the north, Burleson, Washington, Austin, and Fort Bend Counties in the east, and
DeWitt, Karnes, and Wilson Counties in the south. Today only an estimated 8-10,000 Texas Ger-
mans, primarily in their sixties or older, still speak the language of their forbearers fluently (see
Boas (2003, 2005b)). Consequently, English has become the primary language for most Texas
Germans in both private and public domains, whereas the reverse would still have been true as
late as the 1940s. With no sign of language shift being halted or reversed and fluent speakers al-
most exclusively in their 60s and older, Texas German is now critically endangered according to
McConvell’s (2002) levels of endangerment. As such, it is expected to become extinct within the
next 30 years. This sharp decrease in speakers puts Texas German on the list of about 3000 lan-
guages and dialects world-wide that are expected to go extinct by the end of the 21* century (see
Crystal (2000) and Nettle and Romaine (2000)).

Since the last in-depth recordings of Texas German were conducted in the 1940s and 1960s (see
Eikel (1954) and Gilbert (1972)), no detailed studies have systematically traced more current de-
velopments of this German dialect. At the moment, there is no data on the current state of Texas
German available for linguistic, historical, and anthropological research or for heritage preserva-
tion efforts by the Texas German community. In response to this situation, Hans C. Boas
founded the Texas German Dialect Project (TGDP) in the Department of Germanic Studies at the
University of Texas at Austin in 2001. The main goal of the TGDP is to record, document, and
analyze the remnants of the rapidly eroding Texas German dialect. In order to achieve this goal,
a number of procedures were set up that govern the workflow of the project. After collecting and
reviewing the publicly available previous work on Texas German (e.g., Eikel (1949, 1966,
1967), Gilbert (1963, 1965, 1972), Salmons (1983), Guion (1996), among others), a strategy was
developed that would allow for a broad-scale collection of data representing the largest possible
number of linguistic features of current-day Texas German. The following section describes the
workflow of the TGDP; then we address the architecture of the web-based Texas German Dialect
Archive (TGDA).

2. The Texas German Dialect Project

Over the past five years, members of the Texas German Dialect Project (TGDP) have recorded
three different types of data. The first type of data consists of English word lists and sentences
taken from the Linguistic Atlas of Texas German (Gilbert (1972)) and from Eikel (1954). Before
interviews begin, informants sign a consent form giving permission to use the recordings for
educational purposes as well as heritage documentation efforts including digitization and deliv-
ery over the web. An interview begins by eliciting personal information (data and place of birth,
level of education, language spoken at home when growing up, etc.). Subsequently, interviewers
read the English words and sentences to the informants who are then asked to translate them
from English into Texas German. The interviews are recorded on MiniDisc and take place at the
informants’ homes, at nursing homes, museums, or at local churches. Each interview lasts about
20-30 minutes. The advantage of using word lists and sentences lies in the fact that the current
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recordings can be compared with data recorded over four decades ago. Furthermore, it allows us
to have well-focused and well-controlled data sets informing us of the distribution of specific
phonological, morphological, and syntactic features of present-day Texas German.

The second type of data seeks to capture the informants’ daily use of Texas German. An eight
page long questionnaire was drafted to serve as a basis for sociolinguistic interviews to be con-
ducted in German. The first section of the questionnaire contains questions about informants’
personal history (date and place of birth, place of origin of informants’ ancestors, etc.). The sec-
ond section of the questionnaire consists of about 140 questions in German about topics includ-
ing childhood activities, the community, religion, education, living conditions, tourism, govern-
ment, language, and current activities. The goal of these questions is to produce casual, relaxed
conversation in which informants are given the chance to respond freely in Texas German with-
out being asked to produce specific linguistic structures as with the word and sentence list trans-
lation task (see Boas (2002), (2003), (in press)). By allowing informants to speak freely it be-
comes possible to discover new linguistic features of Texas German that have previously gone
unnoticed because elicitation methods for them were not included in the research methodology
of previous studies. At the beginning of an interview, interviewers speak German to start elicit-
ing personal information about the informants in Texas German (information on place and date
of birth, languages spoken with the parents at home, etc). During this first phase of the interview,
informants are typically aware of the recording device and pay attention to their speech. How-
ever, after the first two to three minutes, informants typically feel more relaxed, forget about the
MiniDisc recorder, and begin to respond to questions in a relaxed way by speaking Texas Ger-
man. Each interview lasts between 40-60 minutes.

The third type of data seeks to capture the informants’ use of Texas German when they are en-
gaged in activities with other native Texas Germans. In order to record this type of data, we
chose card-playing activities, dinner preparation, and farm chores. After filling out the consent
forms, informants receive wireless microphones which are linked to a MiniDisc player. Inter-
viewers leave the area and do not get involved in the 60-100 minute long recording activities.
The three scenarios enable the collection of data in a variety of environments that involve differ-
ent usages of Texas German.

The three types of spoken data are augmented by a written biographical questionnaire. This ques-
tionnaire elicits information about age, date of birth, level of education, domains of language use
(Texas German and English), and language attitudes, among others. The biographical data are
used to create the metadata records for each informant and each interview to be included in the
digital on-line archive. Over the past five years, members of the TGDP interviewed more than
190 speakers, totaling more than 350 hours of data. The recordings are stored on MiniDiscs,
whose average lifespan are estimated to be around ten years. In order to preserve the recordings
for perpetuity and to make them available to as wide an audience as possible, they are stored in a
digital archive. The following section discusses the various processing steps that the recordings
undergo before they are deposited in the on-line Texas German Dialect Archive (TGDA).
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3. Processing of recordings

The recordings are transferred from MiniDisc to our main workstation and saved in WAV format
(48,000 Hz, 16-bit Stereo). As protecting the anonymity of informants is important, no re-
cordings accessible to the public contain any personal identifying information. To achieve this
goal, we cut out the names of informants and edit out sections of interviews in which informants
refer to specific titles and names of places or events that could be used to identify them. In addi-
tion, each audio master file is assigned a unique combination of numbers referring to the inter-
viewer, the informant, and the number of the interview conducted with that informant. Further
information includes a number identifying the file as a master file and a letter showing whether
the file is audio or combined audio/video. For example, the file name 8-154-3-0-a.wav indicates
that interviewer No. 8 conducted this interview with informant No. 154, and that this is the third
interview with that informant. The ‘0’ indicates that this file is a master file. When a copy of the
master file is edited for transcription and translation at later stages of our workflow, each sub-
section is identified by a series of consecutive numbers replacing the *0’. Finally, the ‘a’ in the
file name stands for ‘audio’ indicating that this is an audio master file. Subsequently, a copy of
each master file is uploaded to the project’s Linux-based file server.

After making the recording anonymous, they are segmented into smaller sections, or ‘media ses-
sions’ that vary in length between about thirty seconds and six minutes. Providing smaller sec-
tions of interviews allows users with low bandwidth to access the recordings more easily than if
they had to download an entire interview of 40-60 minutes. Each media session is a segment of
an interview that deals with a specific topic such as the founding of Fredericksburg or how to
make sausage. A media session may consist of a monologue, a dialogue, a song, or a poem, for
example. Each media session is assigned a unique file name that identifies it as belonging to a
specific master file and numbered consecutively. The edited media sessions are subsequently la-
beled with a descriptive name identifying their contents (e.g., “Shooting deer”, or “Brewing beer
during prohibition”) and then saved in a separate folder on the file server. In addition, field notes
are included with each interview to provide supplemental information about special circum-
stances surrounding the recording of the interview (number of speakers involved, location, etc.).

Once the recordings are segmented, they are transcribed and translated with ELAN (EUDICO
Linguistic Annotator), which allows for the definition of a multitude of so-called parent tiers (for
each speaker in an interview) with associated sub-tiers in combination with synchronized playing
of video and audio data (both for annotation and for subsequent re-playing) (see Figure 1).
ELAN has a number of advantages: (1) it is free, (2) its supports open formats such as XML,
WAV, MPEG1/2, and UNICODE, and (3) it produces time-aligned transcriptions which facili-
tate verification in combination with the recording. Using a specific web-interface designed for
the TGDP (see Figure 2), annotators check out the media sessions in WAV format from the file
server, open them, and transcribe and translate them with ELAN. Once this step is completed,
annotators load up the XML-compatible EAF transcription file produced by ELAN to the file
server. Next, the files are checked for consistency. A reviewer checks out a media session’s
WAV and EAF files and conducts quality control. Finally, the EAF transcription file is returned
to the file server.
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Figure 1: ELAN (EUDICO Linguistic Annotator)
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Figure 2: Web-based interface supporting the workflow of the TGDP
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To publish a media session, a project member with manager privileges uses the internal staff web
pages to access the MySQL database in order to check on the status of a media session. The files
which have undergone both annotation and quality control are marked with a special icon that
signals their status as “ready to be published.” A click on the file link automatically converts a
media session’s WAV and EAF files into MP3 and HTML files, respectively, which are then
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stored on the file server. Producing such MP3 and HTML files is important to allow users of the
archive with low bandwidth easy access to the archive’s holdings. This step is guided by Bird &
Simons’ (2003: 576) recommendation to “provide low-bandwidth surrogates for multimedia re-
sources, e.g. publish MP3 files corresponding to large, uncompressed audio data” (see Boas (to

appear)).

The final step before publishing a media session involves the inclusion of metadata. Based on the
informants’ biographical questionnaires, the MySQL database includes a separate database table
for metadata information. Each media session is thus associated with a specific set of metadata
information values: the place and date of the recording, the place and date of the informant’s
birth, the gender, the childhood residence, the current residence, the level of education, the lan-
guage(s) spoken in the parents’ home before elementary school, and the language(s) of instruc-
tion in elementary school. Moreover, each file is associated with an additional 38 metadata val-
ues based on the IMDI metadata schema for endangered languages (see Johnson & Dwyer
(2002) and Boas (to appear)).

Once the metadata and the different file formats of a media session are in place, a project mem-
ber with manager privileges accesses the web-based interface to publish the media session. The
only step necessary for publication is to check the box “publish media session” in a web form,
and to hit return. With this step the “publication” value of that media session is marked as posi-
tive in the MySQL database and a public-facing web site can access the audio and transcription
files on the file server in combination with the metadata in the database. The following section
describes how the public web pages of the Texas German Dialect Project can be used to access
the media sessions.

4. The Texas German Dialect Archive (TGDA)

From the home page of the TGDP (http://www.tgdp.org), which includes a wealth of information
on Texas German history, geography, and culture users can access the Texas German Dialect
Archive (TGDA) by clicking on “Dialect Archive.” With a username and a password, users then
log on to the archive pages by agreeing to the terms and conditions of the archive. The log-in
protocol fulfills four purposes for the dialect archive and the data contained therein: (1) to make
users agree to the terms and conditions of use of the archive before they access any data (e.g.,
citing archival materials appropriately, not using the data for commercial purposes, etc.); (2) to
exclude a user’s access to the archive if the archive’s conditions of use are not followed; (3) to
have an inventory of users accessing the archive; and (4) to ascertain what types of data are ac-
cessed by individual users. After acknowledging the terms and conditions of use, users may
choose between three different graphical user interfaces to access recordings and their accompa-
nying transcriptions contained in the database.

To access the archived data as easily as possible, users can choose between two options. The first
option for accessing files in the TGDA is via a number of digitized maps from the Linguistic At-
las of Texas German (Gilbert (1972)). Users start by viewing a general map of Texas outlining
the areas in which Texas German is spoken. By clicking on this area of central Texas, users are
presented with a new window detailing the counties with individual locations for which Texas
German recordings are available. Clicking on a specific location, e.g., Fredericksburg displays a
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pop-up window containing a list of media session names with their length and formats in combi-
nation with their unique ID numbers. The media sessions, which are available for download in
different formats, are labeled with short titles summarizing their content (e.g., “Growing up on a
farm”, or “Walking to church in the winter”). Linguists interested in time-aligned transcriptions
and audio files with low compression rates may download WAV formats in combination with
their EAF annotation files. To view and listen to these files, users need to employ ELAN. While
this option for downloading allows for viewing time-aligned transcriptions in combination with
uncompressed sound files, the size of WAV files may be 10 MB and more. The TGDA also of-
fers versions of media sessions in MP3 and HTML formats. With this option, users may click on
a file name, which opens a new window with an MP3 player and plays the audio portion of the
media session. The same window contains a transcription and translation of the media session in
HTML (see Figure 3). Users can read the transcript and its corresponding translation while the
audio file is playing to better understand the contents of the recording (see Boas (to appear)).

Figure 3: Reading a media session’s HTML transcript while listening to its MP3 sound file
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Media sessions of the translation tasks (“Gilbert” and “Eikel” data) can also be accessed through
the public archive web pages. By clicking on a specific location for which the archive contains
recordings, users may choose among the 148 words, phrases, and sentences from Gilbert (1972),
or the 191 sentences from Eikel (1954), whose re-recorded versions are also stored in the ar-
chive. A new window lists the full set of TGDP informants who have provided a translation of a
particular word, phrase, or sentence. Clicking on that word, phrase, or sentence downloads the
audio file of the Texas German translation. This access option allows users to compare a con-
trolled data set in order to figure out how different informants perform the same translation task.
This remainder of this section (based on Boas (to appear)) gives a brief overview of how the re-
sources contained in the Texas German Dialect Archive have been used over the past five years.

We begin with the usefulness of the archive for research purposes. During the last 30 years, there
have been no systematic efforts to gather larger amounts of Texas German data leading to de-
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tailed studies tracing the development of this German dialect. The various types of data con-
tained in the archive will support linguistic research in a variety of ways. In particular, the ar-
chive offers the following types of data important for cross-linguistic research on language con-
tact, language change, and language death:

(1) Apparent time data (see Haas (1999), Wagener (2002)). Current research on language
change in progress (Bailey (1997, 2002), Bailey et al. (1991)) builds on the success of
Labov’s (1963, 1966) application of apparent time data to explore the mechanisms of
language change. The apparent time data contained in the TGDA consists of recordings
with members from two different generations and will provide material that will further
our understanding of language change.

(2) Real time data (see Bailey (2002), Labov (1994)). Re-recording Eikel’s (1954) and Gil-
bert’s (1972) word and sentence lists has resulted in a rich pool of data that serves as
real-time evidence for language change when compared with Eikel’s and Gilbert’s
original data. As such, a comparison of the Texas German data with data from other
languages will help to shed light on the mechanisms underlying language change and
are useful for linguists interested in phonological, morphological, syntactic, and lexical
changes.

(3) Different levels of spontaneity. Offering for each informant data that varies according to
Himmelmann’s (1998) spontaneity hierarchy (translation data, open-ended sociolinguis-
tic interviews, and conversations among informants) in combination with biographical
data allows linguists to examine a wide range of linguistic performances.

So far, the TGDA has been used for research on Texas German as well as other rapidly eroding
dialects (see Boas (2002, 2003, in press, to appear), Moran (2004), Nicolini (2004)). However,
the data provided by the TGDA are not only of interest to Germanic Linguistics. Because of their
scope and format (on-line delivery of transcriptions and translations), they also allow researchers
working on other languages to access the Texas German data to help further the understanding of
a range of phenomena from a cross-linguistic perspective.

The dialect archive has also been integral in developing and teaching linguistics courses. One of
the main problems typically encountered by instructors when teaching linguistics classes is that
students are asked to apply their knowledge of theoretical concepts by solving printed exercises
in textbooks or provided by the instructor. Whereas these traditional exercises enable students to
practice solving linguistic problems, their lack of relevancy and immediacy generally results in
pedagogic problems on two levels. First, traditional exercises fail to demonstrate the pervasive-
ness of linguistic problems in speech communities students are exposed to in their daily lives and
create the false picture of linguistics as the study of exotic and remote languages. Second, tradi-
tional exercises fail to excite and motivate students to conduct further research and learning on
their own. Even when readings, class lectures, and exercises are augmented by recordings of in-
terviews in class, students are usually left with no chance of using these recordings by them-
selves outside of class to work on homework assignments or conduct research of their own.

The web-based multimedia archive of Texas German seeks to overcome these problems by giv-
ing students the opportunity to gain access to interview data to conduct independent research on
Texas German both in and outside the classroom. The TGDA’s combination of audio clips with
transcribed and translated textual data enables students to approximate sitting directly across
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from the Texas German informants as they talk. This high level of engagement has resulted in an
array of original student research projects on Texas German language, history, and culture.

Finally, the TGDA has played an essential role in community outreach and heritage preservation
efforts. The staff of the Texas German Dialect Project is regularly invited to give guest lectures
to local genealogical societies on the status of Texas German. These lectures raise awareness in
the community about the current status of Texas German and enable the TGDP to connect with
local schools and preservation societies eager to use TGDA materials for educational programs
about Texas language, history, and culture. One of the ways in which the dialect archive will be
used in the future is by setting up computer terminals in local museums to enable access to the
archive. Museum visitors will then have immediate access to the archive and can listen to the
stories and learn more about the history, culture, and language of the Texas German community.
Although the Texas German Dialect Project is in the process of documenting Texas German,
there does not appear to be much interest in the community to maintain the dialect. As one in-
formant put it: “We know Texas German is dying out, but that’s the way it is. We don’t need the
language any more as English is more useful.” Despite these views towards language mainte-
nance, feedback has been consistently positive regarding our outreach activities to genealogical
and preservation societies, schools, and museums.

5. Conclusions

This paper presented the organization of the Texas German Dialect Project, which is in the proc-
ess of documenting and archiving the remnants of the rapidly eroding dialect of Texas German.
First, we gave an overview of the socio-historical background of the Texas German community
from its founding in the early 1830s until the beginning of the 21% century. At present, there are
fewer than 10,000 fluent speakers of Texas German, most of whom are over 60 years of age. Be-
cause the dialect is not passed on to younger generations it will most likely be extinct by the mid-
dle of the 21% century. The mission of the Texas German Dialect Project is, as stated, (1) to
document Texas German as it reflects the rich cultural and linguistic traditions of its residents;
(2) to gather basic research information about linguistic diversity in order to understand the na-
ture of language variation, contact, and change; (3) to provide information about language differ-
ences and language change for public and educational interests, and (4) to use the collected mate-
rials for the improvement of educational programs about language and culture. The project’s
workflow consists of the following steps: recording interviews, editing the recordings, transcrib-
ing and translating the recordings, and finally storing the recordings together with their transcrip-
tions and translations in the on-line multimedia Texas German Dialect Archive. Finally, we
showed how the archived materials can be used for research, teaching, and community outreach.
We hope that these applications of the Texas German Dialect Archive will prove to be the most
useful and rewarding aspects of the Project as a whole, and will contribute to continued under-
standing and sharing of ideas and information about this community and their language in accor-
dance with the principal missions of the TGDP.
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