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The Festivals of German Americans in
Milwaukee, 1870-1910

Heike Bungert

“THIS AFFAIR Is nothing less than a social gathering ... where lager is drunk ad
infinitum and tobacco smoked ad nauseam, while songs are sung and comic
performances indulged in from an impromptu stage.”* Such was the image
many contemporaries had of celebrations organized by German immigrants
in the United States. Obviously, this is not all there was to the phenomenon
of German-American festivities.

Festivals? are an important subject for study, since their staged symbols,’
myths,* and rituals® reflect the mentality of specific, often otherwise inartic-
ulate groups.¢ As forms of collective representation and regeneration’ or cul-
tural memory,? festivals reveal expectations and wishful thoughts, as well
as collective fears. Being dense forms of communication, celebrations have
polyvalent meaning.” All researchers agree that festivals, as a necessary tem-
porary release from everyday life,'® build up a sense of community and give
meaning to life.!! Celebrations, Eric Hobsbawm has shown, are essential as
“invented traditions.”?2 They are particularly important for transplanted
people, as Geneviéve Fabre has noted.!® They connect the individual with

Notes for this section begin on page 185.
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the group, the past with the future.’* Whether one views celebrations as an
orderly tranquil affirmation of the existing order,’S or as a regenerative
excess and escape from reality, 6 or, what scems most appropriate, as a mix-
ture of both,!” they mirror, on the one hand, the existing social structure
and, on the other hand, contribute to the formation of social, political, and
cultural conditions.18

With the increased interest in cultural history, festivals have become a
popular subject of study. Whereas historians—as compared to sociologists
and anthropologists-—are latecomers in this field, some work has already
been done on national and regional festivities in nineteenth century Ger-
many," on festivals during the American Revolution and the early American
~ republic,® and on American pageantry.?! Yet, apart from an excellent essay
by Kathleen Conzen,?? there is no literature on the intersecting point
between both nationalities, on the festive culture of German Americans.

Taking Milwaukee as a case in point and looking at four festivals spaced
over a period of thirty years, the present article seeks to answer the follow-
ing questions.?*> How did German Americans view themselves and their
past? Which perception of the United States do the celebrations reveal?
What values were emphasized in the discourse on German contributions to
the emerging American national character? How did a sense of common eth-
nicity** develop among immigrants with diverse regional origins? How did
the festivals change over time?

For a long time, Milwaukee, called the “German Athens,” was consid-
ered the most German of all American towns. Settlerent began in the 1830s,
and Milwaukee received its first city charter in 1846. After the failed Furo-
pean revolution of 1848, Germans poured into the city. Other settlers came
from the Northeastern United States, England, and Ireland; from the 1880s
onwards, they were joined by Poles and Italians. The Germans, though, until
the late 1890s represented more than a third of the total population.?’ Even
in 1910, three quarters of the population were of foreign white stock, 53.5
percent of Teutonic background.?

Milwaukee was to be the backdrop of four big festivals. In 1871, Ger-
man Americans all over the United States rejoiced over the German victory
in the Franco-Prussian War. They organized huge celebrations that put Ger-
-man-American festivals of the 1840s and 1850s on a new plane. Being able
to draw on the strength of a newly unified Germany, the immigrants for the
first time consciously used social symbols—or in Pierre Bourdieu’s words
symbolic capital—to put an end to their being derided as “Dutchmen.”?” At
the same time, they endeavored to use the festivities to bind together the local
German-American community and to instill self-respect in it.2% Before, dif-
ferent associations had participated in each other’s celebrations; also, singers
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and gymnasts had staged national festivals. Yet the German peace jubilee
was on a different scale: English-language newspapers across the country
admitted that this was one of the biggest parades they had ever witnessed.??

The official celebration in Milwaukee took place on Whitmonday, May
29, 1871. A uniform celebration all across the United States had been pre-
vented by weather conditions.3° Op Saturday, a rather tedious festival play
and the reading of a congratulatory address to the German parliament
opened the celebration.3! Op Whitsunday, only two private picnics were
held to avoid offending Puritan America. On the following day, more than
100,000 people from all walks of life and all trades, including many Anglo-
Americans, crammed the streets to make the jubilee into a real popular fes-
tival (Volksfest). Many businesses closed, stores, taverns and private
residences were amply decorated, and municipal authorities officially recog-
nized the German festival by greeting the day with cannon fire and by riding
in the parade. Only women were excluded: they were barred from marching
in the procession but were celebrated in speeches and images as republican
mothers of valiant sons and as faithful brides tending to hearth and home
while waiting for the return of the successful soldiers. They were also asked
to decorate the windows of their homes 32

The main event of the day, the procession, strung out for six miles33 and
consisted of 170 wagons in six divisions, each preceded by a musical band
to mark the requisition of public space** not only visibly but also audibly.
The very precise movement of these bands was noted as a German charac-
teristic. Militia companies, including German Civil War veterans, gymnastic
clubs, and sharpshooters were followed by fraternal orders, singing societies,
mutual benefit associations, and church clubs. In a manner reminiscent of
the Federal Processions of 1787-88 and of early modern guild processions in
Germany,* German artisans demonstrated their skills and distributed their
produce: the butchers roasted an oxen; the printers made copies of the patri-
otic German songs “Watch on the Rhine”, “What is the German’s Father-
land?” as well as of a festive song composed by themselves; the locksmiths
proudly produced the key to unity. The artisans were followed by floats of
firms in related trades that had made Milwaukee famous, such as breweries,
machine shops, and corn milis: among them could be seen even a few Anglo-
Americans businesses, who participated for advertising reasons.3¢ The
parade also included some topical floats; their semi-fictitious or invented
symbols®” were to become staple fare for German-American festivities in
decades to come: the Kytthduser mountain with King Barbarossa; the Watch
on the Rhine; Germania; Arminius the Cheruskean; Gambrinus, the king of
beer; and finally, particular to the 1871 celebration, twenty-five white-clad
“virgins” representing the twenty-five German states. Values stressed as typ-
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ically German—as in many festivals to come—were loyalty (Treue), both to
the old and the new home country, discipline, industry, German customs,
culture, and German intellectual and cultural achievements (der deutsche
Geist). After the parade, emotional orators delivered patriotic speeches that
enlarged upon the triple purpose of the celebration: to evince sympathy with
the German Empire, to demonstrate strength vis-d-vis other national groups
in the United States, and to achieve unity among the German Americans.?®
The plea for unity was a leitmotif of the celebration, thus revealing the
actual lack of ethnic identity. Speakers stressed the parallelism between the
strength Germany had gained by unification and the potential power Ger-
man Americans might attain if they declared union among the German-
American community to be their historic mission in America.?” The second
striking feature of the celebration was the frequent use of martial and
nationalistic vocabulary. Former revolutionary Friedrich Hecker sent a let-
ter extolling Germany as the most powerful country in Europe. Even the
formerly socialistic gymnasts talked about having squashed the French
enemy by iron force, and the Catholic Seebote proclaimed: “The highest
good is the sword!”*? Banners advised of the necessity to redeem the Ger-
mans yet outside the new empire. Only a handful of critical voices could be
heard: with most of the former forty-eighters and freethinkers among the
gymnasts wishfully stating that unity was the immediate precursor of free-
dom,*! itfell to the predominantly working-class South Side gymnasts to
carry a banner: “Break the despotic yoke; liberty is still missing.”#* As to its
outreaching effect, the peace jubilee of 1871 was considered quite success-
ful. It “forced Anglo-Americans to take cognizance” of the increased polit-
ical weight of the German Empire and of the importance of German
Americans as an ethnic group.®
The appeals to unity in 1871, however, did not bear fruit. Twelve years
later, parts of the German-American press and the North American Gym-
nastic Union attempted to motivate German communities outside of Phila-
delphia to celebrate an event that seemed to be a natural rallying point for
all German Americans: the two hundredth anniversary of the first German
settlement in the United States.** Only after constant prodding by the Mil-
waukee Freie Presse did the Swabian mutual benefit society on September 12
publish a call for a bicentennial celebration on October 7.4 While the Ger-
man-American press in general did not report extensively on the festival,
attendance seems to have been satisfactory. The German clubs managed to
set up a parade of reportedly five thousand marchers. In contrast to 1871,
‘the parade contained an entire division of Catholic societies who apparently
- felt more at ease celebrating German-American history than the German
Empire. Once again, some businessmen used the parade for advertising
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purposes, which was frowned upon by the English-language newspapers
The historical scenes depicted on floats were chosen rather randomly anci
{ncoherently, probably due to the lack of time to prepare. Thus, George Wash-
ington with the two German generals DeKalb and Steuben stre:ngely preceded
the ship Concord with the first German immigrants of 1683.%6 Afterwards
the Germans celebrated informally in parks. In the evening, they met fo;
poems, singing, and tableaux vivants.4”

. The festival focused on three motifs: unity of the immigrant community,
pride in their achievements, and their specific German-American identity. Ali
three themes, nevertheless, were idealized concepts rather than reality. I;he
were used by established upper middle class German Americans to f.orge Z
common bond connecting the new massive Immigration from German
which was mainly economically motivated, with the older group of emi réy;
that had left Germany mostly for political reasons. ‘ °

Unity evidently had not yet been forged within the past twelve years
Th(? press and German-American organizations constantly had to admonisﬂ
Fheu compatriots to forget differences of religion, politics, and social stand-
ing gnd some associations declared their participation but one day before the
f.eStIV.al.(fs In the parade, no trade associations and only few mutual benefit
associations and members of the Knights of Labor participated, while sev-
eral 0{‘. the historical floats depicted local or individual rather the:n German-
American symbols; thus, a float with the founder of Wiirttemberg, The
Syvabian duke Eberhard im Bart, seemed slightly out of place.” The aéimis—
sion fee for the afternoon’s “popular fest” and the evening’s official celebra-
tion largely barred low-income Germans from attending leading to
vociferous complaints and preventing unity across class Iine’s.‘” Further-
more, the freethinkers and gymnasts were somewhat reluctant to celebrate
before all of their ideals had been firmly established in the American re ub-
lic.. Finally, despite several admonitions by the press and the festival cpom-
mittee, the majority of Milwaukee’s Germans did not decorate their houses
for the occasion, thus disclosing their lack of interest in the bicentennial.s°
The nationwide celebration was also intended to boost the immigral.lts’
self_—confidence. Thus, the organizers demanded that German-American
achievements be recognized in United States history books. By making their
fellow Germans aware of the contributions of “German America” to the
_deve%opment of the American nation, the self-proclaimed spokesmen of the
immigrants wanted their compatriots to stand up to Anglo-Americans, to
maintain their native language, and to pass on German traditions and cult’ure
to their children. But again, the constant repetition of German-American

achievements indicates that self-confidence among the German immigrants
was still lacking.5? s
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Finally, the festival was intended to establish the German immigra%n_ts’
right to an identity of their own. The specific German-American ethnicity
was illustrated in a simile that would recur time and again while Germany
was the immigrants’ mother, the United States was their bride.’*? Proud of
their heritage, the organizers emphasized the courage, diligence, and perse-
verance of the German pioneers, their love of freedom and struggle against
slavery and oppression, their contributions to culture, music, and science,
and, lastly, their sociability, heartfelt emotions (Gemiizt), and aestheticism as
a corrective to crass American materialism.>3 Yet, the festival organizers had
to-tread carefully. Continually stressing their patriotism and loyalty to the
United States, they voted against inviting the German consul.’* The propa-
ganda directed at native-born Americans, however, did not accomplish its
goal. While the mayor in his speech praised the quick assimilation of the
immigrants, Milwaukee’s English-language press demanded a final end to
German “clannishness.”>’ 7

Ten years later, the immigrants had grown more self-confident. This was
particularly true for the subgroup of German-American gymnasts in Mil-
waukee, who organized the twenty-second national festival of the North
American Gymnastic Union in Milwaukee in July 1893.5¢ The Union,
formed in 1850, worked for social and political reforms, intellectual and
political liberty, and the conservation of German mores and virtues.’” It held
national festivals every two or four years. The growth of the movement as
well as the attraction of German-American festivals were demonstrated when
more gymnasts than ever before attended the celebration in Milwaukee.*?
Two big processions and smaller bands of gymnasts parading through-town
with musical instruments throughout the festival assured that Milwaukee’s
population stayed aware of the ongoing celebration.’

The two parades as well as the gymnasts’ mass exercises were to demon-
strate the virtues the gymnast, or Turner, movement had brought to the
United States: unity, equality, manliness, and discipline. The competitions
between individual gymnasts and gymnastic clubs in the eyes of both Ger-
man and American observers in addition proved the dexterity, athleticism,
endurance, and team spirit of the active gymnasts making them ideal soldiers
for the American republic. In their banners, floats, and performances, the
. gymnasts showed their attachment to their country of immigration bu‘t~ a.lso

their pride in their achievements and their place of origin thus underlining
their pride in their dual identity. °

Although Milwaukee’s English-speaking population Wasﬁconspicuously

absent from the festival,’! the English-language press devoted considerable

- space to the celebration and public officials greeted the gymnasts whose role

in boosting Milwaukee’s economy was clearly recognized.®? An afternoon
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gymnastic performance by three thousand boys and girls from Milwaukee’s
public schools, a novel feature in a gymnastic festival, demonstrated the in-
clusion of German gymnastic ideals into the American curricalum.53
For the gymnasts themselves, the festival also served to renew their impe-
tus to strive for their goals. During the social get-togethers, the gymnasts
played pranks and performed funny carnivalesque parades,® i.e. indulged in
the excessive elements necessary for celebrations to provide real regeneration.
The merrymaking®® was ‘an important ingredient of the celebration for the
organizers because it was seen as a typically German trait and provided
Vergemeinschaftung (creating community).56 Accordingly, one morning was
reserved for excursions or Turnerfabrten, which sought to make the immi-
grants familiar with their new home country. Additionally, the excursions
provided the open space necessary for ritual or symbolic activities.5” Finally,
the excursions catered to the German romantic attachment to nature. 58
Even women gymnasts were allowed to participate in an unprecedented
way. Their marching in the parade aroused much curiosity and admiration
from both English- and German-speaking spectators. Women in the female
mass exercises were praised for their dainty yet precise performances as well
as for their endurance and self-confidence.5? Furthermore, women helped
raise money, prepared food, and welcomed the guests. They presented the
winning gymnastic clubs with laurel wreaths and demonstrated their sup-
portive roles as wives and daughters as well as the unity of German Ameri-
cans. In a standardized rite, they presented a flag to the male gymnasts; in
their accompanying poem, they used the same ideological vocabulary as
their male counterparts, thus trying to assert their right to an equal role.”
Whereas the festival demonstrated the self-confidence of the gymnasts,
it still revealed some rifts in the German-American community.” Conflict
broke out over the location of the festival grounds.” In addition, each gym-
nast group proudly showed its local pride with every club wearing differ-
ently colored hatbands, and the Turners from Denver and Rochester even
brought their own beer.”? The adaptation’ of the second generation of Ger-
man-Americans was demonstrated by the fact that most of the younger par-
ticipants spoke English off the athletic grounds and assembled for baseball
games.” Because of the Columbian World Exposition in Chicago, which
took place simultaneously, general interest in the festival was somewhat less
than expected,”® and in the end, the organizers were left with a deficit of
nearly 21,000 dollars.”” v
German-American festivals reached their height and most nationalistic
phase at the turn of the century. This is demonstrated by the spirit in which
German Americans greeted Admiral Prince Henry of Prussia, the brother of
Emperor William II, in February and March 1902. For the Emperor and the




Foreign Office, Henry’s goodwill tour was to improve Gerrnan—America'n
relations. They were primarily interested in his meeting influential Ameri-
cans and speaking to the American population in general. For diplomatic
reasons, Henry was to avoid any impression that he was visiting his German
compatriots. In addition, German Americans did not present an importar%t
target group for the German government, who considered them too Ameri-

canized and mostly lower class.”®

Die Dentachs Tuller thyrte uus,
Dec Dentadpes Toade nlemals 3% vergcasen.

Auch in der Torno® Maiben™winy’
Des Regzenn Zugomscotato-bomsmter

Das Citelblalt fm ’aunml’r--albu;n wore Filrrankes fiie ben Prieten Helooidy.

Germania Abendpost, March 1, 1902.

Henry’s tour included half a day in Milwaukee.” Weeks in advance,
Milwaukee Germans discussed possibilities to entertain the royal guest.
Despite pleas for unity, a dispute erupted between the Musical Society,
who had scheduled a concert for the evening of Henry’s visit, the German

| theater, and the organizing committee.?? In the end, the committee, consist-
ing of prominent citizens, many German-born, decided on two long drives
through the city, showing the prince Milwaukee’s public, commercial, and
. private buildings. In addition, the festival was to be popular and democra-
tic (volkstiimlich) with people being admitted to the official reception for
the prince on a first come first serve basis.®! German-American endeavors to
" point out to Milwatukeeans that a grand celebration for the visiting royalty

was required out of courtesy proved successful, as thousands of spectators
lined the streets.82

The prince was welcomed at the train station by a reception committee
and state and city officials. Outside the station, Henry was greeted by the
salute of 1,200 members of German warriors’ clubs from all over Wiscon-
sin. That Milwaukee’s German-American population chose to be repre-
sented by former soldiers is indicative of their adherence to the German
Empire’s growing nationalistic and militaristic spirit. German newspapers
even praised those veterans, who in 1848 had helped suppress the revolu-
tion.®? The prince’s visit sparked the foundation of two new veterans’ asso-
ciations pledging to uphold the Hohenzollern tradition.®* At the official
reception at Milwaukee’s exhibition hall, attended by 15,000 Milwau-
keeans, the two German-American speakers were a former member of Con-
gress and, once again, a representative of the German veterans’ clubs. In his
speech, the latter stressed that many of the recent German immigrants had
fought in the German Wars of Unification and that most immigrants were
still profiting from the soldierly virtues they had learned in the German
army, “the best school of life.” The mayor and the governor in their speeches
underlined the impact of German immigrants in shaping American com-
merce, agriculture, industry, science, literature, and art, and praised the har-

-monizing influence of the German on the Puritan, commercial Yankee

character. Both speakers recognized the right of German Americans to feel
attached to Germany and the United States. After watching a show demon-
stration by Milwaukee’s fire department, Henry attended a banquet at Mil-
waukee’s best hotel with 300 invited guests, where he emphasized the
important role of German Americans in ensuring harmonious relations
between the two countries. He also praised the beauty of Milwaukee’s
women, though he was only briefly introduced to the wives of some promi-
nent citizens because the rest of Milwaukee’s female population was barred
from official functions.8’

According to the press, the visit was a resounding success, despite Mil-
waukee’s cold weather which caused the prince to alter some of the
arrangements.’® Only the freethinkers and some of the gymnasts voiced
criticism and derided their compatriots for their subservience to the
monarch they had fled in Germany;%” and Polish-Americans for obvious
reasons abstained from the festival.*® For many German Americans, the
prince’s visit had one important result: for the very first time, their role in
defending the American republic, educating its citizens, and contributing to
its culture and customs had been officially recognized. German-American
journalists took great care to underline that all of their English-language
colleagues stressed the German Americans’ part in American nation-building.




With even Anglophile newspapers running pro-German comments, pros-
pects for the future looked bright.?

In conclusion, some characteristics of German-American festivals stand
out. First, since commemorations consist of only few elements and are by
nature conservative, as Duvignaud has shown,” there was a fixed canon of
topoi, which was recognized both by the immigrants themselves and by their
American compatriots.”® This canon can be interpreted, following Jan Ass-
mann, as a new form of cultural coherence providing individual and collec-
tive identity in times of stress.®2 It consisted of: the compatibility of love for
Germany with loyalty to the United States; the cultural contributions of
German Americans to the development of the United States, i.e. their right
to participate in American nationalism; the orderliness of their celebrations;
the specific German talent for celebrating, socializing, having fun, and pro-
viding companionship as contrasted with American bigotry and so-called
muckerism; and finally the frequency of German-American festivities.

The festivals mentioned as well as the myriads of smaller German-
American celebrations®® all adhered to a common schedule: visiting guests
were marched from their points of arrival to the festival hall in little parades,
marking the separation of the celebrants from ordinary life and resembling
the medieval adventus of the king in town.** After a welcome by municipal
authorities, which represented some token recognition of German-American
identity, the liminal phase of the festivities began, which included speeches,
singing, tableaux vivants, often gymnastic performances, and carousing. The
main feature was usually a parade to some picnic ground to alert American
compatriots to the German-American celebration and to foster community.
The participants were reincorporated into their daily routine by a closing
gala ball.*

Second, although festivals especially in the early stages of German mass
immigration revealed underlying divisions of the German-American com-
munity, they served as the primary vehicle to create a specific German-Amer-
ican identity. German-Americans established a whole inventory of festivals;
they equally participated in American festivals and stayed in contact with
Germany by inviting German clubs to their festivals and by visiting national
" festivals in Germany.?® In their own celebrations, German Americans tried to
merge German and American national traits, symbolically represented by
the German and the American flags and the figures of Germania and Colum-
bia. With growing self-assertiveness, German Americans believed that they
combined the best of both worlds and were the only ethnic group on a par
or even superior to the Anglo-Americans. By constructing their own specific
cultural memory, which proved that they were a distinct group, and by dis-
- playing it publicly, German Americans managed to preserve their ethnicity

even if they increasingly had to include English speeches and American pas-
times into their festivals. Their specific dual German and American identity
also explains why in the end despite some differences in their celebrations,
the workers and the middle classes, the Catholics and the Protestants, the
Swabians, Bavarians, and Low Germans, men and women, all shared a basic
common festive culture.””

Third, there was a significant change over time. German-American fes-
tivities became bigger, more numerous, and increasingly commercialized.”
Festival cigars and beer, lotteries and souvenirs increasingly gave way to
professional amusement park stands. In the history of German-American
festivals, 1871 can be regarded as a first turning point with German Ameri-
cans starting to become prouder of their ethnicity. The 1890s served as a sec-
ond watershed, when German Americans, though still mainly defining their
ethnicity culturally, as stated by Kathleen Conzen,” began to adopt more
nationalistic symbols and discourses.'®® Yet, the pull towards a separate
German identity was constantly offset by the immigrants’ emphasis on hav-
ing made important contributions to the development of the American
nation, which paradoxically partly rendered their festivals vehicles to inte-
grate German Americans into mainstream America. Thus, German Ameri-
cans with the help of their festivals were able first of all to create a however
tenuous German-American community and, second, to maintain it as a sep-
arate, both German and American, identity.
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' i ildi more
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