














Life in Manitowoc

What were conditions like when the
German immigrants arrived in 1850 and
the years thereafter? Falge in his “History
of Manitowoc County” (pages 350-351)
writes: “In those days there were hard
times in the town as well as in the coun-
try. Money there was none. The products
of labor went for trade for. the necessities
of life. In the summer an occasional
sailing vessel would anchor in the bay and
land provisions. Sailing vessels were
frequent and were loaded with lumber,
shingles, and cord wood. As to the
amount of business done here, there was
little to speak of. Up to 1854 there were
no brick houses here and few had brick
chimneys. A stovepipe stuck through the
roof of a shanty would answer the
purpose. For all the lack of ‘modern
conveniences’ the people were content,
happy and hospitable. From time to time
a dance would be arranged. Beer was
brewed but not always of the best. As an
old settler remarked, ‘the south side is
distinctly a German settlement; it con-
tains 30 houses and three breweries.’
Whiskey was cheap (20 to 30 cents a
gallon). Money was not required. The
landlord was paid with shingles, fence
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posts, or cord wood. Pfeffer’'s Hotel at
the corner of Tenth and Marshall Streets
was one of the popular pleasure resorts.
In a space of 12’ x 12° as many as twenty
couples would swing themselves in a
waltz or gallop. Treading on some young
dame’s feet mattered not as these were
usually encased in heavy leather. “After
the ball” one morning, Landlord Pfeffer
found to his chagrin that the hotel re-
ceipts of the night before amounted to
four bunches of shingles, the “tickets”
having been deposited out of doors, and
had been in the dark, used over and over
again.

There were dense forests to the south
between what is now Hamilton Street and
Lincoln High School. Falge tells about a
woman who became lost in this forest. To
find her way out she listened to the
sound of the waves, found her way to the
lake, and then out of the forest.

Women were scarce in the early days,
and to supply the need of his countrymen
in this respect, a blacksmith, residing on
Washington Street, wrote to his old home
and induced a number of fair maidens to
venture across the ‘big pond.” He met
them at the pier and introduced them to

The German Influence on Manitowoc

Religion and Education

Since many of the German immigrants
were unhappy about the restrictions that
were placed upon them in the practice of
their religion in the Fatherland, it is
obvious that this concern would carry
over into America. Churches were among
the first buildings to be erected in a set-
tlement. For example, the colony at St.
Nazianz erected a log cabin on the first
day that they were here. It was a rainy
day, and regardless of the weather, it was
necessary that some kind of shelter be
constructed by nightfall. On the second
day work began on a church.

The first Lutheran church in a German
settlement was built at Newtonburg in
1850. The pastor of the church was very
mission minded, and regularly he walked
to Manitowoc to serve members of his
faith in the village. The centennial book-
let published by First German congrega-
tion on South 8th Street contains this
paragraph: “In the village of Manitowoc
there lived a number of strict Reformed
families. Here also resided many Mecklen-
burgers and Hannoveraners. In contrast
to the many rationalists who came to

America in 1848 and were known as the
'48’ers’, these people gathered to hear the
Word of God. Pastor Goldammer served
them from the beginning of his coming to
Manitowoc county, walking the distance
to Manitowoc every Tuesday. Services
were held in the evening in a district
schoolhouse located on the corner of
Washington and 7th Streets. These servi-
ces were also attended by the Reformed
families. The following year the mission-
ary was able to purchase a horse, and was
now able to conduct services in Mani-
towoc every Sunday evening.

In the spring of 1853 the little group
purchased a lot on the corner of Marshall
and South Tenth Streets as a site for a
future church building. The lot cost
$110. In February, 1855, the Manitowoc
church adopted a church constitution,
the congregation to be known as Ev.
Lutheran Trinity congregation of Mani-
towoc. However, in 1860, the state
legislature was petitioned to change the
name to First German Lutheran Congre-
gation, by which name it has been known
ever since. The constitution adopted in
1855 was signed by 71 families.

their would-be husbands, and if all were
satisfactory, they were married on the
spot.

Travel in those days was mostly on
foot. A. Wittman and P. J. Blesch, who
were chosen as delegates to the Demo-
cratic Convention at Watertown, traveled
there on foot. Many merchants did the
same in going to Milwaukee to purchase
supplies that were to be shipped to
Manitowoc by boat.

The first vehicles used by farmers in
bringing their products to market in some
instances defied description. Indian drags
and two-wheeled carts, the wheels being
discs sawed from well-rounded tree
trunks, and an ox or a cow furnishing the
motive power, were not infrequent.

There was no bridge across the river in
1850. An Indian girl ferried the few trav-
elers across in a canoe, the fare being a
penny a ftrip. As soon as the first bridge
of timbers was constructed in 1851, the
travelers walked across, and the ferry was
abandoned. The first bridge was not a
drawbridge, as there was a sand bar across
the channel which prevented vessels from
entering the river.

A church building was dedicated in
1856, this building being built on the lot

-where the present church stands. This

building was used until 1873, when it was
sold to St. Mary’s Catholic congregation
for $650. The building served them for
many years. The present First German
Church was dedicated in December,
1873. Its dimensions were 48’ x 96’ with
the cost not to exceed $13,000.

St. Boniface became the first Catholic
church to be built in Manitowoc. Rev.
Joseph Brenner was sent to the county in
1850 to begin mission activity and in the
next three years, congregations were
established at Manitowoc Rapids, Two
Rivers, Cooperstown, Meeme, Maple
Grove, and Francis Creek. It was in 1854
that St. Boniface was founded. The first
church was 40’ x 70" in size.

Space limitations prevent a complete
history of the founding of other congre-
gations in Manitowoc. Each has a history
of its own. We would therefore restrict
this discussion to the first two of the
German language churches to be founded
in Manitowoc. Both of these congrega-
tions seemed agreed that the best means



to perpetuate themselves and the culture
of their members was to have church
schools. Thus, both First German and St.
Boniface had schools in which the young
were taught the fundamentals of the
Christian faith. They were taught also
certain secular subjects. They were intent
on the preservation of the German cul-
ture in America, and the schools repre-
sented the best means of making this
possible. The language used in these
schools, of course, was German. It was in
the 1880’s that having a dual system of
schools became an issue, and Governor
Hoard tried to enact the so-called Bennett
law which would have made parochial
schools unconstitutional. Lutherans and
Catholics all over Wisconsin were aroused
and they soundly defeated this effort to
restrain them from having private schools.

John Nagle was then the county super-
intendent of schools in Manitowoc
County. He was one of the ablest and
best known educators in Wisconsin. He
felt that his work as an educator was
hampered because there were so many
parochial schools in the county. He found
that there were four teachers in these
schools who could not speak English.

While the Americanization of the
German immigrants was a slow process, in
view of the fact that their children atten-
ded German schools, a turn came in
1916. It was then that World War I began,
with the United States joining Great
Britain and France in a war against
Germany. These were difficult days for
the German people. In every community
there were people who watched every
move of aliens, especially Germans.
People became so radical in their views
that they even changed the names of
some of the popular foods in the rest-
aurants. Sauerkraut and cole slaw, for
example, became Liberty cabbage. Many
German-Americans were jailed because of
some supposed offense which made their
patriotism questionable.

In an atmosphere such as this it
became a necessity that the language used
in the parochial schools be English, since
anything German was suspect. Thus,
World War I marks the transition from
German to English of many of the chur-
ches. While English was the predominant
language in the churches, some continued
to have at least one German language
service each Sunday. Some of the older
people did not feel that God could be
present in a church service in which a
language other than German was used.
During the week many of these people
used the English language in their busi-
ness life, and they were able to use it
well, but on Sunday the language of
worship had to be German.

The story is told of a woman who
came to America from Schleswig-Holstein
when she was a girl of 18 years. She
attended German church services until
the day she died, and once said, “I tried
English church services once, but every-
time Herr Pastor said, Jesus Christ, it
sounded like he was swearing.”

With the transition to the use of the
English language the German population
became increasingly American in their
actions and customs. Another factor to
hasten the Americanization process was
the inter-marriage that occurred among
the various nationalities. Germans mar-
ried Norwegians, Germans with people of
Polish descent, and Germans with
Yankees. All of these factors hastened the
breakdown of the customs and attitudes
that the German immigrant brought to
America. The result is that today it is
difficult to tell about the national origin
of most people.

Politics

Since the German immigrants came
from the *“have-nots” in Germany, it
could be expected that they would be
attracted to the Democratic party in
America. During the decade of the 1850’s
Manitowoc’s immigrant population was
predominately Democratic. However,
when slavery became an issue, they
supported Abraham Lincoln for president
in 1860. While some of the German
population did not relish war or going to
war, they were very patriotic as a group.
The Salamon brothers were perhaps
typical of the attitude that many of
German descent had toward the Civil
War. In the post-Civil War period many of
Manitowoc’s German population became
Democratic in their politics again, and
when the Progressives of the 1912 - 1935
era were prominent in politics, the
German were prominent in that political
group.

One of the Salamon brothers in 1854
was a candidate for Register of Deeds and
won the election. In 1860 he became the
Lieutenant Governor of Wisconsin. A
company of soldiers from Manitowoc
county fought in a battle in the south,
and suffered many casualties. A number
were wounded and were in great need of
medical supplies and treatment. The
Governor of Wisconsin took a boat load
of medical supplies and bandages down
the Mississippi River, and enroute fell
overboard and drowned. Mr. Salamon
then became the Governor of Wisconsin,
the only Governor of our state ever to
come from Manitowoc. During his admin-
istration there were draft riots. One was
especially severe in Port Washington.

Industry

The German immigrants were a very
industrious lot. They were willing to
work long and hard, were intelligent and
competent. The German people serve
well, and according to Charles House, an
editorial writer of the Milwaukee Journal,
“to a greater extent than any other ethnic
group.” While Wisconsin is not the
greatest industrial state in the U.S.A., it
nevertheless has a high rank among the
states in industry. Perhaps you saw the
report issued shortly after the New Year
in which the virtues of Wisconsin as a
state were portrayed. One of the greatest
assets that Wisconsin has is a plentiful
supply of skilled labor. Industrialists who
have located in Wisconsin feel that the
great number of men and women avail-
able for whatever is required in the way
of skilled labor is one reason for Wiscon-
sin’s progress in the industrial world.

The people are eager and anxious to
improve themselves educationally, and
generally are fair and reasonable in their
demands.

Germans and
*Gemuechtlichkeit.”

From the time of their arrival in
America, the German people have been
known as a friendly people. They enjoy
getting together in a social way, and
having good times. It seems that much of
their “gemuechtlichkeit” was demon-
strated in what was once known as a
“saloon.” To attract business, the keeper
of the tavern would not only dispense
beer, but also served free lunches to go
with the beer. One of the wives said, “My
husband put up a lunch that was almost a
banquet. There were pickled pig
knuckles, sauerkraut, cucumber and
herring salads, cheese, sausage, and other
food.” Another said, “We used to serve
sauerbraten once a week. Now we serve it
every day, even on Sunday.”

Germans have their favorite foods.
They like boiled dinners of pork hocks
and sauerkraut, pork roasts, pot roasts,
and potato salads are traditional German
favorites.

The Germans were a gay people who
enjoyed many kinds of social activity.
Dancing was a favorite pastime. They
developed a tradition for being lovers of
music. Even today, any child in a German
home, if he shows any musical inclina-
tion, gets music lessons. In 1855, there
was ofganized in Manitowoc a group
known as the Freier Saengerbund, a
men’s singing society. This organization
lasted until well after World War I1. There
were singing societies in other communi-
ties and once each year they had a
“Saengerfest.” One of the oldest musical



groups in Manitowoc is the Marine Band.
While the persons in the band have come
from many ethnic groups, the predomi-
nant group have been those of German
ethnic origin.

Agriculture

In the early years agriculture was the
predominant occupation of German
immigrants. At first they specialized in
cash crops, for most immigrants had little
money. The necessities of life were pro-
cured by means of barter; however, at
certain times it was required that
payment be made in cash, with payment
of taxes a prime example. The products
of the forest and field became the means
by which their wants and needs were
supplied.

The German settlers were good
farmers, and they brought with them
good farming techniques. They knew
about the need for rotation of crops, and
they were students of good agricultural
and horticultural practices. One of the
early leaders in improvement of farming
practices was Jacob Lueps who lived
where the Manitowoc Company is now
located. He wondered whether the vege-
tables and farm crops which thrived in
Germany would grow well here. Thus, he
kept weather records of temperature and
rainfall. His records were so complete and
exact that they were accepted by the
Smithsonian Institute in Washington,
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D.C., as one of the earliest weather
records in Wisconsin. Mr. Lueps was one
of the founders of the County Fair
Association. In the beginning this institu-
tion was for the purpose of encouraging
farmers to improve the quality of their
produce and livestock. The Manitowoc
County Fair has had an illustrious history
since its founding in 1859. The County
Fair was first held in Washington Park on
South 11th and Marshall Streets. Then it
was moved to ““the hill,” and finally to
Clarks Mills. However, in 1884 it was
moved to New York Avenue and North
18th Street, where it was held annually
until 1972,

In the 1880°s it became obvious that
“wheat was not king,” and the farmers of
the county then began to diversify their
agricultural practices. It was then that
they turned to dairying. This county has
always been one of Wisconsin’s most
prominent counties in the production of
dairy products.

SUMMARY

We would not want to leave the im-
pression that Manitowoc’s “‘character”
became what it is solely because of the
German influence. There are a number of
other ethnic groups who helped also.
These ethnic groups were as positive in
shaping the Manitowoc community as
were the Germans. If the German in-
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fluence was predominant it was only
because of their superiority in numbers.
We have an excellent community. It has
always had good government. Qur schools
are regarded as among the best in Wiscon-
sin. The fact that we have the qualities
that make for the good community in
which to work and live is not an accident.
It happened because people wanted just
that kind of community. While our
people are sometimes slow in adopting
new ways of doing things, when they
proceed with caution they are very much
in character. The German people have
always been that way and Manitowoc
reflects that while they may not be the
first to adopt a new idea, when they do,
then there is willingness to do that which
is best for the community.

There is no doubt that our German
ancestry has influenced Manitowoc much.
It seems that the people are quite satis-
fied with what the city has provided in
the way of services and cultural oppor-
tunities. While some of the long-time
residents of the community may not
always fully appreciate the good things
that are provided, when newcomers come
they praise us for what we have. As we
take a closer look, we then realize that
this is the kind of community of which
we ought to be very proud. It should
make us proud to be able to say that, “I
live in Manitowoc County, Wisconsin, and
my home is in Manitowoc.”
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