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Americans, either. In the period between the
world wars, some supported established main-
stream political parties while others main-
tained a strong labor and socialist tradition.
Most Germans were not active or keenly inter-
ested in politics. Finally, matters of class, eco-
nomic status, and educational attainment—
crucial aspects of the individual in Europe—
continued to be important in the United States
as well. Overall, the Germans in America en-
joved a pattern of acceptance and mobility
equaled by few other immigrant groups. As a
result, the need for solidarity with their fellow
ethnics was less urgent for German-
Americans when compared to less-favored
groups.’®

Added to the problem of assuming a
united, self-conscious German-American
community in Milwaukee and in Wisconsin
was the outbreak of virulentanti-German feel-
ing during World War I. This experience had
been a severe blow to many members of das
Deutschtum. It had marked their sudden con-
version to pariah status.’ For some, the effect
of those years encouraged timidity and a low-
ered profile. For others, the memory of public
scorn and humiliation caused a longing for
prewar status and respect. The recollection of
mistreatment and intense alienation was
shared with the postwar immigrants, so that
during the 1930’s many German-Americans
considered in personal terms the implications
of deteriorating relations between Berlin and
Washington. Could it all happen again? Fur-

*Throughout this study, no distinction is made be-
tween “Germans” and “German-Americans.” The terms
are used to mean the same thing without recognition of
the usual categories important to immigration historians,
such as German-born, resident alien, naturalized, or American-
born. The concept of das Deutschtum incorporated all of
these, though its most active members were usually recent
immigrants.

‘Frederick Luebke, Bonds of Loyalty: German Americans
and Warld War I (De Kalb, 1974), is the best treatment of
the anti-German phenomenon. See also La Vern J. Ripp-
lev, “Ameliorated Americanization: The Ettect of World
War I on German-Americans in the 1920s,” in Frank
Trommler and Joseph McVeigh, eds., America and the Ger-
mans (Philadelphia, 1985), I11:217-231. The situation of
the German-Americans in Wisconsin is presented in
Lorin Lee Cary, “The Wisconsin Loyalty Legion, 1918—
1919,” in the Wisconsin Magazine of History, 53:33—50 (Au-
tumn, 1969).
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thermore, one of the most significant casual-
ties of the wartime hysteria had been German
language instruction in the public schools.
Such a policy was broadly interpreted as the
repudiation of a people as well as a severe ob-
stacle to the survival of a cultural community.
How could das Deutschtum survive without chil-
dren who spoke its language?

While the First World War signaled a dis-
tinct setback for the German-American com-
munity, certain trends had foreshadowed that
era. A decrease in German immigration to the
United States in the twentieth century (notice-
able as early as the decade 1890-1900) meant
a corresponding reduction in the number of
persons requiring German-language newspa-
pers and periodicals. Not surprisingly, the
number of these had begun to decline before
the war, and the process was hastened consid-
erably by the intolerance of 1917 and after.
The rate of extinction of the German press
reached alarming proportions by the 1930’s.
Even Milwaukee was served by only one locally
printed daily after 1932. There were other in-
dicators of reduced cultural vitality: a decline
in the German theater (without a significant
development of a German cinema), a shift
away from German-language church services,
and the gradual weakening of the vereine (the
various social clubs which were the backbone
of das Deutschium).

The 1920’s saw the largest number of Ger-
man immigrants enter the United States of
any decade between 1900 and 1950. Although
sutficient in number to temporarily arrest the
numerical decline of the German-born (Mil-
waukee’s German-born population stood at
389,771 in 1920 and 40,787 in 1930), the new
immigrants were not to solve the problem of
cultural decline or reverse the diminishing
vigor of the community. Some important lead-
ers did come out of the immigration of the
1920’s, but on the whole the post-World War |
immigrants were less interested than those
who had arrived earlier in finding a perma-
nent niche within the comforts and security of
das Deutschtum. More varied and better-
educated than earlier immigrants, these new-
comers had left behind a chaotic postwar Ger-
many and were often intensely interested in
an upward mobility not readily available in
their homeland. Although some of the new
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immigrants were inclined to view the estab-
lished German immigrant community with
some circumspection, most did become par-
ticipants—active, temporary, or marginal—in
the life of das Deutschium. Soon, during the
1930’s, they and the others would be taking
sides in a conflict that tore at the German-
American community and elsewhere led to
the Second World War.

HE Wisconsin Federation of
German-American Societies
(Zentralverband deutschstimmige Vereine)
was established in late 1932 as a response to
the recognized decline of das Deutschium. Al-
though talk of focusing the strength of the
community into an umbrella organization had
been heard before, 1932 was a promising year
for such a venture in Milwaukee. In June some
forty-five German-speaking societies cooper-
ated to stage a centennial celebration marking
the death of the poet Goethe. On June 19 a pa-
rade moved from Wisconsin Avenue and
Twenty-eighth Street to the Schiller and
Goethe Monument in Washington Park. Some
30,000 persons gathered at the park to hear
speeches and songs, and to participate in other
manifestations of cultural pride and unity.
Such unity was superficial, but the event
sparked the hope that a more lasting solidarity
was within reach. The German-language Mil-
waukee Herold praised the Goethe celebration
(with scarcely a mention of Goethe) and edito-
rialized that the day had been “a demonstra-
tion that the German element is not only large
and strong in the city, but that it can also be un-
ihied and be a power and a factor in American
public atfairs.” Noting that calls for unity and
strength were not uncommon, the paper ac-
knowledged that German-America remained
a second-class citizenry, “torn, leaderless, and
unconscious.” To ask for recognition would
not be sufficient. But how would such recogni-
tion be won while the condition of the
German-American community in Wisconsin
was too often marked by despondency, arro-
gance, and indifference? Only by organizing,
the fHerold concluded, would these problems
be overcome and a proper place be secured in
the new homeland.”
The Goethe event was followed within

weeks by a folk festival in which the keynote
address was offered by Professor Ernst Voss
of the University of Wisconsin’s German de-
partment. Voss informed his audience that
the need for cultural pride was acute, that
German-America had suffered greatly, and
that the popular concept of America as a melt-
ing pot of culture was essentially contrary to
the needs of ethnic groups to preserve their
uniqueness.®

The folk festival was the project of the civic-
minded Deutscher Klub, perhaps the most ac-
tive group in promoting organizational cohe-
sion among the Germans of Milwaukee.
Another project of the club was to create a fo-
cal point for the community to be known as das
Deutsche Haus. Other cities had such places,
but in Milwaukee the many activities of the
German-speaking community had been dif-
fused with more than half a dozen meeting
halls in regular usage. To have succeeded in
creating a Haus would clearly have symbolized
a unified community, but such a place was not
built. While the political divisions within the
community during the 1930’s and beyond no
doubt made such a goal ditficult, itis likely that
the size and diversity of the German-
American community in Milwaukee also ham-
pered such a project. Some of the larger orga-
nizations already had well-established places
to meet such as the Freie Gemeinde’s Jeffer-
son Hall on North Fond du Lac Avenue at
Twenty-seventh Street, a new and spacious
building quite without the Germanic styling
usually associated with a Deutsche Haus else-
where.

With editorial support from the German
press, and with the momentum gained during
the summer of 1932, the new organization of
federated societies appeared with the objec-
tive of providing “strength through unity” to
das Deutschtum. More specific goals were to
support and encourage German-American
cultural events, strengthen the German lan-
guage, publicize the activities of member and
other societies, and to represent and safe-
guard the rights and status of the German-
American community in Milwaukee and Wis-
consin. Throughout the formative period, the

*Milwaukee Herold, June 22, 1932,
5Ibid., June 28, 1932,
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part of an emerging group of younger per-
sons interested in organizational develop-
ment. He had come to Milwaukee from Ger-
many in 1923, became a naturalized citizen
some years later, and was associated profes-
sionally with German-language radio broad-
casting. Also active in the Steuben Society, a
postwar national organization, Hofmann
hoped to lessen the distinctions between
German-Americans, whether they were re-
gional, religious, or political, and thus to pro-
mote the well-being of the community as a
whole. Like those who favored umbrella orga-
nizations elsewhere, Hofmann did not fore-
see, in 1932, the bitter partisanship which
would soon threaten the Federation and re-
quire much of his energy.

In many ways the Wisconsin Federation of
German-American Societies was a SUCCEeSs.
The number of member societies usually
ranged between seventy and ninety during the
1930’s. While most were based in Milwaukee,
the Federation did attract member societies
from Kenosha, Madison, and Sheboygan and
attempted to maintain contact with veremne
throughout the state. Musical clubs, regional
organizations, hobby groups, beneft societies,
and other types of associations were under the
Federation umbrella. Each club sent a dele-
gate to attend the regular Federation meet-
ings and elect its officers. The Federation
sponsored an annual Deutscher Tag (German-
American Day) each summer which followed
the formula of the Goethe centennial (parade,
speeches, song, dance). Much importance was
attached to this event, especially such aspects
as crowd size and the number and prominence
of the politicians who praised German contri-
butions to America. A major objective of the
Federation was to reinstate German language
instruction in the public schools, an obJectlve
which it failed to realize. Extracurricular in-
struction in the German language as well as a
youth program eventually became important
Federation activities. Later, in 1939, Carl
Schurz Park, a recreational facility, was devel-
oped. The Federation, together with the
Deutsche Zeitung, served as an effective clear-
inghouse for information about social and cul-
tural events of interest to the German-
American community. To some degree,
nearly all of these projects and functions were

shaped or even inspired by the parallel devel-
opment of the Amerikadeutscher Volksbund,
known as the Bund.

HILE the Wisconsin Federa-
tion of German-American So-
cieties was a local affair with no direct connec-
tion to similar groups elsewhere, the
Milwaukee Bund was part of a larger organi-
zation whose most active center was New York
City. The founding of the Milwaukee chapter
took place in late 1933 as a unit of an organiza-
tion called the Friends of the New Germany
(Freunde des Neuen Deutschland). The Friends
and the Bund were identical in purpose and
members. Although the 1933 founding of the
local Friends unit reflected to some degree the
coming to power of Adolf Hitler in the same
year, interest in National Socialism in Wiscon-
sin certainly predates that event. As early as
1924 an overview of National Socialist goals in
Germany appeared in a Milwaukee German
paper. [t was written by George Froboese, who
was destined to become the most important
Bundist in Wisconsin.” Froboese was a me-
chanical engineer who had emigrated to the
United States in 1922 and became a citizen in
1934. He was a skilled writer who served as ed-
itor for the midwest edition of the Bund pa-
per. By 1936 he was the Bund’s midwestern
leader and in 1941 he briefly became national
leader of the Bund during its last days.
Although Froboese displayed great energy
and prominence, his home chapter in Milwau-
kee was a rather unremarkable one which
failed to become the exemplary unit expected
of a city and state commonly thought of as be-
ing the most German in the nation. Its pro-
gram for bringing its views before the public
was ambitious, but it failed to convert the
thousands it must have hoped for. Its active
membership totaled perhaps 200 to 300 dur-
ing the period—hardly a mass movement.
Despite its size, however, the Milwaukee
Bund unit could not be accused of modesty.
Its first public meeting, held at the Eagles Club

"George Froboese, “Die Kommende Fithrergenera-
tion in Deutschland,” in Milwaukee Sonntagspost, Septem-
ber 7, 1924.
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