Report of R and D grant “GERMANY IN US”
Gabrielle Robinson

The grant from the IUSB Research and Development Committee helped to bring Erwin Scherer
from Arzberg to South Bend to transcribe the letters of German immigrants, written between
1840 and 1870, which were found at the Northern Indiana Center for History. The project was
featured on the front page of the PUNCH section of the South Bend Tribune on November 18,
2001. A highlight of Scherer’s visit was a reception Executive Director Cheryl Bennett and 1
organized at the Northern Indiana Center for History. It was hosted by Mayor Luecke of South
Bend and Mayor Beutter of Mishawaka, and attended by about 100 people, including several
from out of state.

Scherer’s visit also helped to revitalize the connection between South Bend and Arzberg. As a
result, South Bend was centrally featured at the 2002 Arzberg city fest. I presented the keys of
the city to South Bend, mounted an exhibition on South Bend-Arzberg history, and the mayor
unveiled a permanent memorial to South Bend. 15 descendants of Arzberg immigrants were the
guests of honor.

Transcription of the Letters

The letters, written to and by German immigrant Dr. Christian Sack, were found stuffed into a
box in the basement of the Northern Indiana Center for History. Many of them were in bad
condition and had to be pieced together and restored. When Erwin Scherer arrived, 50 of about
200 letters were ready for transcription. Many of them covered 4 or more densely written pages.
While he was in South Bend, Scherer transcribed about 30 of the letters and he took copies of the
remaining 20 letters home with him to finish in Arzberg. However, that was difficult since the
tiny faded script was hard enough to read in the original and almost impossible to decipher in a
Xerox copy.

What the Letters Revealed
The letters provided first-hand information in 3 main areas: the conditions in Germany during the

1848 revolution, the German participation in the Civil War, and the progress of the immigrants in
the new world.

One group of letters, which Christian Sack must have taken with him when he emigrated, was
written to him before he left for America. They were from friends who, like Sack, were engaged
in revolutionary activities in 1848 and 1849, showing the spirit of the times and the yearning for
freedom that drove these young men to mount the barricades and risk their lives. One friend,
Johann, wrote to Sack in 1848 that the hope of a unified Germany sustained him when he was so
frustrated that he almost wished himself dead. “When during the course of this vear I got news of
the grand uprising in all parts of Germany, I thanked the Lord that I could witness such a
wonderful day and wouldn’t have minded to be laid in my tomb at that very moment, knowing
the one wish of my life fulfilled.”

Another group of letters was sent to Sack by his nephew Andreas who had volunteered to fight in
the Civil War on the Union side. In a letter to his uncle he described how on their march to
Pittsburglanding on the Tennessee River “despite the great distance, we could hear the cannons
thunder all day, so that the earth shook.” He was with the 9” Indiana Regiment, which had a big
battle on April 7, 1862. In a letter from Camp Wood, on the Green River, Andreas complained of
the constant rain. “Last week it rained every night, and I had nothing but wax cloth; I believe that
constantly lying in water, always cold and sleepless, has ruined my health.” Andreas longed for
beer, wheat bread, and sour salad. “But the hard tack without salt or schmalz {a mixture of goose




and pork lard] has a sweet disgusting taste.” Andreas praised the round tents “in which 16 men
can easily have room; the tents are also very high, making a point at the top where there is an
opening through which fresh air can come in all the time when it’s not raining.”

Another set of letters, also by Andreas Sack, gives unique glimpses into the lives of migrant
young men like him who did not settle down for a long tome. These letters are particularly
interesting since we have so very little information into this group who did not stay in any one
place long enough to show up in city directories or the census, and who therefore are most
difficult to trace. We see Andreas wander from Cincinnati to Monroe, Michigan, where there
were friends of his from Arzberg, then to South Bend. Next he volunteered in the Union army
and after two years spent a short time in Chicago. Although his uncle constantly admonished him
and offered financial help, Andreas was less interested in starting a business than in playing the
violin and “cultivating his heart.” His employers were not happy with the young man and he did
not care to work as tailor’s apprentice. But after about fifteen years of this kind of life, he and his
brothers finally set up a bakery business in Ligonier where they thrived. They also started an
orchestra so that Andreas still could play his violin and, perhaps, cultivate his heart as well.

What Still Needs to be Done ;

The edition of the letters needs more work. First of all, we need to transcribe more of them.
There are still nearly 150 which have not been catalogued or read. I very much hope that we can
bring Mr. Scherer back for a second round, this time for 3 weeks, during which he can transcribe
most of the remaining letters or at least sort out the ones with important information. There are,
for example, letters Daniel Schiller wrote to Christian Sack, which can help us define more
closely the relationship between Christian and Jewish German immigrants. So far, the experience
in South Bend seems to run counter to that in other cities where the German Jews almost
immediately separated themselves from the German Christians. In South Bend, the leading
German Jews played an active role in German organizations such as the 7urnverein and the
Maennerchor. As late as 1911, Simon Greenebaum was President of the South Bend Turnverein.
There are also letters of Sack’s family in Arzberg which need to be scrutinized further.

Once that is accomplished, Scherer and I will put together an edition of the letters in both English
and German.

Resulting Publications

My book on the German immigrants to South Bend and Northern Indiana benefited from the
details that the letters provided. The book is at the publisher and scheduled to appear with
Arcadia Press in June or July 2003.

Community Activities

One of the most rewarding outcomes of this project is the involvement of the communities in
South Bend and Arzberg. The reception at the Northern Indiana Center for History and the
newspaper publicity helped to make the project known to German-Americans not only in the area
but as far away as Alabama, North Carolina, and Washington DC.

June 2002

Then in June 2002 there was the Arzberg city fest with its South Bend exhibit and memorial and
the visitors from South Bend. It was, as the newspaper reported, a “most moving historical
moment.” The text on the 3-sided memorial, each of which bears the South Bend and Arzberg
insignia, reads:




There were citizens from Arzberg who, in the middle of the 19® century, left
their home in search of a new existence. In South Bend in Indiana they found a new
home, which enabled them to live a life in peace and freedom.

There were citizens of South Bend, who in the year 2002 came to Arzberg from
Indiana in search of their historic roots. In Arzberg they found citizens who welcomed
them in friendship, and thereby expressed their thanks to the American people.

The citizens of Arzberg and the citizens of South Bend established here a
symbol of friendship and solidarity between the German and the American people.

November 2002

When I was in Arzberg during my sabbatical in the fall of 2002, the mayor used the occasion to
announce his trip to South Bend, together with a group of about 20 people, and the exhibit from
the city fest was permanently installed in the local high school. Iam preparing for the visit by

planning a reception in the office of the Mayor of South Bend, a church service at Zion Church,

established by immigrants from Arzberg, and an exhibit and reception at the Northern Indiana
Center for History. :

I am most grateful to the ITUSB R and D Committee for helping us launch all these initiatives.

Appendix 4

Front page of PUNCH, South Bend T ribune, November 18, 2001: “Letters Connect Local
Residents and German Town” .

Newspaper coverage of the South Bend visit to Arzberg: ”A Moving Historical Moment”

Gabrielle Robinson presenting the keys of the city of South Bend to Mayor Winnifred
Geppert of Arzberg and County Executive Peter Seisser (seated)

Front page of PUNCH, South Bend T; ribune, August 18, 2002: “Branches Sprout when Relatives
Met During Trip to Arzberg. Germany.”

Newspaper coverage of the permanent installation of the exhibit in Arzberg and the
announcement of the Mayor’s visit to South Bend
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