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ABSTRACT: From statehood until the 1970 census, Germans constituted Iowa’s largest

immigrant group, and the same was true throughout much of the Midwest. “German
Iowa and the Global Midwest” explored the story of German immigration, German
American communities, and anti-German xenophobia in Iowa and the Midwest. Originally conceived to coincide with the hundredth anniversary of the United States’ entry
to World War I and attendant actions against German Americans, the project was
intended to spark discussion about immigration and anti-immigrant sentiment today.
The xenophobia of the 2016 presidential campaign and the early stages of the Trump
presidency made these discussions yet timelier—while also deepening the risks of
a counter-narrative heroizing earlier generations of European immigrants as a foil
to negative portrayals of more recent immigrants from other locations.
KEY WORDS: immigration, xenophobia, museums, World War I, bilingualism

Introduction: Aims and Challenges

“German Iowa and the Global Midwest,” a public history project initiated at The
University of Iowa, explored the story of German immigration, German American
communities, and World War I-era anti-German sentiment in Iowa and the Midwest. Building on several university-based courses culminating in a museum
exhibit and extensive programming in Iowa City in 2016, a traveling exhibit hit the
road in spring of 2017; it eventually reached roughly forty communities. The
organizers worked with host communities and institutions to develop programming and to facilitate ancillary exhibits focusing on local history.
The organizing team originally conceived the project to coincide with the hundredth anniversary of the United States’ entry into World War I and attendant
actions against German Americans. Against this historical background, we intended
the exhibit and allied programming to spark discussion about immigration and
anti-immigrant sentiment today. Rather than focusing on World War I, however,
the project extended from the mid-nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries. This
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scope permitted us to contextualize the story of World War I-era anti-German
sentiment within a consideration of the advantages German Americans otherwise
enjoyed due to their northern European background. The project thus encouraged
analysis of the relationships between geopolitical and racial aspects of xenophobia.
The project had several aims in addition to prompting conversation about
immigration. The two primary ﬁnancial sponsors of the public history portion of
our project were Humanities Iowa (an aﬃliate of the National Endowment for the
Humanities) and the Provost’s Oﬃce for Outreach and Engagement at The University of Iowa.1 In light of depopulation and an aging demographic proﬁle,
enhancing the sustainability of small communities across the state is a primary
objective for both organizations. Cultural programming that encourages residents’
feelings of connectedness to their communities is one aspect of a multi-pronged
strategy to combat rural decline. Similar to the Smithsonian Institution’s Museum
on Main Street program, the project involved collaboration between a base organization and communities across the state. In so doing, it enabled local cultural
institutions to tap into a larger institution’s capacity (in this case The University of
Iowa) and simultaneously to bring their own expertise and collections to the table.2
Many Iowans feel deeply connected to the history of European immigration. To
be sure, the twentieth century saw a greater decline in identiﬁcation with German
ethnicity than with other European ethnicities, thanks in part to the two world
wars.3 What strands remain, however, are more evident in the Midwest than on the
East Coast, which also has a high proportion of people with German ancestry.
Cities across the country celebrate a loose connection to Irishness with St. Patrick’s
Day; Oktoberfests, however, are largely concentrated in the Midwest.4
Yet Midwestern programming on immigration need not single out European
Americans: we considered it important to contextualize the German American
story in a broader history of other immigrant streams as well as indigeneity. Our
initiative was thus in harmony with projects such as Migration is Beautiful,5 housed
at the Iowa Women’s Archives at The University of Iowa, which highlights Latino/a

1 Additional sponsors for elements of the larger project included the German Historical Institute, the American Association of Teachers of German, and the following oﬃces of The University
of Iowa: the Oﬃce of Research and Economic Development, the Obermann Center for Advanced
Study, International Programs, The University of Iowa Libraries, the Old Capitol Museum, the Ida
Beam Visiting Professorship, and the Departments of History and German. We are also grateful to
graduate research and teaching assistants Michael Benson, Laurel Sanders, and Scott Sulzener.
2 Ann McCleary, “Creating Teaching Opportunities and Building Capacity Through the
Museum on Main Street Program,” The Public Historian 36, no. 4 (November 2014): 71–95.
3 On notions of ethnicity and assimilation more broadly, see John Higham, “Integrating
America: The Problem of Assimilation in the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of American Ethnic
History 1, no. 1 (Fall 1981): 7–25; Vladimir C. Nahriny and Joshua A. Fischman, “American Immigrant
Groups: Ethnic Identiﬁcation and the Problem of Generations (1965),” in Theories of Ethnicity: A
Classical Reader, ed. Werner Sollors (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 266–81.
4 Russell A. Kazal, Becoming Old Stock: The Paradox of German-American Identity (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2004).
5 “Migration is Beautiful” website, The University of Iowa, http://migration.lib.uiowa.edu/.
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immigration and settlement across the state. In that case, too, histories of movement evolved into a new sense of what constitutes “home”—and evoked possibilities for pumping new life into communities that many pundits write oﬀ as dead or
dying. Outside Iowa, the University of Minnesota’s project on Immigration in the
Global Midwest likewise aims to trouble popular narratives contrasting a supposedly
homogeneous “white” Midwest with diverse, immigrant-rich communities concentrated on the coasts.6 As we describe below, audiences were quick to tie the
history of immigration to the background of violent displacement of indigenous
populations—and to their continuing history in the state and region.
A third aim of the project was to tackle the sticky problem of bilingualism: not
just the scapegoated bilingualism of immigrants, but the all-too-rare bilingualism of
native English speakers. Small towns contain great repositories of documents, but
many are written in languages that are unintelligible not only to residents who are
several generations away from the languages of their ancestors, but also to university faculty specializing in US history, the majority of whom conduct research only
in English. We were concerned with both angles: communities’ alienation from
their own histories, and the impoverishment of academic historical writing. By
underscoring that German was not only the language of Goethe and Schiller, but
also the language of local church services, commerce, and Grandma’s diary, we
hoped to work with high school teachers to invigorate the teaching of German. By
partnering with German specialists in US history, we hoped to make these sources
known beyond the relatively small circle of native English-speaking historians with
enough ﬂuency in German to use them.
A fourth aim was to publicize the remarkable holdings of archives and libraries
across the state. From statewide agencies to university-based collections to county
archives, Iowa institutions hold materials that are equally valuable for cutting-edge
scholarship and for communities’ exploration of their own history. There is a great
deal to be learned about Iowan, Midwestern, and US history in these collections.
Perhaps less intuitively, the archives are also invaluable resources for writing the
history of other lands. Immigrants’ collections include materials they brought with
them as well as decades of correspondence from family and friends still in the
country of origin. To cite just three examples: the Amana Heritage Museum holds
the complete records of its pietistic utopian community, not just following its
arrival in Iowa in the mid-nineteenth century but dating back to the founding of
the Community of True Inspiration in mid-eighteenth-century Germany and
Switzerland. The Ted Rehder collection, one of dozens of family Nachlässe held
in Special Collections and the Iowa Women’s Archive at the University of Iowa
Libraries, includes decades of correspondence from relatives in Schleswig tracing
provincial life from the boom years preceding the First World War, through the
interwar economic crises, the rise of Nazism, economic revival under National
6 “Immigration in the Global Midwest,” Immigration History Research Center website, University of Minnesota, https://cla.umn.edu/ihrc/research/immigration-global-midwest.
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1931 letter from Max to Theodor Rehder describing the hardships of the Great Depression in
Germany and documenting the rise of National Socialism in rural Schleswig. (Courtesy
University of Iowa Special Collections)
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Socialism, and ﬁnally World War II and its aftermath. In addition, the State Historical Society of Iowa holds runs of many of the German language newspapers
that constituted the media landscape for a signiﬁcant portion of Iowa’s residents
before the First World War.7 Many of these collections face existential threats due to
neglect and defunding. Our project aimed to make them equally visible to nonacademic Iowans and to the scholarly community, and in so doing to underscore the
importance of preserving history’s documentary traces.
Finally, we wished to make the project meaningful not just for those interested
in the story of immigration to the United States, but also to historians of Germany—
a ﬁeld that is increasingly conceived globally, among other reasons because waves
of emigration have brought Germans to nearly all regions of the earth.8 Indeed, the
three key organizers were professionally situated in the world of German Studies:
literary scholar Glenn Ehrstine and historians Elizabeth Heineman and H. Glenn
Penny. Our background positioned us to foreground the linguistic and transAtlantic aspects of this history in ways that are not always central to the presentation of immigration history, even as it made it imperative for us to consult with
colleagues more deeply immersed in scholarship on the United States.
The project thus had multiple aims, some of which were realized via scholarly
conferences and publications rather than public history activities. Yet even the
public history portion contained within it a potential tension: the risk that visitors
might interpret the exhibit through a pre-existing frame contrasting a heroic
narrative of earlier generations of European immigrants with negative impressions of immigrants—especially more recent immigrants—from other points of
origin.9 We knew that this challenge was hardly unique to “ﬂyover country”: New
York City’s Tenement Museum has confronted similar problems of audience

7 Some of these are highlighted at http://germansiniowa.lib.uiowa.edu/neatline/show/
newspaper-map.
8 German speaking immigrants originated from points well beyond the borders of present-day
Germany. In this essay, “Germany” serves as shorthand for “German-speaking Central Europe.” The
growing scholarship on global Germanness—beyond the theme of German immigration to North
America—includes H. Glenn Penny, Kindred by Choice: Germans and American Indians since 1800
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013); Andrew Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa:
Booker T. Washington, the German Empire, and the Globalization of the New South (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2012); Sebastian Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany, trans. Sorcha O’Hagan (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Volker Langbehn and
Mohammad Salama, eds., German Colonialism: Race, the Holocaust, and Postwar Germany (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2011); Sarah L. Friedrichsmeyer, Sara Lennox, and Susanne M. Zantop,
eds., The Imperialist Imagination: German Colonialism and its Legacy (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1998); Heide Fehrenbach, Race After Hitler: Black Occupation Children in Postwar
Germany and America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005); Bradley Naranch and Geoﬀ
Eley, eds., German Colonialism in a Global Age (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015); Michael
Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009).
9 Sarah Pharaon, “Introduction: Using Dialogue to Interpret Immigration: The National Dialogues on Immigration Project,” in Interpreting Immigration at Museums and Historic Sites, ed. Dina
A. Bailey (London: Rowman and Littleﬁeld, 2018), 1–24.
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reception.10 Although structural and ﬁnancial factors mandated diﬀerent solutions
than those that have proven eﬀective in stationary, permanent exhibits (more on this
below), we beneﬁted from lessons learned by other immigration museums.
We could not, however, have anticipated that the project’s realization would
coincide with the extreme xenophobia of the 2016 presidential campaign and the
early stages of the Trump presidency. The political turmoil made discussion of
immigration and xenophobia yet timelier—but it also deepened the risks of misinterpretation. The intensiﬁed politicization of immigration also threatened to
drown out other aims of the project, such as drawing attention to local and state
collections and underscoring the value of multilingual approaches to US history.
Our challenge was to ensure that the project represented up-to-date historical
research and met the demands of the current historical moment. Public historians
can never fully control the reception of their work; this is even more the case in
such a decentralized project as a traveling exhibit. Nevertheless, careful exhibit
design, advance consultation with exhibit hosts, and continued communication
throughout the tour helped us to minimize possible pitfalls. Historian Mary Alexander reminds us not to underestimate visitors’ ability to engage critically with
public history,11 and gratifyingly, our visitor responses indicated a hope that the
longer history of immigration might provide useful tools for addressing xenophobia today. For their part, curators, archivists, and librarians across the state reported
that the traveling exhibit resulted in increased interest in their other collections and
programs, bringing welcome attention to the cultural riches of small and mid-sized
communities.
German Iowa: From Early Statehood to the Late Twentieth Century

From statehood in 1846 until 1970, censuses consistently revealed that German
Americans constituted Iowa’s single largest immigrant group. The same was true
in much of the Midwest, where German Americans were second only to people of
Anglo-American background in numbers until well after World War II. Ethnic
Germans occupied key positions in the economy and governance, and German
language newspapers, like German schools, ﬂourished into the early twentieth
century.12 Prior to World War I, Iowa was home to at least sixty German language
periodicals (some short-lived), and bilingual schools dotted the landscape. On the
10 Ruth J. Abram, “Kitchen Conversations: Democracy in Action at the Lower East Side Tenement Museum,” The Public Historian 29, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 63
11 Mary Alexander, “Do Visitors Get It? A Sweatshop Exhibit and Visitors’ Comments,” The
Public Historian 22, no. 3 (Summer 2000): 85–94.
12 The literature on nineteenth century German immigration is immense. Foundational works
include Kathleen Neils Conzen, Germans in Minnesota (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press,
2003); Walter D. Kamphoefner, The Westfalians: From Germany to Missouri (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1987); Walter D. Kamphoefner and Wolfgang Helbich, eds., German American
Immigration and Ethnicity in Comparative Perspective (Madison, WI: Max Kade Institute, 2004);
Kazal, Becoming Old Stock; Frederick C. Luebke, Bonds of Loyalty: German Americans and World
War I (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1974). See also the collections of the Max Kade
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eve of the war, 80 percent of Davenport children learned German in schools, for
example, and the city sponsored adult German language classes for new arrivals
seeking to do business there. In 1900, Joseph Eiboeck, the editor of the Iowa StaatsAnzeiger, one of the leading German language newspapers in Des Moines, published a 799-page account (in German) detailing German contributions to the
state.13 Those were considerable, including extensive participation in the creation
and running of local and state government as well as the founding of Catholic,
Lutheran, and other Protestant churches as well as Iowa’s ﬁrst synagogues.14
German immigrants were not simply the dominant group in a homogenous
white settler regime. Rather, people of German origin—like other European immigrants—often maintained distinct linguistic, religious, and vocational communities. The degree of assimilation frequently depended on the community where they
resided. Coreligionists of European origin worshipped apart: a single town might
have separate Catholic churches for Bohemian, German, and Irish congregations
and separate Lutheran churches for Germans and Swedes. Shop owners and manufacturers hired coethnics for the convenience of a common workplace language
and in order to give new arrivals, relatives, and youngsters a leg up. In urban
settings, distinct immigrant groups often dominated diﬀerent industries. Even
diversity among Germans structured life in nineteenth-century Midwestern communities. With signiﬁcant Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed Protestant, Jewish,
and free-thinking populations, German speaking central Europe was more religiously diverse than other European points of origin. Immigrants from Schleswig
and from Baden, for example, spoke mutually incomprehensible dialects, practiced
diﬀerent religions, and migrated in chain fashion to diﬀerent towns. In Europe,
Germans blended strong regional identities with a sense of belonging to the broader category German;15 as they established communities in the United States, they
often maintained both regional and national German identities even as they added
the third identity of white American.16
Germans also brought a wide range of political allegiances rooted in both socioeconomic class and their European experience. Liberals and socialists ﬂeeing the
repressive aftermath of the failed revolutions of 1848 adapted their commitments to
-

Institute for German American Studies at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, https://mki.wisc
.edu/library.
13 Joseph Eiboeck, Die Deutschen von Iowa und deren Errungenschaften (Des Moines: Iowa
Staats-Anzeiger, 1900); Glenn Ehrstine and Lucas Gibbs, “Joseph Eiboeck’s ‘Iowa’s Prohibition
Plague’: An Annotated Translation,” Annals of Iowa 78, no. 1 (Winter 2019): 1–74.
14 Shari Rabin, Jews on the Frontier: Religion and Mobility in Nineteenth-Century America
(New York: New York University Press, 2017).
15 Celia Applegate, A Nation of Provincials: The German Idea of Heimat (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1990); Alon Conﬁno, The Nation as a Local Metaphor: Wurttemberg, Imperial
Germany, and National Memory, 1871–1918 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997).
16 Katherine Neils Conzen, “Phantom Landscapes of Colonization: Germans in the Making
of a Pluralist America,” in The German American Encounter: Conﬂict and Cooperation between
Two Cultures, 1800–2000, ed. Frank Trommler and Elliott Shore (New York: Berghahn Books,
2001), 7–21.
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the political conﬂicts of the antebellum United States. A border state, Iowa was
home to signiﬁcant abolitionist and Underground Railroad activity. German Iowan
liberals generally supported the abolitionist cause, including through their powerful media ventures; socialists linked opposition to slavery to a much more radical
critique of private property.17 With Germans’ subsequent accommodation to Bismarckian illiberalism and the retreat from Reconstruction in the US, German
Americans adopted (and helped to formulate) a form of citizenship more ﬁrmly
grounded in whiteness.18 Later immigrants, who had experienced the wave of
nationalism accompanying the Franco-Prussian war and uniﬁcation of the German
state, often brought a reﬂexive chauvinism to the “German” half of their German
American identity. This was hardly a unique tendency among hyphenated European Americans in an age of rising nationalism, but it increased German Americans’ vulnerability to scrutiny during the First World War.
Yet ethnic tensions predated the First World War, and the ﬂashpoint was—of all
things—beer (a fact which made for a convenient hook in the undergraduate classes
that accompanied the project). German Iowans’ economic clout extended to the
dozens of breweries that blanketed the state. These became the site of intense
political struggle as temperance movements, driven largely by descendants of
English immigrants, made Iowa one of the few states in the Union to pass a series
of prohibition laws in the second half of the nineteenth century.19 Those laws, in
turn, led to riots in places such as Iowa City, where the economy was dependent on
its three breweries, and where ethnic Germans, who were almost universally
opposed to temperance, organized against the law. The gendered language of the
Christian temperance movement, which described men returning home to beat
their wives and children after a night drinking hard liquor at the tavern, was an
imperfect ﬁt with German Americans, whose drinking culture more often centered
on the beer garden. Although hardly guaranteeing immunity from domestic violence, the beer garden was a more family-friendly realm, including women and
children and linked spatially not to a closed indoor space but rather to outdoor
recreation. German American media outlets, so progressive on the matter of abolition, roundly opposed woman suﬀrage thanks to its association with prohibition.

17 Mischa Honeck, We are the Revolutionists: German Speaking Immigrants and American Abolitionists after 1848 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011); Andrew Zimmermann, “From the
Rhine to the Mississippi: Property, Democracy, and Socialism in the American Civil War,” The
Journal of the Civil War Era 5, no. 1 (March 2015): 3–37. German Americans’ opposition to slavery
varied according to economic circumstances and relationships with slaveholding neighbors; see
Kristen Layne Anderson, Abolitionizing Missouri: German Immigrants and Racial Ideology in
Nineteenth-Century America (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2016).
18 Alison Clark Eﬀord, German Immigrants, Race, and Citizenship in the Civil War Era (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2014).
19 Jeﬀrey Ostler, Prairie Populism: The Fate of Agrarian Radicalism in Kansas, Nebraska, and Iowa,
1880–1892 (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1993); Rachel Bohlmann, “Drunken Husbands,
Drunken State: The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union’s Challenge to American Families and
Public Communities in Chicago, 1874–1920” (PhD diss., The University of Iowa, 2001).
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The ethnic, economic, and political divides over prohibition helped to set the stage
for an ethnically based response to World War I.
World War I was the key rupture in German American history. During the
period of American neutrality, German American newspapers expressed sympathies with the Central Powers; their readership often prioritized the hopes for
victory of family still in Central Europe. By the time the United States entered the
war on the side of the Allied Powers in April of 1917, the (news-)paper trail linking
German Americans to suspicious loyalties was wide and deep.
Iowa became home to the nation’s most severe anti-German measure. Governor
William L. Harding’s “Babel Proclamation” of 1918 banned the use of languages
other than English not only in oﬃcial business but in all public spaces including
religious services and party telephone lines. Within a couple of years, the once
thriving German press was reduced to a shadow of its former self. German Iowans,
like German Americans elsewhere, were subject to economic boycotts, denunciations, vandalism, and violent acts including murder. Such actions were not always
motivated by security concerns, much less ethnic prejudice: the wartime environment provided an excuse to act on pre-existing economic or personal rivalries, and
denouncing a neighbor could be a handy way to deﬂect suspicions about one’s own
wartime eﬀorts.20 Regardless of motivation, episodes of harassment loom large in
many families’ tellings of their own history.
Particularly in rural areas, German remained in use after the war: one generation
and one world war later, German POWs interned in Camp Algona in north-central
Iowa communicated with local farmers in their native language. Nevertheless, the
larger trend was toward accelerated assimilation, aided ironically by the World
War I-era crackdown on public use of the German language. Modern forms of
sociability also played a role, as the cinema and dance hall lured youngsters away
from ethnically based athletic and choral societies. German Americans’ continued
(or restored) advantage was evident against the backdrop of new waves of violence
against African Americans, although the reenergized Ku Klux Klan also targeted
white Catholics and Jews. Yet within those two minority religions, German Americans now constituted an “old guard,” wealthier and better established than more
recent immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe. The quotas of the JohnsonReed (Immigration) Act of 1924 favored Germans anxious to leave their unstable
homeland over equally desperate Southern, Southeastern, and Eastern Europeans.
Earlier stipulations had hindered Asian immigration, and the 1924 Act conﬁrmed
this exclusion.21
The Great Depression saw the introduction of new regulations regarding economic self-suﬃciency, dramatically slowing all immigration. Only when Germany’s
20 See especially Luebke, Bonds of Loyalty; Kazal, Becoming Old Stock; Petra Dewitt, Degrees of
Allegiance: Harassment and Loyalty in Missouri’s German-American Community During World War I
(Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2012).
21 Joan S. Wang, “The Double Burdens of Immigrant Nationalism,” Journal of American Ethnic
History 27, no. 2 (Winter 2008): 28–58.
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The Babel Proclamation. (Courtesy State Historical Society of Iowa)

would-be immigrants became overwhelmingly Jewish (90 percent of applicants
from 1933–39) and when fears arose that Nazi Germany might try to install a “Fifth
Column” of spies and saboteurs via immigration, however, did federal agencies
begin to look on German immigration per se with suspicion.22 Nevertheless, while
22 Richard Breitman and Alan M. Kraut, American Refugee Policy and European Jewry, 1933–1945
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988). On German-Jewish refugees in Iowa, see Maiken
Umbach and Scott Sulzener, Photography, Migration, and Identity: A German-Jewish-American
Story (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Pivot, 2018).
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World War II brought the internment of American citizens of Japanese ancestry,
ethnic Germans were generally safe from internment unless they lacked citizenship
or expressed explicit pro-Nazi sympathies.23 Selective immigration law continued to
facilitate German immigration after the devastation of World War II. Only the
Immigration Reform of 1965 ﬁnally altered the demographics of immigration—and
Germany promptly lost its spot as the top source of immigrants in Iowa and several
other states in the 1970 census. The story of German Americans is thus alternately
a history of privilege and a history of vulnerability to xenophobia, particularly in
moments of volatile geopolitics.24

Planning the Project against a Changing Political Backdrop

We originally conceived this project in the early 2010s, when the Iowa legislature
was considering a repeal of its English-only law (which in 2002 prohibited the use
of other languages in oﬃcial state documents). It seemed a good moment to reﬂect
on the Babel Proclamation, particularly as the group targeted during World War I is
now so thoroughly assimilated that few think of German Americans has having
any ethnicity at all.25 The upcoming hundredth anniversary of the United States’
entry to World War I seemed a good hook for a public history project focusing on
the German American story.
By the time research on the project was underway, however, the battle for the
Republican nomination for the presidency was rapidly coarsening discourses on
immigration. The inauguration of the traveling exhibit very nearly coincided with
the inauguration of the Trump presidency. In light of promises to build a wall along
the United States’ southern border and an executive order barring citizens of seven
majority-Muslim countries from entering the United States, English-only legislation
seemed in retrospect a forewarning. As it had been a century earlier, Iowa was again
representative of the hardening of anti-immigration sentiment. For decades a quintessentially “purple” state, sending a blend of Democrats and Republicans to statewide and national oﬃce, Iowa lurched to the right with the 2016 elections. Our
public history project on immigration and xenophobia had taken on new meanings.
But what were those meanings? It is a truism to say that nearly all US citizens are
descended from immigrants, including those who nurture xenophobic sentiment.
But attitudes towards immigration are inextricable from attitudes about race.
Rather than prompting empathy for today’s immigrants, reminders of immigration’s long history can reinforce attitudes contrasting a heroic tale of European,
Christian immigration in the past against the alleged deﬁciencies of immigrants
23 Arnold Krammer, Undue Process: The Untold Story of America’s German Alien Internees
(New York: Rowman and Littleﬁeld, 1997).
24 Matthew Frye Jacobsen, Whiteness of a Diﬀerent Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy
of Race (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); Eric L. Goldstein, The Price of Whiteness: Jews,
Race, and American Identity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006).
25 See Kazal, Becoming Old Stock.
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coded as nonwhite or Muslim today. (Earlier waves of Jewish immigration take an
ambivalent place in today’s xenophobic discourses: A legitimizing strand characterizes Jews as a white population ﬂeeing persecution to become a valued part of
the American “melting pot” in implicit contrast to Muslim and nonwhite immigrants, whereas an antisemitic strand continues to portray Jews as dangerous
interlopers.) The questions raised by our exhibit seemed more urgent than
ever—but the focus on German immigration, and the expectation that many visitors would identify personally with this history, raised questions about whether
and how visitors might racialize its message.
In an inﬂuential 1987 essay on Ellis Island, perhaps the country’s most recognizable site of immigration history, Michael Frisch and Dwight Pitcaithley outlined
the challenges of interpreting history that forms an essential part of many visitors’
family heritage. Descendants of immigrants who entered the United States through
Ellis Island had “a powerful base of identiﬁcation” with the site, and the authors
found it “hard to conceive of an approach to site interpretation that would not seek
to invoke this connection as a resource.”26 However, they noted, “Too great a reliance on visitors’ preconceived notions may constrict their interest in or openness
to new historical interpretations and the presentation of contextual information.
Moreover, excessive evocation of the familiar may exclude those visitors outside
the bounds of that immediate connection.”27 In other words, approaches that draw
on a personal connection risk reinforcing uncritical interpretations and alienating
visitors without family ties to the topic.
Since the time of Pitcaithley’s and Frisch’s observations, the National Park
Service has revised its exhibit at Ellis Island. The new interpretation still evokes
a personal connection to the immigrants who once entered the United States—or
were turned away—at the site. However, the exhibits and programming also
explore a more inclusive range of stories. The site now includes permanent exhibits
focusing on immigration in the years between 1550 and 1890 and from 1945 to the
present, before and after Ellis Island’s existence as an immigration station. Similarly,
it was important for us to show the ways in which German American history was
embedded in a much larger tapestry.

Overview of the Project

As university faculty, we felt it important to involve students not only in the
practice of public history but also in the scholarship that undergirded it. Coursebased research and two on-site scholarly symposia, one including student presentations, thus complemented the museum exhibit and community programming.
26 Michael Frisch and Dwight Pitcaithley, “Audience Expectations as Resource and Challenge: Ellis Island as a Case Study,” in A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of
Oral and Public History, by Michael Frisch (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press,
1990): 218, 219.
27 Ibid., 219.
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Recognizing the role of the arts both in German American life and in bringing
history to life today, we considered the arts indispensable to the project. The
strength of the local and statewide arts community eased the way to incorporating
music, theater, and literature into our programming.
The current essay focuses on the museum exhibit and accompanying programming, both in Iowa City and across the state. To understand “German Iowa and the
Global Midwest” as a whole, however, an overview will be useful. Full details are
available at https://germansiniowa.com; highlights of the project follow. The italicized items below form the focus of this essay.
The program included:
 Undergraduate research in several classes, ranging from short
assignments to semester-long projects, honors theses, and
graduate research.
 A course for The University of Iowa’s “Senior College” for retirees.
 A small traveling exhibit with the university’s “Mobile Museum” (April–
October 2016), which previewed the major exhibit at The University of
Iowa’s Old Capitol Museum.
 An exhibit at the Old Capitol Museum at The University of Iowa (August
2016–January 2017), based in signiﬁcant part on student research.
 A statewide tour of the mobile panels from The University of Iowa exhibit
(March–November 2017).
 “German Iowa from Town to Town,” a workshop for educators, cultural
workers, and public historians in preparation for the traveling exhibit
(September 2016).
 A play commissioned for the project and performed locally and across the state
( Janet Schlapkohl, Here I’m Hank).
 Historical re-creation with scholarly commentary of two concerts from
German Iowa: one from the 18th National Sängerfest of the Sängerbund of
the Northwest, held in 1898 in Davenport, Iowa; and one from the Algona,
Iowa camp for German POWs in 1945.
 A scholarly symposium on German immigration and German
American life.
 A scholarly conference on global German history and research on
German history in Midwestern archives.
 Digital resources including an archive of documents on German
Midwestern history, a digital exhibit of migration and demographic
patterns, and an interactive digital map of German language newspapers
across Iowa. (http://germansiniowa.lib.uiowa.edu/)
 A collaborative relationship with the holder of the chair for North
American History at the University of Münster to enhance opportunities
for translating and transcribing German language materials.
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Case displaying artifacts of East-Central Iowa history including the 1922 wedding of German
native Helen Gerhard and US infantryman Ben Tylee. (Photograph by Melissa Quaiyoom,
Courtesy University of Iowa Division of Student Life)

From the beginning, the public history components of the project were in
conversation with both the classroom and the scholarly components. Undergraduate research formed the basis for the museum exhibit; musical re-creations drew
on the expertise of local archivists as well as music faculty and students; teachers
tapped digitized resources and the traveling exhibit for their classes; scholarly
publications drew on new source material discovered in local communities during
the course of the project.28

Traveling Exhibit and Workshop

The German Iowa and the Global Midwest exhibit was on display at the Old
Capitol Museum in Iowa City from August 18, 2016 through January 8, 2017. It
contained twelve collapsible panels encapsulating the history of German
28 Scholarly publications stemming from German Iowa and the Global Midwest include Ehrstine
and Gibbs, “Joseph Eiboeck’s ‘Iowa’s Prohibition Plague’”; Umbach and Sulzener, Photography,
Migration, and Identity: A German-Jewish-American Story; Walter Kamphoefner, “The Quest of the
Historical Jürnjakob: A Centennial Evaluation of an Immigrant Novel and the Real-Life Figure
Behind It,” Yearbook of German-American Studies 51 (2016): 1–23.
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Americans across Iowa. Around these panels, the museum displayed documents
and objects speciﬁc to the local history of Iowa City and East-Central Iowa.
Interactive digital exhibits displayed demographic patterns, German language
newspapers, and primary sources. The exhibit drew on research conducted in
several undergraduate classes as well as graduate research, supplemented by
additional research by the faculty organizers. Collaboration with urban, small
town, and county archives, libraries, and museums was critical to this process,
as they provided both images and artifacts.
The traveling exhibit was scheduled to begin in the spring of 2017, as events
commemorating the hundredth anniversary of the United States’ entry into World
War I took place across the state. During the tour, host institutions would have the
option of relying exclusively on the twelve panels and digital resources, which were
available online. We designed these resources with an interface that did not require
a touch screen in order to maximize accessibility to institutions that lacked this
technology. We hoped, however, that many hosts would make the exhibit their
own through additional displays or programming, in a manner similar to that
established by the Smithsonian’s Museum on Main Street.
To facilitate this process, we held a workshop called “German Iowa from Town
toTown” in September 2016 for those interested in hosting. Workshop participation
was not mandatory for hosts: many hosts learned of the exhibit only after the
workshop’s conclusion or even after the inauguration of the tour. Nevertheless,
the workshop was important as a touchstone for our thinking about reception
outside of Iowa City, as a means of establishing collaborations and partnerships
among cultural institutions statewide, and as a moment to reﬁne and rethink
possibilities for ancillary programming.
“German Iowa from Town to Town” provided background information on the
planning and organization of the exhibit and oﬀered breakout sessions on related
programming. Breakout sessions covered school curricula, school-museum partnerships, walking tours, genealogy, and community theater. The workshop also
included a visit to Iowa City’s Oktoberfest and an archaeological tour of the “beer
caves” that remain from Iowa City’s nineteenth-century German-run breweries.
Finally, workshop participants saw a staged reading of excerpts from Janet
Schlapkohl’s Here I’m Hank, a play that we commissioned (and which would
be made available to communities) and toured the museum exhibit with the
curators, who provided background on its planning and execution. Getting the
exhibit hosts acquainted with one another served a practical purpose, facilitating the transfer of the exhibit from site to site. In addition, local historians
shared areas of expertise that we had not anticipated in planning the workshop,
such as skills in the Low German (Platt) dialect used by immigrants from Germany’s far north.
As university faculty, we were aware of potential disconnects between “scholars
on the stage” and “scholars on the ground”: between ourselves and the local hosts
who would develop exhibits, events, and other programming around the traveling
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exhibit.29 By the time of the workshop, we had been immersed in the topic for over
a year; we had directed student research, given public presentations, and designed
the museum exhibit. We knew, however, that the public historians who would host
the traveling exhibit brought expertise on local history and culture: in many cases,
we had tapped that expertise for the original exhibit. Equally important, the
community-based public historians had a close relationship with their likely
audiences.
The exhibit hosts were all involved in some way with the public humanities or
education. They included museum professionals and volunteers, teachers, and
individuals working on local history projects. Some, particularly the volunteers,
could be considered what Benjamin Filene calls “outsider historians”: individuals
outside the academy or professionalized areas of public history who bring a personal, passionate, and often deeply knowledgeable perspective to a particular topic.
Filene notes that academic and public historians alike are often uncomfortable with
outsider historians, sometimes out of a misguided sense of exclusivity, but also out
of a perception that these individuals tend to omit the “big picture” of the history
under discussion.30 Yet it is diﬃcult to overstate the eﬀort, time, resources, and
expertise that these contributors brought to German Iowa and the Global Midwest.
Indeed, as nonacademic users of local archives and libraries, they were ideal ambassadors for one of our project’s central aims: spreading the word about the value
of these institutions. As academic historians, our role was to help them integrate
their remarkable mastery of local detail into the “big picture,” both historically and
in relation to present-day immigration.
In regard to the historical material, we focused our eﬀorts to relate the local
story to the “big picture” on the exhibit itself. There was a natural tension between
highlighting the German Iowan story and guarding against an exceptionalist
narrative—either regarding ethnic Germans’ role in building Iowan communities
or regarding the victimization of German Americans during the First World
War. Thus we intervened in key moments via the narrative provided by the
panels, and we paid close attention to the labeling of images and artifacts in order
to make the message available to those who skimmed or skipped the longer texts
on the panels.31 The opening two panels described the economic and military
pressures imposed upon the Sauk, Meskwaki, and Ho-Chunk during and after the
Black Hawk War. This was the precondition for making land available to white
settlers—right on the eve of the dramatic increase in German immigration resulting from Europe’s “hungry 1840s.” The penultimate panel highlighted the layering
of immigration histories with an image of the 1899 “Gustav Burkart” building in
29 The terms are Ann McCleary’s from “Creating Teaching Opportunities and Building
Capacity,” 75.
30 Benjamin Filene, “Passionate Histories: ‘Outsider’ History-makers and What They Teach Us,”
The Public Historian 34, no. 1 (Winter 2012): 19.
31 Beverly Serrell, Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press,
1996): 166–177.
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Gustav Burkart building in West Liberty. (Courtesy West Liberty Heritage Foundation)

West Liberty (now a majority Latino town), with the original name inscribed in
the pediment and banners for a Mexican restaurant in the ﬁrst-ﬂoor windows.32
And critical spots along the way prodded visitors towards a broader view.
Following the panels focusing on anti-German actions during World War I, for
example, visitors were reminded of German Americans’ continuing (or restored)
advantage via a discussion of the 1924 immigration law, which privileged northern
Europeans.
At the same time, the German American story showed how geopolitics can
complicate a simple narrative of white privilege. The First World War was at the
center of this story, both chronologically and in terms of exhibit design. The two
middle panels in the twelve-panel series focused on the war years, and in the Iowa
City incarnation, the wall behind those panels featured wartime propaganda and
letters from “ordinary citizens” denouncing ethnic German neighbors to state

32 See also the Minnesota History Center’s “Open House” exhibit, which uses the story of
a single building to guide visitors through multiple waves of immigration. Minnesota History Center
website, http://www.mnhs.org/historycenter/activities/museum/open-house.
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Portable banner on World War I, letters of denunciation and propaganda posters on the
wall. Visitors could “eavesdrop” on German conversation on the telephone and were
prompted to consider what their reactions might have been during a time of war against
Germany. (Photograph by Melissa Quaiyoom, Courtesy University of Iowa Division of
Student Life)

authorities. Visitors could scroll through a more extensive collection of letters on
a digital kiosk.
Visitors’ ways of linking our story to present-day controversies would, we knew,
be harder for us to script: a discussion of immigration and xenophobia today was
beyond the scope of the exhibit. Even before we read the reports of increasingly
anti-immigration commentary at New York City’s Tenement Museum during and
after the 2016 presidential campaign, we were aware of the danger that some
visitors might read our exhibit to conﬁrm biases favoring descendants of European
immigrants.33 We were not surprised when, during a test run of the exhibit, one
visitor disapprovingly contrasted today’s immigrants, who (he believed) do not
learn English, with immigrants of yesteryear, who (he believed) quickly did so. His
comments provided a useful opening. We directed his attention to the wall behind
him, which featured World War I-era letters denouncing German Americans—for
speaking German.
33 Sebastien Malo, “At New York Immigration Museum, Guides Cope with Hostile Remarks,”
Reuters, November 21, 2016, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-immigration-museum/at-newyork-immigration-museum-guides-cope-with-hostile-remarks-idUSKBN13G2BI.
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Letter of denunciation of a pastor conducting services in German, 1918. (Courtesy State
Historical Society of Iowa)

In response to prejudicial assumptions regarding recent immigrants, in 2004
the Tenement Museum developed its program of “kitchen conversations”:
museum staﬀ end each tour with a facilitated discussion of historical and
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contemporary immigration.34 It was in the context of this program that museum
staﬀ dealt with the increase in “negative comments” in 2016.35 This was not,
however, a model we could adopt: it involved lengthy training of facilitators as
well as an increase in ticket prices to fund the program.36 Our project diﬀused
authority among people who would be involved for only a short time or otherwise
would be hard-pressed to emulate this example. Most locations hosted the exhibit
for under two weeks, hosts volunteered their time, many hosts signed up after the
tour had begun, and visitors were generally unaccompanied by a guide. It was
impractical to formalize the practice of facilitating “diﬃcult dialogues”—even if
our budget had allowed for it.37
Nevertheless, many hosts shared our concern about engaging visitors on immigration today. In response, we included in our traveling packet a FAQ page oﬀering
information to combat stereotypes and prejudicial reactions to the exhibit. (The
packet also included instructions for setting up the exhibit as well as templates for
press releases, visitor surveys, and children’s activities.) The FAQs included answers to factual questions that, in the current context, are politically benign, such
as, “Where did Germans actually come from?” The FAQ also included questions
addressing the commonalities between the historical German American experience
and the lives of immigrants today. For example, the packet answered the question,
“Do immigrants today learn English more slowly than German Iowans did?” by
explaining that both then and now, generational change is the most important
factor in language acquisition. Indeed, the wartime prohibition on the use of
German in religious services was “necessary” only because so many churchgoers
were still worshipping in German decades after their arrival in the United States.
Another FAQ addressed the notion that present-day immigrants bring practices
that are more foreign to mainstream US culture. “Although much of our German
heritage may now seem mainstream, it didn’t start out that way,” we noted: once
upon a time, German American behaviors such as gathering at the beer garden on
pleasant Sunday afternoons were not only considered blasphemous but also provided ammunition for ethnically based political campaigns.38
Demand for the exhibit quickly outpaced the number of available weeks of
reasonably reliable weather in Iowa (mid-March through mid-November), and
so we created a second set of panels to enable two simultaneous tours. Ultimately
thirty-seven institutions hosted the exhibit in 2017, connecting the university with
a wide variety of communities and organizations around the state. A small number
34 Abram, “Kitchen Conversations.”
35 Malo, “At New York Immigration Museum, Guides Cope with Hostile Remarks.”
36 Abram, “Kitchen Conversations,” 66.
37 Models for “facilitated dialogue” regarding immigration in museum settings appear in Bailey,
ed., Interpreting Immigration at Museums and Historic Sites, which was not available at the time of our
project. On “diﬃcult dialogue” more generally, see Derald Wing Sue, Race Talk and the Conspiracy of
Silence: Understanding and Facilitating Diﬃcult Dialogues on Race (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2015);
Ijeoma Olou, So You Want to Talk About Race (NY: Seal Press, 2018).
38 The complete FAQ is available at http://germansiniowa.lib.uiowa.edu/faq.
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of institutions beyond Iowa hosted the exhibit in 2018. The total reported attendance for the travelling exhibit and community-based programming—representing
twenty-ﬁve of the thirty-seven Iowa sites—was over 28,000. The route included
sites geographically dispersed across the state, including the Mississippi and Missouri river valleys as well as the vast space between. The exhibit traveled to a number of cities including Des Moines, the state capitol, with a metro population of
nearly 650,000 (the city itself has some 217,000 residents) and Cedar Rapids, with
over 100,000 residents. In addition to Iowa City, two university towns with populations hovering around 70,000 hosted the exhibit: Ames and Waterloo-Cedar Falls.
Smaller cities included Waukee, with a population of around 20,000, and Urbandale, with slightly over 40,000 residents. The route also included rural locations
such as the towns of Amana, with a population around 600, and Laurens, with
a population around 1,100. We organized the route to minimize the burden of
transporting the exhibit while also accommodating hosts’ preferred times and to
coincide with local events, including multiple commemorations of World War I
and Oktoberfests.
Some host institutions were dedicated to the study of German American culture and history. These included the German American Heritage Center in Davenport, which supplied materials from its collection for the original exhibit, as well
as rural sites like the Hausbarn Heritage Park in Manning, the Ostfriesen Heritage
Society in Wellsburg, and the Amana Heritage Museum in Amana, a community
founded as a utopian pietistic colony. The State Historical Museum in Des Moines
and a trio of organizations in Ames both created extensive programming around
the visit. Public libraries, county historical societies, and local museums made up
the majority of sites, and even in small communities, they hosted a variety of
programs. Two liberal arts colleges, four high schools, and ﬁve county fairs also
hosted the exhibit.
Minimizing the ﬁnancial burden on communities was crucial to the project’s
success. We did not charge to rent the banners, and one of the key organizing
principles of the routing was to enable one host to pick up the banners from the
previous (nearby) host, reducing the need for shipping. Communities’ costs could
be essentially nil in cases where labor was provided by volunteers or folded into
routine professional responsibilities and where publicly supported facilities (such
as libraries) made space available at no cost. The main ﬁnancial hurdle came with
the play, Here I’m Hank. Many hosts, especially those who saw portions of the play
at the workshop, were enthusiastic about staging a local production. Only two host
organizations, however, were in a position to recruit a local team, limiting their
external costs to the purchase of rights for a single performance. Others were
dependent on the Iowa City team of two actors to travel to their location, which
cost several hundred dollars. Only when we found funds to subsidize the performances did this become feasible, and three additional communities tapped the
opportunity. These eﬀorts to ease communities’ access to the exhibit and programming allowed it to reach a large number of urban and rural sites around the state.
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High school students visit exhibit in Waukee. (Courtesy Tammy Getting)

Outcomes

We were able to evaluate the reception of the exhibit on several levels. The workshop for potential hosts allowed us to do a form of “front-end” evaluation. Since
the main exhibit was already complete at that point, we were not able to adapt it in
response to their feedback—but the reactions of potential hosts informed our
creation of the FAQ page, our advice to hosts on ancillary programming and
companion exhibits based on local history, and our eﬀorts to increase access to
the play, Here I’m Hank. The organizers and graduate assistant each gave several
talks at various sites, including museums, libraries, and a county fair, and were able
to interact directly with visitors and informally gauge their reactions. We distributed
sample visitor surveys with the information packet, and some sites used them,
while others used their own surveys or comment logs. We also asked hosts at each
site for their direct feedback.
By the end of the original tour, twenty-ﬁve of the host organizations had
returned evaluations of the project, discussing attendance, events, local additions
to the exhibit, visitor reactions, and their own responses. Six included copies of
visitor evaluations. The exhibit hosts went to considerable eﬀort to give feedback,
providing photos along with their evaluations and sometimes mailing brochures,
newspaper articles, and other materials related to their programming.
Although we received a great deal of information in this way, we found interpreting visitor reactions at a remove, from a diverse set of contexts, inherently
German Iowa and the Global Midwest
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Performance of Here I’m Hank in Davenport. (Photograph by Jonathan Turner, Courtesy
QC Online)

challenging. We conducted several phone interviews with exhibit hosts in order to
gain additional insight. The data we were able to collect demonstrates that the
traveling exhibit had an impact on partnerships among institutions and communities, public recognition of an important piece of Iowan history, and visitors’ understanding of German American history. It also reveals that many visitors drew fruitful
connections between this history and controversies about immigration today.
The traveling exhibit brought public awareness to little-known aspects of Iowan
history, including the prevalence of German-speaking communities and the story of
the Babel Proclamation. Many visitors expressed surprise at the portrait of German
speaking Iowa that the exhibit painted; one wrote, “I was not aware of the HUGE
number of Germans who came to U.S. over time. My unawareness likely the result
of repression of Germans around WWI.”39 High school students found their perception of Iowan history altered as well. A German class at Waukee High School
found it strange to imagine Iowans speaking German in their everyday lives,40 while
Beth Lillskau, a German teacher at Prairie High School in Cedar Rapids, wrote:
39 Visitor survey collected March 27, 2017 by Ames Organizations Partnership, Ames, IA.
40 Visitor survey collected November 9, 2017 by Waukee Public Library, Waukee, IA.

120

The Public Historian / Vol. 42 / February 2020 / No. 1

“I think that the students found a new understanding of their state through this
exhibit.” The presentation at Prairie High School led Lillskau’s students to request
a return visit, to allow their class to engage in more advanced discussion.41 Even in
Amana, a community with a strong awareness of its German heritage, museum
director Jon Childers commented that visitors enjoyed the programming “especially
because the museum had never talked about these topics before,” and that “the
exhibit helped gain a feeling of shared identity with others in Iowa that we maybe
didn’t feel before,” based on the statewide history of German immigration.42
For many visitors, the traveling exhibit provided not only new information, but
a new understanding of their family background. Several sites conducted programs
on genealogy, which were very popular with visitors. The panels and programs
reminded some visitors of family stories or events from their childhoods. A visitor
in Wellsburg wrote that the most interesting thing about the exhibit was “reading
about the immigrants and comparing it to my father’s story.”43 Audience members
at an event at the Palo Alto County Fair told one of the authors that their parents or
grandparents used German to say things the children were not supposed to understand. Locals shared family stories at programs in Kalona, Ackley, and Ames, where
Casie Vance, the director of the Ames Historical Society commented, “The way the
programs were set up allowed for an exchange of information and provided a high
level of civic engagement. The audience was encouraged to share what they know
about their German ancestors, which provided an exchange of information from
attendees to attendees, from attendees to the speaker, and from the speaker to the
audience.”44 This level of engagement speaks to the personal importance the
exhibit held for many visitors.
In some cases, this engagement and interest in family histories contributed to
public participation in the project and the involvement of “outsider” historians.
The Ames organizers created an additional exhibit panel on the history of a local
German American family with the help of a descendant. At the Belle Plaine
Historical Society, the exhibit inspired local people to bring in documents and
photographs of their ancestors, and the museum director Mitch Malcolm plans
to follow up with several families to collect more information.45 In these ways,
the project created and reinforced relationships between museums and community members.
The exhibit was clearly successful in speaking to the experience of people of
German ancestry. However, another goal for the project was to inform
41 Beth Lillskau, exhibit host evaluation for Prairie High School, Cedar Rapids, IA, December 19,
2017.
42 Jon Childers, exhibit host evaluation for Amana Heritage Society, Amana, IA, December 8,
2017.
43 Visitor survey collected August 17, 2017 by Ostfriesen Heritage Society and Wellsburg Public
Library, Wellsburg, IA.
44 Casie Vance, exhibit host evaluation for Ames Organizations Partnership, Ames, IA, May 25,
2017.
45 Mitch Malcolm, email message to Laurel Sanders, June 19, 2017.
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conversations on current issues of immigration, language, and identity. We hoped
that members of the public would make connections between the Babel Proclamation and the present-day political landscape, but it was certainly possible to
visit the exhibit or be involved in events without doing so. Exhibit hosts did not
describe instances of having used the FAQ to address contentious themes with
visitors, nor did evaluation materials include references to visitors displaying
overt racism or xenophobia. As Laurens librarian Glenda Mulder commented,
visitors to the exhibit were “Iowa nice,” and were therefore probably reluctant to
“talk controversies.”46 Other exhibit hosts made similar comments: social desirability bias might well have constrained visitors from expressing views (in hearing
range of organizers) known to elicit disapproval. However, ancillary programming directly addressing xenophobia and other problems faced by recent immigrants was well received.
The Midwestern social sensibility to which Mulder referred may not lend itself
to open debate, but some individual visitors clearly made connections between the
history of German Iowa and the present day. Some comments directly addressed
the issue of immigration. A visitor to an event in Wellsburg wrote that “I wish more
people could compare this to the parallels of today’s immigration. That made a big
impact how hard it was for Germans.”47 In response to a question about what
interested them most, a visitor to a program in Ames wrote, “Relationship between
how Germans were stiﬂed and currently how Latinos are being treated similarly.”48
A personal interaction at the State Historical Museum in Des Moines showed the
exhibit’s potential for transcending the problem of alienation that Frisch and Pitcaithley noted (in reference to Ellis Island) and resonating with wider audiences. A
visitor who had immigrated from India in the 1970s remarked that this history of
a large immigrant group was familiar to her and went on to discuss the resemblance
between items she had brought from India and the German American farm and
household items in the exhibit. In a survey, another visitor commented “This topic
is of interest in the broad sense, even when you don’t have ancestors in the
region.”49 Other visitors likewise remarked on their interest in the material despite
its distance from their own family histories.
The exhibit and programs did spark some conversations and challenge assumptions. An audience member at the Palo Alto County Fair was shocked to realize that
soldiers from Iowa who fought in WWI were reported and persecuted for speaking
German just as civilians were. Implicit in her reaction was an understanding of the
betrayal one might feel when the sacriﬁce of military service is not met with the full
beneﬁts of citizenship. When a book club at Laurens Public Library discussed
Michelle Hoover’s novel Bottomland, on the experience of a German American
46 Glenda Mulder, telephone conversation with Laurel Sanders, December 14, 2017.
47 Visitor survey collected August 19, 2017 by Ostfriesen Heritage Society and Wellsburg Public
Library, Wellsburg, IA.
48 Visitor survey collected March 27, 2017 by Ames Organizations Partnership, Ames, IA.
49 Visitor survey collected March 29, 2017 by Ames Organizations Partnership, Ames IA.
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family during World War I, older members disputed the portrayal of the exhibit and
book, saying that “Germans weren’t treated that badly.”50 Some viewers strove to
integrate the history of German immigration more explicitly to the history of settler
colonialism. A student at Cornell College in Mount Vernon, Iowa, critiqued the
exhibit’s language regarding the “violent expulsion” of Native Americans as too
weak, even as she distanced herself from the word “genocide.”51 German students
from Waukee High School had thoughtful conversations about the exhibit, remarking, for example, that they were surprised to read the story of a German American
who defected to Germany in World War II because they found it “hard to believe an
Iowan would do that.”52
Perhaps most intriguing was the response to the survey’s request for suggestions
of potential topics for a future exhibit. Public history professionals and members of
the public alike suggested Native American history or culture more often than any
other theme. Although the exhibit’s discussion of Native history was necessarily
brief, it did describe the legacy of dispossession that made immigrants’ prosperity
possible. This aspect of the exhibit clearly interested many visitors. These comments also suggest a desire throughout the state for programming on heritage and
culture that is not limited to the experience of European Americans—and in which
US history is not characterized exclusively as the story of immigrants. Among other
things, such comments reveal the impact of ongoing public history projects such as
the University of Iowa-based Iowa Native Spaces,53 which brings together community- and university-based partners to challenge conventional readings of indigenous pasts, presents, and futures.
An additional signiﬁcant impact of the traveling exhibit was the creation of
partnerships. In his discussion of the Museum on Main Street initiative, Robbie
Davis argues that collaboration and partnerships are essential to making the Smithsonian traveling exhibit work.54 The same has been true of the German Iowa
project. The project spurred collaboration among local institutions, as well as
between those organizations and The University of Iowa. The three Ames organizations that collaborated to host the traveling exhibit and related programming
were the Ames Historical Society, Iowa State University (ISU), and the Ames Public
Library. According to Casie Vance of the Ames Historical Society, that institution
had been intending to partner with the ISU History Department for some time, and
the exhibit provided an opportunity to do so. The Ames Historical Society and ISU
History Department have collaborated further on the basis of relationships built
50 Glenda Mulder, telephone conversation; Michelle Hoover, Bottomland (New York: Grove
Press, 2016).
51 Tyler Carrington, exhibit host evaluation for Cornell College, Mount Vernon, IA, December 5,
2017.
52 Visitor survey collected November 9, 2017 by Waukee Public Library, Waukee, IA.
53 “Iowa Native Spaces,” Native American and Indigenous Spaces website, The University of
Iowa, https://clas.uiowa.edu/ainsp/projects/iowa-native-spaces.
54 Robbie Davis, “Public History in Small-Town America: Twenty Years of Museum on Main
Street,” The Public Historian 36, no 4 (November 2014): 51–70.
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during the exhibit. The organizations also worked with a local family to add
material to the exhibit. Additionally, the programming around the exhibit involved
partnership and involvement in other projects, such as the “Knowledge on Tap”
lecture series at a local brewery.55
Because it was a traveling exhibit, “German Iowa” brought this experience to
rural communities with limited access to museums and cultural events. For example, librarian Glenda Mulder reserved the exhibit for the small community of
Laurens so that locals who rarely traveled could have access to interesting programming. She believes library visitors are now aware that they can see museumquality exhibits in their own town.56 In this way, the partnership between the
university and library not only expanded access to this particular exhibit, but
enhanced the reach of the public library.
Even before the exhibit began its tour, the workshop in September 2016 helped
to establish these partnerships. Freda Dammann, curator of the Hausbarn
Heritage Park in Manning, said that it was rewarding to have The University of
Iowa and other institutions recognize their museum, and that it made them “feel
boosted.” Presenters from the workshop, as well as the project organizers, continued to be involved in programming in the host communities throughout the
tour of the exhibit.
In addition, Dammann portrayed the exhibit as having a clear, long-term impact
on her local museum. She stated that the visit of the exhibit spread awareness about
the Hausbarn, bringing additional numbers of visitors, school groups, and guests
from out of town. She believed that impact lasted beyond the duration of the
exhibit, remarking that a foundation that provided grants to school groups had
recently called her about sending school groups to the Hausbarn, something she
credits to awareness raised through the German Iowa exhibit and programs.57
The German Iowa project led many visitors to draw connections to immigration
issues today, and exhibit hosts found that it sparked community engagement in
local history and cultural events. This extensive project raised public awareness of
what local institutions can provide, and helped those institutions to network with
one another. Ideally, it will have opened doors to further collaboration between
urban, academic, and rural Iowa and it will provide a model for public history in
dispersed small-town and rural communities.
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55 Casie Vance, telephone conversation with Laurel Sanders, December 14, 2017.
56 Glenda Mulder, telephone conversation.
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