– Intro Music – 

Francesca: Today’s episode is the first a special three part segment we recorded with Baltimore on the city’s immigration history. This first episode will cover Baltimore National Heritage Area’s role in interpreting the city’s history, how the heritage area supports organizations like the Baltimore Immigration Museum where the following conversations took place, a little bit of background about the Baltimore Immigration Museum, as well as information on one of Baltimore’s largest immigrant groups: the Germans. 

– Intro Music – 

Peter: Hey Francesca. 

Francesca: Hey Peter. 

Peter: So I’m excited to hear about your work that you did in Baltimore.

Francesca: Yeah! This, this is um going to be the first of a three part segment that we—

Peter: Wow.

Francesca: —yeah, that we recorded in Baltimore. Essentially, Shauntee Daniels from Baltimore National Heritage Area reached out to us, and—

Peter: Yes.

Francesca: —she wanted to get it together, a panel of representatives of different types of immigration history within Baltimore city, and the Baltimore National Heritage Area. 

Peter: Right.

Francesca: And so then we all met at the Baltimore Immigration Museum. One of the panelists that we’re going to hear today, Nick Fessenden, him and Brigitte Fessenden, his wife, um, they’re-they’re a really lovely couple, they-they work at the Baltimore Immigration Museum and they were really lovely hosts—

Peter: Great. 

Francesca: —along with the heritage area in sort of facilitating this extended, um, dialogue and resource that the heritage area was really excited to create. 

Peter: Yeah, it’s great. I mean it’s such a relevant, ah, topic. And certainly, I’ve been the Baltimore Immigration Museum, it’s a great facility, it’s small—

Francesca: Mhmm. 

Peter: —but it’s ah, you know the stories that they tell there are pretty revealing. When we look at that and say, hey look, our country’s really been built on years and years of immigrants coming to our country and-and building it up and making it a strong place to live. And I know you spoke with um Jason, and I’ve known him for-for many years, you know he has a great tale to tell about um the heritage area and their work with the immigration museum. So I have not, never met ah Nick, who is the Historian I guess at the museum, but I know he has some, he has some great-great insights into the, into the work they do. 

Francesca: Yeah, he is the first of our panelist speakers, so um, him and Jason do a really good job of introducing the heritage area, why the heritage area is invested in sharing the stories um, of immigrants and immigrant histories within Baltimore and then, as well as the Baltimore Immigration Museum itself. So, and then he-he ah, his specialization is German immigration history within Baltimore, and so he speaks to that. And—

Peter: Yeah.

Francesca: —sort of, starts us off. We are also in the next episodes going to cover Irish immigration history into Baltimore, African American diaspora into Baltimore, as well as Jewish immigration, and Italian immigration—

Peter: Wow.

Francesca: —history into Baltimore. 

Peter: You’re really covering a lot. So this is, this is very exciting I can’t wait to hear it all. 

Francesca: Good. 

Peter: Good, great! [laughter]

– Music Reprise – 

Francesca: Hello this is Francesca Calarco, Communications Coordinator for the NPS National Heritage Areas Program. Today, I am here with Jason Vaughan from the Baltimore National Heritage Area, and he’s going to introduce what we will be discussing today, so Jason thank you for coming on.

Jason: Well great, thank you Francesca, I’m happy to be here. Ah, I’m Jason Vaughan, Director of Historic Preservation and Interpretation for the Baltimore National Heritage Area. Baltimore National Heritage Area is one of 49 congressionally designated heritage areas, and all the heritage areas share a similar mission, to shed light on the landscapes and people that tell uniquely American stories. Now, we aren’t national parks, but we do work closely with the National Park Service to protect and promote special places across the country. And today we are going to explore an important facet of Baltimore history, immigration. And we are delighted to be here today at the Baltimore Immigration Museum, a small museum that tells an incredibly large, complex story. The heritage area has been a proud partner of this new museum. BNHA grant funding has helped the museum make thoughtful exhibits and capital improvements to make this place very welcoming to the local neighborhood and Baltimore at large. Baltimore history of immigration ties in perfectly with the main theme of the heritage area’s interpretation: birthplace of American identity. Now, while Elis Island in New York and Angel Island in California are the most noted historic immigration stations in the country, Baltimore was also a busy disembarkation point for thousands seeking new opportunities and fortunes in the 19th and 20th centuries. Over the decades immigrants have made incredible contributions to Baltimore’s landscape, institutions, and industries. Berger cookies, old bay seasoning, and the linotype machine are all uniquely Baltimore and brought to life by those seeking a better life in this nation. Now, immigrants did not always find Baltimore a place of tolerance, but overtime Baltimoreans learned not to just coexist, but to appreciate the contributions diverse groups made to city life. Not to mention, the world beyond. Now today’s immigrants don’t usually come by sea, but they still come. Baltimore in recent decades has seen an influx in newcomers from Latin America, Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe, and the Middle East. They are adding their own cultural vitality to the rich tapestry that is Baltimore. 

Francesca: Thank you Jason.

Jason: You’re welcome, thank you very much! 

Francesca: I was wondering if you could, speak a little bit about the Baltimore Immigration Museum and what we’re going to be discussing today within that context.

Jason: Sure, the Baltimore Immigration Museum is in lovely Locust Point, which is very close to Fort McHenry, which is a National Park Service site. Ah, and the museum, ah, is dedicated to telling the story of immigrants who arrived on Baltimore’s shores, ah, starting in the 1800’s, actually before that because it talks about the enslaved Africans who were brought here. And then ah, it continues this history until the present day, when we start seeing populations of Latin Americans, and Asians, and Africans who are making their home here in this city. Um, and I think this is extremely important to share because, you know, the country at large is having this conversation about immigration, and it’s getting very contentious sometimes, and I think having this context of how immigration has changed patterns in American history will help us understand, ah, that there are positive forces of immigration that will enable to help us have a better dialogue about this very, ah, important discussion we’re having today. 

Francesca: Alright, thank you! Thank you for all of that, I really appreciate it. Um, do you have any final thoughts before we talk with the staff of the, ah, Baltimore Immigration Museum? 

Jason: I hope that when you plan your trip to Baltimore, that you will enjoy the inner harbor but then leave and explore the wonderful and various neighborhoods we have, including Locust Point, home of the immigration museum, ah, as well as the Star Spangled Banner Flag House where the flag was sewn, and the other great institutions that we have here in Baltimore. 

Francesca: Okay, thank you Jason, thank you so much. 

– Music Reprise – 

Francesca: Alright, I am here in the Baltimore Immigration Museum with Historian Nick Fessenden, so welcome!

Nick: Well thank you very much, and my name is Nick Fessenden, and I wanted to tell you a few words about the neighborhood where we are in Baltimore. It’s Locust Point, which is a National Register Historic District, ah, which was established about five or six years ago. And I think what’s important about this area is that in 1868, ah, there was a partnership between the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, and the North German Lloyd Steamship Company, and the arrangement was that the Baltimore and Ohio would build an immigration pier, ah, in Locust Point and the North German Lloyd would bring immigrant ships, ah, one per month. And it got down into one per week. And the immigrants could land here, some would go and stay in Baltimore, and others would travel west. And the B and O built railroad tracks right up to the pier, so the immigrants could get off the boat and continue their voyage to the west. So this was um, this was a very important development for Baltimore. Baltimore, ah, during this time period was the third largest port of entry for immigration into the United States. New York was the largest, and then Boston, and then Baltimore. Now this house where the museum is, is essentially ah, it was built by a German language church which is next door. And it was built as a place for immigrants to stay. And it was about five blocks away from the immigration pier. And the-the church which has, ah, merged with other denominations, but the church has still ah, given us two rooms to establish an immigration museum in this house where immigrants, ah, of more than 3,000 stayed in the years before World War I. So our museum, is ah, is open on afternoons, weekends, ah, one to four. Our website is immigrationbaltimore.org. Our museum consists of immigration history, about national trends, the global trends in the 19th and early 20th century. And then we look at the different immigrant groups that settled in Baltimore, so that would be Germans, Irish, Jews, Poles, Italians, Lithuanians, Bohemians or Czechs, and Greeks who all had identifiable neighborhoods. And then we also have a display on more recent immigration, and that would include, ah, those from Asia who came, ah, after 1965 from, ah, Latin American, and we have a segment also on African Americans who were not immigrants, but many of them traveled from the south to Baltimore and other cities in the North, and their experience was similar to that of immigrants. So that’s what’s in our museum. And, ah, I would also note that we are a partner site for the Baltimore National Heritage Area, and we’ve received support, funding. Ah, we really could not have done these exhibits, ah, without-without their support. So we’re very grateful to be part of the Baltimore National Heritage Area and we work with them on various programs. 

Francesca: Alright, well thank you so much for that overview, um, of the Baltimore Immigration Museum. So now, we are going to be discussing some of the different, um, immigrant groups who came to Baltimore and helped to shape the city. So starting with the largest immigrant group that came, Nick will be discussing the Germans. 

Nick: So, the Germans, as noted, they were the largest immigrant group that came here, and they actually arrived fairly early in Baltimore’s history. The first German language congregation which was set up was 1755. Ah, that was when the city that was very small, that was a couple thousand people. And that was the-the Zion Lutheran Church, which is still around today. And, ah, I would say immigration was relatively, that it was just a trickle I think you could say in the years after that up to about 1830. You really didn’t have that many immigrants from any country coming into the U.S. and into Baltimore. But then 1830, that’s when I think that immigration starts in large numbers, so-so you take 1830 ah up to about 1890, that’s when the Germans were the largest number of immigrants coming into the city. And from about 1860 to 1890, a quarter of Baltimore’s population was either born in Germany, or their parents were-were German immigrants. So they were a major group in the city. 

Francesca: Could you tell me a little bit about the push-pull factors that led to German immigrants coming into Baltimore city?

Nick: Okay, I think a big factor is what we’ve mentioned before, is that there happened to be um, a strong trade connection between Baltimore and Bremen, this actually goes back to the late 18th century, that there was a lot of trade going back and forth. And so, immigration kind of was something that developed as part of it and so before 1830 is kind of like the crucial date when the German merchants, ah, and ship-owners found that immigration was, um, you know sending immigrants over was really quite profitable, and so they encouraged immigration. And so Baltimore ended up as, you know, one of their-their major destinations in the U.S. So, push factors, ah, would be that in that time period there were bad harvests, there also was a problem of overpopulation, ah, on the land. And so very often families, they would, they wanted to keep their farms intact. And so the oldest son would get the land. The youngest songs would have to do something else. Many of the German states had a military draft. So I think a lot of young men, you know, were not interested in-in you know continuing, you know staying there. So these were all, these were all factors, ah, that were the push factors. And I think the pull factors was that, you know, the wages were good in the U.S. or better than they were in Europe. And that there was open land in the Midwest, so um, farmers could come over here. That there was religious and political freedom here, ah, I think this was ah important for some-some people who were ah religious minorities. They found that there was complete separation of church and state over here, and so they-they saw that as a good reason to come. So these are, these are the various push and pull factors. Ah, I would say the pull factor I think is really quite strong because overtime we see that when there was an economic downturn in the U.S., then immigration fell off. So I think the attractiveness of working in the U.S., I think that’s a crucial point. 

Francesca: Alright, well thank you for giving that lovely overview. One thing that I would be interested to learn about the German immigrants coming into Baltimore; what were some challenges to German immigrants and German Americans of this time, that they were facing? 

Nick: Okay um, first and just an overview is that up to about 1890 there was a steady flow of German immigrants, ah, into the U.S. and into Baltimore. After 1890, that at that particular time Germany was industrializing and so their wages, you know, were beginning to rise as well. So we really find a decline in German immigration after 1890. And so the challenges, um, I think that the Germans had an advantage in that many of them had a-a trade or skill. So they were often able to find work, and some of them were able to go into business and establish firms. Baltimore’s brewers, ah, were mostly German. That was important. There were a lot of ah, craftsmen, a lot of carpenters, and masons. So a lot of the row houses, for which Baltimore is very famous, a lot of the row houses were built by-by Germany builders. So I would say, um, you know in terms of employment, um, you know establishing a middle class status, ah, the Germans were-were fairly successful at that. There were some challenges, there was an anti-immigrant political party in the 1850s, they were called Know Nothings, they were also the American party. They were um, they, I mean they didn’t like the German immigrants, but this was kind of short-lived and when the Civil War came, then the Germans tended to support the Union and sort of this-this whole anti-immigrant, those feelings dissipated. I guess the other major challenge though came during World War I, when ah, the U.S. went to war against Germany. And at that point, ah you know, everything that was German was-was banned. Street’s names were changed, the German language instruction was dropped from schools and universities and things like that. And so, ah, after World War I, the Germans they really didn’t advertise their German backgrounds or their German heritage. So ah, that-that was kind of like a-a major development. I mean and they-they tended to assimilate into general American society. 

Francesca: Okay. Could you speak a little bit about assimilation? It’s always an interesting word to me, cause I feel like it has different meanings depending upon who you’re talking with, so how-how were the German able to adapt or assimilate as you say?

Nick: The way I see it is that um, after 1890 when immigration begins to decline, and-and it was you know, and it was a considerable decline, ah at that point with fewer people coming in, I think the second generation then tended to identify with America and speak English, and that sort of thing. So what’s, what’s interesting is that the some, there were, somewhat unique for Baltimore was that there were a dual-language school system, a bilingual school system, up through eighth grade. So language was both in English and in German, ah and this was where a large number of immigrants sent their kids to school. In fact, at one point it’s as many as ten thousand children were in German language schools in-in Baltimore. But as the immigration falls off then the schools also, also being to decline in, you know, the number of students that they had. So I-I would say, it’s sort of like, what happens is the second generation tends to identify more with American society, and um, and so that’s, I think that’s the process that you know, that happens. 

Francesca: Yeah, I think anybody who has any type of hyphenated heritage, um, always finds themselves between two worlds. And that would certainly be the same for a German American in the 18 or 1900s. 

Nick: Definitely, definitely.

Francesca: Yeah, yeah. So those were some challenges faced by German immigrants and German Americans. What are some success stories? 

Nick: Well, I think ah, I’m sort of gonna mention two individuals who are success stories and, ah, are quite important. And one is a man by the name of Mergenthaler. He was trained as a watchmaker in Germany and came over here. And ah, he developed the linotype machine, which is ah what Jason had-had mentioned. Ah and that, what that did was it greatly sped up the process of composing newsprint before, ah, typesetters would have to individually put the letters into the typeset. Ah, now this could be done in a, in a much more rapid fashion. This sort of enabled newspapers to go from maybe like 8 pages, that’s all you could do, ah, to a much larger edition. So this is like a big improvement in technology, and-and Mergenthaler was ah, an immigration who ah developed this, ah, and-and lived in Baltimore. And um, I guess the other person I’m gonna mention is H.L. Mencken. Mencken was probably the best known and perhaps most influential cultural critic in the 1920s, and he was ah, he lived in Baltimore. Just about his, I mean for his entire life. Three of his four grandparents were German. Ah, I mean, were German immigrants. Ah, one was, a grandmother came from Scottish, or had a Scottish background, but he definitely identified himself as German American, and ah is a very important person in American cultural history, and-and Baltimore’s history. So this is the case of someone who is third generation, but ah obviously um, you know, identified with Germany and visited Germany several times, and um and he saw that as an important part of his heritage.

Francesca: Yeah, yeah. I think whether you’re an immigrant and first generation or if you’re second or third generation, your heritage is always a part of you in some way. Although I know it’s different for everybody, but yeah, those-those sound like some really good German success stories, German American success stories. Do you have any thoughts you want to share on something you really, really want people to know about how German immigrants and German Americans have shaped Baltimore, or vice-versa? 

Nick: Well, I think, I think that ah, you know, the row houses, the Germans weren’t the only builders, but this was, this was really important part of, you know, the landscape ah, in-in Baltimore. I think the on other side’s in that Baltimore effected the Germans in that they, you know, the Germans did assimilate, and as I say relatively easily, so ah that’s, I-I-I would kind of see it that way. I would add though that, you know, Germans tended to sort of bring some of their cultural baggage with them, and so a lot of the social organizations, ah, the clubs, and that sort of thing, and that the-the churches, there were about 30 different German language churches, ah, in the city as of 1900, and ah, and up to 1914. So they, in-in terms of religion, Germans did hold on to their religious traditions, um, and their culture, and their beliefs. Ah, I think assimilation is sort of, it kind of goes part way, but it doesn’t necessarily um, you know, kind of cover all aspects of life. 

Francesca: Yes, yes. So my final question then would be, um, how do you feel stories of German immigrants and German Americans really resonate today? 

Nick: I’d say in the sense that, here at the museum we get all sorts of inquiries ah, from people who have, you know, immigrants backgrounds, ah, but also and I’d say large numbers have German background, and so they’re very curious about you know when their ancestor came here. And so, in-in-in that sense people do want to know, you know, sort of the stories of their-their ancestors who came here. And we do get, actually inquiries from all over the country, you know, California and so forth, they-they-they want to know if they had some ancestor who arrived here, um, 100 years ago and they-they would like to know ah, more about that. Or what information we have about that. So, that’s sort of like at least one aspect of what resonates with people. 

Francesca: Okay. Well thank you so much for your time, I really appreciate it. 

Nick: Well thank you too. 

– Music Reprise – 

Peter: Wow, that was a lot to, ah, take in, ah, 

Francesca. Great job. I really ah, really appreciate you going to Baltimore and I’d say you really, you really captured a lot of voices, and a lot of really important information. And, you know it’s a credit to the Baltimore heritage area, that they’re so supportive of all this work. 

Francesca: I was, I was really happy to go down and-and listen to these stories, so yeah. 

Peter: Yeah, great job. Well thanks.

Francesca: Thank you. 

Peter: Alright. 

– Outro Music –

Francesca: For today’s episode we owe a special thank you to Baltimore National Heritage Area’s Director of Programs and Partnerships, Shauntee Daniels, who organized this panel of speakers. 

– Outro Music –

Francesca: This podcast series is produced by the National Park Service Northeast Regional Office. Today’s episode was edited by myself and Volunteer Audio Engineer, Suzie Calarco. The episode’s music was performed by Suzie and Sam Wolf. Thanks for tuning in and have an amazing day. 

– Outro  Music –


