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INTRODUCTION 

As many politicians are wont to do, 
Milwaukee's socialist Mayor Daniel Hoan 
claimed great status for his city in a speech he 
delivered in 1924. Milwaukee, according to 
Hoan, was "recognized by the students of 
government as the leader among American 
cities" (cited in iankevich, 1977, 124-26). 
Explaining this statement, he indicated: 

"We think in terms of progress, 
not reaction. Our patriotism is 
that of love, not of hatred. Our 
spirit is that of homes, not dives. 
Our ethics is of respect for all 
peoples and their religions. Our 
Americanization is that of right, 
tolerance and liberty .... Milwau
kee, in short. is the first large city 
in America that has started to 
apply successfully, the abstract 
principles of Americanism in the 
concrete realm of equal opportu
nities for the people. " 

Early twentieth century debates surrounding 
the problems of the North American 
industrial city tied together immigrants, 
poverty and unfavorable urban environments. 
As summarized by one contemporary study 
(Dillingham, 1911, 3): "Congestion of 
immigrants in large cities has long been 
considered one of the most unfavorable 
features of the modern problem of 
immigration." Milwaukee no longer held the 
tatistical distinction of being the "most 

foreign" of American cities as it did in 1890. 
Yet, the perception lingered on as expressed 
in a 1911 report (UK , 1911, 681 ): 
''Milwaukee can scarcely be said to have any 
native sections, so generally are its ci tizens 
either foreign-born or of foreign parentage." 
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Hoan's reference to Americanism indicated 
attention to the on-going "problem" of 
assimilation that th.e ci ty's large ethnic 
populations presented. 

Although Milwaukee has had a distinctive -
perhaps even distinguished -- record in terms 
of progressive reforms, my intention in this 
paper is not to evaluate the validity of Hoan's 
claims for the city. Instead, I will consider the 
text of his speech in terms of its social and 
cultural meaning and its relationship to the 
city's landscape during the "reform" years of 
the early twentieth century. How were Mil
waukee's early planning efforts intended to 
translate the "abstract principles of American
ism" to this "concrete rea] of equal 
opportunity?" To address this large question, 
I will explore the debates surrounding the 
immigrant in the city and various assumptions 
about their ability to overcome poor environ
mental conditions to assimilate into American 
society. The correlation of social pathology 
and poor housing -- in a form of environmen
tal determinism -- was key to the changing 
discourse of reform. I will explore this in the 
case of Milwaukee by examining the treat
ment of Ward 14 on Milwaukee's south side 
(Figure 1). The characteristics that defined it 
for the public included the fact that its popu
lation was over eighty percent Polish, and that 
it had the largest population of any ward in 
the city as well as the highest death rate. 

Just as Ward 14 serves as the focus of this 
paper, Milwaukee's Polish community has 
been selected to illustrate society's dominant 
attitudes toward immigrants and cities. The 
Poles, of course, were active agents in creating 
their local landscape and adapting to the 
conditions of Milwaukee's industrial 
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economy. This paper, however, is less about 
their story and more about the popular and 
official interpretations of their settlements. 
The examination is structured in three parts. 
The first provides a brief sketch of 
Milwaukee's "foreign" neighborhoods. 
Second, the Polish immigration is situated 
within the context of the city's industrial 
history. Finally, a description of the 
landscape of Milwaukee's Polish south side is 
related to the di scourse of urban 
environmental reform. 

"OUR SPIRIT IS THAT OF H OMES" 

The 'spirit' that Hoan attributed to 
Milwaukee's residential landscape in 1924 
had been described in numerous earIjer 
reports as well. Whether the observations 
were made by foreign or Eastern visitor 
(Trollope, 1862; King, 1891), throughout its 
early history the city was described as an 
uncongested settlement of neat, little homes. 
As serious study became associated with 
housing in America's industrial cities, this 
impression was conveyed in an official 
account In 1906, "The Housing Problems of 
Milwaukee" addressed the majority of the 
foreign population of the city by describing 
the typical homes of German and Polish 
laboring men (WBLlS, 1906, 315-6). Com
menting on the neighborhood of the large and 
dominant German population, the author 
stated: 

"these people are thrifty and 
industrious, and seek as soon as 
possible to own the house and 
land which they occupy. The 
houses are so situated on the lots 
as to allow for a small yard at the 
front and a garden at the rear ... 
The houses are substantial 
structures furnished with all 
modem conveniences. " 

The study's statements regarding the houses 
of the Gennan working class were illustrated 
by the photograph in Figure 2 which portrays 
a quiet street of cottages, devoid of people 
with the exception of a lone (blurred) 
pedestrian. 

Contrasted with the description of German 
skilled laborer's homes, the Polish neighbor

hood was described in more "modest" terms 
(see Figure 3): 

"With few exceptions these 
people live in small frame houses, 
sometimes two stories high, but 
more often one story, with or 
without basement... There is 
usually either one or two families 
in these houses; but frequently 
four and five families live in one 
house and take boarders, ..Tbe rear 
of the lot is occupied either by 
another cottage si milar to the one 
in front, or by a small bam, a 
chicken coop and a garden. n 

The caption associated with Figure 3 noted 
the abundance of children playing in the street 
when the photographer drew their attention. 
Poles, according to the same author: "are 
thri fty and industrious but when out of work 
are sometimes given to quarreling and 
pilfering. " 

The descriptions of the two neighborhoods 
and their illustrations are rather casual in 
presentation, thus "naturalizing" stereotypes 
associated with the groups. Compared to the 
conditions in German neighborhoods, Polish 
homes were crowded onto their lots. The 
density of the housing was further intensified 
by large household sizes. Finally, given the 
degree of ethnic segregation, ethnicity was 
perceived as the primary variable related to 
standards of environmental quality. The 1906 
report concludes with the observation that 
"the German desire of ownership and the 
Polish custom of inhabiting small frame 
houses is probably what has given Milwaukee 
the reputation of being a city of homes." The 
important American value of home ownership 
was attributed to the Gennans while not being 
associated w ith the Poles in this description. 
Arguably, cultural assimilation was not 
judged to be an issue for the dominant 
German group due to their longer history in 
Milwaukee, as well as their relative numbers 
(Gurda, 1974, 11). However, was ethnioity 
the significant distinction to be made between 
these neighborhoods? In the majority of 
cases, the contempornry observer would have 
answered affinnatively. The response 
becomes more complicated and qualified 
when attention is given to the role played by 
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Figure 3. 
(Source: Wisconsin Bureau of Labor and 
Industrial Statistics, 1906). 
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Figure 2. 	 "Typical Cottages of German Laboring Men" 
(Source: Wisconsin Bureau of Labor and 
Industrial Statistics, 1906). 

"Typical Cottages of Polish Laboring Men" 



the various ethnic commumtJes in 
Milwaukee's industrialization and the cultural 
traits attributed to the "New Tmmigrants," as 
the immigrants from Eastern and Southern 
Europe were called to distinguish them from 
the "Old Immigrants" of West em Europe. 

IMMIGRANTS AND INDUSTRJALIZA TION 

Milwaukee has long been known as "the 
workingman's city." Industrialization took 
off after the Civil War and the city grew 
rapidly. Between 1870 and 1910, the 
population increased five- fold growing from 
over 71,000 to almost 374,000 (Still, 1948, 
257). Such growth resulted in both urban 
expansion and industrial decentralization with 
prominent new developments along the 
Menomonee Valley and areas to the south 
(refer to Figure 1). New and growing ethnic 
communities facili tated . the process of 
industrialization while a defmed hierarchy of 
industrial employment became associated 
with the various nationalities. The 
"specialization" of employment was 
recounted in a 1911 which indicated that 
American-born employees were engaged in 
"mercantile pursuits, office work and 
positions of trust connected with the various 
industries" while Gennans predominated in 
skilled occupations (UK, 191 1: 260). Poles 
and others defined as more recent immigrants, 
including Russian Poles, Austrian Slavs and 
Italians, were associated with unskilled work. 
A particular point was made of Poles being 
well suited to occupations "requiring a 
considerable amount of physical strength , a 
large portion of the moulders belonging to 
this nationality, particula:r1y where smaller and 
less complicated castings are made" (UK, 
1911, 260). 

Good, inexpensive Wisconsin farmland was 
no longer available during the primary years 
of Polish in-migration which, while lasting 
from the 1860's to World War I, peaked in 
tbe 1890's. Coming primarily from the 
countryside of German Poland and the Baltic 
area, most Poles did not arrive with the 
training appropriate to more skilled, industrial 
positions. As a consequence, they became a 
necessary part of the unskilled labor force for 
Milwaukee's industrial growth. Gerd 
Korman's 1967 study of the city's industrial 

and immigration history skillfully argues the 
long-term link between ethnicity and 
occupational advancement noting in particular 
the stratification associated with Gennan and 
Polish industrial workers. It is in reference to 
such labor conditions that John Gurda (1974, 
9) has concluded that the Poles were 
"segregated both by choice and by the 
discrimination of the larger community ... 

The Polish immigrants, employed in newly 
established large-scale industrial enterprises 
were part of a movement into the southern 
undeveloped portions of Milwaukee. A 
smaller Polish neighborhood fonned on the 
ci ty's East side near the Milwaukee River and 
river-based industries as well (Reisser, 1977). 
Polish Milwaukee was focused on its ethnic 
institutions and social networks. 
Neighborhoods grew up around the parish 
churches and parochial schools, and new 
housing was built on relatively inexpensive 
land. As early as 1874, a reporter for the 
Milwaukee Sentinel observed that the Pol 

" ... have a strong prejudice against 
paying rent... usually the first 
money they can call their own is 
put into the purchase of a lot or 
part on which they mean to erect a 
house as soon as possible. " 

The Poles' desire for land and home 
ownership was disproportionately high 
among Milwaukee's ethnic groups as 
evidenced by the statistics recounted in 
various early twentieth century studies 
(Simon, ]971 ). 

Oliver Zunz's (1982) work on the Poles of 
Detroit describes a remarkably similar 
situation. There the Poles had moved directly 
to sections of the urban fringe that had 
attracted neither the attention of early real 
estate promoters nor public services. This 
appears to be the case in many midwestern 
industrial cities where Slavic immigrants 
established neigbborhoods with high levels of 
home ownership but, initially at least, without 
the public services associated with middle
class residential areas (Ward, 1989, 187). 

Milwaukee's residential landscape reflected 
the dominance of America's modern tech
nologies including balloon-frame 
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construction and mass-produced nails (Land 
Research. 1981). The type of house that 
accommodated working-class families in the 
mid-to late-nineteenth century was generally 
small four room cottages. Polish families 
frequently took in boarders to help pay the 
cost of their mortgage. Once the initial 
expense was paid, many improved the basic 
cottage by raising the structure up and 
building a semi-basement unit below in order 
to expand living space for the family andlor 
provide for a rental unit This distinctive 
house-type is known in Milwaukee as the 
Polish flat (Figure 4). However, none of the 
practices described above were uniquely 
Polish. Taking in boarders was a common 
practice in meeting housing costs and il is not 
difficult to cite examples of Italian and 
German families residing in "Polish flats." 
The "land hunger" of the Pol s (Thomas and 
Znaniecki, 1927, 190-205) and their incre
mental approach to financing and building 
their homes, however, made this relatively 
inexpensive house form particularly prevalent 
in the neigbborhoods of Polish, unskilled 
workers. The attachment of "Polish" to the 
Milwaukee name for this raised-cottage 
construction apparently reflected a judgment 
on the part of Milwaukee's dominant society. 

URBAN ENV1RONMENTAL Q UALITY AND 
THE DISCOURSE OF REFORM 

Referring back to Figure 3, tbis neighborhood 
does not show the same image of poverty and 
congestion associated with the immigrant 
slums of New York and Chicago. As a 1911 
study states: "A study of immigrants in 
Milwaukee is not primarily a study of 
congestion" (UK, 1911, 681). Yet, responses 
t urban issues were formed in the larger 
cities and served as the framework for 
interpreting .immigrant environments 
elsewhere. At least in part, the strength of 
these responses r sted on their claim to 
validity based in a "scientitic" approach. 

Geographer David Ward (1989) has 
convincingly argued that over the years from 
1840 to 1920, discourses regarding the city 
involved a changing conception of poverty 
and the social order of urban areas. During 
the ante-bellum period poverty was 
diagnosed in moral terms and the virulence of 

Figure 4. 	A "Poli sh" Hat located in the 2100 
block of South 15th Street, 
Milwankee. 

contagious disease was linked to the moral as 
well as environmental deficiencies of the 
affected neighborhoods. Housing reform 
became the dominant focus of environmental 
improvement later in the nineteenth century 
when fears about congestio replaced those 
about contagion. Only after the turn of the 
century did public policies which were 
described as "progressive," seek to confront 
economic insecurity as a primary factor in 
environmental conditions. During World 
War I and in the post-war years, ethnicity 
rather than poverty became the leading issue 
in interpretations of the migrant experience. 
At tlris time, the environmental problems of 
immigrant neighborhoods were judged to be 
less critical to economic and social mobility 
than the need to assimilate to the host society. 
The changing discourses were not necessarily 
mutually exclusive. Thus, the moral 
overtones of an earlier discourse might 
infl uence the rhetoric of later debates. 
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The priority given to cultural assimilation 
from World War I is evident in Mayor 
Hoan's reference to Americanism and the 
needs of Americanization. Hoan described 
Milwaukee's efforts at Americanization as 
those of right, tolerance and liberty. His 
emphasis on these qualities are note-worthy 
as they contrast with the racist attitudes often 
associated with discussions of immigrants 
and the debates of immigration. As an 
historical footnote, Mayor Hoan's speech was 
delivered during the period when Federal 
policies placed new restrictions on the 
immigration of Eastern and Southern 
Europeans. 

Considering the responses to the city's social 
problems that were directed by these debates, 
we can read the text of Hoan's speech 
alongside official studies of the Polish 
neighborhood and its housing - with new 
shades of meaning. As ethnicity became the 
explanatory variable in the quality of 
immigrant neighborhoods, I would argue that 
the positive image of the ethnic 
neighborhoods as shown in Figures 2 and 3 
were frequently lost in the studies' focus on 
areas of deteriorated housing. Thus 
descriptions of poor housing stock often 
became generalized to entire neighborhoods. 
In these public documents, refonners 
attempted to rewrite the urban landscape of 
Milwaukee's south side through building 
regulation and planning legislation reforms. 

The earliest study of Milwaukee's ethnic 
neighborhoods was conducted in 1906. The 
study's introductory comments blended the 
dominant concern of house quality and 
congestion with the moral overtones of a 
persistent ante-bellum discourse (WBLIS, 
1906,275). 

"Healthy home life is necessary to 
make good men, and also good 
citizens. - And it seems hardly 
necessary to point out that the 
standard of living and the code of 
morals of the citizens detennine 
the government, health and morals 
of the city." 

The city's Fourteenth ward was a focus of 
study because of its congested conditions. 
Roger Simon noted that: "when the 
subdividers finished with the Fourteenth 
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ward.. the blocks between Lincoln and 
Russell (now Cleveland) Avenues were longer 
and narrower than most of those on the north 
side. Most of the blocks south of Lincoln 
A venue contain between 38 and 44 platted 
lots of each facing block" (Simon, 1971, 
21 8). This pattern associated with working
class neighborhoods created a closeness of 
homes that was further intensified if a cottage 
(known as a rear house) was added to the 
back of the lot 

Crowded houses and lots were a mechanism 
of financing for the unskilled immigrant The 
Polish laborer, Michael Heft, provides an 
example of the circumstances facing area 
residents. The family bought two cottages on 
a lot near St Hyacinth, the center of a Polish 
parish. The two houses provided necessary 
income particularly when Heft developed 
tuberculosis and was no longer able to work. 
During the period of greatest congestion five 
families lived in the two houses with their 
twenty-seven children (Gunia, 1985). The 
exterior dimensions of the two structure 
measured approximately 22 by 46 feet for the 
larger front house and 22 by 30 for the rear 
cottage. As the Heft children grew old 
enough to work and contribute to the family 
income, the family was able to eliminate the 
necessity for boarders and became sole 
occupants of the front house. As a child 
Mary Heft Gurda lived in the front cottage. 
Almost eighty years later, she remembered 
that her family was considered relatively 
wealthy, since they were one of the few 
families on the block that did not share their 
home w ith boarders (Gurda, 1985). Despite 
this distinction, the Hefts were not exceptional 
in owning their own home. On their block in 
1900, at least 70% were owner-occupied and 
this figure rose to 73% in 1905 and 75% in 
19lO (Oeier, 1994). 

Although there were reformers who 
recognized the goal of home ownership, it 
was perceived as involving too high a cost. 
Describing the Polish flat, a 1911 study 
reported (UK, 1911,266) 

" ... a very large number of these 
semi-basements of wood can be 
seen, and although the outer 
aspect of the dwellings is not 
unpleasing, they are in general 



undeniably insanitary, being 
damp, as the floor of the basement 
rests on the ground. Such house 
which when completed contain 
eight rooms, are frequently 
occupied by four or five families 
as well as boarders, and as Polish 
families are generally large this 
overcrowding . s a serious evil 
Anxiety to clear off the debt on 
the home often results in the 
mother going to work at the 
earliest opportunity ... " 

Work is not acknowledged in this evaluation 
of the Polish flat and housing trategies is 
that density in the neighborhoods declined as 
the Polisb families achieved their goals of 
ownership. The Heft family experience was 
typical as over a period of time the growing 
income of the family eliminated boarders 
from the home, and consequently the density 
on the lot and subsequently on the block 
declined. Yet, the above investigator 
concluded that for those who had a 
background in medical and social work. it 
could be argued that "the higher interests of 
the fam'ly are far too often sacrificed in a 
struggle to purchase the home. " 

Such a shift from a moral to an economic 
interpretation of poor housing -onditions 
drew attention to the iss es of inadequate 
wages and unemployment. This discourse 
was heavily influenced by the work of British 
reformers such as Charles Booth and 
Friedrich Engel's studies of the cost of living 
for English workers. The previous quotation 
illustrates this point well because it was a part 
of a report commissioned by the British 
Board of Trade to study conditions in 
Ameri an industrial cities. 

Local studies tended to dismiss the structural 
constraints to economic and social mobility as 
indicated in a 1906 study of Milwaukee that 
warned (WBLIS, 1906, 333): 

"There is another class 
enthusiasti but misguided, who 
fancy in a vague way that the raw 
undeveloped classes have the 
same intelligence, and refinement, 
the same character and good 
judgment, which they see in others 
without realizing that it is the 

product of heredity, education and 
good environment. These look 
upon the great masses of 
immigrants constantly coming to 
our shores as unfortunates upon 
whom it is only necessary to 
precipitate ideal condi tions to have 
them pursue an ideal existence. " 

In this same vein, a city health offic ial offer 
and interpretation of the Polish flat and 
neighborhood that is notably different from 
the British investigators asses ment (WPD, 
1911 -12, 173-74) : 

".. . an almost continuous line of 
basements, miles and miles of 
gloomy, poorly lighted, damp, un
ventilated, thousands upon thou
sands of homes fatal to infants 
and deliberating to children, suit
able cultures for tuberculosis, the 
rickets and typhoid fever. These 
houses are also largely chargeable 
with the quarrelsome anarchistic 
temperam nt as well as the pale, 
sickly appearance of the average 
inhabitant of the neighborhood ... 
The 12th and 14th wards are more 
than any others the r gion of the 
modern cave dwellers, .. " 

Even if she is forgiven a lack of knowledge 
on the relationship between environment and 
the diseases she cites, her description 
xaggerates the problem of housing and gives 

way 0 both a representati n of history based 
on stereotypes of the "new" immigrant " 

"The basements are occupied 
from choice and long fixed habit, 

well as, in some cases to 
reduce the cost ofliving. In many 
cases well-ta-do owners of 
property are found living in the 
basement when the first floor 
rooms are vacant. The only 
excuse for uch )jving is 
ignorance ... In fact the basement 
has a musty sour, human smell 
that they like ... " 

Her comments are a blatant form of racism, as 
we interpret her assessment A discourse of 
race was the foundation of much research in 
the social sciences prior to the 1920's. 
During this period, most American social 
scientists were neo-LaJnar; kians. The welI 
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known example of Lamarckian theory in the 
animal kingdom is the giraffe whose long 
neck was said to have developed over 
generations of stretching to reach food on 
high branches as opposed to Darwin's theory 
of evolution which is based on natuIal 
selection. Lacking a theory of culture, the 
neo-Lamarckians assumed that human 
adaptations to physical and environmental 
forces were transmitted to later generations 
through hereditary mechanisms. The 
Lamarckian foundation of research was 
supported by the growth of the field of 
eugenics. Several leading advocates of 
restricting the admission of the "new" 
immigrants from Eastern and Southern 
Europe were committed to a eugenic 
interpretation of culture. The observations of 
the health official quoted above conclude with 
the statement that 

"patient enduring effort must force 
them to adopt, if they would live 
among us, a mode of life conducive 
to heal.th, intelligence and morality 
and must provide the conditions and 
environment to make such life 
possible for them . " 

Controlling environment was viewed as the 
most expedient measure to dealing with the 
immigrants and decreasing densities was 
deemed to be the comprehensive solution to 
congestion and the social and environmental 
problems of the city. The city's planning 
efforts would focus on decentralization within 
the framework of a city plan. Tbe Compre
hensive Plan was to control development 
through three planning mechanisms: 1) the 
separation of land uses into appropriate 
zones; 2) resnictions on building beights; and 
3) limitations on lot coverage. These served 
to control population densities and eliminate 
the issue of congestion. One national author
ity on the environmental problems of the city 
advocated such efforts to decentralize the city 
while warning that over-crowding within 
structures was a more difficult issue to 
resoJve since habit and social custom 
supported this behavior among immigrants. 
The Americanization movement from World 
War I into the 1920's was intent on 
promoting, if not forcing, a mode of life 
appropriate to an assimilated American 
culture. As historian Gerd Korman described 

the Americanization movement in Milwaukee 
-- "the melting pot" as a symbol of American 
culture was turned into a pressure cooker. 
Ironically, "Americanism" was to be obtained 
in Milwaukee by adopting an essentially 
German model of guided growth. 

C ONCWSION 

Lot coverage restrictions eliminated new 
construction of the rear house. made the 
incremental construction of the Polish Flat 
more difficult if not prohibitive, and 
contributed to a decentralization and 
suburbanization of the population. ~ a 
consequence, borne ownership and the 
stability and status associated with it would be 
more difficult to acquire as distances between 
employment and residential areas grew. Early 
in the twentieth century, the Polish 
immigrants' pursuit of their version of the 
American dream conflicted with the 
reformers' views of an environment 
appropriate to the Americanization process. 
Such clashing values are reflected in the 
general observation of the regional planner 
Clarence Stein who noted in 1924 (cited in 
Ward, 1989, 141): 

" ... there has steadily grown this 
divergence - this ominous parting 
of the ways - between the standard 
of house set by the community 
the adequate house - and the 
inadequate incomes of those that 
cannot dwell in that house. " 

By the time such housing restrictions were 
enforced, Milwaukee's Polish community was 
fairly well established and the effects of 
building and planning regulations were not 
the impediment to meeting goals of 
homeownership that they would have been at 
an earlier time. Yet, in many places and for 
other groups, the house standard required for 
the public's protection rose while the ability of 
the individual to pay for that standard 
declined. [n this discourse of urban 
environmental reform, the protection of 
society associated with planning for a 
particular environmental quality was divorced 
from the structural constraints to economic 
and social mobility. 
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QUOTATIONS: Any quota tion of four or more line in typescript should be indented three spaces and double 
spaced. 
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