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To Fernand Braudel of the French Annales School is 
attributed the notion that society and social process are 
best understood if one focuses on the Tongue duree. 
Political geographer Peter J. Taylor (1989) summa
rized this view as "the material stability underlying 
po]itical volatility." Materialists like Braudel, Taylor 
and others suggest that, in order to fundamentally 
understand major social process, one must understand 
that aspect of the social structure which impacts on all 
other aspects and which is thus fundamental and 
unchanging. Explained thus, this view, of course, 
merely expresses a fundamental principle upon which 
Marxism is based. 

In his "Foreword" to The Making ofMilwaukee, 
Jolm Gurda stresses the fact that his focus ofanalysis is 
fundamentally on the "economic bedrock" that has 
supported Milwaukee from its founding by a handful of 
French-Canadian fur-traders and Anglo-American 
entrepreneurs in the first half of the nineteenth century 
to its development as a major urban nexus in the late 
1990s. The story of Milwaukee as constructed by 
Gurda, is not however, an exercise in economic 
reductionism. Very clearly and with substantial insight, 
Gurda focuses on the interplay of economic forces 
which propelled Milwaukee and the Menomonee 
Valley from virtually barren swamps to a distinctive 
urban center. For while Gurda places at center stage 
Milwaukee's economic-industrial base and its 
evolution over time, several other themes emerge in 
The Making ofMilwaukee. These, in combination with 
that of the "economic bedrock," are critical to an 
understanding of the city and its development. 

Throughout The Making of Milwaukee, Gurda 
charts the social, cultural and political as weIl as the 
economic evolution of Milwaukee. He provides great 
insight into the industrial development of the city and 
its surrounding area, and graphically describes some of 
the individuals who at various junctures in the city's 
evolution, played critical roles in this evolution. At the 
same time, his work is not so much consumed with 
personal epics as with deep-rooted group interests. 

Thus, one draws from The Making ofMilwaukee less of 
a "Rockyesque" story of personal greatness than a 
deeper understanding of the social and economic 
character of the city over time, and some of the 
"characters" which made their mark. Broadly
conceived elements, such as "ethnic" or nationality 
groups, the working class, or large political parties are 
some key social categories through which Milwaukee's 
story is told. For example, it is apparent to the reader 
that each of Milwaukee's major nationalities 
including Gennans, the Irish, Poles, Italians, Jews, etc. 
- built their own anchoring institutions, whether 
religious, economic, or political. At some point in its 
history, the city came to be most identified with 
products produced by the labor of Milwaukee's skilled 
population ofEurope immigrants: iron, beer, socialism, 
clean government, an active electorate, and the 
"workingman. " 

The story of Milwaukee is also about rec.urring 
conflicts between powerful economic interests on the 
one hand, and those forces representing either the 
common good or the masses - or both simultaneously 
- on the other hand. In some cases, the story of"human 
bettennent" that unfolds were underlain by the day-to
day successes of immigrant groups, such as the gradual 
development of a prosperous Italian neighborhood in 
the Third War. 

The theme of immigrant success, both with 
nationality and individual foci, is old and ubiquitous 
within Anglo-American society. It is an easy Itheme, 
since success has contextual rather than real meaning. 
However, a unique feature of Milwaukee's success 
during an extended period of its history was the 
existence oforganized political forces which sought to 
improve life for its own sake. This fact is best 
symbolized by the Socialist era in Milwaukee. 

At a broad level, the story of Milwaukee parallels 
the Anglo-American experience: an abundant natural 
environment originally inhabited by Native Americans 
who were displaced by the crush of modernizing 
European elements. Until the end of the World War II, 
however, there was much that was unique about each 
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of the major American regions and major urban areas. 
In the northern states, the manifestations of uniqueness 
included a region's role in the political and/or industrial 
development of the United States. New England and its 
textiles, the Boston area's unique role in the 
Revolutionary War, Pittsburgh and Gary's place in 
steel, Detroit's role in the auto industry, and 
Milwaukee's association with beer are impressions that 
were etched into the American consciousness over 
generations. At the present time, however, one can 
foresee the day when unique regional differences based 
on history will become a thing of the past: the raw 
material ofnostalgic docudramas, visitors brochures, or 
promotional materials for real estate interests. 
Multinational corporations have merged much of our 
culture into a more-or-Iess single operation. Indeed, 
authentic regional personalities, whether expressed in 
local cultures or in tenus of economic-industrial 
structures, have all but disappeared in the United 
States. The value of works such as The Making of 
Milwaukee is that it describes past eras when regions 
were unique. 

The flrst two chapters of the book are devoted to 
the development of Milwaukee as a city. This section 
focuses, flrst, on the archeological evidence of 
aboriginal settlement. The available evidence suggests 
that what is now Milwaukee and the Menomonee 
Valley were flIst settled by aboriginal peoples "at least 
12,000 years ago" (p. 2). As is the case with the rest of 
Wisconsin and much of the upper Midwest, French 
Canadians involved in the fur trade were the flIst 
Europeans to come in contact with the land and people 
of what is now Milwaukee. At the time of flIst 
European contact, the Potawatomi people were the 
dominant nationality within the Milwaukee area. In 
contradistinction to most other sources which - in the 
case of Wisconsin - implicitly assume a degree of 
permanence to the "tribal"configuration of native 
populations, Gurda stresses the fact that many of the 
aboriginal groups found in the eastern part of the state 
were relatively recent arrivals. Thus, the original 
Potawatomi were an Algonquin people pushed 
westward by the Iroquois Confederacy, which fought 
to be the main suppliers of fur to French and other 
European traders and merchants. 

Milwaukee's metamorphosis into the Anglo
American city it had become by the 1990s involved a 
complex process, including waves of migration, 
especially from central, eastern and southern Europe 
and the plantation south. Although Gurda highlights the 
distinctive contributions of Germans, Poles, Italians, 
Irish Americans, Blacks and other discernible groups, 

the fact remains that Milwaukee's development and 
destiny were ultimately shaped not so much by local 
forces themselves but by forces operating within the 
United States as a whole. Milwaukee's role was rather 
to feed demand for labor, people and goods which 
came from industrial, social, political and cultural 
forces operating elsewhere. 

The focus of Chapter 3 is the movement of 
German immigrants into the area between about 1846 
and the end of the Civil War in 1865. Germans, and the 
forces interacting with things German or assumed to be 
influenced by Germans, are a pervasive subtext in 
much of the subsequent chapters. Gurda, however, 
notes the demise of German cultural institutions 
(including of German language schools and 
newspapers) as a result of anti-German pressures 
during the war years, especially during World War 1. 

Chapter 4 is a description of the development of 
the industrial mainstays ofMilwaukee - especially beer 
- and covers the period after the civil War. In Chapter 
5, the rise of political power based on the working 
populations is described. In this section, one comes to 
appreciate the travails of several of the city's larger 
ethnic groups. The era from the 1880's to the beginning 
of the century was developmentally crucial, for it 
witnessed the institution ofstable, accountable govern
ment and the expansion and formation of clear-cut 
ethnic geographies with prosperous groups greatly 
contributing to the cultural character of the city. 

The city of Milwaukee truly became a major U.S. 
urban center during the period following the Civil War. 
Gurda notes that the city's population grew more than 
fourfold from 1860 to 1890. Additionally many 
modernizing developments in industry, transportation 
and architecture that reflected the grand scale of the 
city's development flISt emerged during this era. It is 
also during this period of profound development, 
stretching into the early 1900s, that saw Milwaukee 
emerge as a the cen ter of a Socialist labor and political 
movement. In no city in the U.S., either before or since, 
have socialist politics been so successful. 

The making ofMilwaukee illustrates the interplay 
between groupings ofpowerful interests: the sweeping 
European settler wave and the speciflc players 
supporting this wave versus Native peoples with a 
longer legacy of settlement; immigrant elements 
versus entrenched, overarching Yankee interests and 
values; industrialists and powerful entrepreneurs and 
"movers" versus the major working classes; the U.S.'s 
best organized Socialists versus traditional capitalist 
political parties; corruption versus clean and open 
government; "Whites" versus "Blacks." It is the 
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particular interplay of these forces with each other that 
made Milwaukee into a unique city. For example, the 
temporary Germanization ofsignificant parts of the city 
beginning in the 1840s was responsible for the 
development of industries and organizations which 
were to become specially emblematic ofthe Milwaukee 
area. Milwaukee's acquisition ofa social cross-section 
of central European popUlations - from lower classes 
to industrialists - was responsible for the rapid 
development ofboth industrial capitalism and powerful 
left-leaning political forces. The German and Catholic 
element also made the Milwaukee area a challenge to 
English-Yankee values and practices. Thus, Milwaukee 
formed an important piece in the nationwide opposition 
to Prohibition during the 1920s and 1930s. One aspect 
of the particular way in which Milwaukee and 
Wisconsin developed not fully covered by Gurda but of 
significant intrigue to this writer is the relative lack of 
conflict between the many non-Yankee ethnic groups. 
For while some parts of the country -- particularly the 
New England states -- appeared to have witnessed an 
"ethnic division of labor," Milwaukee and the rest of 
Wisconsin appear to have allowed far greater freedom, 
resulting in the development of fmancially and 
socially-secure elites within all the major European 
ethnic groups. Thus, for example, while the Irish 
became principally known for politics in New York, 
Connecticut, and Massachusetts, the offspring of Irish 
inunigrants participated more broadly in major 
economic and social developments in Milwaukee. 
Milwaukee came to represent not only a proletarian 
opposition to Yankee ideas of probity, but Milwaukee 
and the state of Wisconsin emerged as a significant 
alternative model of political and social values. 

Labor demand was more-or less demographically
specific, in the sense that industries and trades tended 
to reflect certain nationalities. For example, German 
workers were predominant in Milwaukee's breweries, 
while skilled iron workers were imported from Britain, 
the world's "iron center," by the Milwaukee Iron 
Company, starting in the late 1860's. Many Greeks, 
Jews and Italians were engaged in small business as 
peddlers. 

As is commonly known from solid data sources, 
including the U.S. Census of 1790, elements which 
developed either in the British Isles or in this land from 
British-origin sources were clearly the most important 
demographic elements when the country was founded. 
Important elements forming this Anglo-American 
majority included pervasive English elements, Scotch
Irish elements, which came to form the cultural 
backbone of much of the South, and the Black 

population, most of which was also located in the 
South. 

Although Gurda recognizes that on an individual 
and small-group basis American Blacks were part of 
Milwaukee's development from the city's beginning in 
the first half of the 1800s, he apparently fails to 
appreciate the truly autochthonous development of this 
group, which renders it a uniqueness relative to the 
other major groups, all of which were inunigrants. 
Contrary to common myth, Blacks have always been 
part of the very fabric of Anglo-American identity. 

For example, on page 362, Gurda notes that 
-among non-Black elements in Milwaukee - Black 
"culture" "was so unfamiliar." In his analysis of 
"racial" change in the decades after World War II, he 
also notes that as Blacks moved in, European culture in 
Milwaukee's central city was replaced by a culture 
"rooted in Africa and shaped by harsh experience in the 
rural South." Yet the author presents no tangible 
evidence that the culture of Afro-Americans 
significantly originates in Africa, or that both the 
grouping or its "culture" are anything but American 
bred and grown. Indeed, such evidence is elusive, since 
most aspects of Black culture are clearly related to the 
group's formation in slavery, oppression, and urban 
ghettoes. At the time of the first U.S. Census in 1790, 
Blacks accounted for almost one-fifth of the total 
popUlation. 

Chapter 6 and 7 focus on the vagaries of 
Milwaukee's development, decline, and re-emergence 
through World War I, the Great Depression, and the 
Second World War. Chapters 8 and 9 cover the period 
from the end of World War II to the 1990s. The title of 
Chapter 8 is "The Exploding Metropolis" and as the 
name suggests, it focuses on the suburbanization ofthe 
Milwaukee area, and the decline of the inner city. It is 
also in this section that substantial attention is paid to 
the problem of Milwaukee's poor, and the particular 
dynamics of the U.S. 's color-caste system and the ways 
in which it was manifest in Milwaukee at a particular 
time. 

The Making of Milwaukee is illustrated with 
priceless photographs, sketches, maps and other 
illustrations. It presents a comprehensive picture of the 
city's development. Contributors of resources for this 
work include numerous institutions, from philanthropic 
organizations to private corporations. 

One invariably draws several overarching 
conclusions as a result of reviewing John Gurda's- The 
Making of Milwaukee. First and foremost, the effort 
involved in the construction of a work of such detail 
must have been tremendous. Second, the author's 
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narrative presentation of the stories within the work is 
captivating. Third, the fmal product should be an 
invaluable resource for a number of interests, from 
students and scholars of urban geography to city 
planners, to political leaders and activists. Certainly this 

work should have special resonance with geographers 
who are interested in Wisconsin and its largest city. 
Truly, The Making of Milwaukee represents a 
monumental project, both as an undertaking and as a 
fmal product. 
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