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ABSTRACT 
 

 This paper examines the history and ethnicity of food in Wisconsin beginning 
from the first settlement in the region.  Special attention is directed at the ethnicity of 
Wisconsinites and the different foods eaten and influenced by ethnic roots.  Many 
Wisconsinites find at least part of their heritage as coming from Germany, England, 
Sweden, Norway, or Poland, so these heritages and other notable immigration patterns 
are highlighted.  The paper will cover the overall diet, agriculture, origins of foods, as 
well as new variations and changes in diet and agriculture upon coming to Wisconsin.  
Furthermore, all of these aspects relate to how these foods formed a new way of eating, 
living, and prospering in Wisconsin, uniting tradition with new customs through 
interaction and adaptation to conditions and tastes.  Wisconsin’s foods can be seen as a 
part of the social roles that foods in general play in society, and is of regional and 
national importance as America shifts its food focus back toward its domestic roots. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Taxes, famines, and complete crop failures pressed farmer and peasant groups to 

the brink of starvation during 19th century Europe.  Complex societal structures and 

rapidly rising populations in European nations began to stress many urban centers.  

America may have been the saving grace for these people.  As the western frontier 

expanded, many immigrant farmers and workers moved to the Midwest with their 

families.  Wisconsin became open for settlement in 1934.1  During the second half of the 

nineteenth century, the state even recruited settlers through advertisements in European 

newspapers in many languages, and they had an office in New York for immigrants to 

learn more about getting to Wisconsin.2  By the end of the 1830s and into the 40s, foreign 

settlers began coming to Wisconsin for a better life.   

In Norway and Sweden, rising populations created limited availability to the 

inadequate amount of fertile farmland that Scandinavia had to offer.  The class structure 

in Norway served to further inhibit people’s use of farmland during times of high 

unemployment.3  In England, Wales, and Ireland, disastrous crop failures and famine 

caused citizens to leave for better opportunities in the American Midwest.4 Germany, 

Luxembourg, Switzerland, and Austria saw much of the same and people sought land in 

Wisconsin where farmland was much more affordable.5  Later, Poles under Prussian rule 

in the early twentieth century began coming to Wisconsin because they had been 

                                                 
     1 Anke Ortlepp “Aus dem Wiedischen Land: Emigration from the Westerwald to Wisconsin”, Wisconsin 
German Land and Life, 3. 
     2 Frederick Hale.  Swiss in Wisconsin,  Revised and Expanded ed. (Madison: Wisconsin Historical 
Society Press, 2002), 14. 
     3 Kazimirez J. Zaniewski and Carol J. Rosen.  Atlas of Ethnic Diversity in Wisconsin. (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), 126-7. 
     4 Ibid, 151-5. 
     5 Ibid, 72-5, 153-4. 
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considered second-class citizens.6  Immigrants who came to Wisconsin did not just bring 

their families and their troubles, however; they brought their culture, food, and even 

many neighbors and friends through later waves of chain migration.   

 The food we know as strictly Wisconsinite can be deceiving.  Well-known staples 

of Wisconsin food, culture and economy are beer, cheese, bratwurst, and milk.  They are 

not deceiving in that they do not represent Wisconsin, but Wisconsin food cannot be left 

to just these iconic items.  The cultures, tastes, knowledge, and agricultural skills of the 

immigrants throughout the state’s history have produced a special reasoning for food, 

embodied in healthful living, economic efficiency, and rich, hardy meals.   

Healthful living and economic efficiency in kitchen and dietary life were part of a 

larger event in America’s food history which author Carol Fisher has dubbed the “Great 

American Recipe Exchange”.  To fully understand the exchange of recipes and ideas of 

kitchens and cooking, we must recognize that all cookbooks are part of this “Recipe 

Exchange”.  The exchange began when English colonists came to the New World with 

recipes and procedures in their memory, but had trouble adapting their methods to the 

new climate, land, and agriculture.  Natives were able to show the colonists their native 

plant foods such as corn, beans, peas, and squash.  Corn was essential in supplementing 

the knowledge of homeland grains of wheat and oats for survival in America.  The 

natives also identified seafood and other wild game, along with cropping procedures that 

aided the colonists.7  By the 1800s, women not only wanted to provide flavorful, healthy 

meals for their families, but to write cookbooks that “provided for future generations a 

                                                 
     6 Ibid, 90-1. 
     7 Carol Fisher. The American Cookbook: A History.  (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2006), 3-
4. 
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sense of time and place by sharing and recording American culinary skills and techniques 

specific to their families, communities, and states”.8  

 In Wisconsin, Henriette Davidis’ Practical Cook Book, was written in 1896 and 

was one of the greatest influences on early German-speaking settlers, and is still 

considered the “standard authority” for food and cooking in Germany.  The Davidis 

cookbook was an appeal to women and girls to learn nutritional, procedural, economical, 

and flavorful ways to cook their food.9  The Svensk-Amerikansk Kokbok, or Swedish-

English Cookbook, was first published in Chicago in 1895 and added the notion that 

“wholesome and luxurious cookery is by no means incompatible with limited pecuniary 

means”.  Flavor was not to be sacrificed, either.10  The West Bend Cook Book and 

Christopher House Guild Cook Book were of regional importance in the southeastern 

parts of the state where many German-speaking immigrants settled.  While not quite as 

comprehensive as the Davidis or Swedish cookbooks of the settlement period, these two 

were influential for large groups of immigrants in rural and urban areas.  These are only a 

few of the more prominent cookbooks in Wisconsin and the greater Midwest that 

benefited immigrants of select ethnicities in their homes and social lives. 

Today, the recipe exchange is still in full swing.  In many ways, technology has 

made this recipe exchange more accessible to the average cook through the internet.  In 

the U.S., there can be seen a higher degree of ‘food consciousness’, even if only observed 

through high amounts of food-related titles in television and magazines, where flavor and 

healthfulness are still the focus.  This raised consciousness of food in culture has brought 

                                                 
     8 Ibid, 18. 
      9 Henriette Davidis, Davidis’ Practical Cook Book. (Milwaukee: H.H. Zahn & Co., 1897), 44-48. 
     10 Fullstandigaste Svensk-Amerikansk Kokbok (Swedish-English Cookbook).  (Chicago: Engberg-
Holmberg, 1897), 3. 
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special attention to regional American cuisines, such as the Louisiana Creole flavors or 

the fresh fish markets and cookery on the eastern and western seaboards.  So, here’s to 

Wisconsin’s regional cuisine: the savory comfort foods cooked for nourishment and 

delight, and stemming from many years of integrating tastes and cultures into a true feast.  

 

The Loaf 

 Bread has an especially large role in human lives, as it is almost always associated 

with nourishment.  Bread has also become prominent in important societal roles, such as 

religious sacraments.  The making, sharing and eating of bread is even influential within 

the English language.  For instance, the English words “lord” and “lady” can be 

translated through their Anglo-Saxon roots to mean loaf-ward (supplier of food and 

bread) and loaf-kneader (maker of food and bread).  The Latin-rooted words 

“companion” and “company” stem from the word “companio”, or one who shares 

bread.11  The traditional household role of the ‘domestic woman’ can be seen in context 

as an adaptation through the years from just cooking food and keeping the family healthy 

to exchanging recipes with friends and writing cookbooks to benefit all women.  This 

also helps to put the social function of bread into perspective, as it lies at the center of 

most tables among family, friends and neighbors.   

 Although at the center of each diet and livelihood, types of grains were still varied 

among Wisconsin settlers.  Rye was the grain of choice for most bread baked in Germany 

(especially the Bavarians and the Saxons) and continued to work well when they brought 

the agriculture to Wisconsin’s fertile soil.  Wheat and barley were also commonly grown 

                                                 
     11 Harold McGee.  On Food and Cooking: The Science and Lore of the Kitchen.  (New York: Scribner, 
1984), 274. 
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both in Germany and Wisconsin.12  For those who remained in Germany, rye continued 

to exceed wheat production until 1957.13  But, in America the demand for wheat was 

high enough for farmers to devote more and more of their fields to wheat.14  In fact, 

Wisconsin grew so much wheat after the Civil War that Milwaukee became one of the 

leading wheat ports in America, where the urban atmosphere also found an enorm

German population ready for jobs.

ous 

breads as 

s 

thin and baked.17 

                                                

15  Production to fit market demands did not 

necessarily mean a sacrifice for less new and/or traditional hometown ingredients for 

Wisconsinite breads, though.  Immigrants from Cornwall, England, were somewhat 

disappointed to not be able to add as much of the Spanish spice, saffron, to their 

they had done in abundance in Cornwall through easier importing from Spain.  These are 

the same people who are said to have been the last to abandon the practice of adding the 

thirteenth bun for customers in their early bakeries, although the “baker’s dozen” appear

to have made a comeback in bakeries all over.16  Their Welsh neighbors seem to have 

been very fond of bara ceirch, or oatmeal bread which is rolled paper-

 It should also be noted that grains were not the only carbohydrates used to make 

traditional breads of Wisconsin migrants.  With the introduction of corn to the diet, many 

cookbooks from the Midwest and throughout America began to include recipes for corn 

bread, or Johnny Cakes.  Settlers from Norway brought lefse, an unleavened potato bread, 
 

     12 Suzanne Townley, “Agriculture in the New World: A Comparative Analysis of Rhenish Prussians and 
Other Immigrant Groups in Cross Plains, Wisconsin, in Wisconsin German Land and Life.  (University of 
Wisconsin-Madison: Max Kade Institute for German-American Studies, 2006), 224-232; and Timothy 
Bawden,  “A Geographical Perspective on Nineteenth-Century German Immigration to Wisconsin,” in 
Wisconsin Geran Land and Life.  (University of Wisconsin-Madison: Max Kade Institute for German-
American Studies, 2006), 79. 
     13 McGee, On Food and Cooking, 235-6. 
     14 Heike Bungert, Cora Lee Kluge and Robert C. Ostergren. Wisconsin German Land and Life.  
(University of Wisconsin-Madison: Max Kade Institute for German-American Studies, 2006), xxviii. 
     15 Bawden, Wisconsin German Land and Life, 81. 
     16 Fred L. Holmes.  Old World Wisconsin: Around Europe in the Badger State.  (Eau Claire, WI: E.M. 
Hale and Company, 1944), 41-2. 
     17 Ibid, 207-8. 
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to Wisconsin life.18  Although this dish has largely remained within Norwegian doors and 

family traditions, recipes for potato bread have made their way into Wisconsin 

cookbooks of other ethnicities as well.  The Swedish-English Cookbook referenced 

earlier informed cooks of how potato yeast could be made for the making of potato 

breads, and it also added a few recipes for cornbread.19  A completely different “bread” 

that has made its way to Wisconsin is the sweetbread, which uses the thymus gland 

(known as offal) of veal (most commonly veal, but also from young pork and lamb) to 

create a dumpling-like texture.20  Chefs and food geeks tend to gravitate toward this treat.  

Henriette Davidis includes a recipe for Sweetbread Dumplings which are to be added to 

the broth during the earlier stages of a soup.21  This is just one way to enjoy sweetbreads, 

but the most basic method of cooking is with a light breading and sautéed in some sort of 

fat (ie. butter, lard, olive or vegetable oil). 

Another Norwegian treat which bakeries and traditional family meals have is 

krumkake, a flat pastry type bread which is usually served later in the meal.  According to 

Alex Thompson, a third generation Norwegian in the Midwest, krumkake is a dish that is 

served at many family occasions and dinners and it has a “sweet flavor and beautiful 

traditional Norwegian decoration around the outer edges” of the round pastry.22  The 

Cornish settlers also have their own baked specialty, called the pasty.  Holmes states that 

within pasties, “Vegetables are baked like pie crust. . . . There are about as many kinds of 

pasties as there are meats and vegetables.  The pasty is the prized dish at every 

                                                 
     18 Zaniewski, Atlas of Ethnic Diversity in Wisconsin, 126-7. 
     19 Swedish-English Cookbook, part 1. 
     20 Culinary Institute of America (CIA).  The Professional Chef.  8th ed.  (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & 
Sons, 2006), 183-5, 481. 
     21 Davidis, Practical Cookbook, section O, part 1. 
     22 Alex Thompson, interview by John Lawton, April 2, 2009, oral interview, Eau Claire, WI. 
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celebration and is served regularly at many restaurants. . . .”23  Pastries and cakes were 

plentifully shared and loved in the early years of Wisconsin cooking.  Davidis alone 

included almost one hundred and fifty recipes for cakes, pastries, and the like.  Many of 

these consisted of simple everyday chocolate cakes to regional favorites from around 

Germany and the whole of Europe, including: English Crust for Tarts and Cookies, 

Geneva and Vienna Cakes, Norway Gooseberry Pie, Bohemian Biscuits, Westphalian 

Butter or Coffee Cakes, Silesian Cheese Cake, and Holland Pretzels to mention a few.24 

Today, most people do not bake their bread at home and from scratch as in the 

past.  In fact, in 1900 the majority of baked goods were still made in the home kitchen, 

and buying breads from bakeries was not common until the cities filled up and the 

factories came in to Wisconsin.  This is also when U.S. industries began mass-producing 

generic breads.  By 1930, commercial bread was the number one type of bread 

consumed.25  Luckily, Wisconsinites can choose to visit their community bakery for 

specialty homemade breads, rolls, pies, doughnuts, and pastries, rather than getting 

generic white or wheat breads from the grocery store.   

Some bakeries in Wisconsin still specialize in some of the ethnically distinct 

baked goods mentioned earlier, such as the Hometowne Bakery in Platteville and their 

pasties.  Although the pasty is still a special treat that brings a sense of time and place, 

they still sell out of customer favorites like “Glazed, raised, apple fritters and cream-filled 

long Johns.”26  O & H Danish Bakery has a long history in Racine, and today it still 

specializes in making kringles, which are flaky, filled pastries. The original recipe that 

                                                 
     23 Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 48-9. 
     24 Davidis, Practical Cookbook, section S. 
     25 Terese Allen.  Wisconsin’s Hometown Flavors: A Cook’s Tour of Butcyher Shops, Bakeries, Cheese 
Factories, and Other Specialty Markets.  (Amherst, WI: Big Earth Publishing, 1998), 128.   
     26 Ibid, 154-6. 
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founder Christian Olesen brought from Denmark was usually filled with almond paste, 

but their kringles today are often filled with “. . . apple, apricot, blueberry, cheese, cherry, 

chocolate, date, pecan, pineapple, prune, raspberry, strawberry, [and] cherry”, and even 

more.27   

Chris Boyd, baker and owner of Eagle Baking Company in Eagle River, has even 

been certified as a “master baker”, a certification that requires years of experience and 

that very few people in the U.S. have. After graduating from the Culinary Institute of 

America in Hyde Park, New York, he came back to his hometown and started the bakery.  

He serves the locals, as well as many tourists, and bakes hearty, flavorful breads (and 

sandwiches on his original breads) like “onion-dill, sauerkraut rye, sun-dried tomato, 

buttercrust, three seed, jalapeno-cheddar, and English muffin bread.”  Chris’s recipe for 

English muffins explains that the key to the crispy, airy texture inside the muffin is due to 

extra large amounts of yeast in the bread that gathers gases to be released during 

baking.28  His business can be seen as a bridge from the former domestic kitchen which 

used only homemade breads to the current trend which uses mass-produced breads 

provided for low cost to the majority of the population.  It is in this age of mass-produced 

bread that specialized bakers like Boyd have adapted to traditional and new flavors to 

provide a quality food product to people who crave something beside standard bread off 

the grocer’s shelf.   

Bread in Wisconsin can be found everywhere, and its history starts with the early 

settlers who planted rye, wheat, barley, corn, and potatoes to make the breads that 

reminded them of their homelands and used “New World” information to add to the array 

                                                 
     27 Ibid, 166-8. 
     28 Ibid, 142-4. 
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of breads available.  Once larger populations and commercial bread producers filled 

Wisconsin cities, bakeries started to become widespread with specialty baked goods and 

reflected the ethnic roots of the owners, often through generations of family-run bakeries.  

These baked goods also showed influence from social interaction and the larger overall 

recipe exchange for new tastes and markets.  However, one surely cannot live on bread 

alone. 

 

Fresh Gardens and Farmers’ Markets 

Farmer’s markets have shared a similar life cycle to bakeries in Wisconsin.  Once 

on their larger landholdings in fertile Wisconsin lands, settlers were able to grow surplus 

crops and then began markets to make a profit, whereas gardens in Europe had been 

purely for household subsistence consumption under the pressures of rising populations 

and little economical and fertile land.29  Some German foods that came from the garden 

and household farm, and some of which come to fresh markets still, consist of sauerkraut 

and coleslaw from cabbage, dill pickles, potato salads, pickled beans, radishes, alfalfa, 

chives, caraway rye bread and pumpernickel bread (ryes and dark breads definitely were, 

and still are, a favorite staple for Germans).  Peas are also very important in the 

Wisconsin agriculture, as it ranked number one in pea production in 1944 .  Onion soup 

and sauerkraut soup are also favorites in some German settlement areas.  Herbs might 

include thyme, dill, sage, basil, marjoram, and lavender, and they can be used not only 

for flavoring meats and other dishes, but for their aromatic sensations as well.  Apple 

orchards and cider mills are also very common among German communities.  Other 

                                                 
     29 Ortlepp, Wisconsin German Land and Life, 28.  The example here is from German regions before 
emigration, and gardens included rye, wheat, canola, hops, clover, radishes, sweet peas, apples, cherries, 
and pears.  
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common fruits and sweet plants included pears, peaches, beets, plums, carrots, and 

grapes.30   

The German immigrants, however, were not the only new settlers in Wisconsin 

that were involved in gardening and growing extra cash crops.  Potatoes were one of the 

most likely grown vegetables by immigrants, as potatoes have always been very common 

among the poor during tough times such as upon settling new and unfamiliar land.  

Ireland is well-known for its use of potatoes, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise to know 

that Irish migration to the U.S. and Wisconsin of over a million people came shortly after 

a large potato famine in Ireland from 1845 to 1849 had killed much of the population.31  

Swiss immigrants originally moved to Wisconsin for its agricultural features, which were 

similar to those in Switzerland and conducive to Swiss farming practices.  The primary 

foodstuff grown by them was potatoes, but they, like many new settlers, chose to grow 

vegetable gardens for home cooking and sale.  At first, they stuck to beans and pumpkins, 

until they began switching crops to meet grain demands for the growing U.S. population.  

They also looked to nature for some wild grapes and elderberries.32  The Swedish settlers 

also grew potatoes as their primary crop, but they also settled in areas near Ojibwe 

Indians and used their relations to introduce corn of the “multicolored “Indian” variety” 

into Swedish-American meals.  Among the native food commodities used were “maple 

syrup, wild honey, fruits, and berries.”  Swedish women were in charge of growing and 

preserving any garden vegetables.33  Rural Polish migrants also grew a large amount of 

                                                 
     30 Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 64-70.   
     31 McGee, On Food and Cooking, 192. 
     32 Frederick Hale.  Swiss In Wisconsin.  Revised and Expanded ed.  (Madison: Wisconsin Historical 
Society Press, 2007), 16-20. 
     33 Frederick Hale.  Swedes In Wisconsin.  Revised and Expanded ed.  (Madison: Wisconsin Historical 
Society Press, 2007), 19-23. 
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potatoes.  In fact, by 1900, the largely Polish settled area of Portage County became the 

number one producer of Wisconsin potatoes.  They also chose to grow rye, cabbage, 

beets, parsnips, and rutabaga, and many people took jobs harvesting cranberries.34 

Today, there are fresh markets in Wisconsin that have been open regularly since 

as early as 1856 in Princeton, and 1860 in Watertown.  Still, once the preservation of 

produce became better and agriculture improved, bigger grocers and wholesale food 

stores started to threaten to push out the farmers who participate in fresh, public 

markets.35  The fresh markets live on though, as Loren H. Osman relates her vision of 

Wisconsin during the growing seasons: 

Wherever the market, there is a picture of Wisconsin’s bounty and changing seasons.  
Spring brings trays of bedding plants, along with early rhubarb, asparagus and winter 
parsnips.  Soon come the first strawberries, dainty peas and radishes tied up as pretty as 
flowers.  Summer rushes in with sweet corn, new potatoes, carrots, apples, cucumbers, 
beans . . . .  Autumn fairs are really harvest fairs with the rich golds of pumpkin and 
squash, pearly cauliflower, great spikes of Brussels sprouts and carrots by the truckload 
. . . .36 

 
Fresh farmers’ markets all over Wisconsin make vegetables, herbs, fruits, and preserves 

easy to find during the warmer months.  There are more than 90 farmers’ markets in the 

state, along with farms where you can pick your own fruits and vegetables.  In my 

hometown of West Bend, the downtown farmers’ market, where my family has bought 

produce for years, is helped by the West Bend Downtown Marketplace Association with 

promotions and marketing.  In Eau Claire, the farmers’ market located in Phoenix Park is 

sponsored by the state’s Department of Development.  This government action organizes 

many farmers’ markets throughout the state in order to bring new life to older downtown 

                                                 
     34 Zaniewski, Atlas of Ethnic Diversity in Wisconsin, 90-91; and Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 241-3. 
     35 Terese Allen.  Fresh Market Wisconsin: Recipes, Resources, and Stories Celebrating Farm Markets 
and Roadside Stands.  (Amherst, WI: Amherst Press, 1993), 10. 
     36 As quoted in Ibid, 5.  This is an excerpt which Allen quotes from an article in the Wisconsin Trails 
magazine from May/June 1989, written by Osman. 
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areas.37  Revitalization of the cities, seasons, and meals is something that farmers’ 

markets are responsible for, along with the encouragement and reinforcement of 

traditional agricultural and gardening practices. 

 Although the fresh produce at Wisconsin’s farmers’ markets is still a focal point 

for Wisconsin history, agriculture, and cooking, there are also a vast array of food 

festivals and other events that support local crops, communities, and the state’s food 

heritage.  Many of these events mark the harvests for special foods year-round and bring 

together hosts of people, including locals and travelers.  The Harvest Festival held in Eau 

Claire’s Owen Park brings attention to many local growers and food retailers with 

plentiful stands full of watermelons, cabbage, squash, onions, potatoes, tomatoes, herbs, 

shiitake mushrooms, maple syrup, wild rice, and apples.38  Warrens’ Cranberry Festival 

in September is another big event, and holds a hundred food vendors alone, along with 

contests where cooks use cranberries as the featured ingredient in every dish, whether it’s 

a dessert or a main course.  As one of the native staples of the region, cranberries are also 

grown in almost 20 of the state’s counties, and there are many other festivals that 

highlight the cranberry’s significance to Wisconsin food.39  As of 2005, cranberries were 

the number one fruit produced in Wisconsin, making more than $1.25 million for the 

state.40   

 Apples are another fruit of Wisconsin that deserves attention.  One place worth 

mentioning is the orchard of the Elegant Farmer in Mukwonago.  This is the home of the 

                                                 
     37 Ibid, 11. 
     38 Terese Allen. Wisconsin Food Festivals: Good Food, Good Folks, and Good Fun at Community 
Celebrations.  (Amherst, WI: Amherst Press, 1995), 52-53. 
     39 Ibid, 57-58. 
     40 Kristin B. Gunther.  “Characterizing Wisconsin’s Food Systems from Production to Comsumption: A 
Reference Document.”  (Madison: Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection, 
2007),  43. 
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award-winning (and trademarked) “Applie Pie Baked in a Paper Bag”, which was 

recently featured on “Throwdown with Bobby Flay” on Food Network.  This popular 

item sells more than ten thousand pies on Thanksgiving and more than 250 thousand each 

year.41  Apple cider, pies, fritters, sundaes, strudels, and dumplings are featured at 

Bayfield’s Apple Festival during the late, October harvest, along with many ethnically 

charged dishes like the Cornish pasty and wild rice soup.  Bayfield County has one of the 

most concentrated commercial apple acreage in the state.42 

 One food festival of the state that requires new awareness is the Morel Mushroom 

Festival, which is held in Muscoda during May.  There are other types of mushrooms and 

fungi at the festival, but the morel is its focus because it is a specialty that is native to 

Wisconsin and hard to locate, even during the ripest of conditions.  The highlight of the 

Morel Mushroom Festival, aside from eating the morels, is its morel hunting contest.  

Terese Allen described the trickiness of finding these mushrooms: 

Morels are particular.  They require cool nights and warm days plus just the right 
amount of rainfall to sprout.  The fussy fungi prefer wooded areas where the 
ground is spongy and the underbrush thick.  Sometimes they are found hiding 
under dead leaves, but rarely where the ground cover is all green.  They like 
south-facing slopes, which are the first to warm up in the morning.  Although no 
one knows exactly why, morels are often spoted near dead trees - especially dead 
elms - at least during the first years after a tree has died.43 

 
Finding them can be tricky; they are very distinct looking, like a mixture between a 

sponge, brain, and a honeycomb, and they have no gills under the cap, which most 

mushrooms have.  As many times as I have tried to find morels in the forests of the Kettle 

Moraine, I have failed each time and still wish there was a standard way of finding and 

                                                 
     41 The Elegant Farmer, available from http://www.elegantfarmer.com; Internet; Accessed 5 April 2009; 
and The Food Network, “Throwdown with Bobby Flay,” available from http://www.foodnetwork.com; 
Accessed 5 April 2009. 
     42 Allen, Wisconsin Food Festivals, 58-60. 
     43 Ibid, 16-17. 
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cultivating them.  That is precisely what makes them a specialty item worth more than 

fifteen dollars a pound, though.  The morel is especially prized in the culinary world 

because of its full, earthy flavor.44  Morels can be served in a variety of dishes and 

cooking methods, but the easiest and most traditional preparation of sautéing them in 

butter and adding a touch of salt and pepper will preserve the natural, rustic flavor the 

best.   

 

               Figure 1 of a morel mushroom, courtesy of Samcooks.com 

 

 Whether it is hard-to-find mushrooms, native fruits and vegetables, or cultivated 

cash crops, Wisconsin has a market, and probably a festival for it, too.  The history of 

Wisconsin’s agriculture lies in subsistence farming, eventually with extra for 

consumption and profit whenever possible.  Fresh markets and food festivals have been 

around almost as long as Wisconsin has been an official state, and they are growing more 

and more important as commercial producers of foodstuffs continually find new ways to 

make profits and provide cheap, year-round substitutes for the wholesome, flavorful 

fruits and vegetables of local growers and gardeners.  Simply put, our fast-paced, on-the-

                                                 
     44 CIA, The Professional Chef, 254-255. 
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go society is making shopping for generic, bio-enhanced produce much more available 

than the richly flavored and colored, labor intensive garden goods that used to be the 

standard in every household in Wisconsin.  However, there is still a market and a 

population which craves these natural foods in Wisconsin, where the traditions of home-

grown gardens still endures. 

 

America’s Dairyland 

 Milk is something that is special in human nature.  For a period of time 

immediately after birth, our mothers’ milk is our sole sustenance for this early stage of 

life.  Throughout life, health professionals and parents tell us to drink milk so we grow 

strong bones and tall bodies.  Later in adulthood, we risk bone degeneration and easier 

breaks if we have not drank enough of the essential liquid.  When people think of 

Wisconsin, chances are likely that they mention milk or cheese, and rightly so.  Until a 

few years ago, Wisconsin was the number one dairy producing state in the nation.  Here 

you can find the largest variety of specialty cheeses, great milk, and a number of other 

dairy products.  There are a couple of reasons why Wisconsin ended up being the one to 

have so many dairy cows: dairy and cheese-making skills of certain settlers, and the 

opportunity for added income.  These two factors worked together to produce a 

population that not only responded to stress and hunger, but also to the knowledge and 

skills in dairy farming acquired in the ‘Old Countries’. 

 As the markets for wheat reduced in the late nineteenth century, farmers began to 

diversify their land holdings and began to own more livestock and dairy cows for making 

milk, butter, and cheese.  The English immigrants and the Yankee colonists were the first 
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to begin this wave of diversification.  According to census research done by Kristin B. 

Gunther, the English settlers led the state in milk production by 1870.45  This trend 

spread from Anglo-American groups to the settlers of other ethnicities shortly there

Germans of Bavaria produced some of their milk from sheep, and Alsatian Germans used 

swine (pigs) for some of their dairy production.

after.  

                                                

46  Swiss and Norwegian immigrants also 

specialized in dairy production as they “transplanted” their dairying skills to Wisconsin’s 

rural areas.47  Apparently all but five percent of Swiss homes in Wisconsin were engaged 

in dairy farming in the first half of the nineteenth century, accounting for 270 million 

pounds of milk per year.48  According to Fred L. Holmes, the Scandinavian sections of 

the state showed high butter output, relative to the high cheese outputs in German areas.49  

Both of these items were traditionally made and sold (if enough) by the women of the 

house, as they were mostly used for household consumption until the production of 

cheese proved to be highly profitable.  

 Cheese making arrived in England and the rest of Europe when the Romans came 

in and spread their knowledge of curdling milk into a sharp tasting solid mass.  By the 

17th century, Cheshire cheese was very popular, and Cheddar and Stilton cheeses (first 

made in their respective English cities of Cheshire and Stiltion) were also becoming 

popular by the early eighteenth century.  Cheddar, according to Daniel Defoe’s Tour 

through England and Wales, was the creation of the mixing of all cows’ milk, and 

preserved the quality of the cheese.  He also stated, “without all dispute, it is the best 

 
     45 Townley, Wisconsin German Land and Life, 224. 
     46 Kevin Neuberger, “’Farm, so heiβt in Amerika ein Gut’: Land and Agriculture in a Westerwald 
Settlement in Wisconsin,” in Wisconsin German Land and Life, (University of Wisconsin-Madison: Max 
Kade Institute for Ge3rman-American Studies, 2006), 186. 
     47 Zaniewski, Atlas of Ethnic Diversity in Wisconsin, 75, 126-7. 
     48 Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 141. 
     49 Ibid, 68. 
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cheese that England affords, if not, that the whole world affords.”50  Swiss immigrants, 

especially in New Glarus, were also famous for the cheese that they brought from the 

homeland when dairying replaced wheat farming in the state.  They brought trained 

cheese-makers and special tools and equipment to Wisconsin to help their enterprise 

grow.  Their special cheese is one that we all know in the U.S.  Swiss cheese is different, 

though, because it has holes in its flesh.  These holes come from the planting of special 

bacteria (much like yeast for bread) into the cheese to create gas within the curd.  The 

bacteria is also used because it adds flavor to Swiss cheese.  The Swiss settlers are also 

well known in Wisconsin for their strong and “stinky” cheese, Limburger, for which 

Wisconsin is the number one producer in the U.S.51  The Swiss are known for Limburger 

cheese mainly because it was a Swiss man named Robert Benkert who made it first in the 

state.  Germans are also known for making the special cheese, but it was originally 

created in Belgium.52 

 As mentioned earlier, women had the chore of processing milk into cheese, and 

Anne Pickett was the first Wisconsinite, man or woman, to open the first cheese-making 

operation in her kitchen near Lake Mills in 1841.  The first “real” cheese factory 

(meaning one that was intended for profit) operated out of the home was started by 

Chester Hazen in 1864 near Fond du Lac.  This was the first operation to ship Wisconsin 

cheeses out of state.  At this time, Yankee colonists in Wisconsin were making lots of 

cheddar cheese, and Germans and Swiss settlers were making limburger and Swiss 

cheeses.  Later on, however, Wisconsin cheese factories created new cheeses like Colby 

and brick cheese that ended up making the state famous.   

                                                 
     50 McGee, On Food and Cooking, 38. 
     51 Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 139-141. 
     52 Allen, Wisconsin’s Hometown Flavors, 17. 
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Wisconsin then became the official Dairy State, as the nation’s top cheese maker, in 

1910.  According to Terese Allen, there were very few areas that did not participate in 

cheese making throughout Wisconsin’s history: 

Only three sections of Wisconsin didn’t become cheesemaking areas: the extreme north, where the 
climate is severe; the central counties, with their poor, sandy soil; and the southeastern corner of 
the state, where nearby urban markets drank most of the available milk supply.53 

 
This is only part of the story, however, because there is more than just the dairy industry 

behind Wisconsin cheese; there is food and many shops that persist by specializing in 

making certain cheeses or in making great food with those cheeses.54 

 To begin with, Wisconsin and some of the other states Midwest are some of the 

only places that serve, or even know about, cheese curds.  They come in a few cheese 

styles, but the most popular are the white or yellow cheddar curds.  They might be mass-

produced, frozen curds, or huge, homemade masses of goo, but they are a likely appetizer 

at many establishments.  At a time when pizza was becoming an American favorite, 

Burnett Dairy Cooperative began making Italian cheeses such as mozzarella and 

provolone to meet the demand for pizzas, while still adhering to the local tastes by 

making Colby and cheddar cheeses.  All of these cheeses are labeled “Fancy Brand”, 

which is not just a clever gimmick.55  This means that the cheese is of superb, Grade A 

quality.   

Mt. Sterling Cheese Co-op also serves up a specialty cheese item, goat cheese.  

Goat cheese is distinct in that it has a very tangy flavor, regardless of the type.  One of 

the most well known goat cheeses, and one that Mt. Sterling Cheese Co-op makes, is feta 

                                                 
     53 Ibid, 8-9.  This note includes much of the paragraph preceding the quote from Allen. 
     54 Ibid, 10. 
     55 Ibid, 11-12. 
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cheese.56  Feta often goes into pastas or salads but has uses in many other culinary areas.  

Renard’s Cheese is well known and respected in Wisconsin as one of the best cheese 

factories in Wisconsin.  This is because of its methods of pressing the cheese into certain 

shapes and sizes in wax and then aging it for up to five years.  Their special recipe is for 

Cheddar Cheese Soup, which uses their aged cheddar (their biggest seller).57  One food 

item which highlights Wisconsin cheese is Beer-Cheese soup, and many restaurants in 

Wisconsin include it in their regular soup rotation.  My first taste of this sharp but sweet 

soup was at Burgundy’s Restaurant in Eau Claire, where executive chef Sam Van Sky 

makes it from scratch with Wisconsin-made cheddar cheese and Leinenkugel’s Red 

Lager. 

 

The Main Course: Meat, Poultry, and Fish 

 Here we come to the main course, the real soul of any meal.  This is what holds it 

all together and fills the hungry.  In Wisconsin, people might call this, and look forward 

to, the “meat ‘n’ potatoes”.  In the main course, many heritage foods can be seen in bold 

dishes.  For some immigrant groups, beef, pork, and lamb were the prevalent meats at 

mealtime.  Settlers from the Bavarian region of Germany immediately show how distinct 

some immigrant groups’ foods were.  For instance, most Germans raised and ate lamb 

while in their homeland, but they discovered that there was less demand for its meat and 

wool upon arriving in Wisconsin.58  While many people from Germany’s provinces 

chose to raise swine as their primary livestock, Bavarians stuck to their roots and kept 

raising sheep.  For the most part, though, hogs were the primary livestock raised by 

                                                 
     56 Ibid, 36-9. 
     57 Ibid, 43-4. 
     58 Heike Bungert, et al., Wisconsin German Land and Life, xxiii. 

 21



German immigrants.59  Lamb was a common dish of the Welsh settlers, and it was often 

served with a mint sauce.60  Davidis’ cookbook has fifteen recipes for mutton (lamb), 

including roasts, stews, and fried slices of mutton.61Bavarians, Alsatian Germans,

Rhenish Hessians, and those from the Westerwald province of the Rhineland were 

alsoinvolved in dairy, so they also had beef to occasionally add to their swine-

 

filled 

meals.6

ds us 

s.  Fred L. Holmes described his experience with 

German

h s never been able to approach.  Bratwurst packed and sold in the local meat shops of 
d 

 

 

e 

pion 

sausage-maker Chuck Miesfeld, brats should be cooked on charcoal grills with no 
                                                

2  

This tendency toward pork and beef of the German immigrants inevitably lea

to their meat markets and sausage

 meat producers in 1944: 

German home-cured meats have a taste and flavor that the most fastidious technique used by the 
big packers a
Jefferson, Beaver Dam, and Sheboygan is so pleasing to Germans that once eaten no other bran
will satisfy.63 

The bratwurst, which we all know to be an important dish for Wisconsin’s meals and 

culture, is the first of the sausages to be examined.  In summer, brats, corn, and beer are 

what many Wisconsin look for in a relaxing day next to the grill.  In a short article from

Gourmet magazine in 1996, Sheboygan’s charcoal brat culture was examined.  At the 

Charcoal Inn, brats, made from pork sausage (sometimes with beef), are grilled on larg

charcoal flames.  In more recent years, the bratwurst has been transformed to include 

chicken, turkey, and even venison brats.  There are many ways to cook and season these 

treats, including boiling in beer and/or onions.  However, according to Grand Cham

 
     59 Neuberger, 186. 
     60 Holmes, 207. 
     61 Davidis, Practical Cookbook. 
     62 Heike Bungert et al., Wisconsin German Land and Life, 29, 157-8, 186-7.  Each province was studied 
by various authors and the notes above on respective participation in dairy farming and using the meat were 
discussed on the following pages: Westerwald, 29; Rhenish Hessians, 157-8; Bavarians and Alsatians, 186.  
Immigrants from the Cologne Bay area also raised swine, xxiv. 
     63 Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 70-1. 
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marinade (beer).  He says that beer should be drank with the meal, not used to cook it.64  

Pork sausages and other forcemeats were prevalent in the cookbooks of settlers as well.  

Davidis includesrecipes for pork sausages, “Frankfurt” sausages served with horseradish, 

fried “Mettwurst” sausage, and veal sausages.65  The West Bend Cook Book also includes 

a recipe for a veal sausage that uses calf lungs in a sausage casing and is boiled and then 

fried in butter.66  

 Immigrants from Luxembourg, another formerly German-speaking immigrant 

group, have a very different type of sausage that they incorporate into ethnic tastes 

around the state.  Their mustripen, or blood-cabbage sausage, is served in certain 

restaurants in southeastern Wisconsin.  Schwai’s Meat and Sausage Market, which serves 

much of southeastern Wisconsin, is one of the only places that still makes the sausage, 

but locals and old-timers come to get their fix of the rare and culturally important dish.  It 

is, however, tough for many to get the guts for, as its dark, bloody appearance can be 

unappetizing.  Despite many reservations, the places that do sell mustripen, like Hobo’s 

Korner Kitchen in Sheboygan, sell loads of it.  Hobo’s has been known to go through 

almost one hundred pounds of it during a single breakfast rush.67  Swedish immigrants 

have passed down recipes for potato sausage through families for generations.  According 

to Matthew Swenson, a third generation Swede in Wisconsin, his family’s sausage is 

about equal parts potato and meat, and holidays and birthdays would not be the same 

                                                 
     64 Stern, Jane and Michael.  “Two for the Road:Sheboygan, Wisconsin – “Brat” City”, in Gourmet, 56. 
     65 Davidis, Practical Cookbook, section D. 
     66 West Bend Cook Book, (Lake Mills,WI: Hattie E. Crump, 1915), 150.  The “casing” traditionally used 
for sausages is the emptied guts or intestines of the animal.  Since this appears clear when filled with the 
meat, it is usually overlooked. 
     67 Karen Herzog, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, “A Link to the Past: Faithful Await Return of 
Luxembourgian Dish”, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel , 1A, 6B 
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without it.68  Country Sausage of Phillips sells this Swedish potato sausage, and it is a 

filling, savory sausage that can be eaten at just about any meal.69  These are not the only 

sausages that Wisconsinites connect with culturally, though.  There are scores of others, 

such as Polish kielbasa and kieska (their blood sausage), Italian salami, capicolla, and 

bologna, Bavarian braunschweiger, Bohemian jiternice, and Belgian trippe.70  However, 

the vast array of Wisconsin’s sausages should not leave one with the idea that Wisconsin 

proteins are limited to just these. 

Poultry is a meat that is also at the center of many plates, past and present.  

Watertown is known as the city where farmers once tended to flocks of geese every day.  

Here, goose is a traditional dish that is usually served with a cranberry sauce, and the 

weight of the liver is the measure given to raising a great goose.  Watertown’s reputation 

is “of developing the largest livers of any geese that are brought into the market.  Pate de 

fois gras is a dish made with the liver, and is a savory delicacy.71  One Thanksgiving, 

when my father shot and dressed a goose for the dinner, my late Grandma Wertschnig, a 

second generation German-Luxembourgian of Watertown, was delighted with the change 

from turkey for the meal and was the first to take a bite of the liver and the gizzard.  

Although her cookbooks did not include recipes for preparing goose, they included many 

chicken recipes, a few duck and turkey dishes, and advice for how to “utilize every part 

of a duck or goose”.  This included information on what to do with the head, neck, feet, 

tongue, and heart of the bird.72  Davidis also includes a large number of recipes, 

                                                 
     68 Matthew Swenson, interview by John Lawton, 2 April, 2009, oral interview, Eau Claire, WI. 
     69 Allen, Wisconsin’s Hometown Flavors, 77-8. 
     70 Ibid, 59-112.  
     71 Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 53-59. 
     72 West Bend Cook Book, 155-60, and Christopher House Guild Cook Book, (Evanston, IL: Mrs. 
Theodore Nelson Johnson, 1912), 66-8.  The description for utilization of bird parts above comes from the 
former, but both have recipes and preparations for poultry. 
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preparations and advisory statements for poultry.  One recipe is for a Saxon-style 

partridge, which is smothered in pork fat, covered with two grape leaves, and then 

roasted in butter.  Her notes on geese involves saving the grease from the goose by 

keeping it separate from the entrails while opening it and thus, saving the “valuable 

grease” for later use in gravy.73   

Gravy is another meat-based product that also deserves attention because one 

ethnic group has long culinary roots in the hearty, savory sauce: the English.  For them, 

their time across the channel from French cuisine, emphasized with intense sauces that 

“masked” the flavors of meat, created a sense of originality for England.  Their one sauce 

was gravy because their “culinary standards didn’t filter down from the court  but 

remained grounded in domestic habits and economies.”74  English had a history of saving 

the fat drippings from pans to be deglazed immediately before serving the meal by adding 

flour and water, wine, beer, or stock while on heat until it browns.  By doing this, a rich, 

meaty flavor comes to the gravy, which is hearty, and almost bready in texture.75  In 

American cooking, this English influence has shifted a bit more toward boiling water, 

flour, and butter, but gravy is still the sauce used for many occasions and dishes.76 

The presence of fish, whether fresh or saltwater (shipped through the Great 

Lakes), in Wisconsin diets is related to both ethnic origin, and the availability of lakes, 

rivers, and port areas in Wisconsin.  Ethnic influence, in large part, comes from 

Scandinavian immigrants who brought fishing skills, tastes for smoked salmon and 

pickled herring, and lutefisk, which is cod that is dried and then soaked in water and lye 

                                                 
     73 Davidis, Practical Cookbook, section D. 
     74 McGee, On Food and Cooking, 333-4. 
     75 Ibid, 346. 
     76 Ibid, 132-3. 
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mixtures to reconstitute it before eating.77  This process used to be done in order to 

preserve the fish for long periods of time before refrigeration.  In fact, if not properly 

rinsed, the toxic lye in the fish could kill if eaten.  Nowadays, lutefisk is eaten during 

holidays and celebrations among Scandinavian families; like Luxembourg’s blood- 

cabbage sausage, lutefisk is meal with heritage and culture behind it and which many will 

not eat on account of its smell and taste.  Swedish influence and expertise in fish cookery 

is evident by recipes and explanations found in the Swedish-English Cookbook.  Here, 

there are numerous types of fish and seafood used in the diet, including pike, perch, and 

whitefish (all three found in Wisconsin waters), salmon, eel, mackerel, oysters, smelt, 

cod, crab, black bass, and lobster (available from ocean waters through the Great 

Lakes).78   

Despite heavy influence by Scandinavians on Wisconsin’s fish diet, other 

ethnicities with homeland fresh and saltwater fish.  In the West Bend Cook Book, pickled 

herring preparations and influences are credited to Dutch immigrants, and salmon is also 

heavily represented.79Henriette Davidis uses German, and other European knowledge of 

fish, in her comprehensive cookbook to go into even greater detail on fish by telling when 

certain fish species are in season, how to clean, preserve, season, and prepare fish.  She 

includes recipes for all of the fish listed in the Swedish and West Bend cookbooks, and 

adds many more.  Trout (found in German and Wisconsin brooks and rivers), carp, 

sturgeon and haddock (found in the Great Lakes and in European waters), soles, caviar, 

and anchovies were included to give a variety of tastes to the cookbook’s users.80 

                                                 
     77 Chris Brown.  “Lutefisk”, Star Tribune, 21 Dec. 2008, A1, A10. 
     78 Swedish-English Cookbook,  part four. 
     79 West Bend Cook Book, 167. 
     80 Davidis, Practical Cookbook, section F. 
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Today in Wisconsin, the real “Land of Lakes”, many people have come to love 

the taste and smell of smoked and fresh fish.  Charlie’s Smokehouse in Ellison Bay, 

specializes in smoking fish of the Great Lakes and other areas.  The most popular smoked 

treats that they provide are chubs (whitefish), rainbow trout, Canadian lake trout, and 

salmon.  They even provided a recipe for smoked whitefish chowder, which they say “is 

comfort food that’s easy and satisfying to prepare.81  The Bullfrog ‘Eat My Fish’ Farm is 

also a smoked fish haven, located in Menomonee, but it provides products and dishes 

only from their farm-raised rainbow trout.  The owner, Herby Radman, simply wants to 

“grow” the family farm and get people to realize Wisconsin’s roots and tastes for fish.  

He says, “People come to Wisconsin for cheese, milk, sausage – why not for trout, 

crappies, blue gills, crawfish?”82  Fish consumption in Wisconsin today is as widely 

varied as it is selective in nature.  Some people eat fish because it is considered healthier 

than red meat, some eat only certain varieties which they have grown a liking for, and 

some stick to varieties which are served at traditional family meals and get-togethers.  

Regardless, the availability of large varieties of fresh fish and seafood in Wisconsin 

reflects many of the ethnic roots in fishery and the open adaptation to Wisconsin fresh 

waters and Great Lakes shipping capabilities. 

 

Spirits of Culture 

“ ‘Hier wird eines geblazzen’ [Here one can get wasted]” 
- sign above the door at The Ruedig saloon in Reeseville 

-  
 While many people travel to Wisconsin for milk, cheese, sausage, smoked fish, 

and the many heritage dishes to offer, one thing is for certain: the beer, spirits, and 
                                                 
     81 Allen, Wisconsin’s Hometown Flavors, 73-76. 
     82 Ibid, 67-70. 
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friendly atmosphere of the many taverns and pubs in the state keeps people here.  In 

Europe, vineyards and family wine operations were common for most ethnicities, while 

beer became popular mostly in England and in Germany.  These two nations actually 

brewed completely different drinks dependent on their grains, waters, and various 

mixtures of their respective regions.  Early in Europe’s history, beer and alcohol became 

very important due to the fact that waterways had become highly contaminated, and the 

process of boiling water to make beer mixed with the high concentration of alcohol 

therein actually may have been healthier than drinking the water.  Lager, or bottom-

fermenting beer, was first produced in Bavaria around 1400, and was unique because 

they began adding hops to their beer around the same time instead of spices like rosemary 

and yarrow.  Lager remained purely Bavarian until the 1840s, when it was brought to 

Pilsen, Czechoslovakia and Coppenhagen, Sweden.  England and Belgium, however, 

remained lager-less until the end of the eighteenth century, but by then England was even 

brewing tobacco with their beer.  In fact, London legislation banned the addition of hops 

to any English ale in 1484.  In Germany, the Reinheitsgebot, or “edict of purity”, was 

passed in 1516 and required that beer could only contain combinations of the following 

four ingredients: barley malt, yeast, hops, and water.83  The schism between these two 

tavern-going groups was pretty much closed by the 1800s, when the two brews became 

almost identical and Europe began to migrate across the Atlantic.   

 When beer hit the American shore, and particularly the Midwest, the hot summers 

required the further alteration of beer into a lighter and more refreshing drink.  For 

Wisconsin, this brought the familiar names of Miller, Pabst, Schlitz, and Blatz into the 

                                                 
     83 McGee, On Food and Cooking, 466-70.  This citation covers the bulk of information of the paragraph, 
which comes from Harold McGee’s description of a battle-of-beers of sorts between England and 
Germany, with the end result of a blending of ale and lager for our standards for beer. 

 28



home and economy.84  Colonel Frederick Pabst left a big mark on Wisconsin’s culture in 

Milwaukee by constructing the Pabst Theatre for entertainment along with traditional 

beer gardens and taverns, so as to bring a sense of community for the diverse groups of 

Germans in the growing city.85  German influence on beer was even spread across the 

state to La Crosse, where Heileman’s brewery is located.  Meanwhile, English beers were 

leaving the new names of “pale” ales, ambers, stouts, and porters in many places in the 

U.S.86  According to Holmes, Cornish taverns in Mineral Point and Linden were places 

where people gathered to drink and sing with friends.87  Through beer, the integration of 

European cultures into Wisconsin communities continued the social functionality of 

European taverns by bringing people of many backgrounds together.  In just about every 

city, village, and township in Wisconsin, there is a corner bar, pub, saloon, or tavern that 

serves the locals and any travelers in need of one for the road.   

 Other spirits were incorporated into Wisconsin’s meals and festivities by various 

ethnic groups, too.  After all, the state is known for its drinking habits and capabilities.  

The Irish and the Scots had discovered the double-distillation of barley alcohol in 

wooden barrels, so settlers from Ireland and Scotland brought their respective whiskeys 

to America and Wisconsin.  English immigrants especially brought a taste for gin, which 

is a rye alcohol that gets its cool, piney flavor from the juniper spice.  They also had 

influence on rum production, as the English West Indies first distilled the sweet spirit 

from molasses.88  Brandy was another hard alcohol which made its way from Europe to 

                                                 
     84 Ibid, 466-470; and Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 62. 
     85 Bawden, Wisconsin German Land Life, 84.  The sense of community and sociability is a common 
theme among talk of taverns.  Holmes also notes on page 70-71 that German taverns had a “family 
sociability” atmosphere unlike other commercial establishments. 
     86 McGee, On Food and Cooking, 469-70. 
     87 Holmes, Old World Wisconsin, 45. 
     88 McGee, On Food and Cooking, 481-3. 
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Wisconsin.  There is evidence of brandy in German society from as early as the mid-

fourteenth century.89  The making of brandy is special for distilled liquors because it 

comes from wine that is distilled and then aged in oak barrels.  The main brandy’s that 

we know today of cognac and armagnac originally came from the southwestern region of 

France.90  Since wine was already popular in the neighboring regions of Germany, 

brandy was natural to come into German lands too.  Many other family cordials in 

Wisconsin cookbooks, such as Davidis’ Blackberry cordial and egg nog from We

Bend’s cookbook, include brandy.

st 

ure.  

l ways.92   

                                                

91  Although wine was (and still is) a large part of 

European culture and food in France, Germany, and Switzerland, using seeds from 

homeland grape varieties did not work in Wisconsin’s climate and ecological struct

This was a common directive for many people to embrace beer and to brew it themselves 

in new and flavorfu

 

 Digestion of “The Wisconsin Feast” 

 Wisconsin’s long-standing traditions and heritage of ethnic breads, meats, dairy, 

fruits, vegetables, drinks, and the preparation and culinary uses therein has created a rich 

sense of community and flavor for people living in or visiting the state.  Although we 

may be known for our cheese, beer, and sausages, the culinary and domestic roots of food 

and agriculture in the state run much deeper than that.  Immigrants came here from harsh 

and unlivable conditions in Europe to find inexpensive and fertile farmland to live and 

 
     89 Ibid, 433. 
     90 Ibid, 488-9. 
     91 Davidis, Practical Cookbook, section V; and West Bend Cook Book, 27. 
     92 Helmut Schmahl.  “Truthful Letters and Irresistible Wanderlust: The Emigration from Rhenish Hesse 
to Wisconsin,” in Wisconsin German Land and Life.  (University of Wisconsin-Madison: Max Kade 
Institute for German-American Studies, 2006), 155-6. 
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thrive on.  Traditions and practices brought from their nations and cookbooks have 

molded together to form a state in which the social functions of food and friends have 

been embraced and highlighted by regional culinary excellence.  Whether it comes from 

Chris Boyd, one of the nation’s few Master Bakers, Grand Champion sausage-maker 

Chuck Miesfeld, or the apple pie Throwdown winners at the Elegant Farmer, the hearty, 

richly flavored comfort foods which Wisconsin grew up on are beginning to be 

recognized in the culinary world.  In an America that is shifting its food focus to naturally 

rich flavors that marry with cooking expertise, it is only a matter of time before large 

cities like Milwaukee or Madison become known for their regional excellence in the 

American food scene.   

 

NOTES 

 In retrospect of writing this history and the immersion into learning Wisconsin 

culture and cuisine, my life and experiences tell me that I have already been truly 

immersed in this scene for my entire lifetime.  Although there is new information to be 

learned and regional influences to take on one’s self, Wisconsin food is within all of us.  

It’s what we grew up on, socialize around, and hold pride in.  In the quest for making 

good economical use of food with full, rich, and natural flavors, we cannot ignore our 

roots.  When we shove our family recipes and knowledge of what has nourished us 

during our lifetimes aside, we lose what is real and true of ourselves.  Wisconsin, and 

America in general, is fighting to hold on to its roots against the large commercial food 

industry and their mass production of easy, quick food fixes.  However, I believe that we 

are starting to reawaken and realize that our origins in healthy living can still be done the 
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old fashioned way.  It just takes a bit of elbow grease to make it happen.  Grow a garden. 

Treat yourself to a home-cooked brandy steak and mashed potatoes instead of that 

supersized Big Mac and fries.  It may take some time and effort, but it will be more 

affordable, flavorful, and rewarding in the long run.   
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