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It’s a day Swiss-Americans look forward to all year. It’s 
always a day of food, fun, singing and dancing, and 
also a solemn day of remembrance and allegiance to 

Switzerland.
In New Glarus, Wisconsin, Swiss National Day, which 

has been celebrated in a formal way every August 1 since 
1929, in commemoration of when Switzerland first be-
came a country, takes on a special meaning because the 
majority of the residents are of Swiss descent.

The vibrant town, named after the eastern Swiss canton 
of Glarus, has a population of about 2,000 who swarm 
to William Tell’s Shooting Park on the edge of the vil-
lage to proclaim their heritage in speeches, music, dance, 
Alphorn performances, yodeling, flag tossing and more.

By early afternoon, William Tell’s Shooting Park is 
packed with cars, bench seats under the large, shady trees 
are filled to capacity and there are plenty of customers for 
the “New Glarus veal bratwurst” from a local meat mar-
ket stand set up at one end of the park, sponsored by the 
Männerchor New Glarus.

Up on the stage, emcees, Männerchor members and 
other performers at the Volksfest, approach the stage for 

last-minute schedule changes and conversation, as small 
children in colorful Swiss trachten wander through the 
crowd looking for their parents and giggling.

Settling into comfortable folding chairs, Ernest Jaggi 
and his wife Theresa share they have been coming to the 
Swiss Day celebration since 1955. He’s been a member of 
both the men’s local four-part Männerchor choir and the 
yodeling club in town. “I like this celebration,” he smiles, 
“I like everything about it.”

Dennis Streiff, 88, is a fourth generation Swiss-Amer-
ican whose mother spoke with a Swiss-German dialect, 
he says. He adds, as a baby he recalls the Swiss Day cel-
ebration in New Glarus as a special day. “The celebra-
tion started in the late 1920s,” he remembers. Dennis’ 
great grandfather, Fridolin Streiff, came to New Glarus in 
1860, 15 years after the first settlers arrived in town. He’s 
not concerned that his ancestors came to New Glarus 
more than 150 years ago; he believes he’s still connected 
to the original settlers of the town. He says he’s been told, 
“A Streiff is a Streiff is a Streiff.”

Marlies, 10, Brock, 8 and Barrett Brändli, 7, members of 
the New Glarus Kinderchor, are attending the celebration 

SWISS NATIONAL DAY IN 
NEW GLARUS, WISCONSIN

BY DON HEIMBURGER
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to celebrate in “America’s Little Switzerland.”
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in the park as part of the young group that is perpetuat-
ing the tradition of Swiss folk singing. The family lives in 
Monroe, 16 miles away, but their parents make the trip to 
add their support to the fest.

Then there’s Alfred and Suzanne Zimmerman who’ve 
come to the festival for 12 straight years. “My three grand-
sons were all Cheese Day Princes at this event,” he beams.

Marvin Creuzer and his wife, Sharon, say they come to 
the event for the accordion music, and Don Marty, who 
proudly proclaims he’s “100% Swiss,” comes “because 
there are a lot of people here with the same interests.”

New Glarus has a special story to tell about how it was 
formed. Maintaining much of its Swiss heritage since it 
was founded in 1845 by 108 settlers from Glarus, Swit-
zerland, the town is called “America’s Little Switzerland.” 
The settlers purchased 1,200 acres of farm and timber 
land bordering the Little Sugar River. So it’s not unusual 
at the Swiss Day celebration to walk up to someone who 
can tell you how far back their Swiss heritage extends.

To emphasize the point about their proud Swiss heritage 
and one of Switzerland’s most famous products, in 1905 
a proposal was presented to the people of New Glarus 
that Limburger cheese be “declared legal tender for the 
payment of all debts and a medium of exchange through-
out the district.”

Besides the Männerchor group, formed in 1912, which 
sings at the event which it also sponsors, there are a long 
list of participants in the festivities of the day. There’s the 
Jodlerklub, whose members sing, play the alphorn horns 

OPPOSITE PAGE: THE NEW GLARUS MÄNNERCHOR, FOUNDED IN 1912, IS A MEN’S 
CHOIR FORMED TO SING FOUR-PART GERMAN-LANGUAGE MUSIC. THE GROUP 

CONTINUES TO PERFORM TODAY. ROW 1, LEFT TO RIGHT: HERMAN KAMMER, JOHN 
KONANZ. ROW 2: ARNOLD KEHRLI, SR., WILLIAM KLOSSNER, BALTZAR DUERST, JOHN 
THEILER, FRED SCHELTLI, HENRY Z. DUERST. ROW 3: NICHOLAS HEFTY, FRED MAURER, 

EMIL SCHIESS, JOHN LEUENBERGER, ERNEST HELD, SR., ERNEST GROSSENBACHER, 
GOTTLIEB GMUR. ROW 4: JACOB SCHACHTLER, JACOB SCHNEIDER, ERNEST MAURER, 

EMIL SCHWEITZER, ALBERT STRUEBIN, KARL ITTEN, FRED BEILER. COURTESY UNI-
VERSITY OF WISCONSIN DIGITAL COLLECTIONS/NEW GLARUS PUBLIC LIBRARY, NEW 

GLARUS, WISCONSIN.
MEMBERS OF THE GREEN COUNTY ALPHORNS GATHER FOR A PRACTICE BEFORE THEIR 

LAST STAGE APPEARANCE OF THE DAY. COURTESY DON HEIMBURGER.

MARLIES, 10, BROCK, 8, AND BARRETT BRÄNDLI, 7, MEM-
BERS OF THE NEW GLARUS KINDERCHOR, ARE HELPING 

TO PERPETUATE THE TRADITION OF SWISS FOLK SINGING. 
COURTESY DON HEIMBURGER.
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and participate in the Fahnenschwingern (flag throwing) 
contest; and the Kinderchor formed in 1998, whose mem-
bers learn songs in Swiss-German and English through oral 
tradition and then hone their skills at weekly rehearsals.

Also participating is the Monroe, Wisconsin Swiss Sing-
ers, a group which has grown to 40 members from the 
south-central part of the state and even from across the 
state line in Illinois; the Jodelchörli Alpsteinblick; and 
guest soloists. The event’s closing number was presented 
by the Green County Alphorns.

“What do I like about Volksfest?” asks Beth Zurbuchen, 
president and CEO of New Glarus’ Swiss Center of North 
America. “I grew up knowing I am a Swiss-American, as 
my grandfather and all my great grandparents emigrated 
from Switzerland,” she explains.

“Attending the celebration of Swiss National Day with 
dappled sunlight filtering through the giant oak trees, I 
actually feel Swiss in America. I feel my Swiss roots grow-
ing stronger, as together we celebrate not only a shared 
ethnic heritage, but our shared personal histories.”

“When I first had someone from Switzerland say to 
me ‘you are more Swiss than we are,’ I was a little taken 
aback. How could that be, I thought? Today, after eight 
years running the National Swiss Cultural/Heritage Cen-
ter—that statement, which is made often by the Swiss 
people here, makes me smile, nod my head, and say—yes 
we are. And that makes me extremely proud,” she says.

Peter Etter, who directs the Independence Day activi-
ties, in his spare time helps do translations for the Swiss 

Center, works with the local Tourism Office and leads 
tours for the Chamber of Commerce and the Swiss His-
torical Village.

In 1999 New Glarus was chosen as the home of the Swiss 
Center of North America, a cultural center dedicated to 
the preservation and celebration of Swiss culture.  Chi-
cago, New York and Toronto were also considered, but 
New Glarus was ultimately chosen because of its central 
location and the large concentration of Swiss-Americans 
in the vicinity. The center works closely with the Embassy 
of Switzerland in Washington, D.C.  

The center also features the Don Tritt collection, a one-
of-a-kind resource for Swiss culture, heritage and gene-
alogy consisting of more than 10,000 pieces. The Swiss 
Center also works closely with the many Swiss organiza-
tions in town to promote the Swiss Day activities.

Between the Swiss-style architecture of many of the 
town’s buildings, the typical Swiss food served in the local 
restaurants and the annual, fun-filled National Swiss Day, 
you just can’t get much closer to Switzerland without ac-
tually living there. GL

DENNIS STREIFF, 88, IS 
A FOURTH GENERATION 
SWISS-AMERICAN WHO 
RECALLS THE SWISS DAY 
CELEBRATION IN NEW 
GLARUS SINCE HE WAS A 
YOUNG BOY, AS A VERY 
SPECIAL DAY. HIS GREAT 
GRANDFATHER HELPED 
SETTLE THE TOWN. 
COURTESY  
DON HEIMBURGER.

A MOTHER AND HER DAUGHTER ENJOY THE WARM 
SUN AND THEIR SWISS TRACHTEN AT THE NEW GLARUS 
VOLKSFEST. COURTESY DON HEIMBURGER.
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If You Go…

New Glarus is 105 miles west of Milwaukee and 145 miles 
northwest of Chicago. Besides the unique and Swiss-style fea-
tures of the downtown area, the New Glarus Brewery Company 
right outside of town, housed in a look-alike Swiss-style castle, 
was started by the ���woman to found and operate a brewery 
in the U.S. Visit www.newglarusbrewing.com

The New Glarus Hotel Restaurant downtown was constructed in 
the pre-Civil War era by Swiss immigrants in 1853 and became 
a center of activity for travelers and tradesman. The hotel’s main 
dining room was once an old opera house, and the restaurant 
has had only three generations of owners since it became a res-
taurant.  Of course, cheese fondue is one of their specialties, 
as are Rösti, Wienerschnitzel and Sauerbraten. Visit www.new-
glarushotel.com

The Chalet Landhaus Inn on Highway 69, which also features 
Swiss cuisine, is built in the traditional Swiss style and is within 
easy walking distance to downtown New Glarus. For more in-
formation go to www.chaletlandhaus.com.

For more information on New Glarus, its attractions and its 
many summer festivals such as the Polkafest, Heidi Festival and 
Oktoberfest, go to www.swisstown.com.

EVERYONE GETS A CHANCE TO PERFORM AT THE FESTIVAL, EVEN THE SMALLEST CHILDREN. COURTESY DON HEIMBURGER.

SWISS TRACHTEN IS A FAMILIAR SIGHT AT SWISS INDE-
PENDENCE DAY. DISPLAYING THEIR SWISS FASHIONS 
ARE ANITA KOLLER, LEFT, AND ESTER ZGRAGGEN, WHO 
OWNS A EUROPEAN IMPORT SHOP IN DOWNTOWN NEW 
GLARUS. COURTESY DON HEIMBURGER.
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