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NOTABLE GERMAN-AMERICANS

Heinrich A. Rattermann (1832-1923),
German-American Historian and Entrepreneur:

A Chronology of his Life and Work
By Don Heinrich Tolzmann

Introduction

Researching the history of German 
immigration, settlement and infl uences in 
the 19th century was a pioneer fi eld, and 
one of the preeminent historians in this 
fi eld was Heinrich A. Rattermann. Best 
known as Editor of Der Deutsche Pionier, 
a German-American historical journal 
published by the German Pioneer Society 
of Cincinnati, he also was an enterprising 
businessman. The following chronology 
aims to illuminate the basic dates, facts, 
and events pertaining to his life and work 
as a historian and entrepreneur. 

Chronology

1832: Rattermann was born in Ankum, 
a town in the Osnabrück district of what 
is today Niedersachsen in northwest 
Germany, on 14 October.

1846-49: Emigrated with his family to Cincinnati, Ohio/USA, where the family 
had relatives. Found employment at various jobs, including driving a team of oxen 
in a brickyard in Newport, Kentucky; working at a slaughterhouse in Cincinnati; 
and then as a waiter, and later as a painter in Louisville, Kentucky.

1849: Returned to Cincinnati from Louisville, and found employment as a cabinet 
maker. Assisted in the organization of a Sängerfest in Cincinnati, which led to the 
formation of the federation of German singing societies, Der Nord-Amerikanische 
Sängerbund. The Sängerbund still exists, and continues to sponsor German song 
festivals.

1850: After the death of his father, he became the sole supporter of his family 
(mother and two siblings).

1853-54: While continuing to work, he completed a course of study at Grundy’s 
Business School in Cincinnati.
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1854-58: With his savings, he acquired and operated a grocery store, which he 
subsequently sold to move on to his next business venture.

1858: Founded the highly successful German Mutual Insurance Company of 
Cincinnati and Hamilton County, with its offi ce located at 13th and Walnut Street 
in Over-the-Rhine. The German sign painted on the front of the building was 
painted over during World War I, but eventually peeled off and became visible. It 
has been re-painted and the building restored.

1868: Co-founded a German-American historical society: the German Pioneer 
Society of Cincinnati.

1874-87: Served as Editor of a German-American historical journal, Der 
Deutsche Pionier, and began collecting books and archival materials on German 
immigration, settlement and infl uences in America, amassing a private library of 
ca. 8,000 volumes, and numerous manuscripts. 

1877:  Moved the offi ce of the German Mutual Insurance Company to the newly 
constructed Germania Building at 12th and Walnut Street. Also co-founded the 
German Literary Club of Cincinnati, and was involved in founding and directing 
several German singing societies.

1887: Published and edited a second German-American historical journal, 
Deutsch-Amerikanisches Magazin, after concluding his editorship of Der Deutsche 
Pionier.  
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1895: Organized the fi rst German 
Day in Cincinnati at the Cincinnati 
Zoo. This led to the formation of the 
German Day Society, later re-named 
the German-American Citizens 
League, which has sponsored the 
event ever since. 

1906-14: Published his collected 
works, Gesammelte ausgewählte 
Werke, in 12 volumes, which contain 
his articles, essays, lectures, and 
poetry.

1908: Published a history of the 
German Mutual Insurance Company 
of Cincinnati and Hamilton County, 
which he described as “a monument 
of the public-spirited enterprise of 
our city and of its German element.”

1916: The loss of sight and increasing 
deafness caused Rattermann to 
withdraw from public life, and also led 

to the sale of his library to the University of Illinois-Urbana. 

1918: Due to the anti-German hysteria 
and sentiment of World War I, the 
German Mutual Insurance Company 
changed its name to the Hamilton 
County Mutual Insurance Company. The 
German sign on the Germania Building 
was covered up, and the lettering on the 
statue of Germania was also recut to 
read Columbia. The 1958 history of the 
company noted: “The remodeled fi gure 
remains to this day a symbol of the vision 
and faith of the many men of German 
ancestry, who became loyal citizens 
of the country of their adoption, and 
intelligently and faithfully governed the 
affairs of the Company.” 

1923: By the time of his demise on 6 
January, he had published numerous 
books and articles, and edited two 
German-American historical journals.  

The Germania Building (author’s collection)
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1980: Due to the efforts of the author, Rattermann’s home at 510 York Street 
in Cincinnati’s West End was placed on the National Register of Historic Places. 
Unfortunately, the building’s owner had it demolished some time later, but the site 
remains on the National Register.

2014: Due to the efforts of the author, the German sign on the Germania Building 
was uncovered to coincide with the centennial of the outbreak of World War I.
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