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One of Munich’s most beautiful paradises
is without doubt its Wiesn.


Eugen Roth
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A festival like no other


Oktoberfest is for everyone – but not for everyone in the same way. Anyone who believes that it makes no difference whether you’re toasting with champagne in the Käfer tent with the FC Bayern soccer team or finding yourself in the Hofbräu tent among 10,000 party-loving Australians hasn’t really experienced the Oktoberfest.


You need a guide to explain the various tent galaxies.


If you want to be at eye level with the Bayern stars or at least admire from a distance how a star or starlet eats half a chicken, then the Käfer tent is the best place to go. Not only beer is served here, but also magnum bottles of champagne, oysters and truffle pasta. The lederhosen are tailor-made by Meindl, the dirndl by Lena Hoschek and payment is made discreetly with the Amex Platinum Card.


Anyone who comes in here, especially at the first floor of the tent, is not just there to party. They want to see and be seen.


Things are completely different in the Hofbräu tent. Here, it is made clear in record time that you either get involved or simply leave.


Some people call the tent “Australia’s forgotten colony”. The beer benches shake. The waitress balances her 20 mugs towards your table with surgical precision. And anyone who doesn’t join in singing after the third toast to conviviality at the latest will be looked at askance.


Diagonally opposite in the Augustiner tent, on the other hand, you will find those who know what they are doing. Here you can get the best beer on the Oktoberfest, says the Augustiner guest. From real wooden barrels, of course, the “Hirschen”. Those who drink Augustiner have no time for fancy influencer bells and whistles or expensive plates of crusty roast. The music is hearty, the atmosphere dignified, and the visitors are mostly Munich locals or at least people who don’t behave like tourists. You don’t need Wi-Fi here either, you can actually talk to the people at the table. Radical!


And then there are the visitors who want to drink beer, but only if their iPhone still has reception. “No network, no atmosphere,” says one young man. “After all, you want to show your buddies where you are.”


This party community can be recognized by the frantic glances at the display when network coverage is lost and by the fact that they are strategically located near mobile phone masts. Their biggest nightmare: a crowded beer tent with no reception. Their second biggest nightmare: a flat battery.


Oktoberfest is where you are and what you make of it. However, this works very differently from tent to tent.


So, when it says “O’zapft is” (“It’s tapped”) and the area below the Bavaria monument is filled with visitors from all over the world for two weeks in September, then the fifth season in Munich begins for Americans, Australians, Japanese, Italians, not forgetting the locals. The beer flows in torrents. Accompanied by chicken, snacks and brass band music.


Enjoy this unofficial Oktoberfest guide to Haxn, Hendl and High Society, which leads the inclined reader into a finely tuned system that makes up this festival of superlatives. Not all tents are the same. It’s not about who’s inside. It depends on where. There are subtle differences.


All information is based on stories, prudent research, numerous conversations with hosts, waiters and waitresses, people in charge, connoisseurs and retirees. Quite simply with all the people involved with the Oktoberfest. And it is based on the knowledge gained from more than 25 years of personal experience …


Christian Rupprecht







As soon as the first tuba hums and the first chicken crunches, you know it’s Oktoberfest time again. The Theresienwiese becomes a parallel world with its own time zone, strict dress code and an astonishing density of celebrities per square meter. But don’t worry: if you’re new here, you don’t have to get lost among the beer benches, pretzels and brass band music. Before we dive into tent psychology and traditional costume typology, we need a bit of guidance. So take a deep breath, adjust your dirndl or lederhosen, study the map and off you go to a festival that no one can explain soberly.






PART I


The Oktoberfest is calling: A prelude to another world


Invitation, introduction and orientation









D’Wiesn


“D’Wiesn”. That’s how Munich locals say it, because the name of the festival has always seemed too long to them. For the rest of the world: “the Oktoberfest”.


“Wiesn” is the only legitimate second name for the Oktoberfest, because it has its home on the Theresienwiese. This enormous meadow, an almost 420,000 square meter open space in the center of Munich, is home to the largest public festival in the world, and the first irritation, or rather the first “aha” comes to the Wiesn newcomer when he or she hears that this festival is called “Oktoberfest”, but takes place mostly in September.


The Wiesn always begins on the Saturday after September 15th and ends on the first Sunday in October. Then it’s over and done with. The visitors, the thousands and thousands of party people and beer lovers join in one last roar of “Angels”, “Sierra Madre”, “Fürstenfeld” or stand up, hand on heart, to the Bavarian Hymn and then the streets of the city on the Isar river return to peace and quiet – as the people of Munich say.


Unless the Monday or, more recently (and only with the approval of the city council), the Tuesday after is October 3rd, in which case you can add another day or two. In other words, you can usually celebrate for 16 days, sometimes even 17 or 18, including the bonus day that crept in in 1994 because the German Unity Day became a fixed element of the calendar.


The thing about starting in September has also crept in, albeit much earlier. For one simple reason: it is often simply too cold in October, as was the case in 1828 when the cold and wet weather made people shiver. So, the following year, a request was made to bring the festival forward. The city authorities refused because the Theresienwiese was still being used as agricultural land at the time and had not yet been harvested in September. It was not until the 1870s that the time had come and the start of the Wiesn was brought forward to the mild Munich Indian summer, a good three weeks earlier than its regular date – without, however, changing the traditional name.


The wedding day that gave rise to this public festival is actually on October 12th, the day on which Crown Prince Ludwig of Bavaria married Princess Therese of Saxe-Hildburghausen in 1810. To celebrate the wedding, the citizens of Munich were invited to a huge party on a meadow outside the city gates. A huge party with all the trimmings was held on the grounds. And the festivities, including a big horse race, lasted until October 17th, 1810.


Because the people of Munich liked it so much, they celebrated again the following year and then again. And the festival became an annual tradition. Munich had its Oktoberfest and now around six to seven million visitors flock to the city every year just for it.


The next surprise for some people is that the Oktoberfest may outwardly appear to be an unbridled party but is in fact a celebration of tradition. Cologne has its carnival, Hamburg has its fish market, Munich has its Oktoberfest. But the comparison with the carnival is misleading.


The Oktoberfest has a lot to do with partying and merriment, but nothing to do with dressing up and costumes. Even if it sometimes seems to many visitors from all over the world that funny felt pants, shirts with lederhosen print, wobbly beer caps or the sexy Snow-White outfit are the ultimate must-haves.


To this day, the purpose of this more than 200-year-old festival is to pay homage to customs, tradition and Bavarian character. To what extent is, of course, a matter of interpretation. But let’s just start by saying: a traditional costume is not a carnival or fancy-dress costume, the beer tent is not the Spring Break. At least in theory – the notorious Munich grump naturally sees it differently, as does the Oktoberfest despiser, of course. On the other hand, the Wiesn aficionado has a Bavarian laissez-faire attitude: live and let live. The Scotsman may come in a kilt, some others in fantasy garments. Or even if some dirndls with glitz and glamour are more reminiscent of a beautiful Christmas tree than a traditional costume, one thing is certain: the guests generally dress up – and that’s a good thing.






How it all began


The Oktoberfest began with a wedding. When Crown Prince Ludwig of Bavaria married Princess Therese of Saxe-Hildburghausen in Munich on October 12th, 1810, numerous festivities took place in the city. At the end of the day-long wedding celebrations, a horse race was held on October 17th. A pavilion was erected for the newlyweds on the fairground, which was located outside the city walls and was ideal due to its natural conditions. The slightly higher area around served as a grandstand for the 40,000 spectators at the race, where 30 horses galloped around a 3,000-metre-long racecourse. The festival meadow, which was now called “Theresiens Wiese” (which means “Therese’s meadow”) with royal permission, remained undeveloped apart from the royal tent. Visitors were catered for above the grandstand on the hill, where innkeepers offered wine and beer.


The decision to repeat the race the following year gave rise to the tradition of the Oktoberfest, which was expanded in 1811 with the first agricultural festival. In 1818, carousels and swings were set up for the first time and in 1890 Buffalo Bill appeared here with a troop of Indians, cowboys and animals as part of his European tour. The first large beer tents appeared in 1896.












Festive dress versus traditional costume


It’s hard to imagine today, but at the time of the first Oktoberfests at the beginning of the 19th century, ladies attended the festivities on the fairgrounds dressed in French Empire style: exquisite fabrics and the typical high waist dominated the scene. The gentlemen came in frock coats and top hats, of course. No city dweller would have thought of going out on the street in floral and checked patterns or short leather trousers, let alone to the Oktoberfest: That was simply peasant.


As we already know, the Oktoberfest was created to celebrate the wedding of Crown Prince Ludwig and his Therese. The king had also arranged it as a festival for the people. After the proclamation of the kingdom, this was intended to promote a sense of community and emphasize the focus on the royal seat of Munich. As part of the celebrations, pairs of children in traditional peasant costumes from all Bavarian regions paraded to the royal pavilion carrying flowers. Several farmers came in their Sunday best. Today, this is considered a traditional costume. The dirndl, on the other hand, was originally a simple work outfit. It was also known as hay or body garb. But whether lederhosen or dirndl, it remained an un-Munich affair. It was not until the turn of the century, around 1900, that city dwellers discovered the summer retreat, country life and with it the dirndl. Even then, however, nobody in the city would have thought of wearing the vacation outfit at the Wiesn. It stayed that way for a long time. It wasn’t until the end of the 1990s that young people began to find dirndls and lederhosen fashionable, while Munich’s Mayor was still wearing a suit and tie for the tapping ceremony (see also “Bavarian traditional costume, what is it actually?”).








When the Wiesn was first held in 1810 to celebrate the royal wedding, it wasn’t really a beer festival. As far as we know, wine was served in the royal tent and after the festivities, visitors soon returned to the city’s pubs. And there was indeed a lot of beer flowing.


Munich had its own purity law since 1487, almost 30 years before the Bavarian purity law of 1516. Beer was therefore a pure, safe drink, especially in times of cholera and other infectious diseases, which also hit Munich in the 19th century.


Several breweries dominated the cityscape over the centuries and with them came the beer barons, who had managed to form a few large Munich companies from the original more than 70 smaller breweries of the 17th and 18th centuries. So, what could be more natural than for beer to find its way to the public festival? However, in the early years, visitors could only drink their beer outdoors. It was only from the 1820s onwards that the landlords expanded their timbered taprooms and increasingly offered festival visitors seats inside.


As you can imagine, the culinary delights were well received by the visitors and the magistrate was faced with the challenge of laying down rules. A decree dating back to 1825 stipulated that only 18 Munich brewers were permitted to serve beer at the Oktoberfest. Their beer stalls were arranged in a circle and formed the “Wirtsbudenring” – more or less a circle of pubs.


Decades later, in 1895, the large breweries began to erect large beer halls for the festival period, where up to 1,500 visitors could celebrate and drink. In 1907, the small stalls around the Wirtsbudenring were finally replaced by six larger, tent-like festival halls built by Munich’s major breweries. These festival halls have become the landmark of the Wiesn, as it still is today.


The festival halls also brought music to the Oktoberfest. Thanks to a short song played for the first time by a band in 1898, it has shaped the unmistakable character of the beer tents to this day: “Ein Prosit, ein Prosit der Gemütlichkeit! Oans, zwoa, drei, gsuffa!”






A toast to conviviality


Anyone who has ever visited the Wiesn, anyone who has ever attended a party in a tent or even just heard about it, knows this melody, this song: “Ein Prosit, ein Prosit der Gemütlichkeit” (“A toast, a toast to conviviality”). Followed by the battle cry chanted by the band: “Oans, zwoa, drei, gsuffa!” – “One, two, three, drink!”


What hardly anyone knows is that, firstly, this is really a song and, secondly, its roots are not in Bavaria. The Bremen journalist and composer Georg Kunoth (1863-1927) composed the song, and his “Prosit der Gemütlichkeit” is the only one of his works to have survived the test of time. The path to its immortality was paved by a tent proprietor. But he wasn’t from Munich either. The exceptionally innovative Georg Lang from Nuremberg was keen to go to the Wiesn and in 1898 he introduced a 30-man band – Lang’s Original Oberlandler – in his new giant festival hall, which offered 6,000 seats and thus brought a completely new dimension of size to the Oktoberfest. To heat up the atmosphere, Georg Lang had song booklets (“50,000 songbooks with the latest melodies for free”) distributed in the tent so that the guests could sing along. One of the songs that was there right from the start was “Prosit der Gemütlichkeit”. In the years that followed, not only large brass bands but also the “Prosit” became standard in beer tents. Georg Lang can therefore be celebrated as the inventor of the beer tent atmosphere.








When this song is played after the Mayor of Munich has tapped the first barrel of the new Oktoberfest beer and shouted “O’zapft is”, the Bavarian metropolis is transformed into a different city. New rules, special procedures, special rituals apply. The streetcars and subway trains, the buses and cabs, the hotels and cafés are suddenly full of people in dirndls and lederhosen, with hats and traditional jackets, with suspenders and lavish floral appliqués. Occasionally also with charivaris (traditional jewelry chains). Many Munich residents also go to work dressed like this in order to visit the Oktoberfest later in the day, to celebrate or at least to drink a beer.


With the Wiesn, the city of a million people becomes a city of multi-millions with its own ecosystem. Knowing and recognizing its peculiarities may seem difficult to grasp for some newcomers, as it contains a finely balanced system that is worth a closer look.


This view also makes it clear that it’s not just about the beer. Although it is difficult to imagine the Wiesn without overflowing beer mugs, the showmen are just as much a part of this parallel universe in the middle of Munich as the market stalls, it’s own police station (“Wiesnwache”) and the medical tent, which has long since ceased to be a tent. Children’s eyes grow wide when they see the colorful world of the carousels, and teenage boys and muscular guys get all excited when they queue up in front of the Punch-the-Luke and want to be admired. Or, in front of an illustrious crowd of visitors, they let themselves be stamped as a stumbling loser on the treadmill of a ride with the euphonious name “Toboggan”. There are rides ranging from rollercoasters to Ferris wheels, Bavarian music and dancing, a traditional costume parade and stalls selling everything from roast chicken to gingerbread hearts. And there are caps with folded ears, beer mugs to put on and bright sunglasses that unmistakably show the Oktoberfestpro who you really are.


Yes, really.


Sometimes everyone just needs an opportunity for joy, cheerfulness and exuberance, where worries are left at the door, when the big gingerbread heart with the typical I mog di (I like you) means a world that may be over tomorrow; but what about tomorrow? Life is hard enough, so the hours at the Wiesn count twice as long as you remember them – which is sometimes a challenge for some people after the second beer.


For over 200 years now, the city of Munich has kept the 42-hect-are area in its heart free specifically to host the largest public festival in the world year after year. The focus is not on skyscrapers, but on liver-scrapers. And it pays off. Seven million guests on average, 13,000 jobs, around one billion euros in turnover.


This book sheds light on this unique ecosystem. It shows that there is a harmonious interplay between pork knuckle, chicken and high society and which dos and don’ts apply. The reader is given a special insight into the Oktoberfest by tent proprietors and reservation managers, service staff and toilet attendants, security guards and taxi drivers. They all have their very own view of the 16 days of exuberance between the Käfer Wiesn-Schänke, Hofbräu-Festzelt and Fischer-Vroni, the Bräurosl, the Schottenhamel or Kufflers Weinzelt.


Because not all tents are the same. Being inside doesn’t mean you’re in. It’s about where you are. There are differences. Every tent has its own audience.


Sometimes it’s tourists from Australia who literally let their hair down, sometimes it’s the jeunesse dorée who party wildly with daddy’s credit card. At the Käfer tent, it’s onlookers who rush after the delicatessen’s famous name and end up in the beer garden because the doors are closed.


But once you’re inside, you’re far from in. There is a neat division between downstairs and upstairs. Better and even better. And if you have one of the coveted tables on the Käfer upper floor, then … well, you can keep quiet and enjoy the party among your peers.


What happens on the Wiesn stays on the Wiesn …


So, what makes the individual tents so special and what gives them their exceptional flair? What do the Wiesn hosts have to say and what stories do they have to tell? How do the waiters and paramedics, bouncers and cleaners, showmen and Wiesn originals see it? The city officials also have their personal anecdotes and insights to share.


Are you ready? Then let’s set off into the wonderful world of the Wiesn …






Famous throughout Bavaria – and beyond


Around 90 percent of the world’s population knows the word “Oktoberfest”. This makes it better known than “Autobahn”, “Kindergarten” or “Schadenfreude”. It is, so to speak, Germany’s number 1 export hit, right after sauerkraut and soccer disappointments.


While elsewhere image campaigns are painstakingly launched, all we need is an eleven-letter word and half the world is already dreaming of lederhosen, dirndls and a liter of beer in a mug.


So, Oktoberfest is not just a festival, but a global brand, an international fantasy in which Germany is always sunny, everyone dances, nobody complains about the weather and the beer never runs out. Almost never. See once in 1981.


By the way: the word “Oktoberfest” officially belongs to the city of Munich. Yes, that’s right. The term is protected by trademark law. If you want to organize an Oktoberfest anywhere in the world that is too similar to the original, you have to be prepared for a serious clash with the Bavarian capital.


As a precautionary measure, the city of Munich has had the term protected as a word mark to keep imitations in XXL beer format at bay. Because wherever it says Oktoberfest on it, there should be a piece of real Munich in it, or at least a Maß full of it. In short: the Wiesn is world-famous, but legally it stays at home.
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Site Plan


The large tents at a glance
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The small tents from part III




	
1Münchner Stubn



	
2Rischart’s Café Kaiserschmarrn



	
3Café Theres’














Boozy comparison units






7.5
million liters


That’s how much beer is drunk at the Wiesn every year. This corresponds to three Olympic swimming pools filled to the brim, measuring 50 meters long, 25 meters wide and 2 meters deep. One such pool holds 2.5 million liters of water…








37,500
bathtubs


An average full bath holds about 200 liters. So, you could fill about 37,500 bathtubs with Wiesn beer. A warm and humid wellness nightmare for all those who like to bathe with foam but don’t like hops between their toes.
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750
kilometers


7.5 million beer mugs lined up next to each other would form a 750-kilometer-long queue, stretching almost as far as Hamburg. Or as far as Pisa! Yes, that’s right, Pisa in Italy. From the Theresienwiese to the world-famous Leaning Tower. So, if the Wiesn is too crowded again, just imagine joining this epic beer mug line and taking a leisurely stroll to Italy, with a beer in your hand and the prospect of pizza and espresso instead of chicken and pretzels. Who needs the flight when you can just drink the whole Oktoberfest all the way to Pisa?
Is that why the tower is leaning?
Just sayin’ …






O’zapft is


It’s Saturday, a normal Saturday anywhere in the world. But not here, not in Munich. Since the early morning hours there has been a special, strange, excited atmosphere in the air.


Here we go.


The cityscape has been changing. For a few days now, Munich has been presenting itself in a new guise: flags are being hoisted, shop windows are being redecorated, hotel prices are skyrocketing. And for a few days now, the same question has dominated conversations, fleeting encounters and group chats: “Where are you on Saturday?”


Yes, here we go.


From the bright blue sky above the city, you can hear the soft rattling of a small plane, the white contrail of its engines finely trailing through the blue. Just one line, not many.


Since last night, the sky over Munich has been a no-fly zone for the next 16 days. “Safety concerns”, writes a local newspaper. “The little plane probably has a special permit,” says the young man next to me.


A brief pondering, a fleeting thought of “what if …”. Then a cracking sound from above, a slight roaring noise and the machine begins to fly strange orbits. Left in a circle, further and further and suddenly others notice it too, stop and look up. They look from the carillon on the town hall tower up into the blue sky above Marienplatz, where the white line forms into a pretzel as if from nowhere.


A giant pretzel in the sky above Munich. Fluffy and soft in its condensation on an azure blue background.


Someone laughs, another claps. Then many. Many of them are wearing lederhosen, have laced up their traditional shoes or sneakers, their traditional jacket thrown loosely over their shoulders. The women have taken their dirndls out of the wardrobes or bought new ones, ironed out their little white blouses and spruced up their ankle boots, ballerinas or pumps. Their aprons flutter in the light breeze – their bows, left, right or center, are neatly tied.


The pretzel is almost gone when the pilot draws a beer mug in the sky. More applause, more incredulous amazement.


Munich on this Saturday morning is quite something.


At Tiffany in Residenzstraße, diagonally opposite the opera house, customers wearing dirndls and lederhosen crowd around the door of the exclusive jeweler. A glass of champagne, or sometimes a small beer, in their left hand, their right hand free to greet each other, they toast to the soft sounds of Bavarian folk music. A waiter in an impeccably accurate traditional costume serves canapés from a silver tray while the streetcar slowly pushes past the guests. Without ringing the bell, as is customary in Munich all year round. The small pennants to the left and right of the driver’s cab in the colors of the city are also unusual: in yellow and black, they wave in the light wind.


“It’s so warm this year,” says one visitor to the group. “Last year we froze our asses off. Do you remember?”


A laugh acknowledges that they do remember.


Well, this year the Indian summer is warm, very warm. And while the sun is still creeping over the roofs, a soft ringing can be heard from somewhere. Then you can already hear the horses’ hooves clattering on the asphalt and finally the carriage, a proud team of four, jerks down Theatinerstraße towards Marienplatz.


Two children wave to the coachman and he greets them back. Three Japanese take photos with their cell phones and finally wave too. The smiles on their faces show surprise, amazement and the realization that Bavaria is just as the travel agency in Osaka promised. An idyll like a postcard picture.


A little further south, beyond the old town, Sendlinger-Tor-Platz and St. Paul’s, around the Theresienwiese, things are getting serious.


It’s a few minutes before 10 am. The large beer tents open on time and at the same time access to the festival grounds is also opened. Since security issues have come to the fore in recent years, there is actually a fence. It runs all the way around the site and has entrance gates in a few places. At this early hour, it’s like a sales day.


Hundreds, if not thousands, of Oktoberfest visitors crowd the gates. The aim is to get one of the coveted free seats in the tents for the tapping. Some people have been waiting for hours to secure the best pole position, and then it starts. Without a starting signal, just like that.


And what happens next goes viral in parallel, virtually live, on the social media channels of several astonished onlookers on the sidelines: running lads, dashing girls, dirndls held up with their hands to avoid falling – and they all run towards the Schützen tent, the Schottenhamel or whichever tent offers them the coveted spot. Whoever is inside at the long-awaited tapping ceremony is in. But it’s still a good two hours away, without alcohol. It is strictly forbidden to serve beer in the tents before the official “O’zapft is”.


Back in the city center, things are much quieter at this time. The carriages have been gathering in Herzog-Wilhelm-Straße not far from Sendlinger Tor since 9 am. The whirring bells of the carriages, the clattering of the horses’ hooves and the music of a few bands here and there, which are of course part of the party, gradually fill the street. Carriage after carriage lines up, forming a procession of historic carriages. The smell of horses and beer, the clinking of beer mugs and champagne glasses and cheerful laughter fill the air. It quickly becomes clear that everyone knows each other. Because this is the meeting point for the Wiesn hosts, who of course don’t run and hurry like the boys and girls on Sendlinger Berg but make their entrance to the Wiesn in a parade on horse and cart.
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