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    It Begins with the Build

    Every year in the middle of July, about two months before the beginning of the most famous folk festival in the world, the first semitrailers arrive at the Theresienwiese—the grounds where Oktoberfest is held each year—in Munich. Busy craftsmen and master tent builders search for the spot assigned to them by the Bavarian capital’s department of tourism. Slowly but surely they raise giant beer tents and colorful carnival rides on the large paved field in the middle of Munich. Builders work up in the windy heights of roller coasters or move the load-bearing pieces of a beer tent into position.

    Beer drinkers of the world, unite!
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    Some people are already raising their mugs during the build.
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    Most people have no idea how difficult it is to build a tent like that. I’m fascinated every time I see it. Everything begins with the girders—those huge, weight-bearing pieces that form the skeleton of each festival hall. Bit by bit the aisles, ceiling, and inner workings of the tent appear. Everything is built in quick succession: balcony rigs, floorboards, planks, beams, electronics. Finally, the decorations are put up, nailed, and secured. All around you hear banging and drilling, screwing and hammering, rattling and humming. But there’s something for your eyes and nose, too: it smells like resin, and you can see plaques, busts, statues, wreaths, decorative vats, puppets, and lighting equipment lying everywhere.

    The entire Wiesn comes to life. Inside, carpenters hammer the beams of the tents in place; outside, TÜV (Technischer Überwachungsverein—Technical Inspection Association) workers check the rides for safety. Heavy trucks and utility vans are parked all around. Hundreds of people are at work, stress-free but highly productive. Everyone is buzzing around chaotically.

    To this day, I go every year with my mother at the beginning of the build on the Theresienwiese. We love the noise, the atmosphere, the smell, and the luxury to be able to live in a city like this and experience such a wonderful folk festival coming to life in the flesh. For me as a self-avowed Oktoberfest fan, all the fun begins here, during the build.

    Oktoberfest is sort of like a roller coaster that you get on in the middle of July with butterflies in your stomach. The roller coaster climbs higher each day, then suddenly plunges into two turbulent, thrilling weeks before ending in early October with a highly satisfying finale. Then you cheerfully await the next round. I always take great joy in the beginning of this ride.

    I can still remember attending the build for the first time with my school friends when I was about nine years old. We took the S-Bahn from Pasing to Hackerbrücke and walked over to the Theresienwiese. Honestly, we had expected to arrive at a sort of folk festival ghost town, since it was still weeks until the tapping—that wonderful ceremony that marks the official beginning of Oktoberfest with a clean mallet strike. We boys were quite surprised when we arrived and, instead of a complete but dead fairground, found half-finished tent structures, diligent handymen, showmen running this way and that, and countless busily humming trucks and trailers. An older Munich local who was sitting on a bench on the edge of the Theresienwiese noticed our bewilderment. As I recall, he spoke in a thick Bavarian accent and said, somewhat disapprovingly, “You could all put yourselves to good use over there.” A moment later he had an epiphany: “Why don’t these people let this rubbish just stay here the whole year? Then they wouldn’t have to go through all this trouble every year.” At the time I didn’t have an answer for that quite legitimate question, but today I would say: “Because then there wouldn’t be a build, and that’s a big part of the tradition. That’s obvious.” Not to mention that many other events happen on the during the rest of the year.

    Excitement for the greatest event of the year grows in the hearts of every true Munich citizen as soon as the Oktoberfest build begins. It means there’s really just a few weeks until Oktoberfest is kicked off with the cry of “Ozapft is!”—“It’s tapped!”

    Since physical needs must also be taken care of during a build like this, there are a few “tent canteens,” where workers can buy good food and drink for a reasonable price. After onlookers and wanderers began showing up during the build, it was tolerated but not officially allowed for outsiders to enjoy the canteens. It never got out of hand and never became a problem, but nevertheless at some point a worker ID became a requirement for enjoying beer and chicken in the canteen under the summer sun. However, if one simply sits down and doesn’t eat anything, no one says anything. Or so I’m told.

    For those who just can’t wait: the Oktoberfest canteen.
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      The Word “Oktoberfest”
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      About 90 percent of the world’s population knows the word “Oktoberfest.” That makes it the most famous German word.
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    History of the Munich Oktoberfest

    The Founding of Munich

    In the middle of the eighth century, as the story goes, two monks from the Schäftlarn Cloister made their way farther north in their search for a peaceful, beautiful place to find reflection and refreshment. On the way, they rested on a small hill ringed with trees. After eating the food they had brought, they were both thirsty, and they drank the delicious, crystal-clear water from a rushing river nearby.

    “Oh, what good it would do me if this water were even sweeter tasting,” cried one monk, and the other surely agreed immediately.

    Perhaps they said a prayer that one day a refreshing drink—similar to the already well-known beer—would be served here, which people could quaff by day or night. In any case, in the end they decided to build a wooden church right on that spot and named it in the traditional manner, after St. Petrus. Both spoke quite sophisticated German and traditional Celtic, but, as good monks, also a bit of Latin, and so they named that long-awaited drink “Salvator” (“Healer of the World”), the hill “Petersbergl,” and the water “ys ura” (“quickly flowing water”). They lived in humility and gratitude until the end of their days.
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    Empty already!

    Four hundred years later, Henry the Lion, Duke of Bavaria and Saxony, built a grand bridge to connect one bank of the river to the other (in the meantime, the river’s name had evolved from “ys ura” to the easier to pronounce “Isar”). By then there was a cloister church on that spot. The Duke loved the area and the little islands at the base of the bridge. But he loved commerce even more. So, as a precautionary measure, he left the Oberföhringer Bridge in the more northern diocese of Freising in rubble. The Oberföhringer Bridge had previously been economically indispensible, but with his own bridge (now the only one for miles), Henry could better control horse and cart traffic and boost the state treasury with a hefty toll.

    So that everything was in order, he went to Augsburg and applied for the right to levy tolls and fees, which Frederick I Barbarossa gladly granted him. Henry the Lion looked forward to the day far in the future when that spot would become the “northernmost Italian city.”

    The earliest documentation of the name of Italy’s northernmost city is in the “Augsburger Schied,” a document written by Frederick I on July 14, 1158. Mentioned in this document is “forum apud . . . Munichen,” meaning a market near “Munichen.” “Munich” is not only the English word for the city, but also an Old High German word which later became “Münich, Münech, Münch.” Then it became “Mönch,” the German word for monk. Thus the city name “München” came from monks, probably the very ones who lived on Petersbergl.

    The Development of Oktoberfest

    The original October folk festival, still popular all over Bavaria, was for the purpose of consuming all of the leftover Märzen beer before the beginning of the new brewing season. The brewing season traditionally begins with the purchase of the ingredients in the fall and ends in the spring, because, among other reasons, there was a much higher prevalence of brewery fires in the “hot” summer months. Märzen beer is a bottom-fermented lager. It is characterized by being a little bit stronger than a regular Helles or pale lager in every sense: the taste and the color as well as the alcohol content are all a bit stronger. Helles is to Märzen as regular gasoline is to premium.

    However, the world-renowned Munich Oktoberfest has an entirely different source: a wedding.

    On October 12, 1810, Crown Prince Ludwig (the future Ludwig I of Bavaria) married Princess Therese Charlotte Luise von Saxony-Hildburghausen, having snatched her right out from under Napoleon’s nose. Five days after the marriage there was a horse race among the festivities, attended by many high-ranking figures. The race was held on a meadow in front of the gates of Munich, and to honor the young bride, it was named after her, Theresienwiese, or “Therese’s Meadow.”

    Some tie a red ribbon around their finger, but others find more interesting ways to remember things.
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    On the good advice of an advisor, the Crown Prince decided to hold a festival each year in October—but in the style of the ancient Olympic Games. Ludwig followed the trends of Classicism and Neohumanism; he was a passionate devotee of Greek antiquity, and so he was immediately taken with the idea of presenting an Oktoberfest Olympics. He loved the thought of transforming Munich into “Athens on the Isar.”

    Not much at Oktoberfest is still reminiscent of the original “Olympian” plan—unless you stand right in front of the statue of Bavaria and look toward the Ruhmeshalle (literally hall of fame). If you do that, you should also take a moment to close your eyes and imagine yourself at the foot of the Bavaria statue in the middle of the nineteenth century (maybe even during a beautiful sunset). The Theresienwiese is not a paved space in the middle of the hustle and bustle, but rather a real meadow just outside the city, with nothing but nature and the distant horizon in sight. Only this huge statue rises against the sky in front of this classical temple. Everyone should perform this experiment at least once during a visit to Oktoberfest. For Ludwig I’s sake.

    The architect Leo von Klenze only began planning the Ruhmeshalle a good twenty years after the first Oktoberfest. A short while later, the sculptor Ludwig Schwanthaler drafed the first sketches of the statue of Bavaria, the patron of Bavaria, who holds a wreath of oak leaves in her left hand and a sword in her right. A bear pelt is sewn into her robe and she is accompanied by a lion. Historians still debate what these attributes are supposed to mean.

    
      King Ludwig I of Bavaria
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      King Ludwig I was the father of nine children including the later King Maximilian II (who was the father of King “Kini” Ludwig II) and Otto Friedrich von Wittelsbach, who later became king of Greece. Otto’s reign in Greece meant that for a while, the Bavarian Beer Purity Law was in effect there. The Greek flag, which was introduced by Otto, has the Bavarian colors of white and blue to this day, and there is an indisputable spiritual kinship between Bavaria and Greece—both being said to have qualities like stubbornness, geniality, common sense, and wariness. In Greece, there is an important saying, the message of which is well-known to every Bavarian: “Fassuli, Fassuli, je missito Sakkuli”—“The sack is filled one bean at a time.” In Bavarian they say “A bisserl was geht oiwei”—“A little bit goes far.”
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    I have experienced many joys, but never a joy such as this. King Ludwig I at the unveiling of the Bavaria statue in 1850

    The lion in particular causes many scholarly headaches. Does it stand for the military power of Bavaria, or is it simply a heraldic symbol? The 1860 Munich gymnastics club had nothing to do with it, since it was created ten years after the statue was dedicated. (For your information: Munich’s famous soccer team, FC Bayern, was founded in 1900.) At any rate, the Bavaria statue was poured on Erzgießereistraße under the supervision of the bronze caster Johann Baptist Stiglmaier. Although the Ruhmeshalle was not yet finished (it was dedicated three years later), the statue was dedicated with much celebration on October 9, 1850.

    Stupidly, by that time King Ludwig I of Bavaria was no longer king. He had gone too far. In 1844 (34 years after the first Oktoberfest) he planned to raise beer prices by a penny. The people had put up with a rise in bread prices, but the news of a possible rise in beer prices was too much. On the very same evening, over two thousand people stormed the breweries, inns, and beer cellars; helped themselves to the good beer; and smashed everything to bits. The beer revolution had begun. The military was notified immediately but showed solidarity with the uprising and declined to intervene. A few days later the king reversed the increase and actually planned to cut beer prices in the future to “provide the military and the working class with a cheap and healthy drink.” (In 1995 history repeated itself when 25,000 citizens of Munich took to the streets and successfully protested an earlier last call in beer gardens.) Munich residents can put up with a lot, but not when it comes to beer.

    Afer this beer rebellion, the king again earned the ire of the people through his scandalous affair with the Irish dancer Lola Montez, eventually leading to Ludwig’s abdication. He left the throne and the dedication of the Bavaria statue to his firstborn son, Maximilian II of Bavaria. If the people of Munich had known how important Oktoberfest would become for their city, they may have been a bit friendlier to poor Ludwig I.
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    Over the years, new attractions came to Oktoberfest and it became larger and larger. More and more carnival owners came and within a short time there were countless swings, carousels, jungle gyms, lotteries, and puppet shows starring the traditional character Kasper. Not quite “Olympic,” but lovely. The people loved it, at any rate. It was soon clear what people in Munich meant when they said “I’m going to the Wiesn” in October. They were going to enjoy the delights of Oktoberfest on the Theresienwiese.

    
      Copycats

      [image: image]

      Due to the growing popularity of the Munich Oktoberfest, there are countless copycats. Asia, Canada, the USA, Australia, Brazil, Austria, and many other countries have their own Oktoberfests, some half authentic, some completely of the mark. Even in Germany there are imitations such as the Cannstatter Volksfest (colloquially called the “Wasen”), which appeared for the first time eight years after Oktoberfest, in 1818. There is no point in comparing it to Oktober fest, but I’ve been there and I can absolutely recommend it as a lovely, decent folk festival. Among others, there is also a well-attended Oktoberfest in Hannover, a Theresienfest in Hildburgausen, Thuringia, and a Wandsbeker Wies’n in Hamburg. Not Wiesn—the apostrophe matters!

    

    In 1881 the first Oktoberfest chicken appeared, and the simple beer booths grew into beer halls. Over time everything was improved and renewed. At some point electricity was installed. These days there is also heat. But no technological advances can dampen the essential core of Oktoberfest. Oktoberfest has always preserved its originality.

    Why Is It in September?

    Oktoberfest was actually originally in October. Because the weather is often really very unpleasant in that month, finding a better solution was debated at length. By 1828 they had already proposed moving the start date one week earlier. The city council, then as now a tough audience, denied the proposal, since the fields around the Theresienwiese would still be in use for farming, and they didn’t want to affect the farmers’ harvest. At the time, the festival was already beloved and shoes were sturdy, so the fear that the crops could be trampled was valid. St. Petrus apparently disapproved of this unfortunate decision by the city council, since it poured rain every year during Oktoberfest. One year a snowstorm even raged over the Theresienwiese, and a sensible solution was needed. The mills in Bavaria grind more slowly than in other places, so nearly 50 years and many all-night winter debates in well-heated back rooms of Munich inns passed before they brought themselves to turn the Theresienwiese and the surrounding fields into building sites and immediately move Oktoberfest to end on the first Sunday in October.

    Now everything was much better and the kegs could be tapped in the middle of September. Traditionally, the kegs are tapped on a Saturday and closed on a Sunday. However, in 1989, the Chancellor happened to set the Day of German Unity on October 3, the anniversary of the death of his mentor, Franz Joseph Strauß—one year after his passing—the Oktoberfest committee decide to make those two extra days into a great Oktoberfest finale. Since then, this is the rule: when the third of October is on a Monday or Tuesday, Oktoberfest will be extended by one or two days. So Oktoberfest lasts at least sixteen days and ideally eighteen days.

    
      [image: image]

      “There are many rumors about the climate of Munich, some quite fatal.”

      Munich Tourist, 1863

    

    One could believe that God loves Oktoberfest. That’s why St. Petrus usually makes the sun shine and the beer garden workers rejoice along with the customers who find the mood in the tent a bit too intense. Things are a little more civilized in the beer garden. You have to go without the background music, but in exchange there is fresh air, just as long as you don’t sit at a table with long-established cigar smokers. Tose smart-aleck health advocates have not yet been able to ban smoking outside, and we wish for the smokers that they never do. Smoking at Oktoberfest has become difficult for those sitting inside the tents. If you want to enjoy tobacco, you must do it in front of the tent. There are also other alternatives such as smoking balconies, since as we remember: a little bit goes far.

    
      Smoking under the Blue and White Sky

      [image: image]

      As of 2010, you are officially no longer allowed to smoke inside the beer tents. For many, this was unimaginable, but then the self-promoting leader of a minor, irrelevant political party got the idea to lead a reform. Hardly anyone took it seriously, so the voter turnout was very low. The result: a smoking ban in all of Bavaria. Even at Oktoberfest. The problem is that, first of all, it affects the good mood when people have to get up over and over to smoke, and second of all, many have the bad luck of being shut out of the tent because it reached capacity while they were smoking. The tent owners didn’t just stand around, they created good alternatives. For example, in the Winzerer Fähndl you can relax with a cigarette on a lovely balcony with a view of the beautiful fairgrounds and the Bavaria statue—as long as you’ve made your reservation for the front gallery. Nonsmokers are also welcome on this balcony. Aside from that, there are usually small, blocked-off smoking areas behind or next to the tents.
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