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Among Early Arab Immigrants

2
Building a Community

in Milwaukee, 1890s-1960s
BY ENAYA OTHMAN

iz

ike other immigrant groups that came to Wisconsin, most of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century Arab immigrants came to the United
States for economic betterment, as well as political and religious freedom.

From the start, most immigrants intended to work for a few years and then return

to their villages and towns after accumulating some wealth, although that orig-

inal goal evolved over time as many early immigrants found success in their new

country. Most of the community originally settled in a tghtly-knit community
located in the Third Ward area. Over time, the settlement pattern of the Arab
community changed as subsequent generations were Americanized.
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The mmmigrants came from Greater Syria before World
War I, which included today’s Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Pales-
tine, and Isracl. After the war, the Arab community began to
distinguish itsclf as Syrian Lebanese, and Milwaukee became
the site of the largest Arab community in the state.! These immi-
grants cstablished a thriving
and ecnergetic
that contributed to the social,
cconomic, and rehigious diver-
sity of Milwaukee society.

Syrians belong 1o the

community

Semitic ethnolinguistic group
of peoples. Over the ages
there has been  assimilation
with  many peoples
through conquest, migration,

other

and intermarriage. ‘Today, the

ARAB AND MUSLIM WOMEN RESEARCH AND RESOURCE INSTITUTE

Arabs are the largest branch
of Semitic people. They share
language, customs,  valucs,
history, and geographical arca,
though they practice a varicty
of religions.” While the vast
majority of Greater Syria’s
population is Arab, scveral
other minoritics also live in
the region, mncluding Arme-
nians, Circassians, Kurds, and
Turks.”

The story and the experi-
ence of one Syrian immigrant
to Milwaukee, Najeeb Arrich,
exemplifies the hopes and determination many Arab immi-
grants carricd with them to their new home in America. Arrich
was a twelve-year-old boy in 1906 when he immigrated from
Ain al-Bardch, a Syrian village in the Bekka valley located 55
miles west of Homs, Syria.! Arrich chose to settle in Milwaukee

moved to the suburbs.

to join his uncle from the Herro family.

Pioncering Syrian immigrants hke Arrieh were followed
by their relatives and friends, cither from similar villages and
towns such as Zahlch and Baalbek in present-day Lebanon
and surrounding arcas, or from other parts of Greater Syria®
mcluding Jerusalem and Ramallah in the Palestine region.
The World’s Fairs in the United States introduced many
Syrians to the land of the free, including the 1893 Chicago
fair and the 1906 Saint Louis fair. In the late 1880s, Amer-
ican World’s Iair agents traveled to Middle Eastern cities and
villages, introducing the fair and encouraging many villagers
to participate as performers, including folk dancers and
horsemen. Those who decided to stay in the area wrote letters
back to family and friends, telling them of the many opportu-
nitics in the United States.® As Alixa Nafl, author of Becoming

(Opposite) Modern interior photo of Saint George Melkite Church, 2013

(Above) Najeeb Arrieh and his wife Helen Herro. Najeeb immigrated
from Syria at age twelve and worked at his uncle’s fruit stand initially.
Like many Syrian immigrants, he Americanized his name and became
James Arrieh. He ultimately became a successful business owner and

American: The Early Arab Immigrant Experience, explains,
“Peddlers then trekked northward and established a settle-
ment in Milwaukee. From there, smaller settlements began to
dot eastern Wisconsin, places like Oconomowoc, Watertown,
Fond du Lac, Oshkosh, and Green Bay.”’

The majority of early
immigrants came without
moncy or knowledge of the
English language. They were
usually peddlers by profession,
which did not require much
capital. Peddling and commu-
nicating with nonimmigrant
Americans  helped  Syrian
immigrants learn English and
adapt to American society.”

In general, most of the
peddlers in the Milwaukee
arca were Syrian Christians
from the Melkite sect of
Catholicism, which belongs
to the Byzantine Eastern rite.
They have been  affiliated
with Rome since 1724 and
are known as Roman Cath-
olics of Byzantine-Melkite
Greek Catholics.”
The Maronites were another
major  Eastern  Christian
group that lived in Syria, but
after the Arab-Islam spread
in the area, they migrated
to Mount Lebanon. They also stayed in communion with the
Roman Catholic Church."

Another Eastern Christian group is the Copts of Egypt.
The Copts are mainly Orthodox and Catholic and live in the
cities and villages of Egypt. Many of them view themselves as
truc Egyptians of Pharaonic cthnic descent. Milwaukee began
receiving a noticecable number of Egyptian Copts after World
War I

There 1s also a small secgment of Arab American Chris-
tians who arc Protestants—mainly converts from the three
major religious sccts, the Maronite, Greek Orthodox, and
Greek Catholic. Most came from Palestine, where English
and American missionarics converted them, however, their

rite  or

number is refatively small.'? During the nincteenth century,
m all parts of Syria, the Christian Orthodox outnumbered
other Christian sects, except in Mount Lebanon, where the
Maronites are the majority and the Melkite sect is considered
o be the smallest.™ Because Christians in the Arab world
had minority status and suffered persecution along with Arab
Muslims under Turkish rule, some decided to immigrate. "
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In 1914, Arrich cofounded the

Syrian-American Men’s Club, a cultural
and social society, to increase fellowship
between members. In 1915, Arrieh,
and the rest of the Syrian community,
welcomed one of its most distinguished
pastors in the congregation’s early
history, Father Anthony Aneced, who
replaced Father Jock. He was an active
priest who encouraged and helped the
Catholic Melkites construct their own
church.

On November 28, 1917, Saint

= George Church opened to the Syrian
STRATEGQI'CAL MAP i : f : . : :

PALESTINE] community for worship. The building

SYRIA | was constructed on State Street

e Ricl between 16th and 17th Streets. Its

architecture 1s Eastern Byzantine style
with sand-lime bricks and three sheet-

mctal, onion-shaped domes. Two
side stairs lead to the main wooden
entrance, which is surrounded by five
beautiful stained glass windows, two on
cach side (one small window close to
the entrance and one large), and one on
the top. Under the stairs, another sepa-
rate entrance leads to the basement,
where all cultural and social functions
take place. The church architect was
German-born Erhard Brielmaier, who
designed many other important build-
ings in Milwaukec."”

Arrich  was
community members who had pushed

among the many

Middle East map, 1918

In 1915, among the eight hundred Syrians living in
Milwaukee, nincty percent were Melkite.” The Syrian commu-
nity maintained its ethnic and religious identity by preserving
its Eastern faith and keeping close ties with extended family
members and fellow villagers. The community founded the
oldest Middle Eastern Church in Milwaukee, Saint George
Melkite Church, to establish their religious and social orga-
nizations.

In 1911, when the Syrian Melkite community became large
enough, the Milwaukee archbishop, Sebastian G. Messmer,
appointed Father Timothy Jock as the first pastor of the Syrian
community. The parishioners used a vacant dance hall rented
by Archbishop Messmer from the Pabst Brewing Company on
State Strect." The church was named Saint George after the
Melkite parish in Ayn al-Bardeh.

hard to establish Saint George, rooting

his family in the community. His chil-

dren attended Saint George Church
and took part in the church activities, clubs and Sunday
school. After construction of the church building in 1917,
other social and religious organizations formed. Women in the
community joined charitable institutions, such as the Syrian
Women Progressive League in 1918; and Saint George’s Altar
Society for older women and the M. C. Club for girls in the
1920s."" The women’s organizations offered both social and
religious support," along with others that helped Arab Chris-
tians preserve some of their homeland’s culture and customs.
Church members felt comfortable eating, dancing, and
dressing in ways that reminded them of home, and through
these organizations, Syrians learned to fulfill their civil and
national duties as American citizens. They voted in local and
national elections, served in the military, and raised funds for
war efforts during the two World Wars.?

40
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Most Syrian immigrant men had wives and
children and became attached to life in the United
States. Many believed it was a more suitable place
for their descendants than their homeland because
of the political unrest in the Arab world and the
opportunities available to them in America. Owning
property and shops furthered the assimilation of
Syrian immigrants and kept them in contact with
civil and legal agencies including police, and busi-
ness enterprises like banks and wholesalers.”!

Americanizing their Arab names was one of
the ways these early Arab Americans attempted to
combat racism, smooth their acculturation, and help
promote their sense of belonging in their new society.
Some Syrians, for example, altered their names from
Abraheem to Abraham, Yaqub to Jacob, and Dau’d
to David. The racism experienced by first-generation
immigrants from Greater Syria was similar to the
experience of Eastern and Southern European immi-
grants during the same time period.? It was often the
result of the immigrants’s inability to speak English
and their limited income. There were very few immi-
grants who arrived as skilled laborers, which limited
employment opportunities and income levels.”
Ultimately, upward mobility was achieved through
strength of community and the stressed importance
of education.”

Most of the Syrians initially lived in the Greek
and Italian neighborhood on Huron Street in the
Third Ward.” Syrians in general were known for
their trading skills, and their settlement in this part
of Milwaukee was no accident. The area contained
both commercial stores and residential buildings,
making it the ideal place for their typical occupa-
tions of peddling and shopkeeping. The initial draw
to the area was economic, and as the commu-
nity grew living within their religious community
became important as well.

When Arrich arrived in the United States, he
received help from his uncle, who hired him to work
at his fruit stand for fifteen dollars a month. Like
many other Arab Christians of this early generation,
Arrich understood that integration into American
culture and society relied on economic success.”
He changed his first name from Najeeb to James,
learned English, and worked hard to improve his
economic condition. He would also identify himself
as Syrian Melkite, not Arab, because of the percep-
tion that was held among Americans and publi-
cized through the media that linked Arabs to the
Ottoman Turks. Many Americans held negative
images about both groups originating from writings

PUBLIC DOMAIN
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Men at the World’s Columbian Exposition Arabian village, 1893

Lebanese-Syrian American Club on Highland Avenue, Milwaukee, 1960s
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The Third Ward on Huron Street, unc
Most of the Syrians initially lived'here in
_the Greek and Italian neighborhood.
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State Street, Milwaukee, 1910. Arrieh opened his own fruit store here in the 1920s.

by travelers and missionarics? that typically stereotyped and
created myths about them.®

By the time Arrich had immigrated to Milwaukee in 1906,
many Syrians had relinquished peddling, their first trade, and
opened small shops, such as dry goods and food stores, in the
Milwaukee downtown arca.® This included Arrich’s uncle,
who had given up peddling to open the fruit stand. Between
1900 and 1920, members of the community started to shift their
scttlement to Kinnickinnic Avenue near Sccond Street, a move
allowed by upward cconomic mobility.” Arrich lived there for
few years, though by 1910, many other Arabs shifted their settle-
ment to State Street between Highland and Kilboun. The new
ncighborhood became the place of settlement for many Syrians
for at least five decades, especially after the construction of their
church.* In the 1920s, after saving some money, Arrich opened
his own fruit store on State Street. He worked hard and saved
enough money to buy more property, most of it located along
State Street and Wisconsin Avenue. Like Arrich, many Syrian
immigrants became successful business owners.

The Milwaukee City directory of 1920 shows that members
of the Syrtan community worked as owners of grocery stores
and small businesses that sold goods like 1ce cream, fruit, souve-
nirs, confections, and meats. State, Wells, Prairie (Highland

today), and Kilbourn Streets had the most commercial density.
State Strect alonce had over fifty businesses by 1909, most of
which were owned by Syrians. There were also various busi-
nesses in the neighborhood of Saint George Church, including
saloons, meat markets, bakeries, fruit stands, and dry grocery
stores. Some Syrians, especially women, worked as clerks in
the stores of their husbands or other relatives. However, many
women in the Syrian community identified as housewives
because mothers arc secn as hallowed figures in Arab culture,
and men continued as the main providers for the family.*

By the late 1920s, ninety percent of the Syrian commu-
nity’s members were also homeowners.* They were active in
various social and cultural functions in Milwaukee and partici-
pated in the city’s ethnic functions. They presented some tradi-
tions of their cultural and folk heritage, like Debkah folkdance
and songs, Arabic food, and opportunities for socializing
together. Syrian community members and their organizations
made an ongoing cffort to strike a balance between American-
ization and their determination to prescrve the Syrian Arab
culturc and heritage.

In May 1919, the community started participating in
Milwaukee Folk Festivals. In 1923, the Syrian community
assisted in founding the International Institute to assist immi-
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(Left) Syrian section at the Chicago
Liberty Day Parade, 1918

(Below) Milwaukee Syrian
community, 1918
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grants and refugees transitioning into the commu-
nity through programming and support services,
and they provided their assistance to it for years to
come. In 1936, the Syrian community performed
in the midsummer Folk Festival. In addition, they
also organized their own social and cultural activi-
ties for the community, such as the Hafla, where
they socialized with each other, served Arabic
food, and danced the Dabkeh, the Syrian folk
dance. For the 1938 and 1939 Folk Festivals, James
Arrieh and Charles Nabkey, a Syrian immigrant
who was active in the community, were members
of the advisory board.*® Helen, James Arrieh’s
wife, was involved in these festivals along with
other Syrian women, some of whom wore cultural
Syrian clothes including the long dress called the
thob and a head shawl. They sang at functions
like the Harvest Festival of Many Nations at the
Milwaukee Midsummer Festival on the lakefront.®

Old pictures of Syrian community members
dating back to 1918 show images that include men
and women in traditional Syrian clothing holding
American flags with American soldiers.* During

Tuesday, ‘June 19, 1945

Copyright, 19}5, by
The Journal Company
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When the news spotlight tocund
on Syrit and its troubles
ider mukeeans recalled this
ty's “little Syrin” and wondered
had become of the dark haired,
mannered people whose fruit
tores, ' confectionery stores: linen
novelty shopa to be
Le on W. State st., fromN. 6th

L to N. 16th st.
No. longer are they settled In one

2HE08

jstrict. Depreciation of their prop-
rty coupled with comparative
realth -vo'd day by day out of the

ol

time have served to disperse the.
yrian population, The long mus-
iches and colorful fezzes -which
Id be seen as the Syﬂln- pat
Ihﬁc uulr llny shops, smoking|*
and reading Arabie news-
rs are nowhere to be found.

Syrian population in Milwau-
however, still numbers more
jan 500—sons and daughters of
sose who once stood in front of the
of far nll Ain-Berday or
a.and talked in excited whispers
rv}lt “wonderful America.” H

Colony Church Remains
Goorgn church at lIl.': W
cally all tha

ot ';‘n“

A28 205
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olics, and about 40 Mohammedans,
Orthodox Syrians do not have a
church of their pwn here but for
special occasions one of their priests
comes from Detroit. Also too small
a group to support s church, the
follow the h!

of their prophet and when they pray
they face Mecca, their sacred place
of worship.

Father Raphael Gedah, white
haired pastor of St. George's, is a
learned and friendly man, whose
tiny office in the wing of the church
is lined with books. He is a native
of Palestine.

“Almost all of the Syrians here
came from the Lebanon, a coastal
district -of Syria,” he explained.

“Nearly all of them are related
More than 150 of them are named
Herro. 1 understand the first man
came here in 1887 and then the
uncles, mothers-in-law, brothers and
sisters followed.”

Profit In Food
Asked why the majority entered
the food business, Father Gedah
smiled and said, “No reasch but good
profit, I guess.™ =
Father Gedah explained that the
Roman | CAstern rite of his church differs
from umofunahnmnc-w-
olic churches in the city only in
ces are copducted

altho about
six families who are Orthodox Cath-

the se
. “We have unm instead

An old red brick home at 4001 W
Highland bivd, on the {ringe of
Highland park, purchased by the
Syrian-American Club of Milwaukee
three years ago, is the Hub of the

Syrian colony's social life here: st

Jamee Arrich, grocer at 2701 W.
Wisconsin av., president, explained
that there are four similar clubs in
the state.

“There are many Syrians lving
g Wisconsin but the largest groups
nre here, in Fond du Lae, where
there are two clubs, and in Madison
5?u| Janesville. Any Syrian in Mil-
waukee ¥ welcome at our club-
house, but only those who nre Amer-
fean citizena may join the club”

Reealls First Member

Arrieh, who came to Milwhukee as
a small*boy in 1906, remembers the
old Syrian colony.

“A man named Nicholas Barrack
was the first Syrian to come to Mil-
waukee and. Charles Herro came
here the same year,” he said, “Many
Syrians came to America for the
world fair in Chicago in 1863, They
hitd concessions on the midway and
when they went back to 8yria they
told about their wonderful trip and

many people became interested in

the+United States and stiirted to|membes

come here. There are just inbout as
many Syrians in Chicago as there

are here'hut the largest groups are
in Detroit, New York, Rochester

in land Boston. Most of the Moham-

medans camé here after the first

ilwaukee s Syrzans Are

- Prosperous and Patriotic

OId Colony Qutgrown, but Peaceful Folk
Stlll Meet at Church and Clubhouse

“When the Syrians came to. this
country many went into the linen
business but in"Milwaukee today wp
have only one linen store left, James
Hismeh's shop at 723 N. Mllwaukee
. he continued. “One of the first
Syrians who came here -hought a
grocery store. He did well and as
other Syrians saw hix success they
tried the same business. Bt today
we have two or three boys’'who are
engineers, four lawyers, twoor three
doctors, and my daughter, iYvonne,
is the only Syrian glrl in the mid-
west who is & teacher”

38 in Service

Proudly telling of the part his
people have played in the/war ef-
fort, Arrich said, “There arg 38 Mil.
waukee Syrian bays in seryice. We
have only one gold star, rar George
Bashour, who. was killed /in Nor-
mandy shortly after D day. ‘Our vic-
tory committee writes n.uhrlund
sends special packag boys.
in service. Our big w- project
has been our bond ‘rallies We've
had a rally for the last five drives.
One June 3 we sold 0 worth
of bonds. Our total to is $76.-
000 and 1 have a check with me now
for a $L500 bond for of the

rs. The mtofour'\uwk

7 7 N . . . of a choir,” he added. | World war.
World War II, the Syrian community contrib- :
uted their share to American patriotic efforts - , . "
and raised up to $76,000 in war bonds. In 1945 : W—m#”“} e :
alone, three hundred Syrians raised $22,850,7 3
~ ~ . . ~ o <
and nearly forty Syrian soldiers from Milwaukee % r
s« . Gis . 4 =
joined the US military during the war.* sue
In general, family traditions were a hybrid of & - -
) ) <
cultural traditions from immigrants’ old and new £ on
. . =
countries. Integration was a gradual process, and —~ -0}
some Arab cultural and social customs persisted
to a considerable degree for immigrants and into o
the next generation, including marriage conduct. e
Arranged marriages were an important social norm g%
for most of the early Arab Christian immigrants. g
The majority of the Arab Christians in the T
early 1900s arrived as single men. Syrian men et
either married single women immigrants from pep
L. a
the same community or went back to Syria to
return with their brides. The number of women in me to
. o @ i p : g "said
the first wave of immigration in the United States that
i elec-
ist as
Seat-
. . : " H e w.m
(Above Right) Milwaukee Journal article “Milwaukee’s elec-
Syrians are Prosperous and Patriotic," June 19, 1945 —
" ; T ; ; &
(Right) The first Syrian folk festival in Milwaukee’s e bilt}
. . cents
history was held Monday night, March 9, 1936, at i ) -
. . . . e 'fﬂlm sien- folk. v WMW.,W wnight at Siefert, spcia) cen-
Siefert Social Center. Mrs. James Arrich wore native is 40 ter and Mrs. James Argich, 1437 W. State st., s shown in native costume as she served native
costume as she served delicacies from her country to ofllo-| delicaclés to (left 'to right) Margaret Herro, 954 N. Thirty-fifth s.. Margaret Barrock, 2436 W.
. un-| State st., and Helen Herro, 954 N. Thirty-fifth st. [Journal Statf Photo]
(left to right) Margaret Herro, Margaret Barrock, and : Mil- : ¢ :
Helen Herro wwship | John F. Dore, in 1952 that ‘Seattle | his wife was ill. Winslow made res- | midst of hi trial, with money con
: Blec- | is bankrupt due to her plunge into | titution of the entire $8,954.82 in the tributed by fellow teachers.
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began to increase gradually and made up thirty-two percent of
Syrian immigrants in 1910 and forty-four percent in 1940. For
the most part they followed their husbands, brothers, fathers,
and sons to America as a result of the changing conception of
settlement that solidified after World War 1.%

When Arrieh decided to marry, he looked in his small
community in Milwaukee and accepted his relatives’ assistance
to help him select his Syrian bride. He chose Helen Herro, a
Lebanese girl from his village who had immigrated around
1916 to join her brothers and help take care of the household
chores. Arrich and Helen retained aspects of Arab culture and
heritage by keeping direct contact with their homeland and by
following the Melkite Christian faith. As a family man, Arrich
believed in the importance of raising his children according to
his culture and Eastern religious ties. Significantly, however,
Arrich, who spoke the Arabic language well, failed to teach it
to his children who attended American public schools. They
socialized with other non-Arab children in their neighborhood
and tried as much as possible to be more Americanized than
their father by mastering the English language, an experi-
ence common to many of their peers. The loss of the Arabic
language was the result of a desire to assimilate into American
culture, but the effects included minimizing the communica-
tion immigrants and the following generations had with their
families in their homeland.

James Arrieh also believed in the importance of educa-
tion, which he stressed to his family. He had two sons, Ibrahim
and Marshal, and two daughters, Fay and Yvonne, who all
earned college degrees during the Great Depression. While
this was a hard time for all, the Arab community did not expe-
rience as much of a setback as many other Americans. Because
most were small entrepreneurs, they did not undergo the diffi-

ARAB WORLD FEST

>
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(Above) The Milwaukee band Desert Ensemble performs at Arab
World Fest, undated

(Below) Al Ramtha Jordanian Folklore Troup performs at Arab World Fest,
undated
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culties of being laid off but they were also not rich enough to
have invested and lost money in the stock market. Any hard-
ship and struggle Arrich experienced during the Depression
did not deter him from saving all that he could to keep his chil-
dren in college. His daughters and one son became teachers.
His other son, Marshal, graduated from Harvard and became
an attorney. "

Marshal Arrich, as a sccond generation Arab Chris-
tian, tried to teach his children to speak the language, but
he did not succeed because he himself did not speak Arabic
fluently. Marshal had five daughters, Michele, Camille,
Daniclle, Mariclle, and Gabricelle, two of whom married
Arab men and three of whom married non-Arab Ameri-
cans. Marshal declared that his daughters, third-gencra-
tion Syrians, arc “completely Americanized.” They are all
university graduates and have professional jobs, including
doctor, lawyer, and banker."

Even though James Arrich and his children left the
Saint George ncighborhood for the Milwaukee suburbs
in the 1950s, they stayed loyal to the church and active in
the Syrian community’s social and cultural functions. His
move to the suburbs reflects the upward mobility of the
Syrian immigrants as well as the falling housing market.
This move, however, did not change the loyalty that some
members of the Syrian community had for Saint George.
For example, among Arrich’s children, Marshal, who stayed
i Milwaukee all his life, at 80 years of age indicated that
he sull attended Saint George Church every Sunday. He
remained active in the Syrian-Lebanese Club and was an
avid member of the Midwest Federation of Syrian-Lebanese
American Clubs. In addition, Marshal, a veteran of World
War II, also served as a secretary of the advisory council of
the mayor and a director of Greater West Wisconsin Avenue
Advancement Association. ™

1950s—Present

While the Syrtan community helped maintain its ethnic and
rcligious identity by preserving its Eastern faith, education
was onc of the important variables that led to greater inte-
gration of sccond- and third-gencration Syrians. In 1912,
among the sixty-five Syrian children, forty-two attended the
Gesu Catholic School and most of the rest attended a public
school on Prairic and Seventh Streets. This number decreased
significantly over time as parents challenged the advice of the
community pricst to send their children to Catholic schools
and insisted that their children were better off in the public
schools learning good Inglish and more secular subjects.™
As it was for James Arrich and his family, the occupational
pattern for the second- and third-generation Arab Americans
is different from their fathers. Seventy-six percent of second-
and third-gencration Arab Americans held professional jobs
such as attorneys, civil engineers, and teachers. "

PHOTO BY WAYNE ROKICKI

Modern exterior of Saint George Melkite church, Milwaukee, undated

The custom of arranged marriage that the immigrants
brought with them from the homeland also ended with the
sccond- and third-gencration Arab American Christians, cven
though the American approach to mate selection was not
fully acceptable. One solution was to combine both, so the
younger generation met through ethnice federations and local
clubs, such as the Ramallah convention, the Syrian-Lebanese
Midwest convention, and other ethnic gatherings where inter-
action between the two sexes took place as the youth danced
and socialized under the watchful eyes of community elders.*

Many community members’ strong affiliation with Saint
George began to fade in the 1950s and 1960s. The fluctua-
tion in the number of baptisms among the Syrian commu-
nity at Saint George 1s a good indication of the urban sprawl
and white flight that affected the Syrian community and Saint
George neighborhood. In 1949, there was a decline in the
birth rate in the Syrian community, but a look at the baptism
record of the two years before shows an increase in 1947 and
1948. The years between 1953 and 1957 still show a consider-
able increase in baptism numbers,' but a sharp decrease after
1960 could reflect the influence of different factors including
white flight and major changes in the commercial and residen-
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tial buildings of the arca during this
period.” Urban renewal affected the
arca dramatically and helped change
the demography of this ncighbor-
hood, especially the construction of
the highway that demolished many
homes and businesses in the area
around Saint Gceorge. The value of
the property decrcased, which gave
other minority groups the opportu-

PHOTO BY JOEL HEIMAN

nity to move in duc to lower housing
including African Ameri-
cans, who arrived in the neighbor-
hood following World War II. Their
number increased significantly and
by the late 1960s and 1970s, they
constituted the majority in the
neighborhood.*® Despite  changes
over time, however, the Saint
George Syrian Meclkite Catholic
church continued to function as an
anchor for some of its parishioners
who moved out of the neighbor-
hood, as it did for James Arrich
and his family. It gave them and the

costs,

Melkite Church, 2013

Syrian community spiritual, cultural, and religious support.*

The four major Syrian clans, Barrock, Herro, Mettery,
and Trad, did not abandon their cthnic church after more
than three generations and continued to align themselves with
their Eastern parish. For example, in 1959, there were more
than forty-five church members from the Herro family. By
2004, over thirty from the Herro family still considered them-
sclves members of Saint George.™

Between the 1950s and 1970s, the settlement pattern of the
Arab community changed. They moved to live near univer-
sities, and employers. Then, in the 1980s and 1990s, their
settlements were spread further throughout the city and its
suburbs. The majority of sccond- and third-generation Arab
Christians now live in suburban Milwaukee and the old settle-
ment of the Syrian Christians has been abandoned. Members
of the Melkite community come to their former scttlement
area only on Sundays to attend church scrvices. Since the
Arabic language is not essential in the Arab Christian religion,
the Sunday scrvices in the Melkite Church are conducted
in English, and they are often led by a non-Arab American
pricst.” Today, only one-third of Saint George parishioners
are of Arab descent, although many social and religious activi-
tics arc still performed in the church, such as Middle Eastern
dinners and other holiday gatherings.

Over time, the number of Arabs of Eastern Christian heri-
tage has decreased in Milwaukee, but they still play an important
role in organizing and leading the Arab Fest, one of the largest

Father Philaret Littlefield, pastor of Saint George

and most important Arab cthnic
and cultural functions. It attracts a
large number of people from across
Wisconsin and nearby states.

Ultimately, like many other
immigrant groups, the Arab-Amer-
in  Milwaukec
adjusted successfully to their new
homeland. In the words of Marshal
Arrich:

ican immigrants

They succceded  primarily by
working long hard hours. Almost
every Arab-American family and
cven the pcople who come here
today, they will work ten to twelve
hours a day seven days a week to
get on their feet and to bring the
family up, and through this hard
work they managed to be very
successful and these eldcrs, most
of whom used to live around the
Church when 1t built in 1917. As
their circumstances changed and
improved, and as this arca went
down they moved out and scattered all around Milwaukee.
Most of them live very well, and one of the things that we
are proud of is that all through the bad ycars no family of
Lebanese descent ever went on welfare.”” Wi
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vices at the church. However, the church was short lived and by September 15, 1923, Our Lady
of Lourdes Melkite Church was closed and torn down by its new owner, Mazel Haddad.

2. Enaya Othman, “History and Assimilation: Arab-Americans in Milwaukee™ (masters thesis,
University of Wisconsin Milwaukee, 1998), 5.
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