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New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie 

 

I.  Content 

The New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie was established on November 13, 1937.   

The mixed-voice group of singers was the last German choir organized in Comal County and 

is the only remaining German singing group in the county today.   German singing groups in 

Texas were formed early on, starting with the founding of the city of New Braunfels in 1845.   

The first German singing society in New Braunfels, “Germania”, was established in New 

Braunfels on March 2, 1850.   In 1853, the first German singing festival was held in New 

Braunfels on the banks of the Guadalupe River. 

II.  Overview 

A.  Founding of New Braunfels and German Culture 

The founding of New Braunfels, Texas, is well documented.  During the 1800s, hundreds 

of German families left their homeland for a better life.  Those reasons varied: the oldest 

male inherited the family farmland, persistent crop failures (potato famine), economic and 

business opportunities that seemed brighter elsewhere, and religious freedom. German 

settlers arrived at the Ports of Galveston and Indianola at the end of the Republic of Texas 

and in the early days of statehood.   The German settlers who came to Texas continued to 

embrace their culture of music, art, societies, and clubs such as the Gesangverein (singing 

society), the Turnverein (athletic club), and the Schuetzenverein (shooting club).  Music 

played a big part in their family lives and in the community as well.  Community celebrations 

always included music and singing societies began to appear in every German settlement.   

Author Moritz Tiling expressed it well “the German immigrants who came to Texas in great 
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numbers from 1845 to 1850 brought along an invisible passenger ‘Das Deutsche Lied’ (the 

German song).  The first singing societies in Germany were formed in the early 1800s, but 

the first German national singing festival didn’t take place until July 1838.   The love of 

music was evident with the German settlers and despite their hardships; they always found 

time to join their voices in song.   In 1845 when German settlers were transporting a barrel of 

wine across the swollen Guadalupe River, on a boat-like bed of an oxen wagon, the barrel 

sprung a leak.   Using hats and utensils to gather the leaking wine, men soon broke out into 

song, which was so happy that it rose above the rush of the waters.  They were singing the 

song put to verse by Prince Carl of Solms-Braunfels (founder of New Braunfels) and set to 

music by Captain Alexis Bauer ‘Durch des Weltmeers Wogen’, or ‘By the Weight of the 

Ocean’.   

B.  Early German Singing Societies & Festivals 

On March 2, 1850, on the anniversary of the birth of the Republic of Texas, the singing 

society Germania was organized in New Braunfels.  Under the direction of Gottfried Joseph 

Petmecky (1809-1871) the group sponsored their first singing event at the 4th of July 

celebration in 1850 on the banks of the Comal River.  The celebration was opened by firing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Founders of Germania.  From left, August Bechstedt, A. Baier, Ed Rische, 

F. Moureau, H. Conring, C. Hotz, Julius Bremer, H. Seele, E. vonStein, G. 

Eisenlohr, A. Schlameus, J. Rennert, A. Hartmann, and H. 

Schimmelpfenning. Drawing by Carl Iwonski, 1857. 
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the two cannons that Prince Carl had brought along for the protection of New Braunfels.    

Soon after the Germania was organized, other communities throughout Texas began 

organizing singing societies, such as Sisterdale, Austin, San Antonio, Boerne, Fredericksburg 

and LaGrange.   Fourth of July celebrations followed in 1851 and 1852 in New Braunfels.  

At the 1851 Fourth of July celebration, the Rifle Company and Germania marched through 

the streets while singing jolly songs.  In 1853, the Fourth of July celebration in New 

Braunfels was again sponsored by the Germania.  On Friedrich Herman Seele’s (1823-1902) 

farm, “Elisenruhe”, on the Guadalupe River, the group stomped the clay soil, roofed it over 

with tarpaulins and erected an adjoining roof of tree branches under which tables and seats 

were arranged.    The festivities lasted until dawn the next morning, and there it was decided 

to sponsor the first singing festival “Saengerfest” that same year.  The Germania sent out 

invitations to meet in New Braunfels on October 15 and they immediately started 

constructing a singer’s hall “Saengerhalle” on Seele’s property, shown below.      

 

 

 

 

Before the Saengerfest rain poured for a week, flooding creeks and rivers and making 

many roads impassable.  However, these obstacles didn’t stop the singing societies from 

making their way to New Braunfels.  San Antonio singers had difficulty crossing the Salado 

and Cibolo Creeks and the Austin singers risked their lives to cross the Blanco River, losing 

almost all of their belongings and all of their music books.  They were able to save their lives 

and their prized club banner.  Seventy-three singers were present at the Saengerfest.  This 
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was a real feat considering that the only way to make it to the rather rough and primitive 

Saengerhalle was by wagon or on horseback, through mud and water.   The festivities 

continued after the singing, with an informal dance until the early dawn of the morning.    In 

1855 on the banks of the Guadalupe River, on Seele’s property, a larger, proper Saengerhalle 

was constructed.  The 30’x80’ brick structure was also used for the New Braunfels Dramatic 

Society, which Seele organized.   In the photo below, the Saengerhalle is on the right, next to 

Seele’s home.   

 

 

 

 

 

Early singing societies in New Braunfels were the Germania, established in 1850 and the 

Liedertafel, established in 1856.   By 1876 several other German singing societies were 

formed in Comal County to include the New Braunfelser Maennerchor, Echo Society, 

Smithson Valley Echo Society, Anhalt Singing Society, Honey Creek Singing Society, and 

Walhalla (at Sattler) Singing Society.   By 1895, mixed voice singing societies (early 

societies were men only) were established in the county, such as the Concordia Gemischter 

Chor.  Unfortunately, around the same time others such as the Walhalla, Anhalt, and Twin 

Sisters had dissolved.    

During times of war, the German singing societies had a decline in membership and 

singing festivals were canceled or delayed.   With the outburst of the War Between the States 
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in 1861, it was said that the song and music were replaced for years by tears and sorrow.1  

During World War I and World War II, German Texans endured intense anti-German 

sentiment.   German Texans were forbidden to speak the German language during this time 

period, which meant fewer German Texans were willing to openly celebrate their heritage.  

As a result, most cultural activities, to include German singing festivals, were scaled back.  

After World War II several singing societies experienced rebirth due to improved 

relationships with Germany and renewed German immigration to Texas. 

As singing societies grew in number, some clubs joined together to form leagues such as 

the Comal Singers League, Guadalupe Valley Singers League and West Texas Hill Singers 

League.  Eventually, these smaller leagues joined to form State leagues.  In 1854, the 

German-Texas Singers League (today known as the Deutsch-Texanischer Saengerbund) was 

formed and in 1881 the West Texas Hill Country Singers League (today known as the 

Texanischer Gebirgs Saengerbund) was established.    Singing societies belonging to these 

State organizations participated in and hosted larger singing festivals, rotating the hosting 

responsibility among societies.   These state groups still exist today and Saengerfests 

continue to be held annually, with responsibility for planning and hosting rotated among the 

singing societies.  In 2020, the New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie will host the 74th 

Deutsch-Texanischer Saengerfest, the same year the city of New Braunfels is celebrating the 

175th anniversary of its founding. 

C.  Establishment of the New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie 

The New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie was established in 1937.   Their first 

Director was Gilbert A. Becker (1906-1985), a local German farmer and singer who had been 

the Director of the New Braunfels Maennerchor and the Echo Society.  Becker’s father, 
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Heinrich Becker (1860-1925), was a charter member of the Clear Spring Frohsinn singing 

society.   

     In 1938, the group, with 46 men and women 

singers, joined the Texanischer Gebirgs Saengerbund, which 

also included societies from San Antonio, Fredericksburg and 

other communities along with other singing societies in New 

Braunfels.  By 1952, the New Braunfels Gemischter Chor 

Harmonie had grown to 60 members and was recognized as 

one of the strongest mixed voice singing societies in the 

region.   New members were competitively selected and 

voted on by the membership using a system of black and white balls secretively placed 

in a special box.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie, 1937.  In the background, the singing society banner 

which is still used in 2020. 

Gilbert A. Becker 
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By the mid to late 1950s, membership in the singing society had declined.  This was 

attributed to several factors one being the aging of original singers who were with the group 

since 1937.    In addition, where music and singing festivals had been one of the sole 

sources of entertainment for decades, now television was competing for entertainment.  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

In 1959, on land donated by Gilbert Becker, the “Saengerhalle” was built.  Constructed of 

several Army barracks that were moved from Fort Sam Houston, Texas, the facility was built to 

continue cultural traditions of the community, like the Seele Saengerhalle back in 1855.  The 

Saengerhalle was run by five local singing 

societies that had formed into a non-profit 

corporation.  The group rented out the facility 

to pay insurance and other expenses of 

maintaining the property.  The white clapboard 

hall hosted many concerts, family events and 

New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie, under the Direction of Gilbert Becker 

performing at Anhalt Halle.  1937.   
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community activities.    The Saengerhalle was sold in 1996, after the group was unable to keep 

up the facility and rentals for the venue had declined.    

In 1985, Director Gilbert Becker died a month before the Fall Saengerfest.   Some choir 

members thought that Becker’s sudden death meant the end of the 

singing society.  But, a local high school choral director in New 

Braunfels, William “Bill” Kretzmeier, accepted the director position 

on short notice.   Under Kretzmeier’s direction, the group remained 

small, but viable.     

As other singing societies in the county dissolved, the New 

Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie remained active.  By the 

1990s, the group was the only remaining German singing society in 

New Braunfels.  By 1991, the group had only 22 active singers performing at a Saengerfest in 

Fredericksburg.  At that festival, Lola Engelke Schumann (1905-1997) was the only remaining 

charter member and at a later Saengerfest in 2001, Klaus Rochwalsky was the only performing 

bass singer.   According to Kretzmeier, at one time the New Braunfels Gemischter Chor 

Harmonie had only nine active singers.  In 2000, a new member to the group, Roy Knippa, set 

out to recruit new, younger members.   As new members began joining the society, the group 

began to grow.   Today, Kretzmeier is a Lifetime Member of the group and Knippa and 

Rochwalsky are still active singers. 

In previous years, the group only sang at annual Saengerfests in the Spring and Fall.   Today, 

in addition to the Saengerfests, they perform at other community events.  Some of these events 

include Wurstfest, Deutsche Adventsdienst (German Advent Service), Caroling on the Plaza, 

Red Barn Country Christmas, and Folk Fest.      

  William “Bill” Kretzmeier 
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New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie 1987 – 50th Anniversary.  Director, William Kretzmeier 

New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie, 2018.  Director, Michael Bade. 

New Braunfels Gemischter Chor 

Harmonie, 2012. 
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Many members do not speak German, or speak very little, and some have joined the 

society to improve their German language.  The singing society today has 48 active members and 

is under the direction of Roger Steckly.   There have been only seven directors to lead the New 

Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie since 1937.  Gilbert Becker 1937-1985; Bill Kretzmeier 

1985-2010 and 2016-2017; Dr. Arlis Hebert 2010-2015; Rick Bowen, for a short period of time 

in 2015; Denise Wayne-Damron 2017-2018; Michael Bade 2018-2019; and Roger Steckly 2019 

to the present.  

 

 

 

New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie, 2019.   Director Roger Steckly. 
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Bill Kretzmeier, in a 2010 interview with Roy Knippa, gave his perspective of the New 

Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie: 

“I became director of the Harmonie upon the death of Gilbert Becker in 1985, about a 

month before Saengerfest.  At the time, there were 18-20 members.  We met at Saengerhalle 

each Wednesday at 7:30 PM.  The schedule was to visit and drink beer from 7:30 to 8:00; 

sing from 8:00 to 9:00; break, drink beer for 20-30 minutes, then resume singing until 10:00 

or so.  I told them I couldn’t work with that, since I had to get a decent night’s sleep, having 

to teach the next day.  So we began singing at 7:30 and stopped at 9:00 PM.  Harmonie was 

as much a social club as it was a singing society.  The members had known each other since 

childhood, several of them having been schoolmates, and many were related by blood or 

marriage.  They had grown up around singing societies, and when they came of age, they 

joined.  The distractions of the modern culture; radio and television were not there to dilute 

their culture, which has happened to the younger generations, unfortunately.  At Christmas, 

we would have a party with “covered dish” – what else?  Great food!  We would sing 

Christmas songs in German, and exchange gifts.  Some of the ladies insisted that we begin 

practicing the songs as early as October, which was silly because we sang the same songs 

every year, and everybody knew them from memory.  I tried to introduce some new songs for 

Christmas and was told rather bluntly that “we have been singing these songs forever” and 

“we don’t need all this new foolishness!”  We would take January off because the Hall was 

uncomfortably cold, and the frugal Germans were not about to turn the heat on.  Sometimes 

December and February weren’t much better.  I remember more than a few rehearsals when 

the steam would come from the singers’ mouths as they sang.  Rehearsals during the 

summer, particularly in August, were also miserable because of the heat.  There was no A/C, 

which brings us to the problem of the Hall itself.  The menfolk ran the Hall, kept the books 

(secretly helped by wives and children) kept the hall clean, mowed the grass, handled the 
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renting of the hall for special occasions, etc.  The rentals went a long way toward paying for 

taxes and other expenses.  In today’s world, non-air-conditioned halls are difficult to rent 

out, so for the most part, the Hall wasn’t bringing in any income from May through 

September.  Also, the men weren’t getting any younger, and found it more and more difficult 

to handle.  These people were trying very hard to hold on to the way things were, but time, 

age, and circumstances made that impossible.  So eventually, the old Saengerhalle was sold.  

We had one year to move out of the Hall and wound up having meetings at Eden Home.  It 

was quite an adjustment, especially for those who liked their beer.  From my perspective, it 

was a good thing for several reasons: 1) We didn’t freeze in the winter and sweat in the 

summer, and 2) Everybody stayed sober!  Some of the members used to show up at the hall 

an hour early and by meeting time they were pretty well “snockered”.  Membership had been 

slowly, but steadily dwindling.  At one time, we were down to nine singers. Some passed 

away; others became “passive members” meaning they kept their membership but didn’t 

sing.  We were not getting any new members! Then in 2000, a new guy named Roy Knippa 

began recruiting younger people.  They started coming and most of them stuck.  That pattern 

of growth has been going on for the past five years.  With the influx of new people, several 

problems arose.  The older members resented this intrusion and the aggressiveness of the 

“new” people made the “oldies” nervous.  Several of the new people were big “huggers” 

though, and their open expressions of affection melted the ice.  As a result, our group has 

become much more active.  From 1985 to 1999, the only performances we did were the 

yearly Saengerfests.  Now we sing for local and regional audiences quite often, as well as 

singing at two Saengerfests each year.” 
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III.  Significance 

German singing societies help preserve the cultural traditions of generations of German 

Texans.  Established in 1937, the New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie takes pride in 

their love of music and the German heritage.  Members enjoy the fellowship of belonging to 

the group or ‘Gemütlichkeit’.    The group was the last German singing society established in 

Comal County and today is the only one remaining in the county.  It is one of the very few 

remaining German cultural groups, like those established with the early founding of New 

Braunfels, which has continued the treasured traditions of German settlers.  Going strong 

after 82 years, the New Braunfels Gemischter Chor Harmonie shows resilience, dedication, 

and continues to promote the German heritage and culture through their songs.  
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