


PRAISE FOR Saloon Man by/about Robert Mugge

One of our best and savviest documentarians about American culture brings his keen social insight and richly expansive vision to his family history. And what history! Saloon Man melds meticulous research with relentless narrative energy in bringing to vivid life Mugge's great-grandfather and namesake. The elder Robert Mugge, making his way in a turn-of-20th century America rife with both endless possibility and embedded bigotry, is shown throughout to be highly alert to injustice and just as inventive in his means of circumventing it. The lively and diverse supporting cast, from Black entertainers and radical activists to rapacious businessmen and intransigent prudes, enriches this tale of a life well-lived through both travail and triumph. 

—GENE SEYMOUR worked 18 years at Newsday as film critic and jazz columnist


Robert Mugge steps out from behind the camera and proves himself a first-rate historian, part David McCullough, part Carl Hiaasen. Bursting with the cinematic flair of one of the country’s greatest documentary filmmakers, Saloon Man tells the riveting story of Tampa’s Gilded Age original buccaneer, the visionary saloon magnate and civil libertarian who “tapped” Tampa’s untapped potential. 

—AIDAN LEVY is the author of Saxophone Colossus: The Life and Music of Sonny Rollins


A great American immigration saga that takes as many dramatic twists and turns as an epic film. Author Mugge takes us along with his great-grandfather Robert Mugge, as the German immigrant turns himself into a Florida businessman of imagination, skill, and shrewdness. Along the way, Saloon Man shows its subject to be an American Everyman battling entrenched power, racism, and corruption.

—KEN TUCKER is an author, editor, and cultural critic for Entertainment Weekly, NPR’s Fresh Air, and other publications


In Saloon Man, acclaimed filmmaker Robert Mugge turns a documentarian lens onto his own family, bringing the same attentive detail and storytelling acumen to this compelling and carefully researched biography that he has to countless musical luminaries. A fascinating and ever enjoyable portrait of the American entrepreneurial spirit, Saloon Man is a rollick of a read that reminds us how the immigrant experience has long shaped our country and national identity.

—WILLIAM LEE ELLIS is a singer-songwriter, journalist, historian, Professor of Music, and Chair of Fine Arts at Saint Michael’s College


Saloon Man: A German Immigrant Battles the Limits of Liberty, 1870 to 1915 chronicles both the struggle and the success of the “saloon magnate of Tampa.” The book is written by Mugge’s great-grandson, also named Robert Mugge, who eloquently describes the life of his ancestor, who inspired his own distinguished career as a documentary filmmaker. Clearly, the apple did not fall far from the tree.

—WILLIAM REYNOLDS FERRIS, Ph.D. is a folklorist, former National Endowment for the Humanities Chair, and Joel R. Williamson Professor of History Emeritus at U. of North Carolina, Chapel Hill


Anyone is lucky to become a grandparent, and even more so to be a great-grandparent. But imagine having a great-grandchild who not only bears your name, but also devotes their time and gifts to writing a book about you. That is a loving memorial of the highest order.

Robert Mugge, the principal character of Saloon Man, fully deserves the biographical treatment that Bob Mugge has delivered. The book offers much of value to readers across the spectrum of interests, because of the way that the younger Mugge has connected rich, meaningful stories to the remarkable life of his German-born great-grandfather.

Saloon Man is more than just a biography, but it must be noted that, as an example of that genre, it remains clear-eyed about its protagonist—remarkably so, considering the relationship between the writer and his subject. The two Robert Mugges never met, but the senior of the two was such a larger-than-life figure that his influence has endured among his descendants. The Urgroßvater was keen of intellect, ambitious, fearless, entrepreneurial, and contentious, to name a few of the personal characteristics that emerge from this narrative. He left his native Germany on the eve of Bismarck’s war of national unification and brought those gifts and traits with him to the United States on the eve of its centennial. On arrival, he adopted his new country with the zeal of a convert.

The story of Robert Mugge is immigrant history, urban history, and a revealing story about race in Tampa, Florida—a southern seaport city in what was formerly the Confederacy. It documents the bitterly divisive culture war of the 19th and early 20th centuries that resulted in Prohibition. Saloon Man is a rich resource for the political history of Tampa and Florida, and helps illustrate what complicated places those were during the years just before their growth exploded.

The younger Mugge is fortunate to have family memoirs and anecdotes on which to build his narrative. He leveraged those as he mined the published literature on Tampa and the South. His good fortune continued though, in that his namesake was not only newsworthy in his time, but a prolific writer of letters to the editors of his local newspaper—indeed, the senior Mugge maintained a lively public correspondence that survives in the records of Tampa’s print media.

Read Saloon Man for a fascinating glimpse of a time and a life on which modern Tampa stands.

—ALAN BLISS, Ph.D is CEO of the Jacksonville History Center


In Saloon Man, Robert Mugge does a deep dive into the life of his namesake and emerges with a detailed rendering of a man, a city and a country. The man is Mugge’s great-grandfather, an immigrant from Germany who arrived in the U.S. in 1870 with nothing and, through hard work and an almost superhuman resiliency, went on to build a business, a family and a fortune. His is a rags to riches story, but it is so much more.  Every opportunity and obstacle on his road to success is rendered in great detail through newspaper articles, journals, business records, census entries, maps, etc., drawing us into a time when the American dream had to be honed from the hard rock of racism, class warfare, disease and corruption.  This is the story of a man who faced his chosen country’s contradictions head on and who, in the end, emerged bruised but victorious.

	This is also a story that would, like most stories, have been lost to history except for the enormous effort of Robert’s great-grandson who shares his name and resilient nature. Bob Mugge’s life as a documentary filmmaker has provided him with the skills necessary to edit thousands of details, gathered over years, into a full, overarching story. And like Mugge’s many films, Saloon Man is a work that never fails to intrigue, surprise and ultimately enlighten.

—DAVID APPLEBY is a Peabody, duPont-Columbia, and Erik Barnouw Award-winning historical filmmaker & Professor Emeritus of Film & Video at the University of Memphis


Mugge tributes his great-grandfather, a prominent developer of the fledgling city of Tampa, Florida. In 1870, 17-year-old Wilhelm August Robert Mugge, apprentice jeweler and watchmaker, fled Germany immediately after the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War. He made his way to Henderson, Kentucky, where his cousin Augusta lived. Two years later he moved to the larger city of Terre Haute, Indiana. In October of 1876, Robert…move[d] to Tampa, Florida, a small hamlet with a population of only a few hundred (“Tampa was little more than a settlement”). Restless and ambitious, Robert became involved in a variety of business ventures—he built a bottling plant for his soda business, later converted into a beer distributorship, leading to his position as the saloon kingpin in Tampa. Mugge intertwines Robert’s biography with an extensively detailed history of Tampa’s development. The story describes a complex dance consisting of a man and the historical events of which he was a part, each impacting the other. The narrative is rich in material that should be of interest to aspiring historians. And Mugge introduces a wide variety of unique individuals, the most humorous and captivating being a Russian Nihilist, Dr. Frederick Nicholas Weightnovel, who was said to have escaped from a Siberian prison camp by swimming to safety. An intriguing, challenging read, packed with historical and familial minutia.

—KIRKUS REVIEWS
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Foreword 

What are the instances in which our personal histories meet world history? How do larger movements and events shape us, and when do we have the opportunities to shape them? Where are the meeting points and what are the results?

For those of us whose lives span the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first, where in our personal scrapbooks do we place international wars, struggles for civil rights, a changing climate, threats to individual freedoms and challenges to democracy? When that scrapbook is completed, how will history’s bright sunshine and darkened shadows fall upon the faces seen in its pages?

These are questions that filmmaker and author Robert Mugge invites us to consider as we read his majestic accounting of the life of immigrant, entrepreneur and saloon-keeper Robert Mugge.

Our Robert Mugge is great-grandson to the saloon-keeper. He never met his great-grandfather, and in my experience, emotional ties fray a bit once you get past two generations. Yet the story he tells is a deeply felt one. As I read, I found myself wondering why I was rooting so hard for the Florida businessman to prevail.

One reason: His challenges are shown to be our challenges.

Again and again, we see Mugge encounter and try to persevere over the forces of history. His friendships and business associations—and a possible love interest—cross a hardening color line. He and his family experience the duality of being both German and American in the years leading to the First World War. And he apparently had a sit-down in 1908 with the crusading prohibitionist Carrie Nation. Speculating about their conversation about women’s suffrage and temperance provides one of this book’s most intriguing passages.

The author of this book is, of course, best known for his documentaries, especially those about music and musicians. For a full fifty years, he has told the stories of artists working in traditions as diverse as blues, soul, zydeco, jazz, bluegrass, Hawaiian hula, and more. Many of his subjects are larger-than-life figures—think Sun Ra, Gil Scott-Heron, Rubén Blades, Al Green and Sonny Rollins. Mugge never brings these artists down to size. Instead, he transports his audience up to a level from which we can closely encounter the subject. A hallmark of any Mugge film is that it is both a documentary and a celebration of lives that are lived with staggering amounts of creativity. It is in this tradition that Saloon Man might be best understood. “In truth,” Mugge writes in his preface, “he created businesses the way others compose music, paint pictures, or write books: as an extension of his inner self.”

Mugge the writer—just like Mugge the filmmaker—gets to this inner self by deep immersion in the world of his subject. Just as a musician develops mastery of an instrument, our early twentieth century saloon-keeper has to master water works and fire safety and electricity and roads and rivers—all the while contending with personal tragedies and public prejudices. Musicians in Mugge’s films are seen and heard re-inventing their genre with every performance. Writes Mugge: “Robert, too, was an artist at heart—one who adored dreaming big dreams and working out fixes for the most staggering problems.”

We encounter both horrors and pleasures along the way, each written about with detail and candor. Mugge unflinchingly portrays a world in which public violence is an acceptable tool for maintaining white supremacy. Yet he also keeps his literary camera rolling when the most extravagant characters walk into frame. Mugge the storyteller knows a gift when he sees one. This is certainly the case with the wondrously named Dr. Frederick Nicholas Weightnovel, an exiled Russian doctor and capital-N Nihilist who, among other pursuits, staged a “Free Love” parade in Tampa. To give more details would be to risk spoiling Mugge’s story, but like much else in this book, the fate of Weightnovel provides an invaluable perspective on roiling controversies of our time.

By book’s end, the city of Tampa is built, and saloon-keeper Robert Mugge passes. Some of his contributions to history have been previously acknowledged, while others are being introduced here for the first time. Few of us will be granted a chronicler who will bring such rigor and compassion to our lives—but all of us can benefit that this German-born saloon man and city builder ended up with a great-grandson who was born to tell the tale.

Even Carrie Nation might drink to that.

 —Michael Tisserand

Michael Tisserand’s books include Krazy: George Herriman, A Life in Black and White; Sugarcane Academy; The Kingdom of Zydeco; and most recently, My Father When Young, a collection of Jerry Tisserand’s lost photographs from the 1950s, published with The Sager Group.







Preface and Acknowledgements

This book is about a time in American history when a small minority of white Americans owned the majority of wealth, when monopolies controlled the marketplace, when the best health care was restricted to those who could afford it, when African Americans were targeted by white police and racist mobs, when women had to struggle for acceptance in the workplace, when Spanish-speaking immigrants were demonized, when high courts issued decisions split along ideological lines, when efforts were made to prevent minorities from voting or serving in government, when many politicians were corrupt, when the Southern states voted as a conservative block, when unions were crushed, and when the religious right (or progressive left) struggled for decades to impose its own moral views on the nation. Although that may sound uncomfortably familiar, the period in question stretched from the late nineteenth into the early twentieth centuries.

This is also a book about a man who inhabited that era. He was an imperfect person, as are we all. But he stood head and shoulders above the time and place in which he lived. His name was Robert Mugge, and he was a German immigrant who came to the United States in 1870 at the age of seventeen. Once here, he identified with the Founders’ values, becoming a living expression of their revolutionary dream.

Robert Mugge would, in many respects, become the chief builder, visionary, and celebrity businessman of greater Tampa, all while generating unwanted controversy as the dominant liquor dealer of South Florida or, as one friend dubbed him in a revealing book inscription, “The Philosopher of the ‘Everglades.’” In truth, he created businesses the way others compose music, paint pictures, or write books: as an extension of his inner self. It was American liberty that made it all possible, and it was that ideal for which he never stopped fighting.

Robert Mugge also happens to have been my great-grandfather, which is how I came to have his name, which I also share with my father and elder son. I have no more right to his legacy than do hundreds of others who are, and have been, part of the Mugge diaspora. However, for more than four decades, I have been a documentary filmmaker, and therefore a professional storyteller. As such, I feel uniquely equipped to tell his story.

In taking on this project, I was aided enormously by the memoirs of my grandfather, August B. Mugge, as later edited, introduced, and shared by my parents, Dr. Robert H. and A. Elizabeth Mugge, as well as by books, documents, and photographs collected, saved, and passed along by the three of them. Significant additional assistance came from my first cousin, Patricia Mugge Andrews, former President of the Board of the Jacksonville Historical Society, and keeper of the photo albums and journals of Martha Washington Mugge; from Pat’s parents, Richard A. and Jeanette L. Mugge, who spent years collecting bottles produced by the Robert Mugge bottleworks; from Gretchen Petri Harrington, the last surviving grandchild of Robert and Caroline Mugge, who offered firsthand recollections of Caroline and her children; from two other of Robert and Caroline Mugge’s granddaughters, the late Patricia M. Reams, who researched family heritage at two German churches, and Margaret Regener Hurner, who built upon the work of my grandfather; from my father’s first cousin, Dr. Ernest Reiner, who researched the Robert Mugge beach house and acquired correspondence between Robert Mugge and Adolphus Busch; from sister and brother Bertha Ann and Karl “Moose” Hartung, who chronicled the Kiefer and Hartung families of Henderson, Kentucky; and from David Byron McCullough and his son John Lindsey McCullough, two descendants of the family of Robert Mugge’s first wife, Alice Janthe McCullough, who provided priceless information from their nineteenth century family Bible. Family members offering further assistance included my second cousins Joe and Stephen Reams and Dr. Christopher D. Reiner, cousin-in-law Dr. Fred Lambrou, and Kentucky cousin (a few times removed) Lorna Cooper Snow.

Next, I must thank a host of historians, archivists, and genealogical librarians at multiple institutions. Those include Rodney Kite-Powell, Heather Culligan, and C. J. Roberts at the Tampa Bay History Center; Andrew Huse with Special Collections at the University of South Florida Libraries in Tampa; Dan Perez at historical website tampapix.com; the genealogical staff at the Vigo County Public Library in Terre Haute, Indiana; Nancy Voyles and Kristy Vanderpool at the Henderson County Public Library in Henderson, Kentucky; June Dunning at the Alexandrian Public Library in Mount Vernon, Indiana; Tracy Lauer, intrepid Manager and Curator of Collections for the Anheuser-Busch Companies in St. Louis, Missouri; and the late Tony Pizzo, who pulled together remarkable photos, documents, and artifacts and entrusted them to archives he knew would preserve them. Special thanks as well to my author friend Michael Tisserand for his narrative inspiration, book business advice, and brilliant foreword; to Herbert McKee Jr., Clerk of the Henderson County Circuit Court for access to his archives; to Roxanne Kesner of the City of Terre Haute Board of Cemetery Records for helping me to locate the unmarked gravesite of my great-great-grandfather, Ludwig/Louis Mugge; and to author and publisher Mike Sager and team for their generous presentation of my work.

Perhaps my greatest thanks goes to Diana F. Zelman, my filmmaking partner since 2005, my wife since 2012, my biggest supporter in the writing of this book, and the uncontested love of my life. But finally, my enduring thanks and love to my parents, Bob and Liz Mugge, and to our dear friend, Marvin R. A. Johnson, FAIA, who, together, convinced my siblings and me that we were descended from giants, even if no one remembered a great deal about them. Everyone deserves such a family.

In closing, two key points remain: one is that, in late nineteenth and early twentieth century America, word usage and spelling were often different than today, and I acknowledge that difference; the other is that, too much turn-of-the-century press, regardless of region, embodied the overt racism of its time. For both reasons, this book’s commentary will utilize current terms such as “African American,” “Black,” and “mixed race” for “people of color,” whereas quotes from period publications will include dated words such as “Negro,” “colored,” “mulatto,” and in the context of Black minstrel shows and vaudeville, the word “coon,” which has long been thought offensive. Therefore, I appreciate your forbearance as we visit a time which, in too many ways, resembles our own.







Introduction

In 1873, Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner published their collaborative novel, The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today. With its title, they named an era of American history which they saw beginning in the late 1860s (the years of well-intentioned but quickly undermined Reconstruction following the Civil War) and which would later be seen as running through the end of the century. It was a time in America of vast economic growth, technological innovation, often booming employment, and expanding immigration, yet also systemic corruption, consolidation of wealth, exploitation of workers, repressive moral crusades, and the renewed oppression of racial and ethnic minorities. In other words, when Twain and Warner wrote of a “gilded age,” they envisioned a shiny gold surface, but with unchecked evil underneath.

Just three years before, Robert Mugge (pronounced “muggy”), a seventeen-year-old German immigrant, fled the newly declared Franco-Prussian War in pursuit of unlimited American opportunity. Once in the US, he sought out a cousin in Henderson, Kentucky; opened a store and found a wife in Terre Haute, Indiana; and after six years in the Midwest, set sail with her to semi-tropical Tampa, Florida, then merely a settlement in the Deep South, but with untapped potential to be a great American city. In the years that followed, he embodied the rags-to-riches narrative of juvenile novelist Horatio Alger, employing ambition, self-confidence, quick wit, and a capacity for hard work in creating his own business empire, while helping as well to build a city around him. And yet, as a latter-day American pioneer, he also suffered continuing heartache and devastating loss.

Although Robert’s successful ventures included an ice factory, an electric company, a bottling company, a shipping line, an insurance company, restaurants, retail stores, hotels, rental properties, vaudeville theaters, bowling alleys, a machine shop, a saw mill, two large farms, a corporation manufacturing gas lamps, a partnership manufacturing printing presses, and more, his core companies were alcohol-related, from his wholesale liquor business, to the state’s first legal distillery, to his South Florida distribution of Anheuser-Busch products, to his scores of well-equipped saloons. Of course, even as Robert amassed wealth and fame as the undisputed “saloon magnate of Tampa,” the inexorable rise of temperance forces meant increasing challenges as well.

In many respects, Robert Mugge was typical of the hard-driving, self-made men of his day. In fact, as one example of his trademark ingenuity, when he learned in the spring of 1898 that American troops would encamp in Tampa during the Spanish-American War, he spent just twenty-four hours building a saloon with an eighty-foot bar and pool tables on the edge of the encampment, while also convincing Anheuser-Busch to send him a trainload of beer. By the time the increasingly restless troops had shipped off to Cuba, he had sold all the beer, made an enormous profit, and played a supporting role in momentous historical events.

Robert also was a fervent believer in the personal and professional liberties that all Americans (at least those initially enfranchised) had been promised in the Bill of Rights, and therefore, he was the first to respond to what he considered unfair regulation, punitive taxation, and crooked governance or law enforcement. For instance, after years of paying exorbitant city, county, and state license fees for the operation of his many saloons, only to have city police and county sheriff’s deputies harass his resorts (as they were called at the time) while also accepting bribes to overlook illegal liquor sales by so-called “blind tigers” (mostly unlicensed drug stores, restaurants, gambling houses, and brothels), he not only fought them in court and in front of the City Council and County Commissioners, but in August of 1912 took out a prominent newspaper ad declaring the following: “According to my opinion, when it comes to crime, vice and corruption New York City is but a sleepy Sunday school village as compared to the lawlessness existing in Tampa, and the sheriff’s office and the police department are responsible for ninety per cent of it.” Naturally, the two groups took exception to the ad and found numerous occasions in which to take their revenge.

Finally, although living and working deep in the Jim Crow South, and forced to abide by many of its laws, Robert refused to participate in the subjugation of his African American friends and associates. Instead, he purchased land to construct an African American neighborhood in what became the heart of the city, hired a large number of Black workers for his assorted businesses, paid off the mortgage of a Black church which was founded by former slaves, constructed a three-story African American hotel containing seventy-two guest rooms and eight stores (at a time when most Southern cities offered no provision at all, save for private homes, for traveling persons of color), and took out government licenses for saloons, many of which he leased to Black entrepreneurs who would never have been granted licenses on their own. Through the years, Robert’s support of the Black community, and the positioning of some of his key businesses within it, so infuriated many white citizens that, in 1903, during a four-month period when several African American men were lynched, castrated, or both by white mobs (with the quiet collusion of law enforcement), anonymous letters were sent to Robert Mugge promising similar treatment if he continued such support. In response, Robert announced in local papers that he had purchased a weapon of his own and would greet any mob with at least as much violence as they directed at him.

The story of Robert Mugge offers revealing glimpses into America of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, not only because his ambitions, achievements, and character made him the equal of his first-generation peers, but also because, like Twain and Warner before him, he was drawn to the glitter of opportunity, while fully rejecting the rot and rust hidden beneath, the most serious examples of which were corruption, inequality, and oppression. In the Gilded Age, as in America today, freedom was widely promised, yet too often denied. Therefore, the battle for liberty—as well as for equality and the pursuit of happiness—was, and is, never-ending. And with that understood, the story begins.







Chapter One

Heartland

Robert Mugge was not always the “Saloon Magnate of Tampa.”1 Neither was he always an American. And neither was he always known simply as Robert Mugge, much less the more formal and succinct R. Mugge with which he conducted business.

He was born Wilhelm August Robert Mügge on January 5, 1853. For generations, his family had lived in the German village of Badenhausen in the southern Harz Mountains. But Robert’s father, Johann Heinrich Ludwig Mügge, moved to the nearby town of Lauterberg (now called Bad Lauterberg), met and married Christiane Luise Wenzel, and proceeded to father three children, the other two being Bertha, born in 1846, and Louis, born in 1857.2 Both Badenhausen and (Bad) Lauterberg were, and still are, in the orbit of Hanover, the capital city of the German state of Lower Saxony. (Note: “Bad”—literally meaning “bath”—has been added to the names of German towns that offer thermal spring spas meeting strict government standards. It is considered a term of distinction for these municipalities.)3

Over the years, Ludwig earned the title of schneidermeister (master tailor), a designation meaning he could take on apprentices. Much of his renown came from the fact that, periodically, he would travel to London and Paris to acquire the latest fashions in men’s clothing.4 The notion that a merchant could lay down roots in a small community, while also having a global perspective, would not be lost on Ludwig’s ambitious middle child.

Encouraged to adopt a trade of his own, the tall, blond-haired, and blue-eyed Robert, like his father, spent his youth as an apprentice, in his case learning all that was needed to be a jeweler and watchmaker.5 But this was a trade he would not long practice in his native country. Instead, it gave him essential survival skills transferrable to any future destination.

On July 19, 1870, provoked by Prussian Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, French forces invaded German territory, which permitted Bismarck to unite the various German states into a new German Empire in order to defeat the professional French army.6 Prussia’s own military relied on conscription, and all German males, aged twenty to twenty-eight, were expected to serve three years in the regular army, followed by four years in the reserves.7 Although Robert was seventeen at the time, no one knew how long the war would last, or what would become of those asked to fight it. For many young men of his age and older, it was a time to consider their options.

Across the ocean, just two years before, the United States of America had adopted the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution which, conceivably, could have caught Robert’s attention. Section One of the amendment states as follows: “All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”8 To quote author and historian T. J. Stiles, writing in The New York Times on July 26, 2018 (as the amendment turned 150): “Before the 14th Amendment, the Bill of Rights protected almost no one ... [This amendment] established birthright citizenship, required ‘due process’ and ‘equal protection’ of the law for everyone, and put the federal government in the business of policing liberty. It removed race and ethnicity from the legal definition of American identity ... If it did not invent freedom, it transformed and strengthened it, codifying a universal definition of individual rights and national identity that has been an example to the world.” And though he freely admitted that, again and again, Americans have failed to uphold those standards, he still asserted that “Americans of 150 years ago created something greater than their own limitations ... a broad reimagining of individual rights and federal power.”9

As for Robert Mugge, considering his diminished prospects at home, and his lifelong concern with personal liberty which was just then beginning to stir, these words would have offered genuine promise. And as it happened, Robert’s first cousin, Augusta Friedrika Römermann, the daughter of his father’s sister, the former Christina Wilhelmina Mügge,10 had already found her way to Henderson, Kentucky, a small city in the American heartland, and married into a German American family there.

Augustus Kiefer, a shoemaker from the German province of Baden, had lived a life not unusual for immigrants of that time. Six weeks after the birth of his second son, Albert, in 1843, he buried his first wife in his homeland. Eventually, he would marry again, have additional children, and in 1854, would move on his own to Mount Vernon, Indiana to prepare a new home for them. In due course, he was able to send for them, but cholera broke out on the ship which was transporting them to New Orleans. Tragically, when Augustus met the ship in New Orleans, only three members of his family were still alive: Albert, now ten; Edward, now twelve; and their younger sister Ida, now seven. His second wife and their infant child had both been stricken and, as was the custom on sailing vessels at the time, their bodies tossed overboard.11 Three years later, Augustus would marry his third wife, Catherine Newfelder, eighteen years his junior, and a native of Bavaria, and they would have five additional children together before he buried her as well.12

In 1862, when Albert was nineteen and Edward twenty, they joined the Union Army, each of them serving for three years, then returning to Mount Vernon. In March of 1867, Albert married Augusta Römermann who, like him, had been born in Germany in 1843.13 The two of them immediately moved up the Ohio River to the larger city of Henderson, Kentucky, built a house at 1012 Main Street, and then enlarged it as each of their five children was born. Albert initially worked as a tailor but, in time, opened a neighborhood grocery store at Ninth and Elm Streets, which he would operate for many years.14 

Noting that America’s Civil War was now over, whereas Germany’s war with France was just beginning, Robert decided this would be an ideal time to visit Augusta, his Kentucky cousin, and meet her growing family. And so, booking a ticket in steerage on the Steamship Iowa, Robert set sail from Bremen, stopping in Glasgow, Scotland, and arriving at New York City’s Castle Garden immigration processing center (the predecessor to Ellis Island) on September 19, 1870, two months to the day after the start of the Franco-Prussian War.15 According to the Library of Congress, Robert was one of more than five million persons who entered the United States from Germany during the nineteenth century, a majority of them settling in the so-called “German Triangle,” which was bounded by Cincinnati, Milwaukee, and St. Louis.16 17

In a 1902 publication titled Memoirs of Florida, author Roland H. Rerick created a portrait of Robert Mugge based on Robert’s own recollections of his early years in America and all that he had accomplished since. For instance, Robert recalled that he had arrived in New York City with only twenty dollars to his name, but immediately went to work as a watchmaker, earning enough money to travel to Henderson, Kentucky two months later.18 From New York, he likely took a train to Pittsburgh, then followed the Ohio River all the way to Henderson. This is a safe assumption in that, throughout his life, circumstances permitting, Robert would always travel by water, because journeys by horse-drawn wagon were brutal, and railroads were only available between larger population centers.

Welcomed by Albert and Augusta Kiefer, Robert spent the next two years in Henderson, perfecting his English, studying American culture, and continuing to earn a living by repairing clocks and watches. Apparently, word of his success convinced his older sister Bertha and her husband Wilhelm Mahn to join him there in September of 1871,19 followed by his father Ludwig, mother Luise, and younger brother Louis in November of 1872.20 Yet, no sooner had his parents arrived than Robert decided that Terre Haute, Indiana, a larger and more cosmopolitan city than Henderson, offered greater potential than Henderson, and his family members agreed.

Inasmuch as Terre Haute is perched on the banks of the Wabash River, just as Henderson and Mount Vernon overlook the Ohio, Robert and family were able to travel there by steamship, first sailing west on the Ohio, then north on the Wabash. Upon their arrival, Robert likely sought work in one of the half-dozen jewelry stores huddled together in a couple-block area of downtown Terre Haute. But with a strong work ethic and a longing to succeed, he may also have accepted part-time or short-term physical labor to pay his bills while becoming established in his chosen field.21 

One such opportunity almost surely was assisting John McCullough with his cooperage business; coopers being men who built and repaired the casks and barrels widely used for transporting goods. Since such containers were used especially for shipping cargo by boat, coopers tended to congregate in cities adjacent to rivers, and this is why John had brought his wife Mary Ann, daughter Alice Janthe, and son David to Terre Haute. Alice, though in her mid-teens when Robert first met her, was training to be a milliner, which is someone who designs, constructs, sells, and repairs hats, as well as a professional dressmaker. Her brother David, a year younger than Alice, was already helping in his father’s business.22

Another Terre Haute resident whom Robert befriended, though no record exists of their working together, was William Patrick,23 a prominent local nurseryman.24 He had started out as a Terre Haute house painter but eventually acquired acres of land on which he grew and tended large numbers of fruit trees and flowering ornamental trees for sale to his neighbors and to customers at a distance.25 He must have been quite successful, because around the time Robert started establishing himself in the city, William was promoting large shipments of his trees while also building himself and his family what the Terre Haute Daily Gazette termed “a handsome, roomy and substantial two story dwelling house, south of the blast furnace, on his extensive nursery grounds.”26

Ludwig (now Louis) Mügge and Wilhelm (now William) Mahn were both tailors, and as they too arrived in the city, each found a way to practice his trade. Louis apparently worked from home, while William was hired by Erlanger’s, an established men’s clothier with a shop in the beautiful Terre Haute opera house. Louis’s younger son, who shared his name, though only fifteen when they arrived in America had already been trained as a clerk, and he soon found a position with Riddle, which was Terre Haute’s largest and most aggressively advertised jewelry, watch, and clock store.27 Yet it was Robert who most quickly and successfully integrated himself into the life of the city.

By at least 1873, Robert added his own jewelry store to the group of them coexisting downtown. This is documented by a voluminous “Watchmakers & Jewelers Hand Book,” written entirely in florid English script (perhaps translated, in part, from a similar handbook he had used in Germany) and signed, “Robert Mugge Terre Haute, Ind July 22d 1874.”28 His place of business was at 321 Main Street, on the south side of the block between Third and Fourth Avenues.29 Later, the street name was changed to Wabash Avenue, and the U.S. Postal Service revamped the address numbering system at least twice over the years. But there is still no mistaking the south side of the street between Third and Fourth.

Additional changes included Robert dropping the umlaut (two dots) over the “u” in “Mügge,” as did the rest of his family. Although other German Americans, when dropping an umlaut from a letter in their names, would then follow that letter with an “e,” Robert and his family did not. That may be because the family had only begun using the umlaut a few generations before, so perhaps they were not as wedded to it.30 

The growing visibility of Robert’s store meant an increasing role for him in the political, cultural, and social life of the city. For instance, an ad in the Saturday Evening Mail for a political event at the Republican Wigwam listed “Robt. Mugge” as one of perhaps a hundred people inviting others to attend.31 (Note: The Republican Wigwam of Terre Haute was a gathering place for the public exchange of political views, patterned after the Chicago Convention Center where Abraham Lincoln was nominated for president in 1860 and named after the domed dwellings of Native American people that were used for ceremonial purposes.) In another ad in the Evening Gazette, it was announced that anyone wishing to acquire tickets for the Turner’s Centennial Masquerade Ball, a New Year’s Eve event slated for the city’s Turner Hall, could do so from three individuals, one of whom was Robert Mugge.32 And in another issue of the Evening Gazette, members of the Union Band wished to announce that they were under new leadership and that “engagements will be taken at Mugge’s jewelry store.”33 In none of these ads did Robert’s name include an umlaut.

Speaking of engagements, other changes in Robert’s situation had nothing to do with his business. For perhaps the first time in his life, he was deeply in love. The object of his affections was the same Alice Janthe McCullough who had caught his eye a few years before, and who was finally thought old enough to be courted. No, she was not as worldly as he, having grown up largely in Indiana, and if anyone should doubt that fact, they could note her complete lack of accent, a sign that she was a product of the Midwest. But no less obvious were the facts that she was smart, a fast learner, a tireless worker, strikingly creative, bubbling over with youthful energy, and a dark-haired, hazel-eyed natural beauty. In fact, in Robert’s own mind, and certainly in his heart, his feelings for Alice had merged with his passion for this new land, for his new life, and for the American ideals that had made them all possible. When he embraced this remarkable young woman, he was also embracing his adopted country, and as he did, he was fully and irrevocably transformed.34

On Tuesday, September 14, 1875,35 at the home of John and Mary Ann McCullough, their daughter, Alice Janthe McCullough, recently turned sixteen, married Wilhelm August Robert Mügge, now all of twenty-two.36 From that day forward, she would adopt Robert’s surname as her own, and he would abandon his first two given names as a needless encumbrance of his former self. A whole new world was opening for them now, and they would make of it what they chose; because that was the promise of the Fourteenth Amendment, and of the people and places Robert had come to love.







Chapter Two

River of Styx

In the winter of 1876, while visiting Florida, Terre Haute nurseryman William Patrick purchased a grove outside of Tampa, and hoping to grow acres of orange trees and others bearing semi-tropical fruit, he resolved to move his family there by the coming fall.37 Meanwhile, John McCullough was in his second year of working for a cooperage firm called A. B. Mattox when, in mid-August, all of the coopers in Terre Haute suddenly went on strike, and the eight coopers of A. B. Mattox were said to be the ringleaders. The strike was an honest response to citywide rates being lowered from twelve cents to eleven cents per completed barrel, a rate that would leave them struggling to make just nine dollars per week, an amount on which it would be impossible to support a family.38 But as the strike stretched from one month into two, with John McCullough earning no income at all and suspecting that, even when it ended, the wrath of the owners would be taken out against the A. B. Mattox coopers, the idea of his family accompanying William Patrick’s to Florida sounded better and better. After all, Tampa stood beside the Hillsborough River which, itself, flowed into Tampa Bay, an estuary along the Gulf of Mexico. So, one could imagine it having plenty of demand for coopers. And with that in mind, and the agreement of Mary Ann and David, John informed William that his family would relocate as well.

Naturally, this was welcome news for William, but a cause of concern for Alice Janthe. By the early fall, she was heavily pregnant and expecting to give birth in November. For a seventeen-year-old girl facing her first childbirth, the thought of her mother not being present was likely unbearable.39 Happily, though, when she took her concerns to Robert, he was fully accommodating. One reason is that he had long suffered from asthma and bronchitis, and Florida was said to have an agreeable climate, totally free of rough, Midwestern winters.40 But the other reason was that, even though his jewelry store was doing well, the downtown competition was fierce, and he had been thinking that, perhaps he would do better in a community not yet so established. 

With all three families—the Patricks, the McCulloughs, and Robert and Alice Mugge—committed to travel in mid-October, everyone still had business to wind down, possessions to pack, and other arrangements to make. But each of them did what was needed, and after tearful goodbyes to Robert’s family, he and Alice set out with the others. William had sent his family ahead with plans to meet along the way, while the rest of them made a leisurely stop in Henderson, Kentucky, so Robert could bid the Kiefers farewell. It was during that visit that Robert—perhaps on a whim, but more likely with forethought—dropped by the Circuit Court building of Henderson County and applied for citizenship.41 Appropriately enough, John McCullough and William Patrick bore witness to his good character and time spent in the country.42 

After a few days, their group set sale on another steamship, this time heading west down the Ohio River, then taking the Mississippi all the way south to New Orleans. It was not until the May 25, 1913 issue of the Tampa Morning Tribune that Robert would describe that last leg of their trip to Tampa: “In ‘76 the small side wheel steamer ‘Emily’ plied between Cedar Keys and Key West, acting also as lighter [a barge used in loading and unloading ships offshore] for the New Orleans-Havana S. S. line. In that way, I happened to get on the ‘Emily.’ The captain, in talking to me, said, ‘I understand that you intend to settle in Tampa. It’s a good little town; I used to live there myself, but I tell you now, it will never be worth a d____ till after they have had a dozen first class funerals.’”43

As Robert and company quickly learned, at that time, Tampa was little more than a settlement. It had grown out of an 1830 military reservation called Fort Brooke, which was, itself, named after Colonel George Marshall Brooke, who had led the first troops there. According to The Blue Book and History of Pioneers, Tampa, Fla., 1914, written by Mrs. Pauline Browne-Hazen and published that year by the Tribune Publishing Company, the post provided “protection for white settlers against the Indians, and Tampa was headquarters for the outlying military posts: Fort Dade, Fort Myers, Fort Meade, and others.” In the words of the author, Fort Brooke’s military role continued for “half a century,” and the original tract “comprised one hundred and sixty acres, which the government turned over to Tampa.”

In the beginning, Washington Street was the primary street for business, later replaced by Franklin Street, and teams of mules and oxen were the only means of traveling and hauling around the village or through the dense countryside. Meanwhile, settlers came there from as far away as twenty-five miles to secure their mail and provisions, families accompanied some of the soldiers who were stationed there, and “civilians immigrated from time to time, until the village grew slowly ... into a city.”

Military personnel based at Fort Brooke fought against the Native American Seminole tribe in the war of 1835-42, then fought with the Confederates in the War Between the States of 1861-65. However, “the original military reservation of sixteen square miles was reduced by executive orders as war troubles ceased, until in 1878 only a comparatively small portion remained. On January 8, 1883, the reservation was relinquished and was transferred by the Secretary of War to the Interior Department. The land was restored to public domain under the law then in force, and was open to homestead claims.”44

By 1914, when Browne-Hazen was writing, Tampa was a greatly developed city of more than fifty-five thousand, with thousands more on its outskirts. But again, at the time Robert and Alice first saw it, probably in late October of 1876, Tampa was a hamlet containing several hundred people. After the group’s arrival, William Patrick took his family to their new farm five miles northeast of the city, and the others apparently joined them there while getting their bearings. Then, for fifty dollars, half of the money he and Alice had brought with them, Robert purchased a quarter block of property at the corner of Marion and Jackson Streets in “downtown” Tampa and proceeded to build a small house where he and Alice could start their family.45 Alice did give birth on November 17, 1876 but, sadly, the baby, whom they named Louis Mugge, in tribute to Robert’s Americanized father, died just ten days later on November 27.46

Without doubt, this woeful event was followed by a period of family grieving, as Alice Janthe also worked to regain her strength. But grieving or not, Robert spared no time in completing their first small Tampa house, including a section where Alice could carry on her millinery and dressmaking business. By March of 1877, he also began placing classified ads in the small, weekly Sunland Tribune newspaper, announcing that “R. Mugge’s Jewelry Shop”47 was now based within the large general store operated by another ambitious young entrepreneur named William W. Wall.48 Since Mr. Wall was then 42, and Robert 25, it is easy to picture the slightly older businessman serving as a mentor for the younger one. Nevertheless, those announcements were soon followed by another on May 5, 1877 stating that “R. Mugge has been called home to Terre Haute by the death of his father and will be gone about three weeks,” with Mr. Wall promising, in the interim, to look after his business.49

During Robert’s time away, reversing the route he had taken to Florida, he consoled his family and helped to settle his father’s affairs. But upon his return to Tampa, having now lost a major link to his past, plus one to his potential future, he recommitted himself to his family, his business, and his new American home. At the same time, he must have been deeply affected by his trip because, in the years to come, he developed myriad sayings which he would repeat when apropos. One was that “a day should consist of 48 hours instead of 24” which, of course, would allow him to accomplish twice as much. But another was that, once you have left a place you liked, never return, because “you will be disappointed.”50 For the rest of his life, he never again returned to Terre Haute, to Henderson, or even to Lauterberg; henceforth, he would only move forward.

Weeks later, at the end of June, Robert initiated a series of classified ads in the Sunland Tribune that painted a detailed portrait of his, his wife’s, and his father-in-law’s budding business efforts in the city. For instance, on June 30, 1877, this ad appeared: “Mrs. R. Mugge will open a Millinery and Dressmakers Establishment at her residence on the corner of Jackson and Marion Sts. next Tuesday. She has a good stock of Millinery Goods on hand and will dispose of them at low prices. She will cut and make dresses and all kinds of Ladies’ wear to order. A large stock of notions and jewelry will be added in two or three weeks.”51 A week after that, in the July 7, 1877 issue, the Tribune editor wrote the following: “Mrs. R. Mugge opened her shop on Tuesday last, and from what we can learn the ladies are much pleased. The stock is entirely new, and Mrs. Mugge seems to understand her business thoroughly. No more excuse for fathers and husbands saying it is impossible to get a stylish hat or bonnet. We on our part welcome any enterprise and wish Mrs. Mugge good success.”52

For his part, Robert mostly repeated an occasional ad stating the following: “Mr. R. Mugge—a first class jeweler—can be found at Mr. Wall’s store, where he will do good honest work in his line on the most reasonable terms.”53 But as of the July 7 issue of the Sunland Tribune, it was clear that he was not content simply to sell jewelry and repair watches. On that date, the Tribune editor wrote the following: “How can we obtain cool water? Mr. R. Mugge has given the best answer to this question so far. He bought a so called drove pump. He gets his water 14 feet below surface water, all of those who tasted it proclaimed the coolest water in town, it is carried so far as 5 and 6 squares. The cost of these pumps is not larger than the riffing of one of our old fashioned wells and the annual expense of repairs can be saved.”54

In the same issue of the Tribune, Robert apparently placed an ad on behalf of his father-in-law, John McCullough. In it, John announced that, “about five miles from here,” which likely meant on William Patrick’s property, he had discovered lime rock and, upon “trying to burn it into lime, [he had] found it to be of the very best quality and pure white.” As a result, he made it known that he was “putting up kilns” and planned to sell lime “for building purposes ... at about half of what we have been paying for shell lime,” which he declared was inferior to “lime made from rock.”55

Late the following month, John McCullough submitted a letter to the editor outlining again what he was offering in terms of lime rock as a building material.56 But what was most notable about that issue were indications that Robert, himself, was continuing to make a stir among his fellow residents. For instance, the editor published the following observation: “As an industrious and enterprising citizen we can not speak too highly of Mr. R. Mugge. This gentleman purchased a lot in one of the lowest and wettest places in town, on which he built a small and comfortable house. He went to work at once and filled the lot up, and is now engaged in securing its being well drained in the future. To do this, he has intersected the lot with narrow ditches, which he is going to partly fill with shell, and then cement the bottoms and side. Many of the older citizens were disposed to laugh at Mr. Mugge when he commenced improving his place, but he has certainly set them an example of enterprise, and we cannot but wish that many more such as he would settle in our town.”57

The same issue featured a somewhat concerning classified ad: “Mrs. R. Mugge will reopen her Establishment on Monday next. She is fully recovered from a severe spell of sickness, and is now ready to return to former duties. Several cases of new goods have arrived and others are on the way.”58 For reasons that will later become obvious, it seems possible her so-called “spell of sickness” may have resulted from a stillbirth. 

In the September 22, 1877 issue of the local paper, Robert Mugge placed two long ads in which he made it clear that he, himself, was now making concrete bricks, the dimensions of which were 12 x 6 x 6, and that he would soon begin filling orders.59 Next, in the October 6, 1877 issue, Alice ran the following ad: “Mrs. R. Mugge is a practical Milliner. She learned the trade with some of the best Milliners in Indiana, and therefore suits the taste of every body in that line.”60 As Christmas approached, she submitted additional ads touting products that would make for good holiday gifts.

Then, on November 13, 1877, in seeming contrast to the coming holidays, Robert purchased lot number 59 in Tampa’s Oaklawn Cemetery.61 Presumably, this plot would be a final resting place for the child who had died the year before, and perhaps another that, more recently, had failed to be born. And yet, having learned that the mysteries of life and death are equally unknowable, he must have surmised that simply owning such a plot gave him zero control over who would yet fill it, much less when.

For now, of course, Robert’s and Alice’s businesses continued apace. But little was heard of them again in the paper until the following spring. In the Sunland Tribune of April 6, 1878, Alice advertised the assorted spring and summer hats and other lines of merchandise she had received and urged potential buyers to come and see.62 Then, on April 22, 1878, Robert suffered another blow when his friend and fellow Tampa merchant, William W. Wall, died at age forty-three.63 Thirty-five years later, in the Morning Tribune, Robert would write, “Tampa lost some very good men ... the prince of all was W. W. Wall.”64 

Robert apparently knew Mr. Wall’s health had declined to this extent because, in the April 13, 1878 issue of the Sunland Tribune, Robert announced that he was moving his jewelry shop from the W. W. Wall & Co.’s store to his own premises at the corner of Jackson and Marion Streets, where he was “preparing to build a shop.”65 Although Mr. Wall’s partners kept his store going for some time after the passing of Wall himself, Robert apparently saw this death, almost exactly a year after that of his father, as a sign that his own businesses should be fully autonomous.

Perhaps the most surprising project Robert initiated during that time involved his emulating what had already been done by older businessman Bartholomew C. Leonardy (later spelled Leonardi). In 1871, Mr. Leonardy had purchased eight acres of land owned by African American landowner Thomas Jackson, along the northwestern edge of Tampa at that time, and created what scholars Dr. Larry Eugene Rivers and Dr. Canter Brown Jr. call “Tampa’s first African American suburb.” In what became known as Leonardy’s Addition, the developer created a ten-block grid, donating two lots to the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and selling the rest to assorted African American families. Then, in 1877, former Civil War blockade runner and merchant Samuel Mitchell decided to subdivide property of his own facing the town’s northeastern side, creating what would be termed Mitchell’s Addition. And finally, in 1878, Robert Mugge and Rev. A. F. Bernier claimed the core of what was called the Scrub lands and subdivided them for sale to African Americans. To quote Dr. Rivers and Dr. Brown: “‘Mugge’s Subdivision’ established twelve blocks in four tiers limited by Nebraska Avenue on the west, Nassau Street on the east, and Short Emery on the north ... Following Leonardy’s lead, Mugge attracted purchasers by deeding a lot for church construction, in this case to the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.”66

With the church at the center of this section, other buyers could settle around it, creating one of Tampa’s first genuine African American communities. No doubt, Robert took on this project as another means of supporting his family. Yet, he did it in such a way as to initiate progress for some of the region’s most neglected residents, and thereby also helped to diversify the city for decades to come.67 

As Alice continued to conduct business from their residence throughout 1878, she also became pregnant again. However, that particular year turned out to be a poor time to have a weakened immune system, even due to pregnancy, the reason being that, in 1878, a yellow fever epidemic, which was centered in the Mississippi River Valley, killed an estimated 20,000 people across the American South. In the August 17, 1878 issue of the Sunland Tribune, Tampa Mayor Thomas Edward Jackson published twin proclamations stating that, due to the preponderance of yellow fever cases in both New Orleans, Louisiana and Key West, Florida, no one from Tampa must have any communication, whether direct or indirect, with either of those cities.68 Then, a month later in the same paper, one article announced the following: “The yellow fever still continues its ravages unabated in the stricken cities in the valley of the Mississippi. Last week, three cases and one death were reported in Key West.” A Second article in that issue went on to report
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