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Americans from Germany 

 

The Steinway Dynasty 
 

Steinway concert grand pianos are known all over the world, and for more than a century the 
names of famous virtuosi have been closely associated with the Steinway name.  Indeed, the 
musical life of America and of the world is inconceivable without Steinway, a firm that still re-
mains in the family. 
 
On tours of the White House, visitors are fascinated by the large concert grand in the East 
Room.  It is known as the ñgolden grandò and is decorated with the insignia of the United States.  
The 300,000th instrument built by the firm, it is a gift from the house of Steinway.  Another Stein-
way grand, on which President Harry S. Truman frequently played, now stands in the Truman 
Library in Independence.  The Steinways presented the White House with its first piano in 1903, 
during Theodore Rooseveltôs term. 
 
When Theodore E. Steinway presented the ñgolden grandò to President Franklin Delano Roose-
velt on December 10, 1938, he referred to the year 1903:  ñWe are responding to the same mo-
tives as thenðnamely, to give a sign of our gratitude that we, as foreigners on these friendly 
shores, were permitted to make our home and live our lives here and carry on our work in happi-
ness and contentmenté.ò 
 
The founder of the dynasty, Heinrich Engelhard Steinweg (who changed his name to Henry 
Engelhard Steinway) was from Wolfshagen, Brunswick.  Born February 22, 1797, his childhood 
and youth were difficult.  During the Napoleonic War, several of his brothers were killed, the 
family house was burned down, and at age 15 he lost his father and his last surviving brother.  
Although he had no musical training, he early displayed a talent for building musical instru-
ments.  The first instrument he made was a zither.  In 1818, he started work in an organ build-
erôs shop, learned how to play the organ, and became a church organist.  His interest in building 
instruments increased, but the date he built his first piano in Seesen is not known.  Alfred Dolge 
(ñPianos and their Makersò) asserts that he built the first one in February 1825 for his bride, Juli-
ane Thiemer, by whom he had seven children.   
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According to family legend, Steinweg built his first piano in his kitchen.  In any event, he was able to 
display one concert grand and two other pianos at the Braunschweig fair in 1839, for which he was 
awarded the first prize of a gold medal. 
 
The uprisings of 1848ð49 in Germany did not leave the Steinweg family untouched and the family 
business that had been so arduously built up suffered.  One of the sons, Henry, had actively partici-
pated in the uprisings and like so many disappointed German liberals, emigrated to America in 
1849.  Heinrich Engelhard Steinweg followed with his family in 1850. 
 
Upon arriving in America, the father and sons worked in a piano factory.  The father founded Stein-
way & Sons on March 5, 1853.  The first factory was located at 81 Walker Street, in Manhattan, and 
was moved in 1859 to Park Avenue at 53rd Street, the present site of the Seagrams Building, where 
it covered a whole block.  All the children, with the exception of Christian Friedrich Theodor, who 
had remained in Germany, worked in the business. 
 
The firm prospered swiftly.  ñOne of the most important improvements introduced by the Steinways 
was the cross-shaped arrangement of the strings.  They also built the first upright instrument (1866) 
which, since it required less space, displaced the square piano.ò  writes Rudolf Cronau (ñThree Cen-
turies of German Life in Americaò). 
 
In 1865, Theodor Steinweg came to America to help manage the family business, which shortly af-
terwards moved to Astoria, Long Island City, where it now comprised an enormous complex on 
Steinway Street. 
 
The Founder, Heinrich Steinway, died on February 7, 1971, in New York. 
 
The Steinways were not and are not only piano builders.  Even during the lifetime of the founder, 
they played an important role in the cultural life of their new homeland.  In 1866, they founded Stein-
way Hall on 14th Street.  The acoustics were excellent, and the hall, the predecessor of Carnegie 
Hall, seated 2000. 
 
The Steinways did not forget their old homeland.  For several years the branch offices which they 
established in Hamburg and Berlin have held piano competitions for young people, following the ex-
ample of Steinway in New York.  The management of the business is now in the hands of three 
Steinway brothersðJohn, Theodore, and Henry. 
 

(Reprinted ñfrom Americansô from Germanyò by Gerard Wilk) 
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In November, the GACC hosted a group of 18 tour guides from Germany.  This was an effort  to promote international 
travel to Louisiana, the Jefferson Convention and Visitors Bureau and the LA Office of Tourism showcased Jefferson 
Parish and the City of Gretna.  The tour began at the GACC, with a welcome given by Councilman-at-large Wayne Rau,            
as acting Mayor.  The group then toured the GACCôs museum and research room.  From there they toured the Gretna 
Historical Society Museum Complex that included the Gretna Green Blacksmith Shop, Louisiana Fire Museum and Kittie 
Strehle House, as well as City Hall and the David Crockett Firehouse.  They ended the tour at the GACC, where they 
enjoyed live music by Dr. Eric Hahn, great conversation in German with Wilma Thompson, Gisela Galjour and Barbara 
VanCalsem and cuisine served by Gattusoôs Restaurant. 


