Sahalie Historical Note #1: Our German Origins in the Turn Verein

Sahalie Ski Club, with a lodge located at Snoqualmie Pass, Washington, has its origins in the
German gymnastics movement of the 1800s. Current club members have only a hazy
understanding about why there is a separate Gymnastics Society that owns the land and the
building at Snoqualmie Pass and how that relates to the ski club. Here is a short summary.
A German by the name of Friedrich Ludwig Jahn is considered the father of modern gymnastics
and the originator of the gymnasiums found in schools and colleges, YMCAs and health clubs
throughout Europe and North America. Back around 1811 he expounded his theories that “a
sound body is a prime requisite for the abode of a sound mind,” and developed a system of
physical and mental exercises called, in German, “turnen,” which means exercise or,
specifically, gymnastics. The Turn Verein was established as an organization that promoted
physical fitness, both outdoors in parks (turnplatz) and in buildings that are now called gyms.
Turn Vereins (“gymnastics unions” or “athletic clubs”) were brought to America with German
immigrants, especially around the 1850s, and spread West with the pioneers.1
The Seattle Turn Verein was organized in 1885 by local German‐Americans for the “absolute
necessity for physical exercise and social activities….”2 The Verein had its first headquarters’
building, known as Turnhalle, at the corner of 4th Ave. and Jefferson St. in Seattle. It was the
only large hall to survive the great 1889 fire, so became the main venue for visiting music and
theater shows in the 1890s. The Seattle Turn Verein Chorus sang during “German Day” at the
Alaska‐Yukon‐Pacific Exposition in 1909.3 The Turn Verein was commonly referred to as the
“Turners.”

During World War I there were significant anti‐German sentiments: “rabid war hysteria” in the
words of one chronicler of the times.4 As a result, the Seattle Turn Verein reorganized and
changed its name to the Seattle Gymnastics Society in 1918. In the 1920s the Society had a
headquarters building and gymnasium at a new Turnhalle located at 8th and Olive in downtown
Seattle (just south of the current Greyhound terminal).5 The Society appears to have been an
all‐male club; the women’s auxiliary was known as Turnschwestern.6
In addition to gymnastics, a subset of Society members were interested in skiing and made their
way to Snoqualmie Pass either by train or, beginning in 1931, by the old road (U.S. route 10)
when it began being plowed regularly. Many of these early skiers were actually ski jumpers,
which was the first focus of skiing at the Pass. They cut a deal with the Northern Pacific Railway
Company to purchase part of the “checkerboard” land given to the railroad as part of the U.S.
government’s promotion of Western development.7 (As an aside, Northern Pacific sold 900,000
acres of its checkerboard lands to a guy named Weyerhauser in 1900 for $6 an acre! I wonder if
Frederick W. was a member of a Turn Verein back in his then‐home‐town of St. Paul,
Minnesota?)
They built the first portion of a lodge on this property in time for the 1931/’32 winter season,
and finished it in the summer of ’32. The original deed to the land at the Pass was signed on
July 15, 1932. Interestingly, the land was deeded to the Seattle Turn Verein at that time, even
though it hadn’t officially gone by that name since 1918. It wasn’t until 1959 that the deed was
corrected (or updated) to convey the land to the Seattle Gymnastics Society (newly reorganized
based on long‐time members of Sahalie); Northern Pacific Railway re‐signed the deed in 1959
to ensure that the title and ownership were clearly transferred. I suspect that Stan Atwood Sr.
was behind this move to ensure proper title.8
The ski club came out of the Ski Section of the Turners and was called the Commonwealth Ski
Club (probably named after Commonwealth Creek which ran through the new property). Merle
Throssell Patchell talks in her brief summary of Sahalie’s history (written in 1981)9 about how
she came up with the idea to rename the club Sahalie, using the Chinook Indian jargon word
meaning high places, above, sky, top or uppermost. This name‐change happened in 1936.10
The Turnverein was noted in the newspapers in 1927 as “disposing of its own hall,”11 which
might explain how it was able to hire a prominent architect and build a ski lodge in 1931. The
Turnverein Hall in Seattle was razed in 193012 and the “father” organization of the ski club
seems to have gone into steep decline thereafter; it sponsored a soccer team through 1935 and
still appeared in a list of German clubs in 1937, but its heyday had passed and it disappeared
completely from further record.13 Memory still lingered, at least through 1940, when Bill
Smith’s membership card referred to “Sahalie Ski Club of the Seattle Turnverein.” That is the
final reference to the old German organization that I can find.

The original lodge at the Pass burned to the foundation in 1943; it was rebuilt after the war.
The ski club carried on, to this day.
Now back to the Turners. Turn Verein clubs abound
today, especially in Germany where they are the dominant
health club or equivalent of YMCAs or special gymnastics
clubs; Google “turnverein” to see a ton of links and
images from modern gymnastics clubs throughout
Germany. In the U.S., the heyday of the Turn Vereins
appears to have been from 1880 through the 1920s. A
U.S. postage stamp was issued in 1948 commemorating
the centennial of the Turners in this country (see photos at
end of this article). Quite a few Turn Vereins are still well
established, most often now going by the name Turners;
examples include the clubs in Milwaukee, WI (http://www.milwaukeeturners.org/ ),
Sacramento, CA (http://www.sacramentoturnverein.com/ ), Denver, CO
(http://www.denverturnverein.org/ ) and Springfield, MA (http://rhb.110mb.com/ ). The
American Turners, based in Louisville, Kentucky, is the official national organization,
coordinating tournaments and other events among 54 member clubs (see:
http://www.americanturners.com ). Both in Germany and in the States, many of these clubs
are serious gymnastics promoters, boasting members who have gone on to compete in the
Olympics. Many of them also are clearly social clubs as well as promoters of athletics. Sahalie
fits well into this mosaic. Even though Rick Swanson tried to hijack its origins to fit a
Scandinavian story in the late 1990s, Sahalie Ski Club and, even more, the Seattle Gymnastics
Society are deeply rooted in Deutschland.
A good history of the Turn Vereins both in Germany and America appears in the Sacramento
club’s library: http://www.sacramentoturnverein.com/history/history1.asp .
For history of the Seattle Turn Verein, go to:
http://depts.washington.edu/heritage/Organizations/Clubs/turnverein.pdf .
A list of German societies in Seattle in 1924 can be found at:
http://depts.washington.edu/heritage/Organizations/Clubs/gersoc.htm .
‐
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[If you have any comments, corrections or additions to this historical note or if it brings
back any old stories, please let me know, at galvind53@gmail.com . I intend to keep
updating and improving this record of our club and the history around us.]

The huge influx of German immigrants following the revolutions of 1848 in the German states
marked the beginning of the American Turn Vereins or Turners. A U.S. postage stamp was
issued in 1948 commemorating the 100th anniversary.
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