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Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson: An Immigrantõs Journal 

o Materials: 

Á Paper 

Á Pen or Pencil 

 

Background Information/History:  

For many immigrants, just the process of getting to America was an enormous undertaking. Travel was 

expensive, so families saved for a long time to be able to buy a ticket. Sometimes, families would come in 

waves, meaning that someone ð the father or older children ð would leave first. After settling in America 

and finding a job, they would save as much money as they could, sending it back home so that the rest of 

the family could come and join them. 

 

Immigrants usually traveled in the steerage of the ship. The steerage was in the deepest part of the ship, 

where it was dark and bad smelling because there was no fresh air. In the steerage, immigrants slept in 

narrow bunks stacked three high. There were no showers or even a table off which to eat. Instead, food 

was served from huge kettles. Each family was issued a dinner pail out of which everyone ate. 

 

Activity/Lesson 1: An Immigrantõs Journal 

This activity is simply a sensory exercise.  

 

Close your eyes and imagine you are traveling to America. Though it is the middle of the day, you are stuck 

in the dark steerage of the ship because it is raining outside. Feel the motion of the ship as it crashes over 

the waves. It is dark and you cannot see to play. With all the other immigrant passengers also stuck down 

there with you, there is little room to move around. Smell the stench of more than one hundred people who 

havenõt bathed in weeks crowded around you. There is also the strong odor of the chamber pots, your 

òindoor bathrooms.ó Babies are screaming, hungry and restless. Next to you, someone coughs a rattling 

cough ð he has become ill during the journey.  

 

Use descriptive words to write a letter to a friend back home telling him or her what it is like to be on the 

ship. Using your five senses ð sight, smell, taste, touch, and sound ð to explain your experience of the 

journey.  

 

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

English Language Arts B.4.1 ð Create or produce writing to communicate with different audiences for a 

variety of purposes. 

¶ Write expressive pieces in response to reading, viewing, and life experiences (narratives, 

reflections, and letters) employing descriptive detail and a personal voice. 



Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson 1: Newspaper Article 

o Materials needed:  

Á Lined paper 

Á Pen or Pencil 

¶ Activity/Lesson 2: Advertising Poster 

o Materials needed:  

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Printed Worksheet 

Background/History: 

Houdini was a genius at self-promotion, meaning he 

knew how to get people to notice him, getting publicity 

for his shows and making a name for himself with the 

public. Early on in his career, Houdini would advertise 

his upcoming performances at a local theater by 

challenging local police officials to lock him up in their 

most secure handcuffs and jail cells. Houdini always 

escaped within minutes. This surprised, and sometimes 

embarrassed the police officials, but it also made a 

good story for the newspaper to report. In this way, 

Houdini got free advertising. The jail break stunt almost always made the local news and resulted in big 

ticket sales for Houdiniõs performances.  

 

Later, Houdini used his straight jacket (a garment that was used in the late 1800s and early 1900s to 

restrain people considered to be òcriminallyó insane, a 

danger to themselves and others) escape to promote his 

shows. He took the escape outside and attracted crowds 

as large as 80,000 people. The crowds packed the 

streets, blocking traffic, and watched from windows in the vicinity as Houdiniõs assistants hoisted him up 

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

Marketing D.8.5 ð Give examples to show how media may influence the behavior and decision-making 

of individuals and groups. 

Social Studies E.4.10 ð Give examples and explain how the media may influence opinions, choices, and 

decisions. 

English Language Arts B.4.1 ð Create or produce writing to communicate with different audiences for a 

variety of purposes. 

¶ Write nonfiction and technical pieces (summaries, messages, informational essays, basic 

directions, instructions, simple reports) that convey essential details and facts and provide 

accurate representations of events and sequences. 

Art E.4.3 ð Communicate basic ideas by producing popular images and objects, such as folk art, 

traditional arts and crafts, popular arts, mass media, and consumer products. 

Art F.4.2 ð Know that art techniques are used in mass media. 

Art F.8.3 ð Interpret visual messages in advertisements, news and entertainment programs. 

1: Houdini performs his upside-down straight jacket escape above 

a street full of onlookers. Radner Collection at the History 

Museum at the Castle. 



to the top of a skyscraper or newspaper building. Dangling upside down above the thousands watching, 

Houdini would escape from his straight jacket. The struggle always made the evening newspaper. 

 

Houdini also advertised his shows by putting posters and flyers up around town and calling the press to 

previews. Houdini would promise to escape from a packing crate secured with locks and chains. But that 

was not all, the crate would be dropped into the local river, and Houdini had to escape before drowning. As 

with his upside-down straight jacket escapes, thousands of people would gather to watch this free 

performance. The newspaper covered the story, and Houdini promised more impressive tricks at his shows 

at the local theater. People wondering what other òmiraclesó Houdini could perform would buy a ticket to 

see for themselves. 

 

Activity/Lesson 1: Newspaper Article 

Click on this link (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3r8qr-p9z5g) to watch a video of Houdini performing 

his upside-down straight jacket escape above a crowded street.  

 

Pretend you are a newspaper reporter writing an article for the Our Town Newspaper. What would you 

report about Houdini and his òpublicity stuntó? Would your report mention Houdiniõs upcoming 

performance at the local theater? Would the article encourage the public to buy tickets to that show? Why 

or why not? How did the crowd react to his stunt? What sounds did you hear? What do you think Houdini 

was thinking about during his stunt? 

 

Write a short article (approximately 1 page) that addresses the above questions.  

 

Remember, a good newspaper reporter answers the following questions in his or her stories: 

¶ Who?  

¶ What?  

¶ When?  

¶ Where?  

¶ Why?  

¶ How?   

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3r8qr-p9z5g


Activity/Lesson 2: Advertising Poster 

Look at this advertising poster for Houdini and answer the following questions. 

 

 
 

  



Name: ______________________________________________________________   Date: ______________ 

 

1. What are the main colors used in the poster? What feelings do the colors make you have? Are they 

exciting, fun, drab, dreary, sad, upsetting, interesting, etc.? 

 

 

 

 

2. Does the poster present its message mostly with pictures, mostly in words, or with both? 

 

 

 

 

3. Who was the audience for the poster? (Who would see it?) 

 

 

 

 

4. What do you think Houdini hoped the poster would do? 

 

 

 

 

5. Do you think the poster was effective? Did it do the job it was intended to do? What made it a good 

poster or what made it an ineffective poster? 

 

 

 

 

 

Draw your own advertising poster for Houdini. Use colors you believe will attract and interest people and 

may wish to use symbols such as broken chains or open locks to demonstrate Houdiniõs talent as an 

escape artist. Remember, the purpose of the poster would be to get people to buy tickets to Houdiniõs 

shows. 

 

 



Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson 1: Appleton in the 1870s ð City Directory 

o Materials needed:  

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Printed Worksheet 

¶ Activity/Lesson 2: Appleton in the 1870s ð Birdõs Eye View Map 

o Materials needed:  

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Printed Worksheet 

¶ Activity/Lesson 3: Appleton in the 1870s ð Create a Tourism Brochure 

o Materials: 

Á Digital method:  

¶ Computer or tablet 

¶ Program such as Microsoft Publisher 

Á Paper method:  

¶ 1 piece of computer paper, folded into thirds to look like a brochure 

¶ Colored Pencils or Markers 

Background/History: 

Houdini came to Appleton in 1878. He arrived with his mother and brothers to join his father, Mayer 

Samuel Weiss, who had already emigrated from Hungary and found a job as rabbi of Appletonõs Jewish 

congregation. Houdini lived in Appleton for only four years, however, during that short time, much was 

happening in this little town.  

 

In 1856, workers completed construction of the Fox Canal. This canal allowed ships to travel the length of 

the Fox River from Green Bay to Lake Winnebago. Locks raised or lowered the water level so that boats 

could safely and easily pass over rapids of falls. The Canal increased travel and commerce (the 

transportation of goods to market) and opened the Fox Cities for growth.  

 

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

Social Studies A.4.5 ð Use atlases, databases, grid systems, charts, graphs, and maps to gather 

information about the local community, Wisconsin, the United States, and the world. 

Social Studies B.8.1 ð Interpret the past using a variety of sources, such as biographies, diaries, 

journals, artifacts, eyewitness interviews, and other primary source materials, and evaluate the 

credibility of sources used. 

Social Studies B.8.4 ð Compare and contrast changes in contemporary life with life in the past by 

looking at social, economic, political roles played by individuals and groups. 

Social Studies D.4.3 ð Identify local goods and services that are part of the global economy and explain 

their use in Wisconsin. 

English Language Arts A.4.3 ð Read and discuss literary and nonliterary texts in order to understand 

the human experience. 

¶ Identify and summarize main ideas and key points from literature, informational texts, and other 

print and non-print sources. 

English Language Arts E.4.3 ð Create products appropriate to audience and purpose 

Create simple advertising messages and graphics appropriate for familiar media. 



Also in the mid 1850s, the lumbering industry became very big in Wisconsin. Lumberjacks worked 

tirelessly to harvest lumber from Wisconsin forests. After processing at a sawmill, the lumber was then 

transported via the Fox Canal and connecting waterways to destinations like Chicago where it was used to 

build homes and businesses. In fact, the loggers cut so much lumber that by 1890 all the virgin pine in 

Wisconsin (except for that on the Menominee Reservation) was gone. 

 

Finally, the 1850s and 1860s were a time when Wisconsin wheat farmers faced a crisis. Before these 

times, Wisconsin farmers grew a lot of wheat. However, as settlers moved farther west, they discovered 

that the Plains states ð like Nebraska, North and South Dakota ð provided a better environment for 

growing wheat. As a result, wheat farming moved farther west and the grist mills used for grinding wheat 

into flour were converted into paper mills. With the resources of water power from the Fox River and wood 

from Wisconsin forests, the Fox Cities seemed the perfect place for the papermaking industry to take root.  

 

The following excerpt is from the 1874 Appleton City Directory. It will be useful in lessons 1 and 3.  

 

In our review of the Appleton of today, we shall speak first of all of the water-power. The Fox River is 

almost unparalleled for the amount of its water-power within so short a distance, and so perfectly 

available . . .  

 

This immense power is natureõs great gift to Appleton . . . capable of yielding millions of dollars of 

yearly income . . . The growth of the city has been steady, rapid and healthful. [The water power now 

runs] two large wood pulp mills, three saw mills, four flouring and grist mills, two foundries and 

machine shops, three hub and spoke factories, two tanneries, one chair and bedstead factory, one 

pump factory, one sash, door and blind factory, one paper mill, one blast furnace, and two planing 

mills . . . 

 

Such a thing as a vacant store is scarcely known . . . The retail trade of the city is very large . . . Here 

the farmer finds ready sale for everything that his farm produces, and in return can purchase 

anything his heart desires . . . There are more than one hundred places of business . . . 

 

 [Lawrence Universityõs] over 400 boys and girls yearly receive sound and thorough instruction . . . 

Next in importance stands the Appleton Collegiate Institute . . . It possesses a fine school property, 

and, under a very competent faculty of teachers, is likely to be a success. The public school system 

is advancing towards perfection, although so rapid is the growth of the population that it is with 

difficulty that school room can be provided for all the scholars. Each ward has its school-house, and 

the course of instruction is very thoroughly graded. What Appleton now needs, to complete this 

system, is a high-school . . . [I]t is probable that, in a few years, Appleton will possess a high-school, 

equal in all respects to those of her sister cities. 

 

In a moral and social point of view Appleton has always held a first rank. The first settlers were 

people of more than ordinary intelligence, and with settled religious habits, and they have been 

followed by a better class than usually falls to the lot of new places, so that today more people of 

refinement and culture can be found in Appleton than in any other city of equal size in the State. 

Like the great majority of Wisconsin towns the foreign element constitutes a large part of the 

population . . . The foreign population is at this time greater than the American; the total population 

being about 7,000 . . . 

 

In 1860 the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad was extended to Appleton and Green Bay . . . In 

1872 a railway was opened to Manitowoc, but the station being placed so far from the city, it has 



not as yet proved much benefit. The Milwaukee and Northern Railway, having laid its track to 

Menasha, proposed to extend the same to the water-power at Appleton, if the city would aid them. 

This aid the city willingly granted, but for some reason, the track has not yet been laid. 

 

Here we must leave our brief resume of the past history and present growth of Appleton, leaving to 

some future historian to carry on the work and tell of the greater things to come. Perhaps he will 

look with contempt upon our boastfulness over the present things, but however great Appleton may 

become in the future, no one can view with contempt the scene that meets our eye this bright May 

morning. 

 

  



Activity/Lesson 1: Appleton in the 1870s ð City Directory 

Name: _________ ____________________________________________________ Date: _______________ 

1. After reading the excerpt from the 1874 City Directory, create a list of the features of the city about 

which the author writes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. According to the author, how does Appleton in the 1870s compare with other cities of the day? Cite 

evidence to support your answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Do you think this description of the city would encourage people to settle in Appleton? Why or why 

not? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Does the City Directoryõs description mention any negative characteristics of the city of Appleton? 
Why do you suppose this is? Consider the description provided.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Can you imagine any negatives that could accompany any of the positive features mentioned? If so, 

list them. The description says that a high school will be built soon. That means that without a high 

school, the education of most children stopped around the seventh grade. 

  



Activity/Lesson 2: Appleton in the 1870s ð Birdõs Eye View Map 

Look at the 1874 Birdõs Eye View map of Appleton.  

1. Can you find any of the industries, businesses, or educational institutions mentioned in the City 

Directory description?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Can you see any other streets or landmarks familiar to you today?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Choose a block of Downtown College Ave. or another area of the city (such as your neighborhood) of 

which to draw a modern-day Birdõs Eye View map. Use a separate sheet of paper. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. The 1874 map provided names of land owners or business owners, and it served as a record of the 

community. Can you imagine a public map showing that information today? Why or why not?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Are you able to provide that information on your Birdõs Eye View map drawing? If not, what does 
that say about our community? Is it a good or a bad thing? 

 

 

 



  



Activity/Lesson 3: Appleton in the 1870s ð Create a Tourism Brochure 

Create a brochure promoting Appleton as a good place to live. Choose some of the qualities mentioned in 

the City Directoryõs description of the city. Draw pictures, take pictures around the city, or find pictures 

online to illustrate these features and create a slogan that you think will draw people to Appleton. Your 

brochure can also include short descriptions of the cityõs features you are highlighting. 

Glossary 

Unparalleled ð Unequalled  

Immense ð Huge, enormous 

Capable ð Able to 

Grist mills ð Mills that grind grains into flour 

Foundries ð Factories where metal is melted and poured into molds  

Tanneries ð Leatherworking factories 

Sash ð The frame of a door or window 

Planing mills ð A mill where lumber is made smooth and level 

Scarcely -- Hardly 

Sound ð Complete 

Competent -- Capable 

Probable -- Likely 

Respects ð Ways, manners 

Settled religious habits ð In other words, the settlers were religious people. They probably attended church 

or synagogue regularly. 

Refinement ð Good manners and good taste 

Extended ð Added on to, lengthened 

Proposed ð Suggested 

Resume -- Summary 

Contempt ð An attitude that someone or something is inferior or worthless 

Boastfulness ð The act of being full of pride, bragging 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson 1: Child Labor in the 19th century 

o Materials needed:  

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Printed Worksheet 

¶ Activity/Lesson 2: Child Labor in Recent History 

o Materials needed:  

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Printed Worksheet 

¶ Activity/Lesson 3: Child Labor Today 

o Materials needed:  

Á Research materials such as books, photographs, or the internet 

Á Computer (optional, if you want them to do online research and describe their findings on the 

computer) 

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Paper 

Background/History: 

Because Houdiniõs family struggled to make ends meet, Houdini helped out by doing odd jobs, such as 

selling newspapers, shining shoes, and working in factories. Houdini worked long hours, even as a young 

child, which meant that he did not spend much time in school. Houdini was not alone as a child laborer. 

Through the 1800s and into the early 1900s, child labor was not at all uncommon, especially for 

immigrant children whose families were new to life in the United States and were often among the poorest 

city-dwellers. What kinds of jobs did child laborers have? What were the factories or òsweat shopsó where 

they worked like? Study the picture below to get a sense of the life of a child laborer. 

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

Social Studies B.4.1 ð Identify and examine various sources of information that are used for 

constructing an understanding of the past, such as artifacts, documents, letters, diaries, maps, 

textbooks, photos, paintings, architecture, oral presentations, graphs, and charts. 

Social Studies E.4.6 ð Give examples of group and institutional influences such as laws, rules, and peer 

pressure on people, events, and culture. 

Family and Consumer Education A.1 ð Identify several contributions the family makes in meeting family 

membersõ needs for food, clothing, shelter, and economic resources; encouraging development of all 

family members throughout life; and taking action to improve conditions in the home, workplace, 

neighborhood, community, and world. 

English Language Arts F.4.1 ð Conduct research and inquiry on self-selected or assigned topics, issues, 

or problems and use an appropriate form to communicate their findings 

¶ Propose research by formulating initial questions, narrowing the focus of a topic, identifying prior 

knowledge, and developing a basic plan for gathering information. 

¶ Conduct research by identifying, locating, exploring, and effectively using multiple sources of 

information appropriate to the inquiry, including print, non print, and electronic sources. 



Activity/Lesson 1: Child Labor in the 19th Century 

Teenage sweat shop workers cutting neck ties. Houdini also worked in the sweat shops as a neck tie 

cutter. 

 

Study the photograph for a couple of minutes to form an overall impression of it.  

 

Use the chart below to list people, objects, and activities in the photograph then answer the questions. 

 

People Objects Activities 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   
 

 

 



1. Do you think that this picture was taken in a large factory or in a small òsweat shop?ó Cite evidence 

to support your answer. 

 

 

 

 

2. What kind of working conditions do you note in this photo? List three things about the conditions 

pictured here. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What about the work might be difficult? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Do you think that these teenagers attend school? Explain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. In 1916, after this photo was taken, the Keating-Owen Child Labor Act placed restrictions on the 

employment of children. This act stated that children must be sixteen years old in order to work in a 

mine or quarry and fourteen years old in order to work in a mill, cannery, workshop, factory, or 

manufacturing establishment. It also said that children between the ages of 14 and 16 working in 

mills, canneries, workshops, factories, or manufacturing establishments could not work more than 

eight hours a day or more than six days a week. They also could not work between 7 p.m. and 6 

a.m. How do you think that the Keating-Owen Child Labor Act might have changed the lives of these 

teenagers? 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Activity/Lesson 2: Child Labor In Recent History 

Read the WGBA-TV news story about child labor at Taco Bell reprinted below: 

 

(WLUK) Tuesday, January 21st 2020 -- The owner of more than 40 Wisconsin fast food restaurants 

is being fined for child labor violations. 

 

Manna Inc. is a Kentucky-based company franchisee of Wendy's and Fazoli's stores. 

The U.S. Department of Labor says 14- and 15-year-old employees at some of the company's 

locations worked outside of legally approved hours. Restaurants in Green Bay, Ashwaubenon, 

Appleton, Fond du Lac, Manitowoc and Sheboygan have all been cited in this investigation. 

 

State labor leaders say the laws should be strictly enforced to protect children. "Child labor laws are 

very similar in Wisconsin to the federal laws," said Jim Chiolino of the Wisconsin Department of 

Workforce Development. "Basically, we set some limits on hours that children under 16 can work 

and then there are hazardous types of work that minors would not be able to do those types of 

work." 

 

Teens ages 14 and 15 are only allowed to work 3 hours on school days between 7 a.m. and 7 p.m., 

and no more than eight hours on non-school days. 

 

"The hour limitations are meant to allow students to succeed in school and we don't want kids to be 

exploited," said Chiolino. 

 

The company is now required to pay $157,114 in fines.1 

 

 

1. What is the date of this article? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What are the accusations against Manna Inc? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What is Manna Incõs relationship to Wendyõs and Fazoliõs? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 !ƳōŜǊ [ǳŎƪŜǘǘΣ άhǿƴŜǊ ƻŦ !ǊŜŀ wŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘǎ CƛƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ±ƛƻƭŀǘƛƴƎ /ƘƛƭŘ [ŀōƻǊ [ŀǿǎΣέ CƻȄ мм bŜǿǎΣ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нмΣ нлнлΣ 
https://fox11online.com/news/business/owner-of-area-restaurants-fined-for-violating-child-labor-laws 

https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/whd/whd20200117-0
https://fox11online.com/news/business/owner-of-area-restaurants-fined-for-violating-child-labor-laws


4. What does the author of the article claim the restaurants did to violate the law? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. What questions does this article raise for you? Where could you look for the answers? 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Are you aware of any other examples of child labor law violations? If so, describe the case. 

 

 

 

 

 

7. What might happen if there was no child labor legislation? How might child labor affect a boy or 

girlõs life ð their education, family relationships, relationships with friends, etc.? 

 

 

 

 

 



Activity/Lesson 3: Child Labor Today 

There are nations, such as India, that rely heavily on child labor.  

1. Using the internet, books, and documents such as photographs, investigate the problem of child 

labor in India or another country (including the United States).  

2. Describe the problem and propose possible solutions. Look into the ways that children are 

empowering themselves to make a change, as in the Indian childrenõs union, Bhima Sangha, a 

union of, by, and for working children.  

 

 

 



Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson: Classroom Vaudeville Show 

o Materials needed:  

Á Props students may need for their performances 

Background/History: 

While playing at the Palmgarden Beer Hall in St. Paul, Minnesota, Houdini and his wife were discovered by 

a man named Martin Beck. Beck was the owner of several Vaudeville theaters. Vaudeville was a popular 

form of entertainment in the mid-1800s through the 1920s. Although it seems strange to us today, dime 

museums and some other theaters allowed customers to smoke and drink during the show. Vaudeville 

theaters did not permit such behavior. They tried to be respectable. They also did not allow the use of 

vulgarity ð swearing, or distasteful material, in the performersõ acts. Vaudeville shows were for a family 

audience. Like dime museums, vaudeville shows were made up of a variety of acts (kind of like a talent 

show). In fact, a normal vaudeville show included eight to ten acts and lasted for three hours. The 10-30 

minute acts might include singers, dancers, comedians, strong men, actors, musicians, and magicians. 

 

Teachers may wish to check out some vaudeville acts on YouTube. Some vaudevillians used racial and 

ethnic òjokesó in their routines and you will want to determine which acts are appropriate for your class.  

  

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

Theater E.4.4 ð Create publicity for a dramatic presentation 

Theater E.4.6 ð Rehearse and perform a scene or play for peers and invited guests. 

Social Studies B.4.1 ð Identify and examine various sources of information that are used for 

constructing an understanding of the past, such as artifacts, documents, letters, diaries, maps, 

textbooks, photos, paintings, architecture, oral presentations, graphs, and charts. 

Social Studies B.4.7 ð Identify and describe important events and famous people in Wisconsin and 

United States History. 



Activity/Lesson: Classroom Vaudeville Show 

Help your students to organize a talent or vaudeville show. Students who feel comfortable can 

demonstrate a variety of talents ð singing (or lip-syncing), dancing, comedy, doing impressions, playing an 

instrument, etc.  

 

1. Collect the names of students participating in the talent show. Ask them to share with the class 

what their talent will be. As a class, come up with slogans for the performers as shown above (e.g. 

òMasters of the Xylophoneó or òThe Smartest Simians . . . Not ôAmong the Bestõ but Actually ôThe 

Very Bestõ.ó) 

2. After coming up with these slogans together, have each student use them to create a playbill for 

their variety show. On our playbill, Houdini appears as the òheadliner,ó meaning he got òtop billingó 

(his name was the biggest on the playbill.) Students can use the name of their own act as the 

headliner or choose to headline a classmateõs act if they are not entered in the talent show. 

3. Students should observe the same rules as were observed in vaudeville theaters ð performers 

should make sure that their acts are in ògood tasteó ð in other words, student comedians should 

not make jokes about their classmates, and songs should not include any swearing, etc. The time 

for each act should be limited by the teacher (in vaudeville acts lasted 10-30 minutes). The teacher 

may want to limit performances to 3 minutes or so. 

 

Online Variation:  

¶ Have students make a YouTube playlist of their acts. 

¶ Have students each make a 20-second TikTok 

¶ Have students upload their act to another form of social media and make a hashtag so all of their 

performances go to one spot.  

 



Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson: Discussion 

o Materials (optional):  

Á Whiteboard and marker (if you want to make a list, bubble diagram, etc. during the 

discussion) 

 

Background/History: 

Before Houdini became famous, he performed his magic for the òlowest rungó of the entertainment 

industry: circuses, medicine and burlesque shows, and dime museums. These were not seen as 

respectable forms of entertainment by the middle and upper classes, so they catered to the working 

classes. This meant that admission prices were low, and in some cases so was the quality of the act. 

 

Houdini spent a lot of time performing in dime museums. These were theater-museums that charged 10¢ 

admission (less than $3 today). Early dime museums exhibited works of art and natural wonders, but by 

the 1880s, dime museums also relied on live shows to entertain the audiences. They created a circus-like 

atmosphere with what amounted to òside shows.ó In other words, professional showmen like P.T. Barnum 

(of the Barnum and Bailey Circus) put people who had unusual talents or physical features on exhibit and 

charged admission for the public to see what they called òfreaks and geeks.ó  

 

Today, the term òfreaksó is not seen as a kind or appropriate word to use, but in Houdiniõs day, many 

people used this word when talking about a person who had a physical disability or abnormality. For 

example, a person born without arms, who used their feet to do the things others would usually do with 

hands, might be termed a òfreak.ó òGeeks,ó another term seen as offensive today, described performers 

who did not have a physical disability but had an unusual talent, like a snake charmer. Today we know that 

it is offensive to single people out with disabilities or unusual characteristics as òhuman curiosities.ó Just 

because someone is different from you does not make gawking at them right, and it certainly doesnõt 

mean that they are any less intelligent, sensitive, or talented than you may be. 

 

We would say that to single someone out as a òfreakó or ògeekõ and to put him or her on display is wrong, 

but there were some advantages for side show performers of Houdiniõs era. First, side show performers 

(òfreaksó) were often well-paid, better than the ògeeksó or other dime museum variety performers like 

magicians, or singers and dancers. Working in a side show provided a job opportunity for people with 

disabilities at a time when there werenõt many jobs open for them. The pay helped them to support their 

families and even made some famous side show performers rich. One example is Tom Thumb, a man who 

had a medical condition known as dwarfism that prevented him from growing more than 25 inches tall. 

With P.T. Barnum promoting him, Tom Thumb became an international star, rich and famous.  

 

Houdini became close friends with many side show performers and came to appreciate the differing 

abilities that we all have. According to one author, ò[Houdini] did enjoy knowing the freaks. They were the 

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

Health F.4.3 ð Describe and demonstrate ways to communicate care, consideration, and respect for 

themselves and others 

Health F.4.4 ð Describe and demonstrate attentive-listening skills to build and maintain healthy 

relationships 

Social Studies E.4.9 ð Explain how people learn about others who are different from themselves 



museum stars, capable of drawing large crowds and matching salaries. Harry worked with and befriended 

Count Orloff, the atrophied òHuman Window Paneó (òYou Can See His Heart Beat! You Can See His Blood 

Circulate!), who gave him a picture and autograph -- òTo my friend Houdinis [sic].ó He also got to know 

Unthan, the armless wonder who could play the violin with his toes, and Thardo, a beautiful woman who 

submitted herself to repeated rattlesnake bites . . . He corresponded and kept in touch and developed long 

term friendships with them.ó (Silverman, p.11) 

 

Activity/Lesson: Discussion 

Since the time Houdini performed alongside side-show performers, people have learned a lot about being 

sensitive to people who are different from themselves. With your class, hold a think-aloud discussion about 

what it means to be sensitive to other people and treat them with respect. You may want to record your 

classõs responses using a bubble diagram. When you have completed your brainstorming, look over the 

suggestions below on òdisability etiquetteó given by the Eastern Paralyzed Veterans Association. These 

suggestions can help us all to be better friends.  

 

1. Say òperson with a disabilityó rather than òdisabled person.ó In this way you put the person first. If 
you know the specific disability, such as cerebral palsy, you can say òperson with cerebral palsy.ó If 

youõre not sure what words to use, just ask. Try not to use words that are outdated, like 

òhandicappedó or òcrippled.ó 

2. Ask Before You Help ð Donõt assume that a person with a disability always needs help. Often people 

with disabilities can get around just find and they appreciate being treated like independent people. 

If it seems like someone needs help, ask him or her before helping. If he or she says yes, ask how 

you can help before acting. 

3. Think Before You Speak ð Always speak directly to a person with a disability. Donõt try to 

communicate with him or her through someone else, like a companion, aide, or sign language 

interpreter. Just talk to people with disabilities as you would with anybody else.  

4. Donõt Make Assumptions ð People with disabilities know best what they can and cannot do. Donõt 

make decisions for them about participating in activities. In other words, donõt automatically 

exclude a friend with a disability because you think that he or she canõt participate. Let your friend 

judge for himself what he can and canõt do. 

5. Wheelchair users are people, not equipment. Donõt ask a wheelchair user to hold your coat; they 
are not a coat rack. Finally, donõt push or touch a personõs wheelchair. It is part of his or her 

personal space. When speaking to a wheelchair user, grab a chair and sit at their level. 

6. When you approach someone who is blind, identify yourself before making physical contact. Tell 

him or her your name and role (like òHi, itõs Joe, your classmateó) if appropriate. You may help a 

person who is blind by offering to read written information to him or her. 

7. People who are blind use their arms for balance, so offer your arm ð donõt grab ð if he or she needs 

guidance. If the person has a guide dog, walk on the side opposite the dog. As you are walking, 

describe the setting, noting any obstacles, such as stairs or a big crack in the sidewalk. Donõt touch 

the personõs cane or guide dog. The dog is working and needs to concentrate, and the cane is a 

part of the individualõs personal space.  

8. Before speaking to a person who is deaf or hard of hearing, make sure that you have his or her 

attention and that he or she can clearly see your mouth. This will help him or her to read your lips if 

necessary. Rephrase, rather than repeat, sentences that the person doesnõt understand. Speak 

clearly and avoid chewing gum. 

9. Remember ð people with disabilities are individuals with families, jobs, hobbies, likes and dislikes, 

and problems and joys.  

 



Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson: The Immigrant Processing Station Worksheet  

o Materials needed:  

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Printed worksheet 

Á Image of Immigrants Landing at Castle Garden in 1878 (optional) 

Background/History: 

Many immigrants started their life in America in New York City. There were other ports where immigrant 

ships docked ð ports like San Francisco, California and Charleston, South Carolina, but New York City 

stations processed a significant number of immigrants coming to America in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries.  

 

In 1855, the first central immigrant processing station in New York was established at Castle Garden. 

Located at the southern point of Manhattan Island, the building had once been used as a fort and later as 

a concert hall and tea garden. In 1890, Ellis Island replaced Castle Garden as New Yorkõs official 

Immigrant entry point. 

 

It was at Castle Garden that immigrants officially entered the United States. There, they were questioned 

and inspected. The government wanted to make sure that people with contagious diseases or with no 

money and little hope of finding a job did not enter the country. In this way, the government hoped to 

minimize the number of people depending on charity to survive and to prevent the spread of diseases 

among Americans. The government also collected information about immigrants at the processing centers. 

This helped the government to keep track of who entered the country, where they came from, and what 

their occupations were. Ehrich Weiss, later known as Houdini, entered the country at Castle Garden as a 

four-year old boy in 1878. 

 

  

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

English Language Arts A.4.1 ð Use effective reading strategies to achieve their purposes in reading. 

Discern how written texts and accompanying illustrations connect to convey meaning. 

English Language Arts A.4.3 ð Read and discuss literary and non literary texts in order to understand 

human experience. 

¶ Identify and summarize main ideas and key points from literature, informational texts, and other 

print and non-print sources. 

English Language Arts A.4.4 ð Read to acquire information. 

¶ Summarize key details of informational texts, connecting new information to prior knowledge. 

Social Studies B.4.1 ð Identify and examine various sources of information that are used for constructing 

an understanding of the past, such as artifacts, documents, letters, diaries, maps, textbooks, photos, 

paintings, architecture, oral presentations, graphs, and charts. 

Social Studies B.4.3 ð Examine biographies, stories, narratives, and folk tales to understand the lives of 

ordinary and extraordinary people, place them in time and context, and explain their relationship to 

important historic events. 



Activity/Lesson: The Immigrant Processing Station 

Read the following excerpts from an article that appeared in an 1870 Harperõs Weekly Magazine. The 

author describes the arrival of new immigrants at Castle Garden and their processing there. 

 

The steamer Holland, from Liverpool, had just arrived, and the steerage passengers were being 

landed. It was a motley, interesting throng. Slowly, one by one, the new-comers passed the two 

officers whose duty it is to register every immigrantõs name, birthplace, and destination in large 

folios ð a work that is often rather more difficult than it would first appear to be. In the first place, 

the officer in charge must be able to speak and understand nearly every language under the sun. 

This, however, can be learned and mastered; but then arises a second difficulty ð the remarkable 

want of intelligence and the constantly recurring misapprehension shown by some of the 

passengers . . .  

 

On they passed, one by one, in single file, till a few steps farther down they came to the desk of the 

so-called ôbooker,õ a clerk of the Railway Association, whose duty it is to ascertain the destination of 

each passenger, and furnish him with a printed slip, upon which this is set forth, with the number 

of tickets wanted, and their cost in currency. Having received this, the passenger is passed over to 

the railway counter; where, if he so desires, he purchases his ticket . . .  

[He] has probably received a letter addressed to him at the Garden . . . or perhaps he desires to 

announce by letter his safe arrival at New York to friends far away. If so, he will find a clerk at his . . 

. desk, ready to write for him and forward his letter free of charge. If there is a letter for him, his 

name is called out loudly . . . If there is money for him, it is paid him promptly, or a ticket is 

purchased for part of it, if the sender so desires . . . If . . . he feels faint and hungry, then there is a 

restaurant over in the corner . . . And if he, finally, wants a thorough ablution before he starts for his 

new Western home, then there is the washroom already mentioned, where cold water, stone 

troughs, and fresh towels invite him to a bath and a change of linen . . .  

 

Outside on the dock, where the passengers are landed, are the baggage-room and scales, where 

his boxes and ôkistesó are weighed and checked according to his ticket . . . [At the Custom-house,] 

there is one lady-inspector, whose duty it is to examine the dresses of suspicious-looking female 

immigrants; and often she makes a rich harvest of laces, pieces of velvet or silk, jewelry, or the like, 

that is concealed upon the person in the most ingenious manner . . .  

 

The Board of Commissioners own on Wardõs Island (a little island in the East River, about five miles 

from the heart of New York) an immigrant refuge and hospital, both always densely peopled. Here, 

immigrants who are without means of subsistence are kept and taken care of at the expense of the 

Board, until such time as assistance may come from their friends in the shape of money or tickets, 

or they can be disposed of as laborers . . . During 1869 there were admitted on the island 11,471 

sick or destitute immigrants, 439 children were born, and 11,356 passengers discharged during 

the same period. On December 31, 1869, there remained in the institution 1959 souls. 

 

On entering the Wardõs Island department we pass through the offices set aside for the reception of 

immigrants by their friends . . . When you find that [your friend] has arrived, you go down to Castle 

Garden to this office, to which there is a separate entrance from the Battery, and there you give to 

the clerk in charge the name of the passenger you are expecting. This will be called out inside the 

rotunda, and if she has been on board, she will be sent to you, when there will be any quantity of 

questions to put and answers to make. It certainly is interesting to witness these meetings, as I did. 

Here is the name of a comely Irish girl called out, she enters blushing, and is the next moment in 

the arms of her faithful sweet-heart, who left her home in Ireland three years ago, and has now sent 



for her to make her his bride. There is kissing and crying and squeezing, and applause from the by-

standers, who for the moment forget that they themselves in a few minutes will probably do the 

same sort of thing . . . Father and son, sister and brother, meet here in fond embraces, with tears of 

joy, after years of absence. What shaking of hands, and assurances of love, and inquiries for those 

dear to the heart, that are still thousands of miles away! 

 

Opposite this building is located the so-called Labor Exchange . . . Not only immigrants, but whoever 

else wants work, can apply here and will generally succeed in finding an employer. Farm-hands and 

mechanics have the best chance, and there are always a number of them to be found there, mostly 

raw hands. Miners from Wales and other places are quite a specialty, and are always in demand. 

Weavers seem also to find ready employment. Next come laborers on railroads, farm-hands, and 

gardeners. There is but a poor chance for office clerks and other nondescripts. Servant girls form a 

great proportion of the work-seekers . . .  

 

In 1869 situations were obtained for no less than 11,673 house servants, 438 cooks, laundresses, 

etc.; and, of the male branch, for 17,250 agricultural and unskilled laborers, and 5594 mechanics 

of various classes . . .  

 

 



The Immigrant Processing Station Worksheet 

 

1. What adjectives does the author use to describe the immigrants? If he uses any words with which 

you are not familiar, look them up in the dictionary. Do these words paint the immigrant in a 

positive or negative light? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What is the first step immigrants must complete upon their arrival? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Describe in one or two sentences how language presents a difficulty for the new comers and the 

officials at the immigration center. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Who is the second official the immigrants meet? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. After changing his money to American dollars and purchasing his railway ticket (if he plans to settle 

outside of New York City), what might the immigrant do next? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Why would immigrants rejoice so much over getting a letter? Who might the new immigrants expect 

to have news from upon their arrival at Castle Garden? What else might be included in the 

envelope? 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

7. What happens to immigrants who have no money or help from friends or family already in America? 

What happens to immigrants who are sick? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Imagine that you are a new immigrant being reunited with family members who had come to 

America in the past? How would you feel to see them again? What would you want to do most with 

your family after being separated from them for a long time? 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Describe the purpose of the Labor Exchange. Is there a similar institution in the United States 

today? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. What seem to be the most popular jobs for immigrant females? For immigrant males? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. If the story was told from the point of view of the immigrant how do you think it might be different? 

  



Image: Immigrants Landing at Castle Garden in 1878 

 
2: Immigrants Landing at Castle Garden in 1878. This illustration was taken from an 1880 Harperôs Weekly Article and 

was drawn by A. B. Shults. 

  



Glossary 

Motley ð Varied. The group was from a wide variety of backgrounds 

Throng ð A large group of people gathered or crowded closely together 

Destination ð The place to which the immigrant is going 

Folios ð A large sheet of paper, folded once in the middle making four òpagesó (two leaves front and back) 

of a book 

Remarkable want of intelligence ð Lack of intelligence (not smart) 

Recurring misapprehension ð Misunderstandings that happen over and over again 

Ascertain ð To find out 

Furnish him with ð Give him 

Upon which this is set forth, with the number of tickets wanted, and their cost in currency ð The slip will 

have the passengerõs destination, the number of train tickets wanted, and the amount they will cost 

printed on it. 

Promptly ð Without delay 

Thorough ablution ð Full cleansing 

Stone troughs ð Stone wash basins 

Linen ð Clothes made from linen 

òKistesó ð Baskets 

She makes a rich harvest of . . . ð She finds a lot of lace, velvet, silk, jewelry, and other expensive 

materials that she confiscates because the immigrants are trying to sneak it in. 

Concealed ð Hidden 

Ingenious ð Clever 

Densely peopled ð Very crowded 

Means of subsistence ð A way to provide food and shelter for themselves 

Assistance ð Help  

Disposed of laborers ð Jobs found for them 

Destitute ð Impoverished 

Discharged ð Released, let go 

Souls ð People 

Reception ð Greeting 

Rotunda ð A large area with a high ceiling, such as a hotel lobby 

When there will be any quantity of questions to put and answers to make ð This refers to people 

reacquainting themselves with friends and relatives by asking and answering questions 

Comely ð Attractive 

Fond embraces ð Loving hugs 

Assurances ð Promises 

Generally ð Usually 

An employer ð In this case, a job 

Raw hands ð Workers without experience 

Ready employment ð Jobs available 

Nondescripts ð Jobs that did not require special skills 

Great proportion ð A large number 



Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson: Invention 

o Materials needed:  

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Printed worksheet 

 

Background/History: 

Even after Houdini achieved fame, he 

changed his act, adding new escapes to 

keep it interesting. Houdini also kept the 

audience interested by letting them 

challenge him with restraints they 

invented. Local manufacturers created 

all sorts of devices they thought could 

hold Houdini ð crates, mail bags, a giant 

football, car wheel chains, a glass box, a 

boiler, and more! Houdini would accept 

a challenge one day, advertise the 

performance in flyers and newspapers, 

and then perform it another day when 

thousands of spectators filled the 

theater after reading about the challenge. Houdini always inspected the challenge device to make sure it 

had not been tampered with (the lock jammed, for example.) Only once was Houdini beat, and that was 

when the challenger jammed the lock of the handcuffs, so that they did not work correctly. Houdini 

escaped every other device that his challengers invented. 

 

 

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

Art B.4.1 ð Understand that artists and cultures throughout history have used art to  communicate ideas 

and to develop functions, structures, and designs. 

Marketing E.4.3 ð Identify a specific problem or concern and evaluate it. 

Marketing E.8.2 ð Apply problem-solving skills to a current issue or concern 

¶ Gather and interpret information about the concern 

¶ Form sound conclusions about what should be done in the situation 

¶ Give reasons to support conclusions 

¶ Evaluate the evidence and reasons used in forming conclusions 

3: Members of the British Women Suffragettes wrap Houdini in a bed of sheets 

and bandages and strap him in as a challenge, 1908. Radner Collection at the 

History Museum at the Castle 



 
4: The Suffragettes' challenge to Houdini. Radner Collection at the History Museum at the Castle 

  

 



Activity/Lesson: Invention 

Do you think you could stump Houdini? Design a device that might have held Houdini. Inventors use the 

following steps when tackling an invention. Use the steps to walk yourself through the process of invention. 

 

1. State the problem. What problem are you trying to solve? solution to the problem will become your 

new invention. 

 

 

 

2. Interview your parents, friends, and/or your teacher to get ideas. Here are some examples of 

questions you could ask them.  

 

What materials might be strong enough to hold Houdini?  

 

 

 

 

Are there any ways to improve upon the devices of other challengers to make them harder to 

escape? For example, could you make the crate out of glass rather than from wood?  

 

 

 

 

Would it be harder for Houdini to escape if people could look in and see what he was doing?  

 

 

 

 

How could you make it harder for Houdini to escape? 

 

 

 

 

3. Now that you have an idea for what kind of device to invent, start to think about the material you 

would need if you were to build it. Make a list of these materials. 

 

 

 

 

4. What does your invention look like? Draw a picture of it. Write a description of how the device 

works. The picture and description will communicate the structure, design, and function of your 

device to your classmates. 

 

 

 

Online Variation: 

Have all students share their inventions on a platform of your choosing (compile them into a PowerPoint or 

Slides presentation, have them make short videos describing their inventions, etc.) and have the class 

vote on which invention they think would work best and why.  



Activities/Lessons:  

¶ Activity/Lesson: Problem Solving 

o Materials needed:  

Á Pen or Pencil 

Á Printed Worksheet 

Background/History: 

 

When Houdini was 17 years old on November 7, 1892, he and his younger brother Theo performed at the 

Wonderland Theater, a dime museum in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. They performed their Mystery Box trick for 

the anxious audience. Larry Wilden writes in his article, òMilwaukeeõs Dime Museums,ó  

In the illusion performed at Wonderland, [Houdiniõs] hands were tied behind his back and he was 

placed in a sack with its mouth securely tied shut. The sack was then placed in a large box which 

was fastened, locked, and tied with more ropes. The brothers worked a new twist into this old trick 

that was more than just the expected escape. A curtain was placed over the box with [Houdini] 

inside. Three seconds later, when it was removed, [Houdini] was standing next to the box. When 

that was unlocked, Theo was inside the sack with his hands tied behind his back. 

 

  

Wisconsin State Curriculum Alignment: 

Marketing E.4.1 ð Give examples that show how the problem-solving process works. 

Marketing E.4.2 ð Explain when problem-solving could or should be used. 

Marketing E.4.3 ð Identify a specific problem or concern and evaluate it. 

Marketing E.8.2 ð Apply problem-solving skills to a current issue or concern. 

¶ Gather and interpret information about the concern. 

¶ Form sound conclusions about what should be done in the situation. 

¶ Give reasons to support conclusions. 

¶ Evaluate the evidence and reasons used in forming conclusions. 

Marketing G.4.3 ð Use adult role models and other resources to learn about problem-solving as it 

relates to work in each of the four broad types of work (human, enterprise, technology, invention). 






























































