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Foreword     
 
Bronner’s Christmas Decorations, located in the small mid-Michigan town of Frankenmuth, is a 
thriving business through which its owners, Wallace and Irene Bronner, strive to promote the 
spirit expressed in the familiar carol, “Joy to the world!  The Lord is come!”  To keep that spirit 
alive throughout the year, doors are open 361 days out of 365. 
 
The fully-carpeted salesroom for the year ’round display of ornaments and gifts (for every season, 
reason and budget) covers a full acre (43,560 square feet).  Each year more than two million 
visitors from the United States and neighboring Canada, as well as from all parts of the world, 
come to Frankenmuth just to wander through this Family CHRISTmas Wonderland.  It is 
estimated that 15,000 people enter Bronner’s on an average weekend day.  That number may 
double on some days during peak seasons.  
 
Bronner’s Family CHRISTmas Wonderland is an apt title, for one sees visitors of all ages 
excited by the dazzling displays -- from babes in arms and wide-eyed children to the elderly and 
infirm in wheelchairs.  Tour buses from many states and provinces visit Bronner’s annually and 
the visitors’ reactions are that of awe and wonder. 
 
Near the entrance one is made aware that the Bronners emphasize the religious aspect of the 
holiday season.  Hanging above a beautiful lighted manger scene is a picture of Jesus knocking 
at the door of the United Nation Building (entitled “Prince of Peace”).  It is a visual reference to 
Revelations 3:20 “Behold I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears my voice and opens the 
door, I will come in.”  Quoting Irene, “As the angels announced to the shepherds in the fields 
near Bethlehem on the eve of Christ’s birth, ‘Peace on earth, good will to men,’ Jesus Christ 
himself is that Prince of Peace and the only hope for a troubled world.  It is in this frame of mind 
that visitors are welcomed to Bronner’s CHRISTmas Wonderland.”  (Coincidentally, 
Revelations 3:20 happens to be Wally’s confirmation text.)   
 
To help carry this message, it is the custom of Bronner’s to include a religious tract with every 
package and piece of mail. 
 
Their motto appears on a plaque at the entrance to the salesroom: 
 

ENJOY CHRISTmas! 
It’s His birthday! 

ENJOY LIFE! 
It’s His way! 
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Origin of the Business   
	  
During a period of a little over three decades, Bronner’s Christmas Decorations has developed 
from the humblest beginning to a company that now designs, produces, distributes, imports and 
exports thousands of items related to Christmas and other festive occasions.  It supplies 
Christmas and all-season decorations for homes, churches, businesses, industries, cities, streets, 
parks, malls, shopping centers, parades and parties. 
 
Contributing to the joy of Christmas throughout the nation and the world, Bronner’s ships 
merchandise, directly or for resale, to every state in the union, to every province in Canada and 
to retail dealers in other countries.  Bronner’s first major export shipment was sent to Myer’s 
Emporium in Australia in 1979.  Also in 1979, Bronner’s shipped a life-size fiberglass nativity 
set to Germany for display at the Nuremberg Fair.  Should one be in the right place at Christmas 
time in Korea, he could see a life-size nativity scene from Bronner’s as well as a life-size Santa 
in his sleigh with reindeer. 
 
In addition to the mammoth display in Frankenmuth, Michigan, a portion of Bronner’s 
decorations and nativity scenes are on sale through Lippe Sales Organization in trade marts in 
New York, Chicago and Los Angeles. 
 
Many people who visit the tremendous display ask questions as to how such a business 
developed and who was responsible.  The actual story could serve as a plot for an author such as 
Horatio Alger (of an earlier period) who wrote many books on the “rags to riches” theme -- 
about boys who started as bootblacks or at other beginning jobs, but, who, through ambition, 
determination, integrity and hard work, achieved places of honor in the business world.  Wallace 
Bronner (better known as “Wally”) could not fit into the “rags” class as a young boy; however, 
he started as a sign-painter on cardboard and wood in the basement of the home of his parents, 
Herman and Ella Bronner, in 1943 -- at the age of sixteen.  His artistic nature was first expressed 
in a nativity scene display piece for his parents, when he was only twelve.  This piece and his 
first watercolor, a winter scene, entered in an art show sponsored by the Zehnder family in the 
late forties, are now displayed in a room called the Program Center in the Bronner’s Decorations 
building. 
 
During the early years when Wally was actually beginning what was to become a most 
successful career in sign painting, he also worked part-time in his Aunt Hattie Hubinger’s 
grocery store, clerking and decorating the display windows.   
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After graduating from high school in 1945, he attended the Saginaw Business Institute for two 
years, acquiring skills that proved helpful in developing his own business in later years. 
 
His signs and displays in his aunt’s grocery windows attracted the attention of other businesses 
and industries who asked the young artist to prepare displays for them, with accompanying 
informative signs. 
 
When the infant Display and Sign business grew to the point that Wally could not handle it alone, 
he hired a part-time high school student, Edward Beyerlein, to assist him in 1948.  (Mr. 
Beyerlein is still with the business.) 
 
As the number of accounts grew, several part-time employees were added.  Fortunately the 
young woman Wally married (on June 23, 1951) -- Irene Ruth Pretzer, daughter of William and 
Anna Pretzer of Hemlock, Michigan -- was the same size as the standard mannequin in store 
windows, and at times Wally dressed the mannequins in Irene’s clothing. 
 
A fortunate break in his career came one day in 1951 when he was trimming windows at the 
Jennison Hardware Company in Bay City.  Merchants from Clare, Michigan, watched him at 
work then entered to inquire about the purchase of Christmas decorations appropriate for display 
on their city streets.  The hardware had none for sale, but the clerk referred the gentlemen to the 
window trimmer for suggestions.  Since he could give them no leads as to where such 
decorations might be purchased, he offered to make Christmas panels for their lamp posts, 
himself.  The merchants agreed to the plan, and with the help of a friend, Louis Priem, a sign 
artist in Bay City, he painted holiday designs on hardboard panels for the City of Clare.  The 
project was so successful that the merchants placed a duplicate order the following year. 
 
It occurred to Wally after the second order that surely other cities might be interested in 
decorations of a similar nature.  Fortunately at about this time, the early fifties, a buddy, Fred 
Bernthal, returned home from military service looking for a job.  Wally hired him and the two 
visited cities in Michigan, Ohio, Indiana and Ontario to survey what potential there might be for 
street decorations in these areas.  The tour was most encouraging for they discovered a large 
market ready and waiting.  On the return home, merchandise was ordered for city street 
decorations from two supply houses:  General Plastic Corporation, located in Marion, Indiana, 
and Mold-Craft Corporation at Port Washington, Wisconsin. 
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Printed invitations to visit an exhibit of these decorations were mailed to cities in the states 
visited, as well as Ontario.  Items were displayed for prospective buyers in the spring of 1951 in 
the township hall rented for the event.  The showing was so successful that another one was 
scheduled for the fall of the same year -- this time in a larger facility:  the St. Lorenz School 
gymnasium ([later] part of Frankenmuth’s School Haus Square). 
 
Wally insists that the fame and beauty of the Frankenmuth community, the “olde world 
atmosphere”, and the fame of the Zehnder family-style chicken dinners were a great help in 
attracting guests to the Bronner showings. 
 
Work involved in preparing the exhibits and taking them down to be stored between showings, 
led to the search for a place to be rented on a permanent basis.  A vacated one-room school 
(formerly Frankenmuth School District Number One) served such a purpose in 1952.  This made 
an all year ‘round exhibit of Christmas decorations possible.  At first the people of the 
community thought the idea to be rather unusual, but accepted it fully when Frankenmuth 
became known as “the Christmas town” across the world. 
 
First Permanent Location   
 
Herman Bronner, Wally’s father, a contractor, recognizing his son’s need for a permanent 
building in which to carry on his business, offered to build such a structure for him.  The location 
decided upon was 121 East Tuscola Street, the lot adjoining what was then Hattie Hubinger’s 
grocery store.  Wally’s sketches for the building showed two rectangular buildings joined so as 
to form an L-shaped structure.  After studying the sketches, his father made the suggestion that -- 
with little extra cost -- the building could be made much larger if it were square-shaped.  Wally 
wasn’t at all sure he had use for the additional space, but agreed to go along with his father’s 
ideas. 
 
Wally’s mother, Ella Hubinger Bronner, approved of her son’s career in display and sign work, 
encouraging him in every way.  She showed great interest in plans for the new building, but 
regrettably did not live to see its completion.  She was called to her heavenly home in early 1954. 
 
All of Wally’s uncles were in the masonry contracting business which they had learned from 
their father, John, a German immigrant, operating their business under the name, Bronner 
Brothers.  Herman Bronner and his brother, Richard, constructed the building on Tuscola Street, 
completing it in the fall of 1954. 
 
As representatives of cities came to Bronner’s to order decorations, they also looked for trims 
suitable for their own establishments.   
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As a result, decorations for shopping centers, parking lots, malls and commercial interiors were 
added to the Bronner offerings.  A complete line of religious decorations, particularly for 
churches, was also added, enabling customers to offer a visual witness to the real meaning of 
Christmas. 
 
As couples selected decorations for their stores and churches, the wives, accompanying their 
husbands on such buying trips, requested decorations for their homes.  By 1960, a complete line 
of decorations and gifts for the home had been added. 
 
Edna Martens, who started working for Bronner’s in 1958, became the first full-time salesroom 
manager. 
 
During the period encompassing the years 1954 through 1963, Bronner’s annually featured an 
attractive exhibit of Christmas decorations at the Saginaw County Fair.  This exposure helped 
publicize the company, making it well-known over a wide area, for the attendance at the Fair 
during those years was over 300,000. 
 
During the early fifties, Jim Gilbert, a display specialist from Saginaw, and Wally combined 
forces to decorate booths at the Fair.  In 1954 Jim became Bronner’s first full-time sales 
representative for selling Christmas decorations to towns and cities and chambers of commerce. 
 
In 1956 a committee, consisting of Rudy LaRiviere, Carl Geyer, Doris Voorheis and Wally 
Bronner, was formed to design an official crest for the historic town of Frankenmuth.  The crest 
was produced by Bronner’s, marking the initiation of three-color screen process printing, and 
what was years later to become Bronner Screen Printing, Inc. 
 
The entire business was incorporated in 1960 under the name, Bronner Display and Sign 
Advertising, Inc. with Clarence Siers as accounting and business adviser, Robert Stroebel, legal 
advisor, and Frankenmuth State Bank as financial adviser.  The board of directors included 
Wally as president and treasurer, Irene as vice president and secretary, and Arnold Bronner 
(Wally’s brother) as board member. 
 
The Bronners have always appreciated Wally’s father’s foresight in recommending the 
construction of a larger building than he had envisioned.  Not only was all the extra space 
utilized, a second story was added in 1963 to take care of expanded product lines and for storage.  
Since his father had entered his heavenly abode in 1960, his uncle and cousin, William Bronner 
and son Ron, were contracted to build this addition. 
 
The development of shopping centers and malls during this time established a need for a display 
specialist to serve such accounts and Richard Schluckbier became the first full-time employee to 
serve in that capacity in 1961. 
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After a time the additional floor space added to the building on Tuscola proved inadequate; 
therefore in 1965 Bronner’s rented a building formerly known as the Ken Theatre Building, 
which they utilized for storage.  The previous year they had purchased property from Hattie 
Hubinger for a parking lot to accommodate the growing number of customers. 
 
International Emphasis 
 
It was during this year (1965) that Wally initiated direct importing of Christmas merchandise, 
after attending his first International Trade Fair in Europe. 
 
During the following year another step in screen printing was taken when camera and dark room 
facilities were installed. 
 
Business continued to mushroom, and in 1969, when the Frankenmuth Bank building, located 
across the street from the main show room (at the northeast corner of Main Street and East 
Tuscola Street), was vacated, that structure was purchased and converted into a store featuring a 
wide variety of artificial Christmas trees, along with garlands, wreaths, and artistic hand-painted 
blown glass ornaments for tree trimming.  The new building was aptly called “Bronner’s 
Tannenbaum Shop.”  During this year, Bronner’s participated in the Central Business District’s 
parking lot enlargement and improvement. 
 
Because of the burgeoning business and large shipments arriving from overseas, additional 
storage places around town were secured, including the purchase of the Engel family home, 
adjacent to the Tannenbaum Shop, and the rental of an area in the Frankenmuth Woolen Mill.  
 
It became increasingly obvious that consolidation of show room and storage areas under one roof 
was inevitable.  Planning for the construction of such a facility, the Bronners followed a 
suggestion made by Herbert Keinath, city manager at the time, and bought a large V-shaped 
parcel of land (fifty acres) on the south side of town.  The acreage was acquired from three 
couple-owners:  Henry and Bertha Conzelmann (in 1965); Herbert and Renata List (in 1966); 
and Harold and Marcella Weber (in 1969).  Wally and Irene regarded this property as “space 
insurance,” looking toward the 1970’s when they hoped to construct a building large enough to 
take care of all their needs. 
 
In January, 1969, Bronner’s experienced a fire that damaged the front lobby in the main show 
room and did considerable damage to merchandise by smoke and soot. 
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During this same year, a landmark was established when Bronner’s received their first shipment 
of merchandise from overseas, packed in a 40-foot container.  (At present such containers, 
loaded from ships onto flat-bed trailer trucks, arrive at Bronner’s Receiving Department on an 
average of every two weeks during the Great Lakes shipping season.  United States custom 
officials inspect the shipments and process the customs papers.) 
 
During 1969 Bronner’s life-size nativity scene, consisting of seventeen figures, was developed in 
cooperation with two Italian artists, George Tirone and Luigi Mucci.  Wally patented the 
fiberglass molds to preserve their uniqueness and identity as exclusively Bronner’s.  After a 
Tirone Studio fire in the mid-70’s, John DeStefano and Sons re-sculptured the figures.  
 
By 1970 the display and sign business, along with the sale of Christmas items was growing at 
such a rapid pace, Bronner’s found it wise to install a “screen-print” machine in order to mass-
produce signs.  This part of the business was moved into a building directly behind the Edelweiss 
Restaurant, owned by Ray and Roberta Weiss. 
 
By 1971, Hattie Hubinger had entered her heavenly home and Wally and Irene purchased her 
grocery store, naming this third showroom “Bronner’s Bavarian Corner.”  The gift line was 
expanded and the building was converted to a display and sales area for Hummel figurines, a 
wide selection of steins and decanters, gift items from Bavaria and other countries around the 
world, and ornate hand-carved candles.  That year Bronner’s initiated the practice of having 
ornaments produced from their own designs. 
 
Doris Reda, a talented Bronner staff member since 1962, designs the majority of the ornaments 
for production in Europe.  Most of the ornaments on display today are designed and sketched at 
Bronner’s, and the artwork is sent overseas to be produced by the glass artisans of Germany, 
Austria and Italy.  A great number of these original designs are religious-oriented with angels, 
stars, Joseph, Mary and the infant Jesus, scripture texts and carols.  In 1973 the entire Bronner 
family went on a buying trip to Europe so that they might become acquainted with the whole 
spectrum of suppliers whom Wally had searched out since his first trip in 1965.  The next year 
saw an expansion of the re-sale department and customer service.  
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All the buildings showing Bronner’s Christmas items became so crowded it was necessary to 
hire doormen on weekends to control the people waiting in line at the three stores.  The corner 
became a congestion area for both motorists and pedestrians.  Restroom facilities were 
inadequate, especially when a series of buses unloaded. 
 
Bronner’s Relocates 
 
Realizing that the time had come for relocation, in 1975 Wally and Irene sold the main 
showroom building, the Bavarian Corner, the Tannenbaum Shop and the Engel house to Star of 
the West Milling Company. 
 
In preparation for this relocation, during his travels Wally photographed and made sketches of 
structures or such parts of them that were attractive and functional.  He made a collection of 
ideas that could be incorporated in the projected facility.  Meetings with employees who were 
urged to contribute suggestions proved to be highly rewarding.  Many of the ideas gleaned from 
these meetings became reality.  The suggestion that the Cass River be diverted to flow by the 
grounds was discarded forthwith as not being feasible. 
 
Plans called for two building:  one to house the screen printing business and the other to serve 
primarily as salesroom for Christmas decorations.  The screen printing building was completed 
during the bicentennial year (1976) on the V-shaped acreage purchased earlier.  “Tree-topping” 
parties for the construction workers and building material suppliers were held at the Screen 
Printing and Christmas buildings after the roofs were completed on both.  The Screen Printing 
building was opened for business in October, 1976, and the Christmas building opened its doors 
on June 8, 1977 -- just in time for the annual Bavarian Festival.  The legal address for Bronner’s 
Christmas Decorations is 1515 South Main Street, but the popular address for the driveway to the 
entrance is 25 Christmas Lane. 
 
The architect for the two buildings was Tom Schmitt; the building contractor, Wally’s cousin, 
Ron Bronner; the mechanical engineer, Rao Manyam.  Total cost of the all-new Christmas 
headquarters was one and three-quarters million dollars.  With the cost of the Bronner Screen 
Printing building, the investment totaled two and a half million dollars, which was made possible 
with bank loans and insurance plans. 
 
In addition to the one-acre (43,560 square feet) sales room, the new building covers an acre 
devoted to warehouse and office space.  (At the present another building about the size of half 
the storage area in the new structure is being rented from Ron Bronner for additional storage 
space.) 
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The architecture of the Christmas building is “Alpine” with bell cots and a red crushed-tile roof.  
Flags of seventy different nations are displayed on the parking lot poles and building gables, 
proclaiming the international emphasis in the business.  The interior was designed to give the 
impression of an Alpine village, its cluster of shops readied for the Yuletide. 
 
In 1976, William G. Milliken, governor of the State of Michigan, recognizing Bronner’s 
Christmas Decorations as an attraction for visitors from other states as well as from other 
countries, designated it as an EMBASSY FOR MICHIGAN TOURISM.  The plaque reads in 
part, “I hereby bestow this honor and its attendant privileges and responsibilities in recognition 
of outstanding and significant contributions to the Michigan tourist industry.”  As one of 
Michigan’s most rapidly developing tourist attractions, Bronner’s is now recognized by the 
following leading automobile associations in the North American continent:  AAA, CAA, DAA 
and NA. 
 
Bronner’s has succeeded in creating a total harmonious environment on what was once barren 
acreage.  The landscape around the Christmas store abounds with rocks and plantings of all kinds 
-- spruce and balsam trees, Michigan holly, and flowers -- including red geraniums and 
Edelweiss -- in season.  A mammoth snowman and a huge Santa Claus afford the perfect 
background for photos by which many many visitors remember their trip to Christmas 
Wonderland. 
 
A complete life-size nativity scene in a beautiful foliage-and-rock setting is the focal point of 
interest, reminding one of the true meanings of the most important of holidays. 
 
The spacious parking lot will accommodate over 300 cars and recreation vehicles as well as 24 
buses. 
 
Visitors are welcomed by more than fifty “welcome” signs in as many languages.  “Good-bye,” 
“See you again,” and “God bless you” in many languages speed the visitors on their way at the 
exit.  Messages in more languages will be added as research continues. 
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The All-New Bronner’s 
 
The first impression as one enters Bronner’s is that the spacious room is alive with action, lights 
and color.  The place is filled with background music -- a continuous series of selections most 
often heard at the Yuletide season.  The salesladies wear German Dirndls -- white blouse, green 
jumper and red apron.  The young men wear white shirts, dark trousers, red vests and Christmasy 
ties.   
 
At times Irene wears a Dirndl, and Wally generally wears a red jacket with a sprig of holly on the 
lapel. 
 
Bronners’ has served many well-known people throughout the years, but all customers receive 
the same courteous treatment.  However, it was with certain special satisfaction that employees 
filled an order (received December 15, 1977) from the late John Wayne who asked for a Santa 
Claus suit “with a natural appearing wig and beard.” 
 
Bronner’s has no less than five hundred different kinds and sizes of nativity scenes, ranging from 
one inch in height to life size.  One tiny scene in wood may be hung as a tree ornament.  Another 
is of glass with silver filigree decorations holding tiny glass figures.  Among those in various 
sizes to be placed on the mantel or under the tree are nativity scenes in clay from Colombia and 
Czechoslovakia, alabaster from Italy, ceramic from Germany, frosted crystal from Mexico, 
Venetian ceramic glass from Italy, figures in painted wood from Hawaii and Denmark, carved 
wood from the Philippines, glass from Taiwan, and figures in pewter mounted on wood from 
Italy.  Stables in wood with moss or straw for roof covering come from Germany, Italy and 
Jerusalem.  And then there are nativity scenes that are much larger -- up to the life-size scene 
composed of seventeen figures, mentioned earlier, for outdoor settings -- made from Bronner’s 
patented molds. 
 
The Christmas tree area occupies a prominent corner where visitors can feast their eyes on all 
sizes and kinds of artificial trees -- white, gold, silver and natural green.  All are tastefully 
trimmed and lighted by Bronner’s specialists in tree decoration.  Each tree carries out a special 
theme and color scheme.  For instance, one may see a silver tree decorated with icicles, silver 
butterflies and balls, enhanced by draped silver rope, a “fairyland” tree decorated with snow 
flakes and crystal ornaments, or a natural green tree decorated with Grandma’s Keepsakes.  
Decorations for the trees come from twenty-five countries. 
 
One of the most popular areas in the salesroom is the one given over to Christmas ornaments.  
The customer is in a state of complete confusion when he views the hundreds of ornaments to be 
had.  There is not only quantity, but a tremendous variety with unique designs not seen elsewhere 
with the exception of shops and stores in other cities that retail Bronner’s decorations. 
 
Personalized ornaments are sold the year ‘round.  Bronner’s carries ornaments bearing about 150 
stock names.  Staff artists hand-letter about 50,000 ornaments yearly, inscribing special or 
unusual names and inscriptions, such as birth or wedding dates. 
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(Top to bottom, left to right)  
1. Herman and Ella Bronner 
2.  First Christmas decoration that Wallace Bronner assembled for his parents at age  
12 in 1939 
3 & 4. Roth Carpentry Shop which served as Bronner’s first sign shop 1946 
& Bronner Pole Trim 1951 
5. Edward Beyerlein inspecting Bronner’s first order of custom produced decorative 
Christmas panels for Clare, Michigan 
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(Top to bottom, left to right) 
1. Bronner’s first Christmas Decorations Exhibit at Frankenmuth Township Hall 1951 
2. Interior of old Frankenmuth Public School, Bronner’s had a year-round exhibit in 1952  
3 & 4. Hubinger Grocery bake-oven [site of Bronner’s first building] 
& Aunt Hattie Hubinger in her grocery store cutting cheese   
5. Herman Bronner laying limestone and brick 
6. Wallace Bronner and father, Herman, with building sketch on opening day in 1954 
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(Top to bottom) 
1. Bronner’s in 1963, 121 East Tuscola Street, after building addition was completed 
2. Wally Bronner and Francis Coughlin at Detroit Harbor, 1965, inspecting first direct 
import shipment 
3. First 40-foot overseas container shipment being inspected by Edward Beyerlein, Edna 
Martens, and Dick Schluckbier 
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Pictures on previous page (top to bottom) 
 
1. 1971 photo of Bronner’s four buildings at intersection of Main and Tuscola Streets.   
Front center is Bronner’s Tannenbaum shop [formerly Frankenmuth State Bank].   
Lower left is former Engel home used by Bronner’s for storage.  
Front right shows Bronner’s Bavarian Corner [formerly Hubinger Grocery].  
Bronner’s Main Salesroom, Office, and Sign Shop are in upper right. 
 
2. Aerial view of Bronner’s new location  
Screen Printing [upper right] opened in 1976  
Bronner’s Christmas Decorations [lower left] opened in 1977 
 
3. Front view of Bronner’s CHRISTmas Wonderland as of 1979 
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(Top to bottom) 
1. Doris Reda, 1979, with some of the numerous tree ornaments that she designs 
2. Wallace Bronner and daughter, Carla, with Mrs. Viktoria Hummel in her home in 
Massing, Germany in 1978.  Behind Mrs. Hummel is a picture of her renowned artist 
daughter, Berta, a Franciscan nun.   
3. During 1976 Governor William Milliken proclaimed Bronner’s CHRISTmas 
Wonderland a Michigan Embassy of Tourism.  Pictured with the Governor are Wallace 
and wife Irene. 
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(Top to bottom) 
1. Jim Gilbert (right) and Wally Bronner at a Bronner Exhibit in Cleveland 
2. Bronner’s exterior and interior décor emphasizes the Alpine atmosphere 
3. 1980 Wallace and Irene Bronner Family:  
Daughters, Maria (left) and Carla (right), and son Randy (upper right) being amused by 
one-year-old Dietrich, son of Wayne (left) and Lorene Bronner (center) 
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During 1969 Bronner’s developed a life-size 17-piece 

Nativity Set made of fiberglass for outdoor and indoor use. 
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The store has ornaments with “Merry Christmas” in fifty languages and more are expected to be 
added as research continues.  Contrary to what might be expected in Frankenmuth, the Polish 
ornament is the best seller, and the German one second best. 
 
Wally admits that “when it comes to mass-producing glass ornaments, the United States has no 
equal.  However, most people ask us for the handmade traditional European variety.  They’re 
usually looking for the kind of antique decorations Grandma had on her tree, or ornaments they 
remember as kids -- childhood treasures.”  It is said that Europe is the birthplace of the blown-
glass tree ornament that has made Bronner famous. 
 
According to an Associated Press story, about 150 years ago in the picturesque German town of 
Lauscha, high in the mountains sixty miles north of Nuremberg, a chemist named Louis Greiner-
Schlotfeger, produced the first blown-glass Christmas tree ornament -- made from a slender glass 
tube.  These first ornaments were glass balls hung from the trees by strings attached to corks 
plugged into one end of each.  Before this time, trees were decorated with gold-painted potatoes, 
gilded walnuts, polished apples and ribbon bows.   
 
Today Bronner’s imports mouth-blown glass ornaments from Germany, Austria, Italy, Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Romania, Colombia, Mexico and the Far East.  Three thousand different 
ornaments are available at Bronner’s. 
 
From the early years of business, particularly after the purchase of the Bavarian Corner (in 1971) 
Bronner’s has featured the renowned Hummel figurines.  Wally and daughter Carla have visited 
the Hummel family in Germany and have also watched the procedure for making these delightful 
figures in the Goebel ceramic factory.  The artist from whose creations the little Hummels were 
made was a Franciscan nun, Sister Maria Innocentia Hummel.  Berta Hummel (her profane 
name), having studied at the Munich Academy of Fine Arts before taking her vows, continued 
sketching and painting from the memories of her happy childhood, after becoming a sister in 
Seissen Convent near Württemberg.  Her work attracted the attention of executives at the Goebel 
factory, who obtained world-wide rights to transpose the creations of M. I. Hummel into 
figurines.  Because of their popularity as gifts or as collections, Hummel figurines have been 
labeled:  The World’s Best Loved Children.”    
 
Bronner’s has a collection of these Hummel figurines composed of 99% of all the variety 
currently being made.  The collection is exhibited in the Program Center and groups can see 
them only by special appointment and during Hummel week. 
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Customers may purchase figurines in the Hummel area of the salesroom. 
 
One of the special events of the year at Bronner’s Christmas Decorations is Hummel Week, 
when the emphasis is on anything that carries a Hummel design:  figurines, music boxes, plates, 
plaques, bells, etc.  On occasion a representative of the Goebel factory will come to Frankenmuth 
during Hummel Week to lecture with slides, or, as an artisan, show how the figures are made. 
 
The Program Center in Bronner’s Christmas building to which reference has been made 
previously is a lecture and private display room seating about two hundred, to which groups may 
come (by appointment made well in advance) for special programs.  Wally has compiled a multi-
media slide and movie presentation for church, professional and civic groups at no charge.  Other 
members of the staff present slide shows, giving information how Christmas ornaments are made, 
and other subjects related to the business. 
 
The room also serves as a museum, housing numerous nativity scenes and a collection of very 
special ornaments not for sale.  One large teardrop-shaped ornament bears a religious painting 
done for Wally by an Italian artist.  Of special interest are sketches of ornament designs done by 
members of the staff as they have been prepared for forwarding to artists in Europe for 
production.  (Designs are constantly being created for future marketing.) 
 
To bolster trade in the non-peak months, Bronner’s features sales of particular items at 
appropriate times.  Some of the Christmas decorations for the home (not for dealers or for 
commercial use) are placed on sale immediately after the holidays.  The 14-14-14 sale is unique.  
This sale lasts from the first to the fourteenth day of February, giving the customer a fourteen 
percent discount on purchases of fourteen dollars or more. 
 
The logo of Bronner’s Decorations is a familiar one to many people who have seen it in 
newspapers and outdoor advertising.  Over fifty billboards have been erected along highways 
and inter-state turnpikes in Michigan, Ohio and Indiana.  During 1980 one was erected at the 
interchange of the Pennsylvania and Ohio Turnpikes, and another on Interstate 75 near Ocala, 
Florida, just north of Disneyland. 
 
The present world-wide selection of decorations and gifts, including over 30,000 items, is sold in 
quantity to department stores, gift shops, florists and mail-order houses in almost every state and 
province, who in turn re-sell the merchandise in their respective areas.  Often Santas, elves, 
ornaments and nativity scenes and other display items are sold for photographic reproduction in 
various trade magazines. 
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Tribute to Staff 
 
Frequent staff “get-togethers” make it possible for Wally and Irene to become better acquainted 
with their employees and families in a relaxed atmosphere.  Such events have included boat trips, 
sporting events, theater parties and the annual Christmas party to which staff, spouses, children, 
fiancées and fiancés are invited.     
   
Each year since 1964 the theme of the Christmas party has centered around one particular nation.  
Naturally in 1976 centennial year, the theme was our own United States.  Each year literature 
concerning Christmas customs and traditions of the particular nation is distributed to the 
employees.  Some guests arrive in appropriate native costumes.  The Bronners select gifts for 
their staff members that have their origin in the country being honored. 
 
Wally and Irene are most thankful for the many loyal employees (over 400) who have shared 
their talents with the Bronner organization throughout its thirty-five year history. 
 
Wally, who is president, treasurer and general manager, is often in the store seven days a week 
unless he is on a buying trip somewhere around the world.  Irene, who is vice-president and 
secretary, is in the store about three days a week. 
 
The Bronners have been blessed with four children.  Their eldest son, Wayne, is married to 
Lorene Scholtz, and they have a son named Dietrich.  Wayne is employed by the Michigan 
Department of Natural Resources as a wildlife biologist for four counties, namely:  Gratiot, 
Clinton, Shiawassee and Saginaw.  Randy is employed with Lanier Business Products in South 
field, Michigan.  There is an open invitation to them to be a part of the family business at any 
such time that they may chose. 
 
Carla is a member of the board of directors and assistant secretary.  She is employed full time, in 
charge of the order department.  Maria, the youngest of the four, still in high school, is deeply 
interested in the business and helps out in various capacities on a part-time basis. 
 
The Bronners frequently express their feeling of deep appreciation for suppliers who have 
rendered excellent services throughout the years, visitors and customers who make their business 
possible, and members of the media who have given them generous coverage in newspapers, 
magazines, radio and television.  The have voiced their concern that, in gathering data for this 
history, they may have inadvertently omitted the names of some who have contributed 
significantly to the progress of Bronner’s Christmas Decorations. 
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The philosophy underlying the business is that the Christmas season is an especially joyful time 
of the year.  Their goal is to provide a world-wide selection of gifts and decorations for a 
birthday observance -- the birthday of Christ.  The business was built on the idea of celebrating 
the significance of the Christ Child’s birth daily -- not just limiting it to the traditional twelve day 
of Christmas.  Therefore, their motto (as stated in the Foreword) is:  
 

ENJOY CHRISTmas! 
It’s His birthday! 

ENJOY LIFE! 
It’s His way! 

 
 
 
 
Author’s Note -- For further information about the development of the display and sign division 
(which now operates independently), see the pamphlet, BRONNER SCREEN PRINTING [and 
books by Wally Bronner]. 
 
 



	   23	  

 
 

 
(Top to bottom) 
1. “25 Christmas Lane” All new address at all new location 
2. Wally and Irene Bronner lock the door at 121 East Tuscola Street location and move to 
25 Christmas Lane.  (Star of the West Milling Company Office and Salesroom now occupy 
the 121 East Tuscola Location) 
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A Kaleidoscope of Wonderland 
 
The clock dial at the entrance to Bronner’s Christmas Decorations indicates the time of year:  
half-past July, a quarter till November, or “straight-up” December.  No matter what the time or 
season, customers are swept along by the magic of Christmas from the moment they enter.  They 
are bedazzled by a million, ever-moving, sparkling lights dancing on the ceiling and displays, 
reflected from the suspended, over-size, slowly-turning, multi-mirrored balls. 
 
It has been estimated that a leisurely “walk-through” takes about two hours.  However, for many 
people that is too short a time for there is so much to see. 
 
Santas descend by parachute, in airplanes with propellers whirling at top speed, and sail across 
the sales room in sleighs drawn by reindeer.  Children have their picture taken standing next to a 
seated life-size Santa.  One Santa is about to be late for his appointed rounds for he is asleep in a 
four-poster, canopied bed under a pink checked gingham coverlet that rises and falls with his 
deep breathing.  A concerned little brown dog tugs at the corner of the coverlet to try to rouse 
him.  Mrs. Santa stands close by holding a thermos of coffee for him to take with him on his long 
trip. 
 
Animated animals dominate the scene in many areas.  A hill-billy bear with a pipe in his mouth 
and a bird on his hat turns his head to see a hill-billy fox with a guitar and a bee on his nose, who 
also turns to view the premises.  A kangaroo carrying her baby in her pouch gently turns her 
head to watch a giraffe with two birds and a monkey on his back, nibble the tender leaves of a 
tree nearby.  Busy little beavers gnaw on small logs of wood as snowbirds watch.  Two small 
polar bears are hard at work painting Santa’s sleigh red.  
 
An old lady wearing wire-rimmed spectacles sits knitting, raising her needles up and down as a 
little helper holds her skein of red yarn.  A lovely lady in red velvet straight out of Dickens’ 
Christmas Carol assists her meticulously groomed gentleman friend decorate their tree with a 
silver garland.  Mufflered carolers sing their hearts out. 
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The balcony which surrounds a large portion of the salesroom affords space for displays to 
delight the eye.  Two industrious elves carry a log resembling a striped stick of candy out of 
Peppermint Forest.  Others trim their tree with strings of popcorn, warm their hands over the fire, 
or help Santa in his workshop. 
 
A castle is guarded by alert soldiers (one’s head turns to see who is approaching the gates); 
gingerbread men nod their heads in front of their gingerbread house; a see-through cement mixer, 
filled with pinwheel peppermint patties, lollipops and candy canes, turns constantly alongside a 
cab with a wrecking ball made of candy.  Penguins and a husky dog invite the visitor to an igloo. 
 
One area of the balcony is devoted to nativity scenes and angels heralding the good news with 
their long golden trumpets.  The salesroom features over 400 beautiful nativity scenes from 
many nations around the world.  
 
Reactions to the animated figures are often delightful.  Recently two little girls studied the 
exhibit of scarecrow dolls made of corn husks and straw.  As their eyes traveled upward and they 
spied two large scarecrow dolls at the top, one of which was gesturing, one child cried out, 
“Look!  Look! That one’s real!”  In truth, the elves, little white bears and all the other moving 
characters do look real! 
 
The Wonderland is visited and re-visited by many people of all ages.  First-time and repeat 
visitors are equally thrilled with the seemingly every-changing variety of trims and gifts … truly 
a veritable kaleidoscope and always in season … the spirit of Christmas is every-present at 
Bronner’s in Frankenmuth, Michigan.  
 



	   26	  

 

 
Scenes at Bronner’s CHRISTmas Wonderland 
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Chronology 
 

DEVELOPMENT OF 
BRONNER’S CHRISTMAS DECORATIONS 

 
1945 …  Started business in parents’ basement 
 
1951 …  Added Christmas decorations for cities 
 
   Wallace Bronner married Irene Ruth Pretzer 
 
   Displayed Christmas products in Township Hall (spring showing) 

 
   Displayed Christmas products in St. Lorenz School (fall showing) 
 
1952 …  Rented one-room public school building for display 
 
1954 …  Started displaying Christmas exhibit at Saginaw Fair 
 
   Built original building at 121 East Tuscola Street 
 
1955 …  Added Christmas decorations to be sold directly to stores 
 
1956 …  Served on committee to design & produce official Frankenmuth crest 
 
1960 …  Incorporated business 
 
   Added home decorations to line 
 
1961 …  Expanded line to include shopping center decorations 
 
1963 …  Built second story on building at Tuscola Street 
 
1965 …  Discontinued displays at Saginaw Fair 
 

Started direct importing 
 

Rented storage space in Ken Theatre Building 
 

Started purchase of V-shaped lot where Bronner’s buildings now 
stand; first purchase from Henry and Bertha Conzelmann.   
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1966 …  Opened Tannenbaum Shop in vacated Frankenmuth Bank Building 
 

Bought Engel house and rented portion of Baker Chevrolet sales room 
for storage 

 
Made second purchase for Bronner’s future site from Herbert and 
Renata List 

 
1967 …  Personalized ornament department started 

 
1969 … Fire in January damaged the front lobby of the main store and the 

interior (from smoke and soot)   
 
First 40-foot container shipment arrived from Europe 
 
Patented own fiberglass life-size nativity molds 
 
Purchased third portion of future site of Bronner’s from Harold and 
Marcella Weber 
 

1971 …    Patented own Christmas and garden elves molds 
 

Opened Bronner’s Bavarian Corner in the former Hubinger grocery. 
 

First ornaments produced from Bronner designs 
 
1972 …   Developed 4’ fiberglass nativity 
 
1973 …   Ornaments and nativities offered wholesale at trade marts in New 

York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Dallas, Miami and Atlanta 
 
1975 …  Sold main building, Tannenbaum Shop, Bronner’s Bavarian Corner 

and Engel house to Star of the West Milling Company 
 

Construction started on new buildings 
 
1976 …  “Tree topping” parties held at Screen Printing and Christmas 

buildings for the construction workers and building material suppliers 
when the roof was completed on both buildings 
 

   Screen Printing building opened 
 
   Bronner’s Christmas Decorations designated by Governor Milliken as 
   EMBASSY OF MICHIGAN TOURISM 
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1977 …  Bronner’s Family Christmas Wonderland opened June 8 
 
1978 … Established new hours and announced that the business would be 

open 361 days a year; closed on Easter, Thanksgiving, Christmas and 
New Year’s Day; closed on Good Friday from noon until 3 o’clock 

 
1979 …  First major export shipment – to Myer’s Emporium in Australia 
 

Shipped life-size nativity set to Germany for displays at Nuremberg 
Fair 

 
Wallace Bronner elected as delegate to the White House Conference 
on Small Businesses 

 
1980 …   Bronner attended the Small Business Conference at the White House 
 

Hummel Week inaugurated (April) 
 
Bronner Screen Printing incorporated as a separate business, a 
subsidiary of Bronner Display and Sign Advertising, Inc. 
 
Billboards for Bronner’s erected on I-75 near Ocala, Florida, north of 
Disney World; and at interchange of Pennsylvania and Ohio 
Turnpikes 
 
Shipped life-size nativity scene and Santa, sleigh and reindeer to 
Korea 
 
Bronner appointed by governor to eleven-member executive Council 
for Small Businesses 

 
1981 …  Bronner’s Christmas Decorations and Bronner Screen Printing 

featured at Annual Meeting of Frankenmuth Historical Association. 
 
 

ENJOY CHRISTmas! 
It’s His birthday! 

ENJOY LIFE! 
It’s HIS way! 

 
 

BRONNER’S FAMILY CHRISTMAS WONDERLAND 
25 Christmas Lane, Frankenmuth, Michigan 48734 U.S.A. 

 


