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Cheeseheads 
and wedding bells

Love knows no boundaries. It can even lead to an unforgettable trip to 
the state of Wisconsin, USA. Green Bay is a beautiful town with a lot to 

offer, says ROUXNÉ VAN DER WESTHUIZEN.

o event brings people 
together like a 
wedding. In this case, 
it was a wedding 
that brought a group 
of South Africans to 

one of the United States of America’s 
less appreciated towns: Green Bay, 
Wisconsin.

It all started on a cruise ship. My 
brother, Gerhard, met the love of 
his life while working as a sound 
engineer on Norwegian Cruiseline’s 
Escape. Bailey was a youth councillor 
on the ship, and she was from 
Wisconsin. 

About their love story alone, 
I could write a whole book. 
But the highlight was that their 
wedding gave me and my family 
the opportunity to travel to the 
United States for the first time and 
experience a taste of America’s so-
called Dairy state.

N Arrival
Situated on the banks of the great 
Lake Michigan, the third biggest of 
North America’s five Great Lakes, 
Green Bay is the oldest settlement in 
Wisconsin and has a population of a 
little more than 105 000 people. The 
lake lay wide and blue as an ocean to 
our left as we flew on the American 
Airlines Eagle from Chicago to Green 
Bay. With “we”, I mean my mother 
and father, my boyfriend and I, as 
well as two of our family friends 
from Cape Town who took care of 
my brother while he was studying 
there for three years.

Gerhard (or Jerry, as he’s known 
in the States) and our soon-to-be 
in-laws, the Reoh’s, awaited us at 
the airport. They took us to our 
Airbnb in Ashwaubenon, a quiet 
neighbourhood that we later found 
out is only eight minutes’ drive from 
everything exciting in Green Bay. 

The small, comfy duplex house 

ABOVE
Bay Beach Wildlife sanctuary 
is situated next to the Fox 
River, which flows into the 
Michigan Lake. This is the 
biggest park in town and 
one of Green Bay’s beautiful 
natural gems. Photo by 
Rouxné van der Westhuizen.
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teemed with Green Bay Packers 
merchandise, the local football 
team. There were Packers branded 
doormats, posters, soap dispensers, 
even a Packers shower curtain. 
Football is everything in this town. 
More accurately, the Packers are 
everything. This year, the team is 
celebrating their hundredth season. 
They are the only fan-owned football 
team in the USA and have won 13 
World Championships - the most in 
the country. They also won the two 
first Super Bowls in 1966 and ’67, and 
then again in 1996 and more recently 
in 2010. 

Of course, we learned all of this 
from our new in-laws, who are just as 
crazy about their football.

The wedding
Being the sister of the groom, I did 
not only have to give a speech at 
the reception, but was also lucky 
enough to be a bridesmaid. The 
wedding took place in Sepia Chapel, 
a specially built wedding venue in 
the Bellevue area of Green Bay. We 
got ready at the Radisson Hotel, 
adjourning to the Oneida Casino and 
Reservation right across the street 
from the Austin Straubel Airport. 
The rehearsal dinner – one of the 
traditions that make American 
weddings different from those in 

South Africa – also took place at 
the hotel. The décor of the three-
star hotel includes authentic native 
American colours and motifs, with 
an elegant modern twist. 

Interesting fact: USA law stipulates 
that all casino’s in the country are 
owned by native Americans (except 
in Las Vegas). Oneida Casino has a 
colourful and bustling 24-hour vibe 
that one doesn’t expect from the 
peaceful town. Information on the 
history of the Oneida Nation can also 
be found at the Oneida Museum on 
the site. 

Every bride is beautiful, but Bailey 
truly looked like an angel on the 
day of the wedding. This was the 
reason I was convinced my brother 
had photoshopped a supermodel 
into those first pictures of them he 
sent us from the ship. It was the first 
time I’ve seen my brother cry (other 
than the time he fell on his face with 
his scooter when we were toddlers). 
Everything about the day was 
breathtaking. Even the crisp autumn 
weather couldn’t spoil the vibrant 
atmosphere among the guests – 
northern Wisconsin temperatures 
in the fall are basically equal to a 
“platteland” winter.

The reception was held at the one 
and only Lambeau Field: proud 
home of the Packers, situated in the 

OPPOSITE: TOP LEFT A beautiful token 
of two countries unified. Everyone at 
the rehearsal dinner received this special 
gift to wear on the wedding day. Photo 
by Zania van Niekerk. BOTTOM LEFT The 
colours of Green Bay’s trees in autumn 
are vibrant and beautiful. Photo by 
Rouxné van der Westhuizen. BOTTOM 
RIGHT The happy couple, Gerhard and 
Bailey, after the ceremony in Sepia 
Chapel. Photo by Alyssa Pederson. TOP 
RIGHT Oneida Casino adjoins to the 
Radisson Hotel and Conference Centre. 
Photo by Rouxné van der Westhuizen. 

“Football is 
everything in 
this town. More 
accurately, the 
Packers are 
everything.”

LEFT Our Green Bay Packers 
branded Airbnb in Cormier Road, 
Ashwaubenon.
Photo by Rouxné van der Westhuizen.
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centre of Green Bay. The stadium was 
built in 1957, and has not seen one 
open seat since. The Packer fans in 
the area are known as Cheeseheads, 
referring to the foam cheese hats they 
wear at games.

Season game ticket sales at 
Lambeau Field have a waiting 
list of about eighteen years, and 
Bailey’s parents have two seats that 
have been passed down for three 
generations. It’s a huge structure 
with several entrances and built-
in venues, and one of those were 
booked out for the evening of 19 
October’s Van der Westhuizen 
wedding (that’s a mouthful if you’re 
marrying a South African, but Bailey 
apparently loves the new surname). 
The wedding photographs were 
taken at the Reoh family seats on the 
stadium.

The field also contains the Atrium 
where you can pay a visit to the 
Packers Hall of Fame, a Pro Shop 
with Packer merchandise, and 
guided tours of the stadium. 

The stadium staff are very friendly. 
The lady working at the reception 
desk the night of the wedding waited 
with us outside in the cold for our 
Uber. Also, when she saw the Dallas 
Cowboys T-shirt that my father got 
as a gift from another wedding guest, 
she gave us some of her Green Bay 
Packer stationery and accessories to 
remember her by. 

Afterwards
The next day we insisted on showing 
some South African spirit by inviting 
our in-laws to a steak braai. They 
returned the favour by bringing us a 
Jack o’ Lantern pumpkin. Halloween 
is also a big deal in the USA, 
judging from the spiderweb and 
scarecrow decorations in front of the 
neighbouring houses and the “Hide 
and Eek Boutique” section at the 
Target grocery store down the road. 
Gerhard’s new wife and mother-in-
law showed me how to carve a face 
into the bright orange pumpkin. 
These pumpkins are grown solely 
for the purpose of Halloween – 
apparently, it doesn’t even taste 
good. 

We put him on our porch, and I 
was sad to leave him when we had to 
go home the next week.

After my brother went on 
honeymoon, we were free to sightsee. 
Green Bay isn’t like the big American 

“We insisted on showing some 
South African spirit by inviting 
our in-laws to a steak braai. 
They returned the favour by 
bringing us a Jack o’ Lantern 
pumpkin.”

cities where you’re demanding 
entertainment from everywhere. The 
people here are slow-paced, content. 
But the town still offers plenty of fun 
activities and attractions. We took 
several visits to Bay Park Square 
Mall, the biggest shopping centre in 
Green Bay. It’s in Ashwaubenon, so 
we had easy access to it. 

A little further away, but definitely 
worth a visit, is the Bay Beach 
Wildlife Sanctuary. It’s free of charge, 
rich in trees and looks especially 

TOP LEFT Lambeau Field has a rich history and is one of the main characteristics of Green Bay. Photo by Rouxné van der 
Westhuizen. TOP RIGHT The wedding reception was held inside on of Lambeau Field’s venue halls. Photo by Rouxné van der 
Westhuizen. INSERT RIGHT A Jack o’ Lantern pumpkin, carved by South Africans. Thanks to our in-laws, we had our very own 
Halloween decorations. Photo by Rouxné van der Westhuizen.
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breathtaking with the bright red 
and yellow colours of fall. Squirrels 
can also be found in any Green Bay 
backyard with a tree, but here they 
are joined by other local critters such 
as chipmunks and woodchucks. The 
Nature Centre in the middle of the 
park offers educational material on 
the wildlife found in the sanctuary 
for the young ones, including tours 
and exhibitions. It also has an 
educational gift shop for souvenir 
lovers.

Outside are spacious camps for 
bigger species: deer, coyotes, wolves 
and even a puma (otherwise known 
as a cougar). The park has several 
pathways, perfect for an easy 
stroll. There are also a few pop-up 
lookout towers and play areas for 
kids. Unfortunately the wolves 
were asleep during our visit, but 
the first coyote I’ve ever seen was 
from an above wooden platform, 
and he seemed like one of the most 
intelligent animals to ever look me 
directly in the eyes.

The most beautiful feature of the 
park is the waterfall across from the 
Nature Centre. It cascades into the 

Fox River, and the wooden bridge 
you can cross to there is almost 
completely inhabited by ducks, albeit 
friendly ones. You can feed them, 
but be warned: when they know you 
have food, they tend to invade your 
personal space …

Behind the waterfall section is 
another building that forms part of 
the sanctuary, specifically focused on 
birds. You can see various rescued 
birds here: the bald eagle, America’s 
national bird, the golden eagle which 
is the largest living eagle species in 
the world, as well as several falcon, 
kite and owl species. Most of them 
have wing or other permanent 
injuries, and can not survive in the 
wild anymore. 

The park was (fairly) close to 
a McDonalds down the road, so 
that took care of lunch for us. 
During summer season, though, 
it’s better to head to the Bay Beach 
Amusement Park right next to the 
sanctuary for some more family fun. 
The amusement park is open from 
May to September, and on Sundays 
during other seasons.

Our final dinner was at Chili’s, a 
Mexican themed restaurant on West 
Mason Street. This was also our final 
goodbye to our new family, as we 
would only be seeing them again 
the next year when it was their turn 
to fly across the world and visit 
South Africa. Even my mother, not 
necessarily a travelbug, said she 
wouldn’t mind coming back to stay 
in the beautiful and tranquil town. 

I already missed it when they 
served some Wisconsin White 
Cheddar with the crackers on the 
airplane from Chicago. Luckily, I 
now have family there.  It’s very 
easy to lose your heart to the friendly 
people of Green Bay, the beautiful 
autumn trees and the Packers.

Green Bay

Madison

Oshkosh

Milwaukee

TOP LEFT The Bay Beach Wildlife 
Sanctuary’s waterfall. Photo by Rouxné 
van der Westhuizen. ABOVE Say 
“cheese”! Me and Marco Barnard in 
authentic Packers gear at Shopko, Bay 
Park Square. Photo by Marinda van der 
Westhuizen. G
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10 Green Bay 
must-do’s

Here are some noteworthy things to do and see in 
Wisconsin’s oldest town.

 New Zoo and Adventure Park
Fun for the whole family. See the 
animals and learn more about 
protecting wildlife.
ADDRESS 4378 Reforestation Road, 
Suamico, Green Bay, WI.
EMAIL info@newzoo.org
WEBSITE www.newzoo.org

 Lambeau Field
Visit the Atrium for the Pro Shop, Hall of 
Fame and many other things to do.
ADDRESSGreen Bay Packers, Lambeau 
Field Atrium, 1265 Lombardi Avenue, 
Green Bay, WI.
EMAIL hoftours@packers.com
WEBSITE packers.com

 Bay Beach Amusement Park
If you’re an adrenalin junkie, go take a 

ride on the Zippin Pippin.
ADDRESS 1313 Bay Beach Road, Green 
Bay, WI.
EMAIL parkadmin@greenbaywi.gov
WEBSITE greenbaywi.gov

Heritage Hill State Historical Park
Take a trip back in time to 

Northeastern Wisconsin from 1672 to 
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1940.
ADDRESS 2640 S. Webster Avenue, 
Allouez, Green Bay, WI.
EMAIL info@heritagehillgb.org
WEBSITE heritagehillgb.org

 National Railroad Museum
Interactive railroad exhibits and rides. 
There’s a Polar Express train ride from 
16 November to 2 December.
ADDRESS 2285 S Broadway, 
Ashwaubenon, Green Bay, WI.
WEBSITE nationalrrmuseum.org

 Fox River Tours
Fun boat cruises and beautiful views of 
the river and surroundings. Make sure of 
the cruise times.
ADDRESS 155 Front Street, De Pere,
Green Bay, WI.
WEBSITE foxrivertours.com

 Bay Beach Wildlife Sanctuary
Beautiful scenery, wildlife and 
educational programmes for the 
children.
ADDRESS 1660 East Shore Drive, Green 
Bay, WI.
EMAIL wls@greenbaywi.gov
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WEBSITE baybeachwildlife.com
 

Oneida Casino
Owned by the Oneida Nation. Take a 
chance on one of the slots, or pay a visit 
to the Oneida Museum nearby. 
ADDRESS 2020 Airport Drive, Green Bay, 
WI.
WEBSITE oneidacasino.net
For nearby accommodation, book 
a room at the Radisson Hotel and 
Conference centre. It’s a three-star 
hotel, and it has free parking and a few 
restaurants.
WEBSITE radisson.com

 Bay Park Square Mall
The biggest shopping centre in town. 
Pay a visit to Shopko, Kohler’s, Victoria’s 
Secret, Spencer’s or Hallmark. The food 
court is also worth a visit.
ADDRESS 303 Bay Park Square, 
Ashwaubenon, Green Bay, WI.

 Ahnapee State Trail
For those who love to hike. This trail 
used to be a railroad.
EMAIL visitorinfo@kewauneeco.org
WEBSITE ahnapeestatetrail.com
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