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Winter is on its way. The nights are longer, 

the temperature is dropping and snow will fill 

the air. 2021 is almost over and we are           

looking to a new year.  

The water has been shut off at the Lyster 

House and Hanson Newell Bennett House 

gardens. The flower beds are ready to rest for 

the winter. The Hansen-Newell-Bennett 

House waits patiently for the spring season in 

hopes that it will be open to summer visitors 

once again. 

This does not mean the Historical Society  

volunteers are taking time off. There is always 

work to be done. Our Archivist/Curator, John 

Englesby, is continuing to maintain the          

properties. He has been accessioning school 

documents given to the Historical Society by 

the school district, which is a treasure trove of 

information dating back to the early 1900s.  

Amie Mink has been able to place our display 

cases in the schools once again. She is   

gathering materials for new displays which 

are enjoyed by staff, students, and their    

families.  
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Donated historical items from members of our 

community continue to appear in the          

Historical Society office which is located in the 

DeForest Area Public Library. The office is 

open on Tuesday and Thursday from 9:00—

11:30 a.m., or you may set up an appointment 

by calling or emailing the office. John is ready 

to answer your historical questions or gather 

materials needed for your genealogy          

research. Items continue to be documented 

and placed in our collection. Information is 

gathered and filed to keep our records up to 

date and complete.  

Now is the time to consider volunteering with  

the Historical Society. Think about your 

strengths, your interest in historical items, or 

what skills you have that can contribute to  

the office or computer needs. 

Reach out to us and explore the community's 

past and future. Follow us on Facebook and 

see items and photos posted every week.   

Thank you for your support and generosity. 

We are looking forward to continuing our         

historical connection with you. 

 —Louise Valdovinos 

   



Curator’s Corner   
by John Englesby, Archivist-Curator  

 

Greetings from the Historical Society. We hope 

that you are doing well following what has been 

a very challenging year. We were pleased to be 

able to be in contact with many of you, though 

not usually face-to-face. Our Archival Center 

office is again now covered by volunteers on 

most Tuesday and Thursday mornings and the 

gallery is open during all library hours. 

If you have not yet had a chance recently to 

check our Facebook page, be sure to take          

a look. Coordinator Jane Henze has been    

posting fascinating photographs from our             

collection. You are encouraged to “be a friend” 

and share your thoughts and questions.  

This fall newsletter includes information about 

our annual Membership Drive. Thanks again to 

all who have supported and helped us this last 

year.  We look forward to hearing from our 

many loyal patrons who help to keep the society 

functioning. 

 

There is always great interest in the early         

grammar schools where children were taught 

the basics of Reading, Writing, and Arithmetic in 

settings very different from those of today. The 

archival information on file at our Historical          

Society from this time period includes many  

fascinating photographs, paper materials, and 

books.   

The primary focus of the earliest settlers        

almost always included building a home,           

a school, and a church.  Soon after the area 

was surveyed by the federal government in the 

1830s, townships were separated out and most 

named in the 1840s.   One of the first priorities of 

each township was to carve out school districts, 

most measuring about four square miles in area. 

It was thought that this size allowed most         

students to walk to and from school unless the 

weather was inclement. Each school district was 

given a number and name, some of which 

changed over the years, and a school building 

was constructed near the district center. 

The early rural 

schools served 

families in a         

defined                   

geographical    

area and all chil-

dren with ages  

appropriate for 

grades 1-8  attended 

regularly . 

Sometimes the 

school year calendar 

was determined by the season, fall being a time 

when the older children were expected to help 

with the harvest.  

In the early years, the              

students were all taught by 

one teacher. The first school 

buildings were typically one 

room, often with a tower 

above the entry which       

included a bell to be rung at 

the  beginning of school each 

day.   In the days  before       

indoor plumbing, water was 

brought in daily from nearby 

farms to fill the pails or  coolers.  

The teachers were often        

responsible for  seeing that a 

fire was lit in the stove during the colder months. 

Typically slate “black boards” covered the front of 

the room with  manuscript and cursive letter cards 

displayed above. Rows of desks of various sizes 

Remembering the Early 
Rural and Community 
Schools  

Ella Wheeler Wilcox School              
Vienna Township, District # 7,    
Circa 1910 

Classroom Water Cooler 

Red Wing Stoneware,                  
Circa 1930 

From the Norway Grove 
School  



 

were provided for the young learners, those for 

the older  students with ink wells.  

The curriculum was focused   

primarily on the teaching of  

reading, writing, and arithmetic.  

Because 

students 

of many  

ages 

from the area families 

were all in one room, 

they learned to            

concentrate on their   

individual assignments 

when other class levels 

were meeting and 

“reciting” at the front of 

the room with the  teacher.  

 Stories are often told about how children who 

forgot the rules were disciplined twice: first by 

the teacher, and then by the parents at home in 

the evening as brothers and sisters shared the 

unhappy news. 

When folks share their thoughts about their          

experiences in the early schools, they almost   

always include   details about the great fun the 

students had at recess, often involving softball 

or other games including children of all ages. 

They recall 

the           

December 

preparation 

for the     

annual 

Christmas 

program 

which  provided 

a chance for all 

children to be 

actors and a local dad to dress up as Santa 

Claus!  And those end-of-the- year school  pic-

nics were fantastic, usually  including a  potluck 

lunch and baseball games with teams of        

children and sometimes the  parents. 

In the evolving community centers, larger 

schools were soon constructed, which               

typically included several rooms, each             

devoted to the instruction of just two or three 

grade levels—the lower, intermediate, and        

upper rooms. These schools included several 

teachers, and in time, janitors, and eventually 

even cooks when the schools began to              

include kitchens and hot lunches. As the area 

school districts evolved and grew in size,   

transportation was  provided for the children and 

it became routine to see yellow school buses on 

the rural roads. 

Most of the  original rural and community school  

buildings have been converted to homes,    

businesses, or in some cases razed. But, no          

matter how the buildings have changed in       

appearance, the memories of those who      

benefitted from eight years of learning in those 

settings remain strong. 

Our Archival Record on Early  Rural and 

Community 

Schools  

The DeForest 

Area  Historical   

Society has a 

growing       

collection of 

materials    

documenting  

the early and 

rural schools. 

Most of the 

materials in the  

collection have 

been donated by  

former students 

over the years, 

many of whom have also shared their             

recollections in interviews.  

There have always been certain years and 

some schools which were less well documented 

than others. Until recently! The DeForest School 

Happy Hour School                                    
(earlier called the Belda School) 

Windsor Township,  District # 2, 1914 

      Langlade School                                                 
 (formerly the Beehive School)                              
 Leeds Township,  District # 4, 
 1913 



Who was…? 

 Claire Mulvey 

Many DeForest High School 

alumni remember teacher 

and guidance counselor, 

Claire Mulvey. 

Claire was born in Sheboygan County in 1907, 

where her father had a cheese factory. She 

recalled that “on Sunday we would go for a ride 

in our ‘surrey with the fringe on top’.”   

Claire said, “I went to the University of         

Wisconsin in Madison after high school and got 

a BA in American history. I taught for 5 years 

then went back to college at the University of 

Nebraska in Lincoln, and got my masters in 

American history. That was the Depression 

and I wasn't able to find a job.” 

“When I came to DeForest to teach in 1935, I 

was hired by a board member over the phone. 

I had never seen the school board or the town. 

The teachers were paid for nine months. One 

of the board members said if we were smart 

enough to teach, we should be able to            

manage our money.  One time the principal 

asked me and another teacher to ask the 

board for a raise. We did ask for the raise, $5 a 

month.” 

“I taught 40-plus years. Thirty of those years 

were in class and then as a counselor. I had  

returned to the UW and gotten a degree in 

guidance counseling.” 

Claire was a charter member of St. Olaf's 

Catholic Church. After her retirement from 

teaching, she served five years on the board of 

the DeForest Morrisonville Bank.  

Always interested in history, Claire was a 

board member of the Dane County Historical 

Society and our local Historical Society, and 

was also a member of the Wisconsin State  

Historical Society.  

District administration has been reorganizing 

materials as part of new building construction 

and reorganization. The Society was asked to 

examine several boxes of materials from former 

classrooms in storage, many of which included 

excellent  information not available until now. 

This includes teacher record and attendance 

books from the schools before consolidation, 

some dating back to the late 1800s (written in 

Norwegian), others to the early and mid 1900s.  

What a fantastic addition this is to our archival  

collection. 

Accompanying this article are selected          

photographs of the earliest schools from each 

of the four townships which comprise our school 

district. The names of students are not identified 

here, but most are available in the archival          

record folders.  

Pumpkin Hollow School 

Burke Township, District # 2, Circa 1910 

‘Like’ our page and take a walk 

back through the history of our   

area through  photographs and 

highlights of artifacts in the collection. 

Did you know we’re on Facebook? 



Our Historical Society is grateful for the commitment and hard work of our      

volunteers.  Meet one of our dedicated helpers 

and president of the group, Louise Valdovinos. 
 

Hometown:     I was born and raised in Milwaukee.  I 

moved to the Windsor/DeForest area in 1985. 
 
 

Hobbies and interests:  I enjoy reading, quilting, 

and traveling. 
 

How long have you been a volunteer?   I’ve always 

been interested in history and became curious about 

the local Historical Society when the Library was being 

built.  As a library staff member, I was lucky enough to be 

involved in the planning of the building’s interior. Personally, I thought it was a good            

connection to have the Historical Society in the library building.  I’ve been volunteering with 

the Historical Society actively for about 6 years.   
 

What do you find most interesting or rewarding about your volunteer time?                      

I like sharing the history of the Hansen-Newell-Bennett House with the community.  I also like 

discovering more about the scope of our collection.  Just this year, I have been enjoying  

helping with the gardening at the Lyster House and the HNB House. 

Volunteer Spotlight: Library Helpers 

A tasty fall recipe found in the cookbook section of the DAHS archives.  

From the Archives 

Louise looks through the files of photographs 
stored in the DAHS archives. 
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Board of Directors 
 

President:      Louise Valdovinos 

Vice President:   Amie Mink 

Treasurer:    Doris Hodgson 

Secretary:    Rachel Anderson 

Directors:      Paul Ethun 

       Cynthia Karraker 

       Tracy Simon 

       Mary Wendt  

Director Emeritus:  Pat Asmussen 
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Archivist — Curator:  John Englesby 

Newsletter & Facebook: Jane Henze 

Board meetings are held every other month on the third Thursday at noon at the 

DeForest Area Public Library.   The next dates are November 18 and January 20. 

The public is welcome to attend. 

The mission of the DeForest Area                               

Historical Society is  to preserve, celebrate,                           

and share the local history of the area.  

Contact Us 

DeForest Area                                            

Historical Society 

P.O. Box 124 

DeForest, WI  53532 

(608) 846-6698 

dahsoc@yahoo.com                         

Visit us on the web at 

www.deforesthistory.org 

Find us on Facebook! 

Coming to the display 

case in December 

Watch for a fascinating    

exhibit featuring the Native 

American artifact collection  

of Bill McCrary.                          

McCrary is a DeForest             

resident, lifelong bowhunter, 

and an a director of the        

Wisconsin Bowhunting          

Heritage Foundation. 


