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1950 Lincoln Cosmopolitan

Cover and page 2, Wisconsin Rapids First National Bank, Drive-In window, 1950; First National Bank, pp.3-
8; Junior Bankers (& Citizens Bank), 9; Bank people, 10-11; Harry Ciaciura, 12-14; First National Bank 15-17; 
Bank clock, 18-19; NEPCO flight school, 20-21; Virginia Whittlesey, 22-23; Sampson Canning, 24; Jim Samp-
son, 25-29; Sampson’s, 30-32. 
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Drive-In 1950

“Spider” Boehme of the Brig at window shown on cover

1962
Freestanding
Drive-In

Address book from SWCHC archives

Early 1920s before corner 
clock was installed

Ceiling photo 
{background}
2024
by UD

2007 photo by Terri Walker

32



October 2024								                  	                    Artifacts Artifacts			    		   					          October 2024

4 5

Firstar Bank publication 1995 Memorabilia donated to SWCHC by U.S. Bank

2002- Firstar merges 
with U.S. Bank.

2024- U.S. Bank closes 
West Grand Avenue 
Branch

      The building that was the 
“First National Bank” hasn’t 
been locally owned for 35 
years. In 1989, it was sold to 
Firstar/First Wisconsin (Mil-
waukee) which had already 
maintained a trust depart-
ment here for nine years.
    When, in 1990, Firstar pur-
chased the Two Mile School 
property on 8th Street, the fu-
ture of the downtown branch 
was apparent, even before the 
onset of online banking and 
the diminution of the old 
shopping district. 
     That’s happening all over 
the world.

54

1973 Ads
Wisconsin Rapids 

Daily Tribune
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    Credit to U.S. Bank for 
donating several boxes of his-
torical materials to SWCHC 
archives, including the pho-
to at left, and for preserving 
a landmark that represents 
the dignity and beauty of the 
increasingly dim and distant 
past.

   Designed by Childs & 
Smith, Chicago, the new 
bank was said to fulfill 
a dream of the deceased 
founder, J.D. Witter, bank 
president George Mead’s 
father-in-law. Architect W.J. 
Smith visited Rapids in Au-
gust 1920, no doubt confer-
ring with A.F. Billmeyer {a 
member of the Jeffrey fam-
ily profiled in the previous 
issue}, who was named gen-
eral contractor of what was 
predicted to be one of the 
finest such edifices outside 
Milwaukee.     
    For the bank’s opening in 
Ocotber 1921, officers and 
their wives welcomed visi-
tors with candy for the wom-
en, toys for the children and 
“smokes” for the men. 

7
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A Personal Check
by Uncle Dave

To me, it sucks—the 
closing of the bank in May 
2024. The awesome edifice  
was conveniently located 
on my route along blessedly 
peaceful “downtown” streets 
and featured a mostly-empty 
parking lot, a scenic interior 
and few customers, mostly 
old-timers like me. Some-
times, my personal financial 
guru, history buff Perry 
Worzella, met me under the 
historic skylight to discuss 
volatility in the markets and 
the need to stay the course.

Though my dad had 
introduced me to First 
National some three score and ten years ago, I had in the 1980s flirted with the East Side Wood County 
bank because it wrote the checks for the Daily Tribune. But its tellers kept asking for my name and identifica-
tion. When I took umbrage at a similar slight at First National, bank officer and Sand Hill homeboy Dave 
Hell handed me a check for $5 as means of atonement. You just don’t treat the City Historian like the town 
drunk.

I don’t blame U.S. Bank for closing an increasingly lonesome location. It’s clearly the fault of my wife and 
her online banking. It’s probably your fault too. Not to mention whoever is responsible for clearing out most 
of the buildings in the vicinity. Once standing proudly as one of the four corners of a frenetic shopping dis-
trict, along with Johnson Hill, Mead-Witter Block and Church’s drugs, the “Downtown Branch” now looks 
like a First National Monument.

Bank officers, Bernard Brazeau, Harry Walker, Henry Demitz  
at First National Bank about 1952. Walker died, along with  
three other Rapids businessman, in a 1954 plane crash.

   Bernard Brazeau’s af-
fable son, Bill, at right, 
very nicely met with me 
when I was an impecu-
nious journalist trying 
to refinance a mortgage. 
No one else would give 
me a loan and Bill had 
the good sense not to 
do it either. 

Who’s the mystery man on this bill? Don’t ask a banker!

Above, left,
probably 
Dorothy 
Raasch

Marge 
Oilschlager, 
at right, right,
a stalwart 
of 
First National First National Junior Bankers at the Wisconsin Theatre, 

former Citizens National Bank, dissolved in the Depression

Wisconsin Theatre, West Grand Avenue

Undercover Bank
See page 15 for answer.

1971
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Above: First National Bank: Wendell Miscoll’s retirement party, Dec. 29, 1969
Wendell J. Miscoll, James P. Kauth, Darwin A. Blanke, John Hosvedt, Raymond L. Anderson, Janet Draxler, Leo 
Kleppin, Kay Tomskey, Lois VerVoort, Larry Egland, Sharon Wein, Jean Bohn, Dorothy Raasch, Patrick Daly, Carol 
Piltz, Don Worzella, Kay Collins, Judy Ruiter, Shirley Wussow, Judy Bushman, Jeanne Jinkerson, Susan Dankmyer, 
Diane Skibba, Harry J. Ciaciura, Mary Weber, Mary Murray, Kathleen Steinke, Kay Snyder, Bernadette Gerum, Janet 
Fuller, Ann M. Groch, Sandy O’Keefe, Peggy Walton, Margie Oilschlager, Mary Alice Wefel, Alfred C. Sweet

Bank People!

First National 
Bank officers, 
Jeff Hoffman, 
Pat Daly, Dave 
Hell, Dave Ha-
gen; seated, Al 
Sweet, Harry 
Ciaciura

May 8, 2002

1989?

2007

1991

Circa 1957
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1970 Daily Tribune bank ad

Harry Ciaciura
 Three things about Harry: his name is pronounced 

Sy-cure-ah; he admits to looking somewhat like Antho-
ny Hopkins; and they say, “If you want to know about 
the bank, you need to talk to Harry Ciaciura.”

Ciaciura started at Harris Bank, Chicago, and 
moved on to First National Bank of Kenosha, his 
wife’s home town. Later, he was told, “They’re looking 
for somebody with your background in Wisconsin 
Rapids.” So he drove 
up for an interview.

“It was a two lane 
all the way. We made a 
turn on to Main Street, 
saw the Mead Inn and 
we said, this is quite a 
place. 

“We were there 
for several days. They 
treated us royally. And 
boy, I tell you, in those 
days, Main Street was 
used to a lot of traffic 
flow. 

“They interviewed 
us, offered me the job 
and I took it on June 
6th of ’66. Dar [Darwin] Blanke was the president and 
Barney Brazeau was on the board. Stanton Mead had 
a big ownership in the bank.

“One time I was sitting at my desk, on the phone, 
when Stanton came in. So I said to the person on the 
phone, “I’ll talk to you later. I’ve got an important 
customer over here.” 

“That guy got top shelf all the time. He was a good 
man, a funny guy. I said, ‘Stan, let me buy a drink.’

“He said, ‘No, because then I have to buy you a 
drink.’ 

“But I tell you what, contrary to that, he was one of 
those guys that, if something wasn’t taken care of, he 
would say to Neil Atwood [of Consolidated Papers], 
‘Would you take care of that?’”

Some years after his 1966 arrival, First National 
Bank president Dar Blanke named Harry trust liaison 
officer, “between the customer and our services.”

“It was a 1-2 combination. We developed a pro-
gram whereby we would invite the wealthy people I 
knew and Phil Dunmeyer, our trust officer, and I, 
would put on a seminar. More often than not, the 
people that attended said they would like to have a 

visit with me and Phil. 
“Phil was a pilot. 

He would fly in from 
Milwaukee and I would 
say, okay, so you got five 
meetings. I would sit 
in if the client wanted. 
They said, ‘We know 
you, but we don’t know 
him.’

“The bank was very 
friendly. It took care 
of our customers very 
nicely. We had all kinds 
of promotions going 
on over there during 
the cranberry fest. We 
would have Halloween 

parties, the “dress a dolls,” Andy and Annie Cranber-
ry, Junior Bankers.

“It was orchestrated pretty much by Mary Alice 
Wefel, Skip’s mother. Oh, she was a goer. 

“Marge Oilschlager also was very much part of the 
operation. She had a pretty good job. She and Loretta 
Schoechert. Barney Brazeau, of course, was the major 
owner when I came, and Bill was the son. Bill and 
I are very close. As a matter of fact, I’ll be with Bill 
tonight.” 

Bank friendships lasted. “Dar Blanke said, ‘Harry, I 
want to take you and Virge out for lunch.’

“So we had a nice visit. We covered a lot of things 
that were part of our life. And then about two weeks 
after that [2011], he passed away.”

Trust Liaison Man
2024 Interview and Photo by UD
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Photographer
Terri Walker 
(Haase), left, 
with Darla Gotz

Doorway without a Door
UD: It was one of the outlandish memories I have 

been trying to confirm. Harry said, “Yes, it was always 
open and you would never feel the cold or the heat 
from outside. The air was running to the bottom and 
you would walk right through it.” 

               Uncle Dave’s $50 Question
UD: “When I go to the First National Bank I like 

to ask the teller whose picture is on the $50 bill. They 
never get it right. Do you know who it is?”

HC: “No! I think it’s, uh uh, well, is it Wilson?”
UD: “Yesterday I asked somebody out on the 8th 

Street branch. She didn’t know and didn’t care. 
“The only person who has got it right was last year, 

downtown, Jeremy Kauffman. No wonder. He hap-
pens to be the son of a Tribune reporter, Dave Kauff-
man. I used to play tennis with him.”

                                Tunnel
“Oh, yes, there was a tunnel that went all the way 

to the drive-up which was, in fact, one of the first 
drive-up windows. That was a big operation. We had 
our teller windows out there. We had to dynamite 
through the granite to put it in.”

     Bill Brazeau, vice president 1984-91, told the Tribune in the anniversary year of 2007 that the downtown 
bank had been the hub of activity on Fridays when lines of mill workers stretched out the front door as they 
waited to cash paychecks and the drive-up had to be closed to prevent cars from blocking the streets. Times 
had changed, said David Hell, bank president, with fewer paychecks deposited in person, automated teller 
machines, electronic deposit and Internet banking that had reduced staff downtown from about 60 to 15.

     In conjunction with 
its 1972 centennial, the 
First National Bank 
sponsored a free concert 
at Witter Field, featur-
ing  entertainer Glen 
Campbell—and also 
funded a history video 
by Paul Gross, beginning 
an invaluable series that 
continued into the 21st 
Century.

1965

                            Prospects
 Harry Ciaciura: “That building could be converted 

like they did with a big bank in Chicago. They turned 
it into stores and operations. And they can do the 
same thing with this one. But they may tear it down.” 
Would that bother you if they tore it down? “Absolutely, 
that was so much a part of my life.”

2007 photos 
by bank 
employee
Terri Walker

Bank NotesCiaciura cont.

And the bank paid for our fireworks!

2007

    UD: In 1961, then bank president B.C. Brazeau 
told the Tribune that the bank was constructing what 
might be the first employee-family shelter to be oper-
ated by a business firm. It would have water, food and 
medical supplies, a generator and chemical toilets—
created by enlarging the basement under the drive-in.                  
    Harry: “And in fact, they had to have that thing 
stocked because they were scared of the atomic bomb. 
They had all kinds of food and all kinds of stuff.”

Fallout Shelter/1971 Lunchroom 
Annie & Andy 
Cranberry 
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Early 1970s
“Dress a Doll”
entries shown
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First National Bank Clock 
Finds New Home

By Alison Bruener
SWCHC Staff

Since late June, you may have noticed a significant 
addition to the Museum grounds at 540 3rd St. S.

The four-sided McClintock street clock was in-
stalled at the First National Bank in 1925-26 and 
stands about 12 feet tall. Initially facing Grand Ave-
nue, it was later moved to the 3rd Avenue side, fol-
lowing numerous run-ins with trucks rounding the 
intersection. 

The clock stayed with the bank until 2000 when 
then-owner Firstar wanted to preserve the clock in a 
“place where it would be safe.” A moving committee 
was organized that included Mayor “Bud” Verjinsky, 
Dave Hell (President of Firstar Bank), Joe Ostrum 
(building maintenance manager for the bank), Paul 
Gross (local historian and jeweler), and Phil Brown 
(South Wood County Historical Museum). 

The committee moved the clock to a small park on 
the corner of East Grand Avenue and Lincoln Street, 
where it stood until this year.

At the Grand Avenue location, Paul Gross re-
placed the motor, fashioned a cam device to move the 
minute hand, and stored three extra motors in the 
clock case. He also repaired the face dials and rewired 
the inner mechanism.

In recent years, the clock began to struggle to 
maintain time. This summer, with the assistance of 
Nieman’s Towing & Recovery Inc., Bushman Mason-
ry & Concrete, E-Con Electric, Inc., and individuals 
Robert Brown, George Collar, and Phil Brown, the 
First National Bank clock is up and will soon be keep-
ing time.

It feels right—having a piece of the former “Wit-
ter Bank” prominently displayed at the South Wood 
County Historical Museum, the former home of the 
Witter family. 

August 2024: videographer Paul Gross and SWCHC 
vice president Phil Brown with newly installed time-
piece at the Museum. Photo by Alison Bruener

Moving the clock: February 1970

1926

1927

McClintock street clock offered for sale in 2024The Clock
2009 publication, photo 1940+
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   In the past, a graduating student here had several 
choices to continue their education past high school. 
They could obtain a teacher’s certificate at the Wood 
County Normal School, a diploma from the Grand 
Rapids Business College, a certificate from the Witter 
Vocational School or an aeronautics license from the 
Nepco School of Aviation.

    In 1929, as aviation was becoming more practical 
and popular, Nekoosa Edwards Paper Co. (NEPCO), 
purchased a Ford Tri-Motor airplane. A pilot, Captain 
Mulzer, was hired, along with ‘mechanician’ Sargent 
Richter. 

     An airport was built at First Street South and 
Two Mile Avenue with grass runways and a cement 
block hanger to house the new airplane. The flight op-
erations were incorporated as NEPCO Airways Inc., a 
subsidiary of the paper company. 

     With the support of John Alexander, General 
Manager of NEPCO and a former WWI pilot himself, 
it was decided to teach others how to fly and at the 
same time help cover the expense of operating and 
housing the Tri-Motor. There was also the possibility 
of income since the operation became the local dis-
tributor of Curtiss Wright airplanes.

   An appendage added to the side of the building 
was Mulzer’s classroom. Richter would teach aircraft 
maintenance. Two small Curtiss Robin planes were 
purchased. 

    With this complement of instructors, classroom, 
and training planes, the Nepco School of Aviation 
was formed in 1929. A brick farmhouse on the land 
converted to an airfield was made into a dormitory 
for students. For eight dollars a week, a student of the 
school could obtain their room and board. 

    A proposal was forthcoming to associate the local 
flying school with Lawrence College of Appleton, 
Wis., thereby offering a degree in Aeronautics. Lewis 
Alexander, president of NEPCO, was a member of 
the Board of Regents at Lawrence. However, he was 
unable to convince the Board to agree to the proposal. 
Distance between the college and the flight school was 

a major stumbling block. Hence, NEPCO decided to 
go alone with the program.

     The school was advertised as the only govern-
ment-approved aviation school in Wisconsin. Students 
had a choice of three programs. For $250, they could 
obtain a pilot’s license. A commercial license was 
$280 and to become a transport pilot, $320 was the 
fee. The latter qualified the pilot for airline passenger 
flights. A ‘mechanician’s’ certificate was also available, 
enabling one to work on small aircraft engines as well 
as the powerful motors of the Ford plane.

    There were instances when a catastrophe beset a 
student. On one such occasion, Mulzer reported to 
Alexander that they “sold a plane to the insurance 
company,” interpreted to mean that a student wrecked 
a plane and the school collected the insurance. In 
spite of the advertised square mile of airfield and sev-
eral acres of surrounding bare land, one plane crash 
landed on the golf course to the west. 

     One of the graduating students, Jere Witter, 
grandson of the bank founder, J.D. Witter, was noted 
for his flying antics. He enjoyed flying circles around 
the smoke stack at Consolidated Paper Co. Rumor is 
that he flew under the bridge at Wisconsin Rapids. 
However, this is questionable. His plane is being re-
built at present by a collector of antique aircraft.

The school closed after only three years of operation 
when the depression of the early 1930s forced the pa-
per company to sell the Ford plane to Captain Mulzer 
who left this area and took to barnstorming around 
the Midwest. The airport was closed until the Army 
Air Force started using it as a training school a few 
years later. Following that, it became an encampment 
for Germans who were prisoners of war.

The airport was reactivated in the early 1950s when 
Nekoosa Papers Inc. purchased a new LearStar plane 
and Midstate Airlines started commercial passenger 
service from Wisconsin Rapids to Chicago.

[Editor: Currently the airfield serves as an adjunct 
to the Sand Valley golf course in Adams County and 
related recreational developments.]

Flight School
By Marshall Buehler

 Classroom at Alexander Field,  later 
converted to a passenger waiting room for 
Midstate Airline.

Tri-City 
Airport was 
later named            
Alexander Field.   

At the right 
of the hanger 
building was 
the home of the 
flying school.
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“One of the school’s training planes. The person standing alongside of the 
plane might be Virginia Whittlesey, the first woman to obtain a flight license 
from the school and possibly first in the state.”

		  —Marshall Buehler

Photo from 1929 Milton college yearbook saw a lot of use in 1930.

The Capital Times, Madison, Wis. 1930 1979

The La Crosse Tribune (La Crosse, Wisconsin) ·  Tue, Aug 19, 1980 ·  Page 18

https://www.newspapers.com/image/512287863 Downloaded on Mar 5, 2024

Copyright © 2024 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.

La Crosse Tribune, 1980



October 2024								                  	                    Artifacts Artifacts			    		   					          October 2024

24 25

         Grand Rapids Brewing Co.

The first brewer here was Nicholas Schmitt, a 
native of Germany, who arrived in 1859. In 1880, his 
brewery at what is now Oliver Street and First Street 
N. was purchased by Andrew Lutz of the Stevens Point 
brewery, who turned it over to his much-younger 
brothers, Jacob and David. 

In 1891, the structure was destroyed by fire, to be 
rebuilt in 1893 as Twin City Brewing Co. when the 
Lutzes assimilated the unsuccessful Frank Stahl and 
Richard Scheibe brewery at the same location—only to 
have the property leveled by another fire in 1895. In 
1932, the adjacent Daly ice house was razed, leaving a 
stone wall that was recognized as a relic of one of the 
old breweries.  

In 1905, the Grand Rapids Brewing Co. began 
operation in an impressive new structure under Jacob 
Lutz and Henry A. Sampson, continuing until the 
Volstead Act and Prohibition in 1920. 

Even after Prohibition, an affiliated company 
continued to produce and bottle non-alcoholic bever-
ages. It was purchased by George Gibson in 1937 and 

sold by him in 1961 to Beverage Bottlers, Inc. In 1988, 
General Bottlers purchased the company and moved 
to Jefferson Street. The Love Street location main-
tained a recycling center until 1998.

          Sampson Canning Co.

After laws against the sale of alcoholic beverages, 
brewer Jake Lutz and Frank Rourke started a cannery 
in the former brewery—which in 1922 came into the 
possession of Henry A. Sampson Sr. and Jr. The com-
pany under Henry Sampson’s sons Henry “Ray” and 
Gerald “Jim” closed in 1971.  

In 1985, the building was bought by Northern 
Steel Castings to produce equipment used in mining, 
construction, railroad hydraulics, and oil fields. 

In 2005, a fire engulfed much of the building. 
The company rebuilt, though it would shut down its 
Wisconsin Rapids operations in June 2017.

Accompanied by his stepson (my classmate) Uncle 
Rob Gringle, I met in 2002 with Jim Sampson, who 
partnered with brother Ray to run the Sampson 
Canning Co. on north First Street. That interview is 
published here for the first time.

“Sampson’s” was operated in our time by Henry 
“Ray” Sampson (Artifacts #1, May 2004) and Gerald 
“Jim” Sampson, whose words, spoken not long before 
his 2003 death, are presented here.

Jim was born in 1912 to Ida Marie Halvorsen 
Sampson [1883-1961], formerly of Port Edwards and 
Henry Ahira Sampson Jr. [1882-1926].

                             Ahira

Henry’s father and Jim’s great-grandfather was 
Ahira B. Sampson [1813-1885], a New York state 
native who attended Point Bluff College north of 
Wisconsin Dells, where he met Pennsylvania native 
Jane Teel. They married in 1836, the year Wisconsin 
became a territory.

 The Sampsons lived neat the Whitney Rapids 
sawmill across the Wisconsin river from what is now 
Nekoosa. There was held the first wedding in new-
ly-created Wood County—of George Kline to Maria 
Whitney. 

In 1840, the Sampsons moved to Rapids, where 
they ran a “way station” on the site of the later Labor 
Temple, a two-room first-in-town “hotel.”     

                           

                           Henry Sr.

Ahira’s son, who was Jim’s grandfather, Henry 
Sampson Sr. [1842-1935] is considered the first white 
child born in the county, at Whitney Rapids. 

Henry Sr. joined local eminences such John Daly 
in the logging company of Daly & Sampson; John 
Farrish in the E.W. Ellis Lumber Co.; and J.D. Witter 
(of the First National Bank), with whom he and Daly 
founded Oberbeck Manufacturing Co., later Ah-
dawagam Paper Products, profiled in Artifacts 71.

Jim
1912-2003

 

       Interview with Uncle Dave
Nov. 23, 2002

Beaver Dam, Wis.

More Former Industries

    See River City Memoirs (#1) for a history of Grand 
Rapids Brewing Co. and Fat Memoirs (#4) for photos 
of the Grand Rapids Brewery, also Artifacts 63 for the 
Lutz family of brewers.

Gerald “Jim” Sampson, 2002

Photo by UD

2005 by UD
Recollection Wisconsin

Continued from previous issue
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[Ralph] Wiltrout? When he came to town [1923]; he 
worked at Preway. 

“Preway was hard up, couldn’t get any money and 
they had a payroll coming up. I remember Fritszinger, 
Jack—his dad got my granddad to lend Preway $10,000 
to meet their payroll. The family had almost a million 
dollars of stock in there when he [Wiltrout, 1952?] 
went out.

“At Sampson’s, we had our own problems. We 
bought cans on credit from Continental Can Co., 
Chicago. Quite a debt going into the canning season. 
It happened every year. After harvest we were able to 
pay it off.

“During the Depression, it was hard to get money 
and we didn’t run the factory. We were having trouble 
with Taylor and Demitz at the First National and with 
the First National, Milwaukee.

“Like everybody else, I was looking for work and 
finally got a job at Preway on the assembly line and as 
a spot welder, making stoves for Sears and Roebuck 
and Montgomery Ward. I think I started in ’34. 

                                 Beans
“It was about 1937 when Sampson’s started up 

again and that’s when I went steady. All inside work. 
July, August, September, canning beans. I ran the 
snipper room, worked in the warehouse and on the 
cutters, pushed crates, fired the boilers. 

“My brother Harold, two years older, also came 
to work there, along with Jake Krause, Willy Farrell,    
Oligneys, Tony Hintz, Abe Gray. I made 35 cents an 
hour working 18-19 hours a day, 7 o’clock until mid-
night. People like myself didn’t get overtime.

“Ray was the boss of the outfit. I had stock. Still 
have it. 

“Of the brothers and sisters in the business, Janet 
was dead, so there was five of us: Ray [1907-2001], 
Harold [1910-1999], myself [1912-2003], Ralph [1916-
1990] and Marjorie Jane [Peters 1918-2016].

“Ray was the salesman, sold beans in cans to A&P, 
Wood County grocery company, Libby’s, Fairway in 
Minnesota. Our labels said ‘Heart of Wisconsin’ or, 
most often, they furnished labels. 

                          Golden Sands

“In the ’30s ,we got the beans around Rudolph, 
Stevens Point, Wausau. They were picked by hand. 

“During the war era, we were the first ones to de-
velop the Plainfield area through irrigation. You didn’t 
have to fight the other canners then. 

“In ‘44, somewhere around there, we started the 
peas. Usually, different farmers grew the peas than 
grew the beans. First it was Vesper and Arpin area. 
Then we went out to Plover. We got started out there 
with Hatch Berard and his brother-in-law from Point.

“Hatch was selling insurance in Point and he start-
ed in on potatoes. Then the potato market was kind 

In Rapids, said Jim, Sampson Street got its name 
from his grandfather, who owned property that includ-
ed what is now the Griffith nursery.

                             Henry Jr.

Henry Jr., Jim’s dad, had been a bookkeeper and 
foreman at the Oberbeck company. “When the furni-
ture factory went down, my dad was hired by [George] 
Mead to run the Biron mill but his dad talked him 
into going into the canning factory. My granddad, for 
some reason, never got along with George Mead. He 
had an interest in Consolidated but he pulled out and 
became owner and manager of Sampson Canning Co. 

“The Krauses started the canning factory,” said 
Jim. “They were related to the Lutzes from the brew-
ery. Granddad got it on the mortgage.” 

Henry Sr. was also secretary and treasurer of 
Sampson–Mullen Clothing Co. and a director of First 
National Bank. 	       

In 1926, Henry Jr. died at 42 of typhoid fever in 
the family homestead where he was born. Jim was 14 
years of age.

               

                  Gerald James “Jim”

For Jim, all those family business connections 
didn’t always do much good.

“Was my family well to do? When I was in high 
school it seemed everything went to hell. Remember 

of down, so he went to beans. They started calling it 
the Golden Sands.

“I had been working at Sampson when I was 
drafted in 1942. I had 40 months in the service, in 
the states most of the time, where I was a searchlight 
electrician. When I was in Europe, I was everything.

               Back Home

“I came home in April 1946, back to Sampson. 
They were already canning peas. When they shut the 
plant down in 1971, I was superintendent.

“After the peas was the bean season. I was in 
charge of the factory, machinery, help. 

“We ran two shifts. We used to have about 45 
women on the shift. They worked on the snippers and 
the fillers. We had quite a few men working, and boys. 
Peas maybe last six weeks, beans last until it froze up.” 

                Closing Up

“The company closed up in 1971. Not because of 
the DNR. Ray wanted to close it and the rest of them 
had stock but they didn’t care about it. I was the only 
one that still wanted to work on it in the factory. We 
just closed it up. Five or six years later, we got what we 
sold the building for.

“I wanted to work so I came to Beatrice Foods at 
Clyman, 15 miles south of Beaver Dam.

                   Jim’s River City
“I like to remember about Rapids, had a lot of 

good times. Don’t go there much any more. There’s 
nobody named Sampson in Rapids. One of the pio-
neer families—all gone.

                     Homestead

“We owned half of the property on Market Street. 
The main part of the old courthouse was on Baker. 
From Baker to Saratoga, we owned 2/3 of that land 
there back of the courthouse. 

“The house was sitting in the center. We had a 
great big barn. 

“They took pieces out of the old house. There’s 
two of them moved up on 5th Street toward the high 
school. By Ebsen’s Greenhouse on Saratoga and 5th 
there’s two houses there, then there’s two more, those 
would be from the Sampson house. Where the rest 
went, I don’t remember.” 

Henry Sampson Jr. and others at “Huntington’s”

Howe High School football, Henry Sampson Jr., at cen-
ter. In the early 1930s, Jim was also a football standout 
at Rapids high school, then Lincoln.

Bean season at Sampson’s
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• “There was music in the courthouse yard. They 
used to have carnivals come in there in the summer. 
One time, I was going to the store for my mother, 
walking close to a booth and a damn monkey came 
out and bit me.

                      Witter Farm
“My mother’s family had a house on Second Street 

on the river below the Elks, maybe a rooming house. 
They used to keep their cow in Witter’s pasture, right 
up off Third Street. Kids in the neighborhood played 
up there a lot.

                  Over the Moon
“I used to drive my grandfather out to Lutzes. It 

was  Prohibition. I was 16 or 17 driving a Pontiac for 
him. Remember where the Golden Eagle used to be? 
He had a little cranberry marsh across the street from 
it. I used to drive my granddad out there to pick up 
a couple bottles of moon about twice a month from 
him, not at the Golden Eagle, over to Lutzes.

                            Pop
“It was too much for my dad, so he sold the pop 

factory [1923] to George Gibson and George Mullen. 
And [H.L.] Miscoll. They moved it in the old brewery 
garage in back of the canning factory.

                       East Side

“I knew everybody’s store on First and Second 
Street. 

“The first building was Eugene Miller’s bicycle 
shop, then a filling station and a printing shop. 

“We used to roller skate at the Armory. It had one 
of those old electric machines for music. The gym at 
the old Lincoln high school wasn’t very big so bas-
ketball was played at the Armory. They had a kind of 
locker room down there. 

“Then came the Eagles Club, a vacant lot, Jack-
son’s tavern, Witter Hotel, Beardsley’s grocery store, 
Herschleb’s bakery, a furniture company, Arendt’s ice 
cream store, Geoghan’s, a shoeshine store, vacant lot, 
Daly’s, Penney’s, Sampson’s (Abel and Mullen—we 
owned the building). 

“Stark’s had a little tobacco store. Then the Sugar 
Bowl. There was Tom and George and Jim. All Greek. 
Tom Poulos used to buy clothing from my dad. We 
used to stop and have a soda. Then Gleue’s [shoes].”

East Side continued
On the other side of the street, starting from the Market Square, Kruger had a grocery store. 

When Herschleb’s burned out, they moved their bakery over there. A woman’s hat store, Frank 
Gill paint shop, Daly’s, Smith’s hardware, Schill’s Buick garage, Wurl’s butcher shop, a Chinese 
laundry: When I was a kid, I used to deliver clothes for him on a bicycle. The first name, I think, 
was John. A drug store, little restaurant, later on, Gleue’s shoe store, Brauer’s clothing, Link’s 
butcher shop. Loock’s moved up there. A grocery store, a barber shop and vacant lot, the Wood 
County National Bank.

Before the theater, there used to be a tire shop. On the corner, a gas station—and tire shop in 
back of it, a vacant lot, then the Congregational church. [See photo below]

                        Kids

“Ray Burchell, Smith, Hershlebs, Scott, Don Far-
rish [profiled in a previous Artifacts]. He lived where 
the Episcopal Church is. That was their homestead. 
Don is a couple years older. He was Harold’s pal, 
they’re all pals, all the kids.

•“We used to go up to the pool up there on First 
Street. We’d go in one end nude and the people swim-
ming would leave

• “On Halloween, we used to try to tip a few [out-
houses] over.

• “What we used to like to do is take a tire and 
put a rope on it, throw it out. A car would stop, ‘Oh 
I’m going to get a tire.’ We’d pull it and run.

• “Where that creek comes out before you get 
to Biron, Quinnel’s Creek, toward the island, on 
Thanksgiving Day [1925]—Ray Burchell, Tootie [Har-
old] Burchell, Russell Smith, my brother, Harold and 
I, were going to skate up to Biron, to race to the end 
of the island up there. 

“But Tootie went through the ice. Ray, Harold and 
myself got out but we had a hard time getting Smith 
off the island. He was afraid to go back. We finally 
shoved him off. 

• “By the hospital on the river, we used to go 
down there and shoot rats at the dump. Used to hunt 
rabbits up on Sand Hill with a shotgun or a .22.

• The old cemetery by Irving school, we used to 
cut through it. It was all brush, just a path through it. 
They cleaned it up during the Depression and moved 
the graves over by where the present cemetery is.

                     Market Square
“On the Market Square by the courthouse, farm-

ers came in and put their horses there. In the center 
of it was a horse trough. It used to get icy around it. 
They didn’t have snowplows then and very few cars. 
There was kind of a brick ice over the pavement from 
the horses. 

• “Kids used to get together: the Burchells and the 
Hershlebs, the Gaulkes, Ticknors, Smith, to go down 
and play hockey in the winter. 

• “We used to fly kites there. One time, I was 
watching a kite I was flying and ran into the horse 
trough and got a black eye. 

LHS 1933 Ahdawagam

Above, Leona Rucinski Reichert (1914-1992) taught a total of 50 years in the 
Wisconsin Rapids school district, from 1960-1985 as the first kindergarten 
teacher at Woodside and Two Mile (future site of U.S. Bank). Among her 
students were Uncle Dave’s brother Kenneth in that first year and, later, two 
of Dave’s daughters.
 

The 1940 census lists Margaret Sachs as a maid for the Joseph Staub family on 
Third Street. Staub’s daughter, Joan Staub Haasl was a favorite contributor to 
Artifacts.

All Things Must Pass

Second Street South, Wisconsin Rapids
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Right Way Rapids

Gulf of Mexico

Jim Sampson married Rob 
Gringle’s mother in 1961.

Dorothy Panzer Gringle 
Sampson was born in Rapids. 
She was well-known by the 
Don Engel family as the lady in 
charge at the Oliver Koonz and 
Orville Straub dental office 
above Haney Drugs. Half the 
family got Koonz and the other 
half, including David—Straub.

Dorothy saw a strong resem-
blance between UD’s emerald 
eyes and his father’s. And how 
sister Kathy was totally petrified 
by having to go to the den-
tist. Dorothy said, “She hated 
everything about it, even the 
building.”

                 Peaboy Revisited—Again
By Uncle Dave

UD: “So if you were the superintendent in 1962, that 
means you were my boss. 

“I suppose so...” 

You may have heard all this before but my literary 
consultant tells me it doesn’t matter. If you’re old, you 
have forgot what I have previously penned in the past 
45 years of River City verbiage. If you’re young, you 
don’t know who I am and you’re too busy on your cell 
phone to be reading this.

It was a genuine job and rough work for a 16-year-
old edge-of-city slicker. At 6:30 a.m. at the canning 
company on the banks of the Wisconsin, climbing 
aboard an open truck bed with a dozen or so peers 
for transport to the pea fields out Arpin way. Climb-
ing aboard, I stashed my metal lunch bucket under a 
plank supported at the ends by concrete blocks. En 
route to what I remember as “Stoflet’s,” the truck hit 
a bump and the plank went boing, denting my lunch 
box and cracking the insulated thermos within. 

Did I mention the Confederate flag decal? Probably 
came with the Jeff Davis $50 bills.

With no thermos, I came up with one of the few 
successful entrepreneurial ventures of my 
life: purchasing two cans of cheap soda pop, 
probably Gibson’s bottled by Sampson’s, 
and freezing them overnight. At the work 
site, usually blazing hot, I savored one icy 
can and sold the other for twice what I paid 
for it. That would be about a dime.

 The first part of the summer was spent 
untangling piles of pea vines with a pitch-
fork. The second half took place within the 
factory.

 Note the round iron vessel pictured 
at left, filled with cans and moved via a 
control module in the left hand or pushed 
manually along a track above. Which I had 
never done before.

Suddenly, the whole thing slipped off 
the track and fell at my feet, the “handle” 

swooping down and striking my forearm. It was near 
the end of the night shift so I went home. Because of 
the swollen, throbbing, lump on my arm, I couldn’t 
sleep much before I left for a rare visit to Dr. Hulme 
the following morning. He said it wasn’t broken so 
I headed to Sampson’s and reported to the woman 
who managed the office. 

“Why didn’t you come in and get permission from 
us before you went to that doctor?”

Jim Sampson laughed when I told him the story. 
“That sounds about it. Must have been Nona Davis.” 

Very first issue of Artifacts II featured Sampson’s.

Sampson story dedicated to Bruce 
Zanow, fellow peaboy and friend of 
Jim Sampson. Two Mile Avenue’s 
Bruce is the only person who was with 
me through all the schools: Two Mile, 
Grove, Lincoln and UWSP.   —UD

                Canned Things
“Peas? I’ve never liked peas. Don’t like 

the smell of ’m.
“Beans, I can eat.”
                           —Jim Sampson

Thanks to limnologist 
H. Bruse for noticing 
that the photo at left was 
reversed in #71 but cor-
rect in #64 and, now, in 
#72. The Biron house at 
left was recently offered 
for sale and then razed 
by ND {Nine Dragons}, 
current owners of the 
paper mill.

Wrong Way Rapids

Rapids Tribune, May 17, 2004
reprinted in Ghost of Myself

Biron in the 1890s viewed 
from Town of Rudolph side

95 cents
per hour
in 1961
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Probably near Harshaw, Wis.: Julius Gash, A.F. Billmeyer, Alpha Snyder, Henry Sampson Jr., George Snyder, 
H.A. Sampson, Joe Snyder


