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STILL RINGING 
IN THE YEARS
Bungalow’s life story is 
tale of transformation  

By DAVE VOGEL
dmvogel@wi.rr.com

How the commercial bungalow at 
7405 Harwood Ave. has been 
used since its construction nearly 

100 years ago reflects big changes in our 
daily lives during that time.

The building probably is best known as 
the former Breitlow photo studio. Warren 
Breitlow operated there from 1969 until 
about two years ago and was its lon-
gest occupant. In the face of the digital 
revolution that has radically altered the 
art of photography, Breitlow continued 
working well into his 80s. In recent years, 
he mostly restored old photos, but without use of a computer. He preferred older 
methods, even as special paper and chemicals became scarce. 

In the dozen years before it was a photo studio, the building was headquarters 
for several service clubs when such organizations were at their zenith.

The Wisconsin Telephone Co. built the bungalow in 1920 for its Bluemound 

The commercial bungalow on Harwood Ave. was built in 1920 to house the Blue-
mound telephone exchange.

Additions to the WHS collections in-
clude a large-format Deardorff camera 
and a heavy-duty Majestic tripod.

In the midst of winter, day-
dreaming about weather better 
suited for bicycling is a comfort-
ing distraction.

For members of the Wauwatosa 
Historical Society, the next speak-
er in the society’s speaker series 
will give that daydreaming some 
historical perspective.

Nicholas J. Hoffman, a co-
author of Wheel Fever, will speak 
about the origins of bicycling in 
Wisconsin, from the  velocipede 
craze of 1869 to the crashing end 
of the first bicycle boom in the 
1890s, as well as debates over who 
should be allowed to ride, where 
they could ride and even what 
they could wear.

With new bike lanes and bike 
races on North Avenue, Wauwa-
tosa is in the thick of the latest 
developments in this recreation, 
making this a good time to look 
back on the state’s history behind 
the popularity of biking.

Hoffman is chief curator at the 
History Museum at the Castle 
in Appleton, Wisconsin, and has 
written articles for the Wisconsin 
Magazine of History. 

SPEAKER

Nicholas J. Hoffman
will speak

7 p.m. Tuesday, Jan. 13
at the First Congregational 

Church
1511 Church St.
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Any person or orga-
nization interested in 
the history of Wauwa-
tosa and of Wisconsin 
is invited to become 
a member. The non-
profit, educational 

society was founded 
to research the history 

of our area and to 
collect, preserve and 
exhibit objects from 
our past. The Society 
is an affiliate of the 

Wisconsin Historical 
Society. All member-
ships include a sub-
scription to Historic 

Wauwatosa, discounts 
off registration fees 
for adult education 
programs and other 

benefits. 
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Jan. 13: 7 p.m. Tuesday, Speaker Series, 
Wheel Fever, with author Nicholas J. Hoff-
man. First Congregational Church, 1511 
Church St. 
Feb. 14: 10:30 a.m. Saturday, in-depth 
tour of the Kneeland-Walker House. 
Appointments required. Tours are free 
for members and $5 for non-members.   
Tours take 60-75 minutes.

March 10: 7 p.m. Tuesday, Speaker Series 
with Steve Dailey, executive director of 
the Chudnow Museum of Yesteryear. First 
Congregational Church, 1511 Church St.
March 14: 10 a.m. Saturday, Blarney Run/
Walk, Underwood Parkway area with 
start at Hoyt Park. See website or March 
newsletter for details.

CALENDAR

THANK YOU TO CHRISTMAS 
DECORATION VOLUNTEERS

Thank you to the many volunteers 
led by Mary Kogler who decorated 
the Kneeland-Walker House for 
Christmas in November.

The decorated mansion was opened 
to the public on Dec. 6-7. 

Thank you to Outpost Natural 
Foods for donating treats served.

Now comes the less joyful work of 
taking down the decorations. Please 
call the WHS office if you wish to 
help on Tuesday, Jan. 13, and/or 
Wednesday, Jan. 14, with packing 
away the decorations. 

And while putting away your own 
decorations, keep the WHS in mind 
if you have extra white lights or gar-
land you could donate.

NEW COMMUNICATIONS 
SPECIALIST JOINS WHS STAFF
 

Merisa Tomczak, a volunteer in 
the society’s Judith A. Simonsen 

Library, has joined 
the office staff as 
communications 
specialist.

She succeeds 
Natalie Wysong, 
who has accepted 
a full-time writ-
ing position with 
Penzeys Spices. She 
had worked in the 
WHS office since 
early 2012.

“We’re sorry to 
lose Natalie, but wish her the best,” 
said Janel Ruzicka, the society’s 
executive director.

Tomczyk is a graduate of the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, Twin Cities. 
She majored in English literature and 
journalism. She is a lifelong resident 
of Brookfield. 

4 BOARD MEMBERS ELECTED 
AT ANNUAL MEETING

Four board members were elected 

at the annual meeting to three-year 
terms on the WHS board of direc-
tors, including newcomer Denise 
O’Meara. 

Chris Vogel and Beth Jaworski are 
returning for second terms and Bill 
Cummings is returning for his third 
term. At a board meeting following 
the annual meeting, the board also 
re-elected the 2014 officers. 

MEMBERSHIP DIRECTORY
PLANNED FOR MARCH

A new membership directory will 
accompany the March edition of 
Historic Wauwatosa. 

TOUR OF HOMES 
HOST NAME OMITTED

The names of Mark and Michelle 
McGarigle were mistakenly omitted 
from the November Historic Wauwa-
tosa list of homeowners who gra-
ciously hosted the society’s fall Tour 
of Homes.

NOTEWORTHY

The historical society recog-
nizes gifts made in memory 

of the following people:

In Memory of

TOM AMENT
Kent & Kathy Ehley

In Memory of

ROGER BOELK
Kent & Kathy Ehley

In Memory of

LEN BORKOWSKI
Lysbeth Otten

In Memory of

MARY ALICE BROWN
Kent & Kathy Ehley

In Memory of

MARILYN O’BRIEN
Fran Borkowski

MEMORIALS

Fran Borkowski, left, and Joan Riggin decorate a Christmas tree 
at the Kneeland-Walker House with tin ornaments created by Fran’s 
late husband, Len, a founder of the Wauwatosa Historical Society.

Tomczyk



exchange in Wauwatosa. The address at 
the time was 274 Main St.

Technology advanced, and the phone 
company moved out around 1930.

Dial phones had replaced “hello girls” 
at the exchange in 1928. In a detailed 
account of how the new phones would 
work, the Wauwatosa News reported: 
“While the system will eventually mean 
the employment of fewer girls, there 
always will be a need for girls for toll 
lines, information and similar services.”

Hello girls? Help for toll lines? 
Always?
By the 1930s, the phone company’s 

Bluemound and Greenfield exchanges 
were consolidated and operated out of 
an office in West Allis. 

The building reflected the Great De-
pression; it was closed for business dur-
ing most of the 1930s, records show. 

The Bungalow Pharmacy occupied 
the main floor by 1939. 

In the basement, the unexpectedly 
bright Bungalow Grill served patrons 
at tables and at stools installed at a 
marble-topped soda fountain. The 
restaurant had three exits to the street 
level. 

The pharmacy was out of business by 
the early 1950s, but the Grill remained 
open a bit longer. Both levels were 
vacant by 1955 and the building re-
mained empty until 1957 when it was 
rechristened Underwood Court and 
used for lunch meetings of the Rotary 
Club, the Kiwanis Club and the Izaak 
Walton League, a conservation organi-
zation.

At some point, front and rear ad-
ditions created room for a foyer and 
a kitchen. The original part of the 

building is one room with a gleaming 
terrazzo floor and space to seat more 
than 100 people. By the early 1960s, 
the Izaak Walton League had moved 
on and the Kiwanis and Rotary briefly 
shared the quarters with the Lions 
Club. 

The service clubs gave up the luxury 
of a dedicated home about 1968. Lives 
seemed busier then and service clubs 
competed for time with jobs, family 
activities and other organizations. 

The Rotary and Kiwanis clubs have 
been assembling in recent decades at 
hotel banquet halls or a basement meet-
ing room at Mayfair Mall. Sale of Un-
derwood Court was advertised in 1968 
with a description of a dining room 
that was ideal “for parties, weddings, 
catering clubs and civic clubs.”

The Lions moved their meetings 
to then-new Bowlero bowling alley 
in 1959, but in 1968 purchased the 
former Knights of Pythias Hall at 7336 
St. James St.

After Rotary and Kiwanis vacated 
Underwood Court, Breitlow studio 
moved in.

The Breitlow family had been in the 
portrait photography business since the 
first years of the Great Depression.

Clarence and Leta Breitlow initially 
established the business in Milwaukee 
without any studio. Leta would cut out 
newspaper birth announcements and 
follow up months later with a phone 
call to the parents, offering the conve-
nience of in-home portrait sittings.

Clarence died in 1956, but Leta and 
her son Warren continued the business, 
finally locating in Wauwatosa. Leta 
died in 1996, and Warren continued 
with the business until about two years 
ago when, in his mid-80s, he finally 

sold the building to ANEW Health 
Care Services. Breitlow said about 10 
years ago that he frequently was be-
ing approached with offers to buy the 
building but wanted to continue using 
it for his business for as long as he 
could.

ANEW Home Health Care Services 
bought the bungalow in 2012. ANEW 
already had purchased a building next 
door and another across the street. Sally 
Sprenger, ANEW founder, said she 
bought the building at 7425 Harwood 
Ave. when the owners of the Borgwardt 
Funeral Home retired in 1989. She 
later purchased the building at 7400 
Harwood Ave. that previously housed 
Harwood Medical Associates.

Breitlow sold the bungalow as is, with 
all its contents, Sprenger said. That 
included photography equipment and 
supplies, about 3,000 picture frames 
and a baby grand piano.

She donated some camera equipment 
to the Wauwatosa Historical Society, 
plus stacks of mostly unidentified 
photo prints that are still being sorted.

“I was giving away three and four 
frames apiece to our employees as they 
were going home,” Sprenger said. Even 
after she donated other items, Sprenger 
said, workers filled 17 30-foot-long 
mobile garbage bins with debris, much 
of it from a remodeling project that 
eliminated wall partitions and restored 
the original main hall. Steps at the 
front entrance have been rebuilt, all of 
the windows replaced and the exterior 
landscaped. 

Sprenger loves a story about the 
piano, although she readily admits she 
has no idea whether it’s true: Flamboy-
ant showman Liberace once performed 
at the bungalow. 

BUNGALOW, FROM PAGE 1
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The bungalow was a meeting site for service clubs in the 1960s and later was Warren Breitlow’s portrait photo studio.
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COLLECTIONS

PAINTNGS OF LANDMARKS 
DONATED TO COLLECTIONS

A business long based in Wauwatosa with 
offices decorated with paintings of Wauwa-
tosa landmarks is moving to Brookfield and 
has donated the artwork to the Wauwatosa 
Historical Society.

John Albert, a retired founder of KMA 
Sales Co., said he purchased the six sketches 
at the Firefly Art Fair many years ago. The 
artist signed the paintings “Jankowski J.A.”

Albert and his wife Helen also recently 
donated to the society photographs of Wau-
watosa landmarks taken by her uncle, John 
S. Hall. Hall died in 1996 at age 79. His 
photos were on display at a special exhibit 
last summer at the Little Red Store. KMA 
also donated additions to the Hall collection.

The paintings depict, clockwise from top 
left, the Pabst tavern now occupied by Ris-
torante Bartolotta, the Kneeland-Walker 
House, the Dittmar Building, commercial 
buildings on State Street, the old Harwood 
Library and an early schoolhouse from about 
1880.


