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Janel Ruzicka has honored the Wauwatosa His-
torical Society (WHS) with her dedication for 
more than 25 years and now it’s time for us to 
honor her.

Janel, WHS executive director since 1992, re-
tired at the end of November. She was so com-
mitted to her job that, in all that time, she and 
her husband Jim never took an overnight vaca-
tion anywhere. Now it’s time to hit the road and 
also spend more time with her grandson.

We’ll formally thank Janel during a reception 

3-5 p.m. Sunday, Jan. 29, at Harwood Place. 
Because this is all about Janel, that’s an NFL-

free Sunday. And because Janel always has em-
phasized the need for WHS fundraising, this is 
a fundraiser.

Admission to the reception is $25 per person. 
Monetary tributes to Janel also are encouraged, 
and names of those contributing will be listed in 
the March issue of Historic Wauwatosa. Appetiz-
ers, desserts and wine will be served. R.S.V.P. to 
the WHS office by Jan. 26. 

SEE DOUGHBOYS, PAGE 3

A “memory tree” dedicated to Bernard A. Diedrich, who was killed in World 
War I, is at Root Common. Originally, three trees were planted in memory 
of Diedrich and two other Wauwatosa soldiers killed during the war.

JANELFEST WHS thanks Ruzicka at reception Jan. 29

DOUGHBOYS
REMEMBERED
By DAVE VOGEL

dmvogel@wi.rr.com

One hundred years ago this 
April, the United States 
entered World War I, a war 
that ended in 1918 leav-

ing millions dead, including four from 
Wauwatosa.

William Nehring, 19, was our first 
casualty. Although his wasn’t a battle 
death, the city took it hard. When the 
news filtered back home about two 
weeks later, Wauwatosa stores and 
shops closed for the day.

Nehring was in training camp in 
Waco, TX, when his appendix rup-
tured. He died after surgery.

A month earlier, Nehring had written 
home: “Dear Brother Emil, . . . do not 
worry about me when I am gone. It is 
worth fighting for a country like this 
and there is no country in the world 
that does so much for its soldiers as this 
country is doing.”

By the armistice on Nov. 11, 1918, 
Wauwatosa doughboys Bernard A. 
Diedrich and Alexander E. Shiells also 
had died. 

The three were remembered on 
Memorial Day 1928 with the planting 

of three elm trees at Root Common, 
at Harwood and Wauwatosa avenues. 
The trees, it was reported at the time, 
would be surrounded by a bronze chain 
supported by six stone pillars. A tablet 
would be set in one of the pillars that 
would give the names of the three.

Not surprisingly, the trees didn’t 
survive the outbreak of Dutch elm 
disease that first struck Wauwatosa in 
the 1950s. But no one today seems 
to recall what happened to the tablet. 

Wauwatosa Avenue was re-routed 
through Root Common in the 1950s, 
greatly reducing the size of the park.

Today, one bronze plaque remains. 
It marks a maple tree dedicated to 
Diedrich.

As the city completes a major 
streetscaping in the Village this year, 
plans are being made to change the 
contour of what’s left of Root Common 
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WHS
LITTLE RED STORE
HOSTING BOOK CLUB

Blustery nights and short-lived 
spells of daylight have the Tosa 
Farmers Market (TFM) lament-
ing that abandoned spot down in 
our cherished Village. So, TFM is 
teaming up with the Wauwatosa 
Historical Society for the first-
ever Off-Season TFM Book Club, 
hosted at The Little Red Store. 

The dates: 10:30 a.m. to noon 
on Saturdays Jan. 28, Feb. 25 and 
March 25.

The books: Street Farm by  
Michael Ableman; Walk Out, 
Walk On, by Margaret Wheatley 
and Deborah Frieze; Animal, 
Vegetable, Miracle by Barbara 
Kingsolver.

Call the WHS office for details.

PENKSA IS NEW WHS 
MEMBERSHIP COORDINATOR

Nancy A. Penksa has been hired 
as WHS membership coordina-
tor.

Penksa and 
her husband, 
Albert Frisone, 
have two chil-
dren. Matthew, 
18, is a senior 
at Marquette 
University High 
School; Grace, 
16, is a sopho-
more at Divine 
Savior Holy 
Angels High School.

Penksa volunteers at the two 
schools and at a hospice.

She graduated from Penn State 
and earned an MBA at the Col-
lege of St. Rose in Albany, NY. 

Before moving to Wauwatosa 
in 2000, she worked as a senior 
budget and policy analyst for 
the New York City Independent 
Budget Office.

2017 OFFICERS 
ELECTED TO SERVE WHS

WHS board of directors officers 
have been elected with Chris 
Vogel returning for a fourth term 
as president. Carol Rosen, new 
to the board, is vice president for 
education, and David Axtell is 
treasurer. Bill Cummings again 
is vice president for development, 
and Peggy Devitt Katz again is 
secretary and Beth Jaworski again 

is vice president for marketing. 
Axtell, Katz, Mary Kogler and 

Phil Warner were elected to the 
board in November.

Special thanks to departing 
board member Bryan Stutzki, 
WHS treasurer since 2008.

PREPARE NOW FOR SPRING
HOME AND GARDEN SALE 

Keep WHS in mind between 
now and spring as we prepare for 
our third annual Home and Gar-
den Sale. We’ll be collecting items 
beginning May 29. The sale  is on 
Friday, June 2, at the Kneeland-
Walker House coach house.

Last year’s sale raised more than 
$1,300 for WHS. 

Contact Peggy Devitt Katz at 
pegkatz@wi.rr.com with any 
questions or to volunteer to help.

IRISH HISTORY IS TOPIC FOR 
JANUARY SPEAKER SERIES 

Last winter’s experiment with 
scheduling winter meetings of the 
speaker series during afternoon 
hours worked so well that the 
schedule will be repeated in 2017.

The series kicks off at 1:30 p.m. 
Tuesday, Jan. 10 with a presenta-
tion by Dennis 
McBride on 
local history of 
Irish settlers.

McBride has 
coordinated 
the Irish Fest 
Hedge School 
since 2006. 
He has given 
presentations on 
Irish and Irish-
American history 
at Irish Fest and 
elsewhere.

He is a retired 
attorney and 
a Wauwatosa 
alderman since 
2008.

LISTEN TO WHS ORAL 
HISTORY INTERVIEWS 

WHS volunteers have been 
conducting more oral history 
interviews in recent years and 
the recordings are available for 
researchers and the curious at the 
Kneeland-Walker House.

Recent additions to the col-

lection include interviews with 
former mayors James Benz, 
James Brundahl, Terry Estness 
and Maricolette Walsh; longtime 
Wauwatosans Ray Perry, Betty 
O’Sullivan, Mary Pat Pfeil, 
Allen Prill, Atis Purins, Bev-
erly Schwabe, Teresa Shinners, 
RoseMarie and Mathias Wey, 
Ed Wilkommen and Gerald 
Williamson.

Scores of recordings from earlier 
interviews also are available.

Contact the WHS office to ar-
range for listening times.

More interviews will be re-
corded if we have more volun-
teers to do the interviews. Please 
contact WHS if you’re interested 
in volunteering or have sugges-
tions of people who should be 
interviewed.

ALVERNO SENIOR IS WHS 
INTERN  FOR SPRING

Monica Perez, a senior at Al-
verno College, 
is serving as a 
WHS intern 
this spring 
semester in 
the Judith A. 
Simonsen Re-
search Library.

Perez lives on 
Milwaukee’s 
south side, 
and expresses 
interest in 
learning more about Wauwatosa’s 
involvement in the Underground 
Railroad movement.

Penksa

MEMORIALS

WHS recognizes gifts in honor
 of the following:

In Memory of
MARION PETERSEN

Carolyn Dressler
Rita Irwin & Friends
Marty & Alice Krebs

Lucy Miyazaki
James & Sharon Petrie
Jim & Janel Ruzicka

Virginia Smelska
Rachael VerDuin

Roger & Maricolette Walsh

Dennis McBride
 on Irish history

1:30 p.m. 
Tuesday, Jan. 10

at the 
First 

Congregational 
Church,

 1511 Church St.

Perez



WILLIAM NEHRING

Born: Jan. 27, 1899 to Louis 
and Susan Nehring at what 
today is 1316 N. 72nd St.  
Louis was born in Germany; 
Susan was born in Austria.
Service: Entered service in 
May 1917,  trained at Waco 
TX. Private in Battery F of the 
120th Field Artillery Regi-
ment, 32nd Division. 
Death: Age 19. Feb. 18, 1918 
after surgery for a ruptured appendix. 
Burial: Wauwatosa Cemetery.

 

ALEXANDER E. SHIELLS
Born: May 22, 1888, in 
Georgetown, British Guiana 
to William and Agnes Shiells 
at what today is 1442 N. 
70th St.
Family: Married to Emma 
Lydia Fingado. They had a 
son, Edward Carl, born in 
1917. Emma and her son 
later moved to California. 
She died in 1974; he died in 
1994. 
Service: Entered Wisconsin National Guard from 
Wauwatosa, trained in Texas. Served in Europe as 
a 2nd lieutenant.
Death: Age 31 . Feb. 17, 1919 of pneumonia at a 
hospital in  Saint-Nazaire, France.
Burial: Wauwatosa Cemetery.

BERNARD A. DIEDRICH
Born: Sept. 8, 1895, to 
Joseph and Catharine Died-
rich at what later was 1457 
Underwood Ave.
Service: Enlisted in July 1915 
and served under Brigadier 
Gen. John Pershing in the 
Pancho Villa Expedition 
during Mexico’s revolution. 
As a sergeant first class in 
Company E, 128th Infantry 
Regiment, 32nd Division, he 
fought in some of the Great War’s fiercest battles, 
including Fismes, Verdun, Chateau-Thierry, 
Juvigny, Soissons and in the Meuse-Argonne 
Operation.
Death: Age 22. Gassed during Soissons battle in 
July 1918, collapsed during occupation of Ger-
many, returned to Fort Sheridan in Illinois on May 
30, 1919, and died June 20, 1919. 
Burial: Holy Cross Cemetery, Milwaukee.

Born: Dec. 5, 1895 in the Town of Wauwatosa, the 
son of Edward and Edith Robbins, farmers along 
Watertown Plank Road.
Service: Entered service in November 1917, 
trained at Camp Custer, MI, with 32nd Red Arrow 
Division. Left U.S. in February 1918 and served as 
a private in the infantry in France and Germany.
Death: Age 28; Oct. 24, 1924, at Veteran’s Admin-
istration hospital in West Milwaukee.
Burial: Wauwatosa Cemetery.

and bring back a memorial to the 
fallen heroes, perhaps with planting 
of new trees.

The year the elm trees were plant-
ed was the same year an American 
Legion hall named for Diedrich 
was built on North Avenue at 61st 
Street. The post was chartered in 
1919 and remained in the building, 
now home to Juniper 61 restaurant, 
until 1953 when the post went 
broke. It later was consolidated with 
other Legion posts.

“We never were in favor of our 
post being in the tavern busi-
ness,” Bernard Diedrich’s bartender 
brother, Edward, told the Milwau-
kee Journal in 1953.

Four Diedrich brothers fought in 
the war, the largest contingent of 
any Wauwatosa family.

Diedrich was gassed in July 1918 
during the battle of Soissons and 
later collapsed during the occupa-
tion of Germany. He was among 
the first U.S. troops to set foot in 
Germany. He was sent back to the 
states on May 30, 1919, and died 
June 20, 1919.

A fourth Wauwatosan killed in the 
war drew less recognition, perhaps 
because he was from the Town of 
Wauwatosa rather than the city and 
perhaps because he died in 1924, 
six years after the war ended. Harry 
Robbins, who served in France 
and Germany, died at the Veterans 
Administration hospital in West 
Milwaukee where he was treated for 
inhalation of poisonous gas.

A 1935 Wauwatosa centennial 
publication stated that the city had 
sent 233 volunteers to the front.

“. . . Wauwatosa repeatedly 
over-subscribed on war loans. On 
Oct. 23, 1917, over $100,000 was 
raised, out of which $84,000 was 
accounted for by the women.”

A club was organized at the high 
school to encourage war gardens 
while one of the school rooms was 
used by Red Cross workers. 

* * *
German items sometimes aroused 

suspicion during the war.
“Someone entered the Wauwa-

tosa high school and removed all 
German text books that could be 
found in the desks and threw them 
into the river,” the Wauwatosa News 

reported in April 1918.
Men combed the city and town-

ship to check on purchases of war 
bonds “and they posted yellow 
signs on the homes of slackers,” the 
Wauwatosa News-Times stated in a 
1950 review of the first half of the 
20th century. 

Perhaps because of his Germanic 
name, Wauwatosa Mayor Hans 
A. Koenig, a native of Minnesota, 
was seeking re-election in April 
1918 and repeatedly advertised in 
the Wauwatosa News: “I feel that 
this is not the time for any quib-
bling when it comes to a question 
of loyalty to this government, and 
as American citizens we cannot 
adopt any other course than that of 
unwavering loyalty without being a 
traitor to the country.” Koenig was 
re-elected.

A notice printed in the News in 
July encouraged formation of a 
singing society: “Everybody come 
to the high school next Tuesday 
evening, July 9, at 8 o’clock to help 
organize a patriotic community 
singing society.”

 Most National Guardsmen from 
Wisconsin became part of the 
famed 32nd “Red Arrow” Divi-
sion. During combat in France in 
World War I, it soon acquired from 
the French the nickname Les Ter-
ribles and took on the “red arrow” 
insignia for piercing every enemy 
line the unit faced. (When many 
street names were changed in 1932 
to bring order to addresses in the 
metro area, Wauwatosa changed  
Brazee Street to Red Arrow Court.)

As the war wound down, Wau-
watosans focused on the deadly 
Spanish flu pandemic. To maintain 
morale, wartime censors previously 
had been minimizing reports of the 
illnesses in Europe and the U.S.

 Obituaries for Spanish flu victims 
filled newspapers that fall. 

In October, the city ordered 
cancellation of all public meetings. 
After a few weeks, the order was 
relaxed, but then the state stepped 
in and ordered resumption of the 
closings for a month.

Armistice Day arrived Nov. 11, 
1918, and schools closed and busi-
nesses were at a standstill as citizens 
paraded through the streets in joy.

By December, the deadly flu 
outbreak had subsided and soldiers 
began returning home.
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DOUGHBOYS, FROM PAGE 1

HARRY S. ROBBINS



MADE OUR CHRISTMAS BRIGHT 
VOLUNTEERS AGAIN 
BRIGHTENED OUR HOLIDAYS  

Thank you to all of the volunteers who 
decorated the Kneeland-Walker House and the 
Little Red Store for the holidays. The elves were 
led at the house by Mary Kogler and Sharon 
Braun, at the Little Red Store by John Goudie.

The Little Red Store was a beehive the 
evening the Christmas Train stopped nearby, 
drawing thousands of spectators. Goudie and 
his wife Kathy worked nonstop popping and 
bagging popcorn while John O’Meara, Beth 
Jaworski, Kathy Kopperud, Chris and Allen 
Groh and their daughter Marisa handled sales.

The pace of visitors Dec. 3 and 4 to the beau-
tifully decorated Very Merry Kneeland-Walker 
House was much less hectic, but steady during 
both afternoons.

Cookie bakers for the events included Me-
lissa Stippich, Judy Maret, Kathy Kopperud, 
Kelly Kramer and Janel Ruzicka.

So many volunteers helped decorate both sites 
that there’s not enough room to list everyone. 
But please know that your contributions are 
much appreciated.
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Thousands of spectators were on hand Dec. 6 for the Christmas Train’s stop in 
the village, and many of them seemed to welcome the warmth of the Little 
Red Store and a chance to buy popcorn or cider.


