
Research Library plays 
role in log cabin case

By DAVE VOGEL
dmvogel@wi.rr.com

Edward P. Wilkommen 
probably knew the 
history of  Wauwatosa 

better than anyone, living in the 
city most of  his 87 years and 
researching and writing about 
its past for more than a quarter 
of  a century as editor of  Historic 
Wauwatosa.

Wilkommen was one of  a 
small group of  charter members 
who organized the Wauwatosa 
Historical Society in 1977. He 
died in December.

He served on the initial board 
that established the society as 
a state historical society affili-
ate after interest in local history swelled during the nation’s 
bicentennial celebrations. Wilkommen was remembered at 
his funeral in January as dedicated and highly respected, if  
not universally beloved. Although he had a lifetime member-
ship, Wilkommen quit the editorship in 2003 in a huff  over 
changes made to the newsletter.

“He was instrumental in getting the society established 
and was the driving force behind that newsletter, until he 
got mad,” said Jim Vint, who also served on the initial board 
and later as board president. “He wanted complete editorial 
control.

“He knew all about the early people of  Wauwatosa and 
their ancestors and was dedicated to research,” Vint said. 

“He was an amazing per-
son.” 

Wilkommen switched his 
allegiance to the West Allis 
Historical Society in about 
2001 and edited its newslet-
ter until last fall when he 
quit, again over changes 
to the newsletter that he 
didn’t like. At the time of  
his death, he remained a 
member of  the West Allis 
society’s board of  directors.

“We sometimes think Ed 
was sent to us to teach us 
patience,” Devan Gracyalny, 
president of  the West Allis 
Historical Society, said in a 

eulogy at the funeral.
When Wilkommen was 

admitted to hospitals in recent years as his health declined, 
Gracyalny was his emergency contact. Wilkommen was 
a lifelong bachelor and had lived alone since his mother, 
Hermine, died in 1984. Wilkommen had few relatives and 
none lived nearby. His death was discovered after a postal 
carrier noticed unopened mail accumulating, Gracyalny said. 
Wilkommen’s wish was to die without burdening anyone. 

Wilkommen also was remembered at the funeral as some-
times argumentative but almost always correct about the 
historic facts he asserted.

When an encyclopedic history of streetcars and interur-
bans in Milwaukee was published in the late 1970s, rail buff 

By CAROL ROSEN 
jasrl@wauwatosahistoricalsociety.org

Recent events involving potential construction of  a three-
story apartment building on the property now occupied by 
the Underwood Log Cabin at 2515 Wauwatosa Ave. serve 
as a reminder of  the society’s role in supporting educational 
and preservation efforts.  

WHS is affiliated with the State Historical Society of  Wis-
consin, and it abides by the Criteria for Eligibility set forth by 
the State and the National Register of Historic Places.

A property is eligible for listing on Register of Historic 
Places if it meets one or more of the following criteria:

Wilkommen a driving force in early years

See LOG CABIN, page 3

Ed Wilkommen was instrumental in the 1977 organiza-
tion of the Wauwatosa Historical Society.

See WILKOMMEN, page 3.

The Historic Preservation Commision will conduct a 
public hearing on the fate of the log cabin at 7 p.m. 
Wednesday, March 7 at City Hall.
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RESEARCH LIBRARY 
MISSING ITS LEADER

Carol Rosen, VP of Educa-
tion and lead research volunteer, 
will be out of the office at the 
Kneeland-Walker House for the 
foreseeable future. 

While working in her home 
Rosen suffered a serious leg injury 
that will keep her away from her 
duties in the research library.  

Questions about Wauwatosa his-
tory will continue to be fielded by 
WHS staff and other volunteers 
who will pitch in to help.  

WICKHAM NAMED 2017
DISTINGUISHED CITIZEN

Congratulations to Jill Wick-
ham, who will be honored April 
25 as Wauwatosa Distinguished 
Citizen of 2017.

Wickham 
served on the 
WHS board of 
directors for six 
years. She also 
served on the 
committee that 
preserved the 
Little Red Store. 
The committee 
secured fund-
ing and restored 
the building in 
2008. It now 

serves as a visitor center. Wickham 
coordinated the volunteers during 

its first four years of operation.
Wickham also was a founder 

and president of the Jennings Park 
Neighborhood Association and 
the Wauwatosa Neighborhood As-
sociation Council, which supports 
Wauwatosa’s 30 neighborhood 
associations.

Of 60 recipients of the award 
since it was instituted in 1964, 
Wickham is the 41st recipient 
with strong WHS connections.

ROONEY ELECTED WHS 
BOARD PRESIDENT

At its January meeting, the 
Board elected Peggy Rooney as 
president for the new year. 

“Peggy’s enthusiasm and willing-
ness to contribute her time and 
resources to the historical society 
have  already 
had an impact 
on our events,” 
said society 
director Natalie 
Wysong.

“Small local 
history organiza-
tions like ours 
face a number 
of challenges, 
but she’s eager 
to look at solu-
tions that are practical, as well as 
unique to our particular group,” 
Wysong said. “I truly look for-
ward to working with her.”

Rooney, a Business Process Lead 
at Bostik in Wauwatosa, is in her 
third year serving on the WHS 
board. She is a long-time member 
of the society.

Leaving the presidency is Chris 
Vogel, who will continue to vol-
unteer as the chair of the society’s 
second-largest fundraiser, the Tour 
of Homes.

WHS RECEIVES BEQUEST 
FROM SMITH ESTATE 

Joyce Ann Smith, who died last 
September, remembered WHS 
with a generous gift from her 
estate.

Smith, 87, had been a WHS 
member since 1980 and through 
the years had faithfully donated 
money for operation of the Judith 
A. Simonsen Research Library.

Smith grew up in Wauwatosa 
and graduated from the Universi-
ty of Wisconsin — Madison. She 
was a homemaker and entrepre-
neur and was married 61 years to 
the late William C. Smith. 

The Society recognizes gifts made 
in honor or memory of the follow-
ing people:

ED WILKOMMEN

Rachael VerDuin

The Wauwatosa Historical 
Society (WHS) collects, 
preserves and dis-
seminates the history of 
Wauwatosa. 
Founded in 1977, the so-
ciety is a donor-supported 
non-profit organization 
with more than 600 
individual family and 
business members.
WHS is an affiliate of 
the Wisconsin Historical 
Society and is supported 
by individual gifts, 
membership fees, and 
foundation grants.
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is a WHS membership beneft. Full 
membership levels start at $20 for 
seniors, $25 for individuals, $30 for 
families, $40 for organizations and 
$55 for businesses.

You can receive Historic Wauwa-
tosa digitally right in your email 
inbox. Going paperless is fast, 
easy and convenient, and it helps 
WHS save on printing and postage 
costs so your support has an even 
greater impact. Send us an email 
and signup now.

Historic Wauwatosa welcomes 
submission of articles and pho-
tographs. WHS does not assume 
responsibility for statements made 
by contributors.
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Traffic was heavy in 1844 at 
the inn in Milton. The stage-
coaches that stopped were full of 
travelers, while unseen passen-
gers in the tunnel underground 
were fleeing for their lives.

Doug Welch, assistant director 
at the Milton House Museum, 
will discuss his book about the 
curious hexagonal structure and 
its precarious goings-on at the 
WHS’ March 11 speaker series.

Milton’s founder Joseph 
Goodrich was born in Massa-
chusetts but came to Wisconsin 
in 1838. He built the house 
and the long connecting build-
ing of poured grout, and soon 
after began to operate his stop. 
A staunch Seventh Day Baptist, 

Goodrich adhered to the prin-
ciple that slavery was immoral 
and defied Constitutional rights.

The Milton House Museum in 
Janesville is a National Land-
mark and the only tunnel in 
Wisconsin that is part of the 
National Underground Railroad 

Network.
Learn more about this remark-

able Civil War artifact at our 
next speaker series, at 1:30 p.m. 
Tuesday, March 11 at the Little 
Red Store, 7720 Harwood Ave. 
It’s free and open to the public.

SPEAKER SERIES MARCH 11: WISCONSIN STOP ON THE WAY TO FREEDOM

Wickham 

Rooney



Wilkommen offered a lengthy list of 
corrections. Margins of one copy of 
TM: The Milwaukee Electric Railway & 
Light Company were filled with correc-
tions written in his trademark green 
ink. 

In 1985, while Wilkommen was presi-
dent, the Wisconsin State Historical 
Society awarded WHS its Reuben Gold 
Thwaites Trophy, a recognition as the 
best local historical society in the state. 
In 1992, Wilkommen received a merit 
award from the Milwaukee County 
Historical Society. In 1993, the state 
historical society presented him with a 
Local History Award of  Merit.

Wilkommen was president of  the 
Milwaukee Road Historical Associa-
tion, the Iowa chapter of  the National 
Railway Historical Society and the 
Wisconsin Association of  Railroad 
Passengers. He also was a director of  
the Model Railroad Club of  Milwaukee 
and editor of  Milwaukee Road Rail-
fans.

Wilkommen lived most of  his life in 
a 1929 bungalow on 72nd Street near 
Wright Avenue. The house was packed 
with file cabinets containing research 
he’d collected over the years, Vint said.

Wilkommen served in the U.S. Coast 
Guard and studied metallurgical engi-
neering at the University of  Wisconsin, 
graduating in 1957. He worked for 
Creole Petroleum Corporation in Ven-
ezuela in the late 1950s. There, funeral-
goers were surprised to learn, Wilkom-
men was romantically involved with a 
Venezuelan woman who visited after 
he returned to Wauwatosa in 1961.

“I never married, and I’m happy to 
say that,” Wilkommen said in an inter-
view for a WHS oral history recording.

On a steam train excursion in Russia 
during that trip, Gracyalny recalled 
that Wilkommen said he turned down 
an invitation to tour the Kremlin. 
Throughout the trip, Gracyalny said, 
Wilkommen turned up his nose at Rus-
sian cuisine and instead subsisted on a 
diet of  cucumbers.

“I am an unusual guy,” Wilkommen 
acknowledged at one point during his 
oral history interview.

“I eat only in Greek restaurants, 
cooked and baked food, not fried,” he 
added. “And during my lifetime I have 
never eaten a single meal in a fast food 
restaurant and I never will.”

Back in the states, Wilkommen 
started his own company, Edgewood 
Industries Inc., as a railroad contractor. 
He also was a consultant for manufac-
turing companies across the country.

Wilkommen traced the genealogy of  
Charles and Thomas Benjamin Hart, 
the settlement’s founding fathers who 
built a sawmill and a grist mill on the 
Menomonee River. His research took 
him to the National Archives in Wash-
ington, D.C., the Montana Historical 
Society and the California Historic 
Archives. 

After 15 years of  research in which 
he determined the exact location of  
Charles Hart’s Wauwatosa homestead 

near 83rd Street and Milwaukee Av-
enue, Wilkommen persuaded the Mil-
waukee County Board of  Supervisors 
to name a previously unnamed street 
that connected the intersection with 
Menomonee River Parkway. Thanks 
to Wilkommen, that road has been 
“Charles Hart Parkway” since 1993.

For Wauwatosa’s 1985 sesquicenten-
nial celebration of  its first settlement, 
Wilkommen developed a walking tour 
of  the original Village area, identify-
ing buildings and their ages along with 
stories about the fire that destroyed 
the Village in 1895. He also identified 
where the two mills stood. 

With a reputation for his thorough 
research, Wilkommen was invited to 
speak at Hart family reunions in 1990 
in Charles City, IA, and in 1992 in Mis-
soula, MT.

Wilkommen wrote his first five 
chapters of  a history of  Wauwatosa, 
covering the period from its settlement 
in 1835 to 1900, but he put that project 
aside when he took over the West Allis 
historical society newsletter.

As a teenager, Wilkommen developed 
an interest in railroad history and in 
later years rode rail lines from Canada 
to Chile and in Russia. 

“In 1996, I traveled around the world 
in 40 days — twice as fast as Jules 
Verne,” Wilkommen said in the 2016 
interview.

Wilkommen proudly recalled his 
hiking experiences around the globe, 
including to the highest peaks in 
Venezuela and Mexico, and in 2006 in 
Australia and New Zealand. He said 
he had traveled throughout South 
America and Central America, to every 
state in America and to every province 
in Canada.

Wilkommen said he had made ar-
rangements for proceeds from his es-
tate to continue sponsoring an annual 
“GeoFocus lecture series,” bringing in 
distinguished speakers to the Univer-
sity of  Wisconsin — Milwaukee for 
presentations related to geology and 
geography.

Wilkommen met some of the lo-
cal wildlife in a 1972 survey of the 
Menomonee River Parkway.

WILKOMMEN, from page 1.

n Property is associated with historic events or activities
n Property is associated with important persons
n Property has a distinctive design or physical character-

istics
n Property has yielded, or may be likely to yield, informa-

tion about prehistory or history
In addition to meeting one of the above criteria for historic 

significance, the property must retain integrity, or a sense 
of time and place. Integrity is determined based on seven 

qualities: location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 
feeling and association.

WHS’ role is to assist members of the local Historic 
Preservation Commission, as well as other professionals and 
members of the public, seeking to identify historic properties 
of local significance. WHS shares its resources and provides 
materials to support local preservation efforts. 

The cabin, originally located at the northwest corner of 
Wauwatosa and North avenues, was built in 1921 by railroad 
tycoon Frederick D. Underwood. It was moved in 1955 to 
make way for Longfellow Middle School.

LOG CABIN, from page 1
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PUSH COMES TO SHOVE

HISTORIC
WAUWATOSA

7406 HILLCREST DRIVE
WAUWATOSA, WI 53213

RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

Peggy Devitt Katz and the Wauwatosa Hys-
terical Players wowed the crowds once again in 
this year’s Mystery Nights at the Mansion.  

The Hysterical Players brought the house 
down all four show nights last month with their 
performance of “When Push Comes to Shove”, 
written by Katz, an award-winning playwright, 
and directed by Nancy Shirley.  

“I am thrilled that all the hard work that went 
into this show paid off,” Katz said. 

Organizers were pleased with the robust 
ticket sales and the patronage of sponsors Leff ’s 
Lucky Town, Lowlands Group, Noodles & Co., 
Ruby Tap, Amaranth Bakery and Cafe and 
Jimmy’s Island Grill. 

“The support from our local businesses is so 
gratifying,” said WHS director Natalie Wysong. 
“The volunteers’ time commitment to rehears-
als and the menu and getting all the details 
right—it just blows me away.”

THERE’S NO SECRET TO SUCCESS OF MYSTERY NIGHTS

Guests at the 
Kneeland-Walker 
House for one 
of four February 
performances 
of “When Push 
Comes to Shove” 
study clues to 
solve the mys-
tery.

Join us March 11 for a look at 
the underground railroad in 
Wisconsin. Details on page 2.


