
HISTORIC WAUWATOSA
KNEELAND-WALKER HOUSE

PUBLISHED BY THE WAUWATOSA HISTORICAL SOCIETY

NO. 226 MAY 2015

Ted’s 
Owner Kevin Wadhams

will speak
7 p.m. Tuesday,

 May 12
at the

First Congregational 
Church,

 1511 Church St.

 WAUWATOSA PARKS AND FORESTRY OFFICE

Leafy high-arching cathedrals of elm trees cast a cool shade on Warren Avenue until 
Dutch elm disease spread, beginning in Wauwatosa in 1956. 

Dutch elm disease left 
Tosa nearly naked

By DAVE VOGEL
dmvogel@wi.rr.com

T wenty years after Mayor William 
B. Knuese declared war on Dutch 
elm disease in 1956, the battles 

raged on and a helicopter hovered low 
over streets of Wauwatosa.

From the vantage of a chopper, 
arborist Allen Prill could survey the 
city’s thousands of elms.

“The disease usually starts at the 
top,” Prill said. “I’d record which trees 
needed to be checked and we’d use 
a boom truck and a pruning pole to 
see if it had the disease. If we caught 
it soon enough, we could remove 
branches before it got to the larger 
section of the tree.”

Sometimes, the trees could be saved.
But the helicopter noise resulted in 

so many complaints to city hall that 
aerial surveying soon was abandoned.

The only weapon in the arborist’s 
arsenal then was DDT, at least until 
1973 when it effectively was banned 
after President Richard Nixon signed 
the Endangered Species Act.

With an estimated 7,000 elm trees 

SEE ELM, PAGE 3

SPEAKER Tosa has screamed for Ted’s ice cream for almost 75 years
Ted’s Home Made Ice Cream, a popular Wau-

watosa hangout since 1941, hasn’t changed 
much over the years. Maybe that’s why it re-
mains popular.

Ted Gottwein opened the business in a store-
front at 6129 W. North Ave. He moved it to 
6204 W. North Ave. in 1948. The 30 swivel 
seats at the counter far outnumber table seats. 

Ted’s served frozen custard from 11 a.m. to 
midnight. When drive-ins soared in popular-
ity after World War II and took a bite out of 

his night business, he shifted to daytime hours 
in 1954 and introduced breakfast and lunch 
menus. 

But the 1940s decor and the same custard are 
still there. 

The latest change in ownership was in 2012 
when Kevin Wadhams took over the neighbor-
hood business.

Wadhams will speak about the history of the 
business at the Wauwatosa Historical Society 
meeting Tuesday, May 12.
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SECOND SATURDAYS EXTRA 
BUSY AT LITTLE RED STORE

Stop by the Little Red Store 
on the second Saturday of each 
month during the farmers market 
season and check out sales of 
homemade pies, walking tours 
and demonstrations of crafts,  
such as spinning and weaving. 
The Little Red Store is open 8 
a.m. to 2 p.m. on Saturdays, May 
30 through Oct. 17, and from 11 
a.m.-2 p.m. on Sundays, May 31 
through Oct. 11.

WHS IS MAY BENEFICIARY 
OF METCALFE’S COUPON 

Metcalfe’s Market at 68th and 
State streets will donate to WHS  
5% of your grocery purchases 
during May if you present a spe-
cial coupon that can be printed 
from the WHS website or its 
Facebook page. When reusing 
grocery bags in May, you also can 
ask that the 10-cents credit per 
bag be donated to WHS.

FAREWELL TO BARRY, 
HELLO TO HARTWICK

Long-time Wauwatosan Patti 
Hartwick has joined the WHS 
office staff. She succeeds Karen 
Barry, who recently stepped 
down after nine years as member-
ship assistant. “Karen brought 
a lot to the society with her 

background in 
museum stud-
ies and we’ll 
especially miss 
her work with 
our collections 
and maintain-
ing membership 
records,” said 
Janel Ruzicka, 
WHS executive 
director. Hart-
wick worked the 
past 16 years at 

a dental office, handling billing 
and appointments. She and her 
husband John also raised two 
sons, Ross and Nolan.

KNEELAND-WALKER HOUSE 
LOSING A MAJESTIC MAPLE

A Norway maple tree planted 
probably 125 years ago when the 
Kneeland-Walker House was built 
sadly now has reached the end of 
its life. The tree graces the west 

side of the front driveway. The 
society is seeking donations from 
members to offset the estimated 
$3,500 cost of cutting down the 
Norway and replacing it with 
an Autumn Blaze maple. The 
Norway maple, already supported 
by cables, is in danger of falling 
down, tree experts said. 

BLARNEY LUCKS OUT, 
DRAWS MORE WALKERS 

With beautiful weather March 
14, the 24th annual Blarney Run/
Walk and Twinkle Trot drew a 
record number of walkers and, 
overall, nearly 500 participants. 
The event helps fund WHS 
education and preservation 
missions. One surprise this year 
was an unsolicited donation of 
baked goods and coffee from The 
Corner Bakery at the Mayfair 
Collection. Thank you for being 
a part of Wauwatosa civic life. 
The event wouldn’t be possible 
without the help of more than 50 
volunteers, all coordinated by Jeff 
Roznowski.

IT’S A BUSY SPRING AT 
RECREATED SCHOOL HOUSE 

Second-graders from Wauwato-
sa’s public and parochial elemen-
tary schools flock to our recre-
ated school house each spring 
and fall. It’s a great introduction 
to Wauwatosa history. WHS is 
proud to continue hosting these 
field trips, first offered 20 years 
ago. But we need more volunteers 
to introduce the pupils to 19th 
century schooling and a bit of lo-
cal history. If you’re interested in 
helping, please contact the WHS 
office.

WHS VOLUNTEER NAMED 
DISTINGUISHED CITIZEN 

Congratulations to Mary Van 
Derven, who recently was named 
Wauwatosa Distinguished Citizen 
of 2014. Van Derven is a dedicat-
ed volunteer for 
the Wauwatosa 
Historical Soci-
ety. She served 
as a member 
of its board of 
directors from 
2001 to 2006. 
She is  co-
organizer of the 
Blarney Run, a 
docent and a 
rental guardian. 

CHILDREN’S BOOKS SOUGHT 
FOR FIREFLY DISPLAY 

Children’s books will be exhib-
ited inside the Kneeland-Walker 
House during the Firefly Art Fair 
Aug. 1-2. The exhibit will feature 
books from the Victorian era 
through the 1960s. Do you have 
a favorite book you can lend to 
the exhibit? We are looking to 
supplement items from the WHS 
collections. Please contact the 
WHS office with information. 

In Memory of
JIM KOGLER

David & Carol Anderson 

Carolyn Dressler

Daniel & Merry Noel Johnson

NOTEWORTHY

Van Derven

MANSION’S 125th BIRTHDAY CALLS FOR CELEBRATION

We who share an interest in Wauwatosa history are always looking 
for reasons to get together, have some fun and treat ourselves. Come 
Saturday, June 20, we’re going to party like it’s 1890.

We’ll be celebrating the 125th anniversary of our headquarters, 
the Kneeland-Walker House & Gardens, with an ice cream social. 
The social is from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. while the house is open that 
day for Windows Into Wauwatosa tours. 

Windows visitors will be encouraged to relax in the 1.5-acre 
Victorian-style gardens and enjoy pick-up games of bocce ball and 
croquet. Lemonade and cookies also will be available.

“This event is certain to need many volunteers, especially all our 
trained docents,” said Janel Ruzicka, WHS executive director. 
“We’re encouraging everyone to dress in 1890s garb, so this should 
be a fun kick-off to more celebrations in the planning stages.”

Hartwick

MEMORIALS



— more than neighboring cities — 
Wauwatosa had a lot at stake. And the 
city responded quickly and aggressively.

The disease had been spreading across 
the country since the 1930s, so its 
arrival was more heartbreaking than 
surprising. The first case in Milwaukee 
County was discovered in Wauwatosa 
in July 1956 at 6607 W. Lloyd St. A 
few weeks later, a second diseased tree 
was found at 608 N. 116th St.

That August, Mayor Knuese met with 
about 150 of the city’s 800 civil defense 
block wardens and declared war. The 
wardens were drafted to serve as foot 
soldiers and inspect trees in their neigh-
borhoods each week.

The city bought a second and then 
a third blower that month to mist 
the trees with DDT. For a time, the 
three sprayers were in use 16 hours a 
day, seven days a week. The first crews 
worked from 4 a.m. to noon and then 
handed over the misting machines to a 
fresh crew that worked until 8 p.m.

Kits to detect the 
disease were distrib-
uted to all the public 
schools for use even 
by elementary stu-
dents. It was a hands-
on science lesson.

“If we lose our elm 
trees,” city forester 
Howard Muellner 
told the Kiwanis 
Club, “this will be a 
sickly looking city.”

Even aerial spraying of the trees was 
considered, but ruled out as ineffective.

Crews sometimes overlapped and 
some trees were sprayed more than 
once. “But we’d rather spray one street 
twice than miss a street,” Muellner said.

Most of the elms lined city streets. 
But city crews also sprayed elms on 
private property, if they could get their 
equipment near.

 Spraying continued until cold 
weather arrived that December. By the 
end of 1956, samples from 52 trees had 
been sent to a state lab and five were 
diseased.

Effects of the disease were gradual, 
but the devastation was total along 
some streets. 

Sunlight filtered through elms and 
created an otherworldly experience on 
many streets. There was a serenity, al-
most a sacredness, when walking under 
leafy high-arching cathedrals of elms.

“Warren Avenue and 89th Street, 
between North Avenue and Meinecke, 

had some of the 
original elms,” Prill 
said. “The canopy 
was so thick, the 
streets were almost 
dark.”

Prill fought 
throughout the 
Dutch elm war. He 
was hired as a city 
arborist in 1952 at 
age 19. He retired 
in 1991.

 Diseased trees 
were cut down and 
the wood burned 
to prevent elm bark 
beetles from infect-
ing other trees.

 When the trees 
were gone, unsight-
ly utility poles and 
wires that previ-
ously lurked in the 
shadow of the elms 
became visible.

Prill remembers 
spraying when the 
wind would change 
direction, dousing 
himself in a mist of 
DDT.

“I could taste it,” 
he said. “It was bit-
ter. Birds drinking 
from puddles would 
begin to tremor. I’m 
surprised it hasn’t killed me.”

Wauwatosa’s biggest loss in the war 
came in 1968 when the  state’s oldest 
and largest elm in the state, near the 
Menomonee River and Center Street, 
had to be cut down. Its age was esti-
mated to be 296 years. At a point four 
feet from the ground, the 145-foot tall 
tree was 21 feet, 2 inches around.

Disease-resistant varieties of the 
American elm have developed in recent 
years and some have been planted in 
Wauwatosa. So far, all remain healthy, a 
forestry official said.

Losing concentrations of the trees 
convinced city officials that elms should 
be replaced with a greater variety of 
tree species. For example, long columns 
of flowering crabs shout out for atten-
tion for a couple of weeks each May on 
Jackson Park Blvd. But the uniformity 
of those columns is interrupted by tow-
ering old trees that predate the crabs.

The war continues. The city has cut 
down more than 600 old-growth elms 
during the past 15 years. Only 361 
survive.

Residents with city elm trees in front 
of their homes are contacted by the city 

early each spring and asked if they want 
the trees treated. The city uses a fungi-
cide, Arbortect 20-S. The residents are 
asked to pay for the chemicals, usually 
about $30 to $55 per tree. There are no 
guarantees. But the fungicide is one of 
the few options available to hold off the 
disease.

It will take years for the city to fully 
recover from the Dutch elm war. 

Wauwatosa also appears to be recover-
ing from its DDT overdose. 

Thanks to the Endangered Species Act 
and the ban on DDT, the bald eagle, 
national bird of the United States, is 
making a comeback. So is the peregrine 
falcon.

And in Wauwatosa, fireflies are back. 
After a long stretch of years when the 

lightning bugs were absent from early 
summer evenings, the enchanting fire-
flys have returned in recent years.

It makes one wonder whether the 
DDT ban played a part in the firefly’s  
resurgence, too.

Their return is especially good news 
for Wauwatosa. By legend, the name 
Wauwatosa is said to be a Potawatomi 
word for firefly. Well, maybe.
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Prill
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Arborist Robert Kingsbury cuts down one of the city’s biggest 
American elms in this undated photo taken at N. 68th St. and 
Milwaukee Ave.



WINNING ENTRIES ON DISPLAY
AT LITTLE RED STORE

Winning entries from the historical 
society’s Student Art Contest will be dis-
played at the Little Red Store from 11 
a.m. to 2 p.m. May 9-10 and May 16-
17. 

The annual contest promotes apprecia-
tion of Wauwatosa’s historic buildings.

Here are the 2015 winners and their 

schools.
Grade 4K: 1st: Izel Kerhin-Barrera, 

Lincoln; 2nd: Liesel Kasdorf, Lincoln.
Grade 1: 1st: Teagan Hegg, Washing-

ton; 2nd: Grace Guertin, Washington.
Grade 2: 1st: Jack Bartkowski, Roos-

evelt; 2nd: Vida Hutchinson, Roosevelt; 
Honorable Mention: Sophia Sherry, 
Madison.

Grade 3: 1st: Maddy Erickson, Wash-
ington; 2nd: Steven Dave Tiru, Wash-

ington.
Grade 4: 1st: Isabella Giaimo, Lin-

coln; 2nd: Maya Le, Eisenhower; Hon-
orable Mention: Nary Yang, Eisenhower.

Grade 5: 1st: Jack Patterson, Wash-
ington; 2nd: Shea Sidner, Washington.

Judges’ Choice: Aileen Carmina 
Dempsey, Christ King.

Thank you, Claudia Shea, for again 
organizing the annual competition.

HISTORIC
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SUMMER PARTIES AT THE KNEELAND-WALKER 
HOUSE WERE FUN IN THE 1890s. A PARTY 
HERE ON JUNE 20 PROMISES TO BE EVEN 

BETTER. SEE PAGE 2 FOR DETAILS.  
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From left: Luther Clapp House, by Jack Pat-
terson; Arcade Building, by Nary Yang; First 
Congregational Church, by Jack Bartkowski.
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