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Zeddie Quitman Hyler built 
the frame for his 113th Street 
ranch house in 1955, came 
back the next day and discov-

ered vandals had damaged it. Hyler 
repaired it, but vandals returned, this 
time setting the frame ablaze.

Clearly, some Wauwatosans didn’t 
want the African-American postal 
clerk as a neighbor. 

Hyler reported the vandalism to the 
police, said Hyler’s nephew, Gerald 
Williamson. “But nothing ever came 
of it.”

All that remained of the house was 
the concrete basement. Anticipating a 
third attack on the property, William-
son said, Hyler enlisted the help of 
his brothers and some friends. About 
nine of them, armed with hunting 
rifles, spent a night in the open base-
ment, braced for a battle that never 
came.

Years later, Williamson said, Hyler 
looked back on “the Ponderosa” night, 
a scene right out of the Wild West.

Destruction of the frames were 
among the last of Hyler’s physical 

Broken Barrier

DINNER

FIRST BLACK TO BUILD IN WAUWATOSA

Zeddie Q. Hyler (inset) was the first African-American to build a house in Wauwatosa. 
Gerald Williamson, Hyler’s nephew, is seeking official recognition of the house’s place 
in local history.

K-W history is focus at Nov. 10 meeting

SEE PIONEER, PAGE 3

Volunteer Recognition Dinner 
and Program at Annual Meeting

6:30 p.m. Tuesday, Nov. 10

at the 
First Congregational Church,

 1511 Church St.

R.S.V.P. by Nov. 5

The Kneeland-Walker House’s first 
125 years will be featured in a presenta-
tion at the annual meeting and dinner 
of the Wauwatosa Historical Society 
(WHS).

There have been a few changes over 
the years, but the Queen Anne Victori-
an-era mansion and its beautiful gardens 
remain a Wauwatosa jewel, lovingly 
cared for by WHS volunteers since 

1987 when it was purchased to serve as 
the society’s headquarters.

Photos of the house through the years 
will be shown, as well as pictures of the 
Kneeland and Walker families. 

WHS board members also will be 
elected and plans for next year’s speaker 
series announced.

A light meal will be served. 
R.S.V.P. to the WHS office by Nov. 5.
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ACCOUNT CREATED FOR 
CHARITABLE DONATIONS

It may be better to give than to 
receive, but it may be possible to 
do both at the same time.

Depending on your tax situa-
tion, WHS donors can make an 
impact while receiving some tax 
savings.

To make it easier to donate 
stocks, bonds or mutual funds, 
WHS, Treasurer Bryan Stutzki 
has opened a new Vanguard ac-
count. 

“As always,” Stutzki said, “it’s 
a good idea to first consult a tax 
professional about your personal 
giving strategy.”

For details on donating, contact 
the WHS office.

SHOW YOUR SUPPORT FOR 
WHS BUSINESS MEMBERS

Support the following businesses 
that hold WHS memberships:

Beyer Construction
Blue Mound 

Golf & Country Club
Crowley Construction Corp.

Gietl Signs
J. Jeffers & Co.
Johnson Bank

LandCrafters Inc.
Leff’s Lucky Town

Neptune Financial & 
Management Services LLC

Niemann’s Home Made Candies
Outpost Natural Foods

Puhl’s True Value Hardware
Story Hill Renovations LLC

Teofilo & Company
Trawicki Electric

WASHINGTON HIGHLANDS 
AGAIN A POPULAR TOUR

The Oct. 3 Tour of Homes 
that returned to the Washington 
Highlands for a second year in a 
row was another crowd pleaser.

WHS thanks the homeowners 
who made this educational event 
and fund-raiser possible: Mike 
and Karin Buckholdt, Larry 

and Diane Grassmann, Jeff and 
Mary Johnson, Richard and 
Barbara Mueller, Maureen and 
Eugene Race, Laura and Gary 
Ruesch, and Dave and Debbie 
Zachman.

Special thanks to Denise 
O’Meara and Traci E. Schnell 
for coordinating the tour. WHS 
now is looking for successors who 
can build on their excellent work. 
Contact the WHS if you can help 
with this important project.

Volunteers also are needed to 
help research the histories of 
homes on the 2016 tour.

Thanks to the tour sponsors: 
15 Shorewest Realty agents and 
LandCrafters Inc. landscapers.

INTERN FROM CARROLL 
RACKED UP THE HOURS

John Serrano, a sophomore at 
Carroll University, was the WHS 

intern this year, 
working in 
the Judith A. 
Simonsen Re-
search Library.

Serrano, 
of Wauwa-
tosa, worked 24 
hours a week 
this summer, 
far more than 
expected.

He sorted 
donations and 
created catalogs; 

performed genealogical research 
using letters, photographs and 
receipts; transferred catalog docu-
ments to PastPerfect software; and 
wrapped fragile objects to store 
them in archive-safe materials.

Serrano is majoring in his-
tory and philosophy, politics and 
economics.

IT’S BACK TO WORK ON 
STABILIZING SARAH’S QUILT

Work on stabilizing the historic 
Sarah Clapp Goodrich quilt re-
sumes in January, and volunteers 
are needed. 

Valerie Davis, a textile con-
servator who has been guiding 
the project since 2012, will offer 
instruction. Call if you are inter-
ested in receiving notification of 

work days.
Wauwatosa pioneers created the 

quilt in 1879 and presented it 
to Sarah Clapp Goodrich as she 
embarked on missionary work in 
China.

THANK YOU! K-W GARDENS 
GET NEW BIRDHOUSES

Woodworker Jake Kern has 
come through for WHS, prompt-
ly responding to a recent plea for 
new birdhouses to replace ones 
in the gardens of the Kneeland-
Walker House that have deterio-
rated over the years. Check ‘em 
out when they go up in spring. 
And thank our handy donor.

Nov. 10: 6:30 p.m. Tuesday, 
Annual Meeting and Volun-
teer Recognition Dinner, First 
Congregational Church, 1511 
Church St.

Dec. 4: 6-9 p.m. Friday, com-
plimentary warm cider and 
cookies at Little Red Store in 
conjunction with civic Christ-
mas tree-lighting ceremony.

Dec. 4: 7-9 p.m. Friday, Knee-
land-Walker House By Candle-
light. Reservations requested. 

Dec. 5-6: 1-4 p.m. Saturday 
and Sunday, open house at the 
Kneeland-Walker House.

Jan. 12: 1:30 p.m. Tuesday, 
Speaker Series, First Congrega-
tional Church, 1511 Church St. 
See website or January Historic 
Wauwatosa for details.

WHS recognizes gifts 
made in memory 
of the following:

In Memory of

BEA (VIRGINIA) ROOT

From Carolyn Dressler

Serrano
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hurdles. While painting the house, 
someone with a slingshot fired a rock at 
him. The rock missed, but damaged a 
window casing. 

Hyler also put up with about 75 
threatening phone calls. “Stay where 
you belong,” one caller warned Hyler.

“It didn’t scare me,” Hyler told the 
Milwaukee Journal in a 1987 interview. 
“My thoughts were that I had a right to 
live here and I planned to live and die 
in this house.” 

Hyler was born in 1918 in New 
Albany, Miss., one of 10 children of 
a sharecropper. He ran away from 
home so he could attend high school. 
His father wanted him to stay 
and work on the farm, Wil-
liamson said. Hyler worked his 
way through college, earning a 
bachelor’s degree in vocational 
education from Alcorn Agricul-
tural and Mechanical College in 
Alcorn, Miss.

Hyler served in the Army dur-
ing World War II and moved to 
Milwaukee about 1950, Wil-
liamson said.

“I just wanted a good life for 
myself and my family,” Hyler 
told the Journal in 1987.

Before moving to Wauwatosa, 
Hyler lived at 2363 N. 9th St. in 
Milwaukee. 

Hyler was part of a huge 
northward migration of blacks 
in the years after the war. Be-
tween 1940 and 1960, Wiscon-
sin’s black population increased 
by nearly 600%, according to 
the Wisconsin Historical Society. 
Most of the newcomers settled 
in urban areas, resulting in so-
called chocolate cities surround-
ed by vanilla suburbs. Whitefish 
Bay was sometimes mocked as 
“White Folk’s Bay;” Wauwatosa 
was “White-a-tosa.”

Today, Wauwatosa is 87.4% 
white and 4.5% black. Minor-
ity enrollment in Wauwatosa’s public 
schools is more than 30%, Wauwa-
tosa NOW reported last January. The 
nation’s first black president, Barack 
Obama, carried Wauwatosa in both the 
2008 and 2012 elections.

It was a different world in 1955.
Hyler asked a white friend to buy 

the property and then sell it to him, 
figuring no real estate agent would sell 
a Wauwatosa lot to a black man, Wil-
liamson said.

As the first black to build in Wauwa-
tosa, Hyler was a pioneer with promi-

nence. His application for a building 
permit earned him a front-page head-
line in the Wauwatosa News-Times.
“I went right to City Hall and applied 

for all of the permits in person so they 
wouldn’t have to guess who was coming 
to dinner,” Hyler told the Journal.

A two-member committee had reject-
ed the application because of neighbors’ 
objections. Rudolph Lehn, a bricklayer 
who lived two blocks south of Hyler’s 
property, said at a public meeting that 
he feared his property would be deval-
ued if Hyler moved in.

Others, including church groups, 
citizen groups and representatives of 
the YWCA expressed outrage over the 
treatment of Hyler.

The building board overturned the 
committee’s decision at a meeting in 
February 1955. Hyler attended the 
meeting, but sat silent. Afterward, sev-
eral people came forward commenting 
“that hurdle is passed.”

But the city council then imposed a 
30-day ban on all permits in Hyler’s 
neighborhood, noting that planners 
were still determining the path of the 
freeway to be built north of North 
Avenue. 

Once the freeway plan was an-
nounced, Hyler was granted his per-

mits. “Negro’s Home Plan Okayed,” a 
Journal headline read.

Hyler and his brothers finished build-
ing the house, and he and his then-
wife Mary and their son, Butch, soon 
moved in.

“For sale” signs soon popped up in 
the neighborhood, the Milwaukee Sen-
tinel reported years later. But the sud-
den sales surge also may have coincided 
with the freeway project. Hyler’s home 
directly faces the southbound lanes of 
I-41/U.S. 45.

About one month after the building 
committee meeting, the News-Times 
carried a page-one headline that read: 
“Negro Physician Applies for Bldg. Per-
mit This Week.” The physician, Arthur 

Sanders, built a home on Park 
Ridge Ave. That development ap-
parently attracted no controversy.

While living in Wauwatosa, 
Hyler continued working for the 
postal service and also owned 
several rental properties in Mil-
waukee. He was a board member 
of the North Central YMCA and 
active in several organizations, 
including the Masons. 

Hyler also loved entertain-
ing, Williamson said. Among 
his guests on 113th Street were 
entertainer Sammy Davis Jr. and 
baseball great Hank Aaron, he 
said.

Hyler and Davis served together 
in the Army during Word War II, 
and Davis visited the Hyler family 
while performing in Milwaukee. 
He was photographed embracing 
Hyler’s son, Butch. Butch died in 
his mid-20s, Williamson said.

Hyler probably knew Aaron 
through his involvement with the 
Masons, Williamson speculated.

After the initial hostility, Hyler 
lived with his neighbors quietly 
and peacefully for the next 49 
years.

He died Dec. 30, 2004 at age 
86.

“I think they realized I was com-
ing to stay, and that was pretty 

much the end of it,” Hyler said in the 
Journal’s 1987 interview. 

Williamson, who now owns the 
113th Street house, is seeking some sort 
of official recognition of the history of 
the property. If nothing else, he may 
place a memorial plaque on a tree in 
front of the house.

Williamson noted that his own father 
had abandoned him when he was born 
and that Hyler had taken him under his 
wing and mentored him. Williamson.

 “I want to honor him,” he said. “He 
was a good man.”
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During a visit to the Hyler home in Wauwatosa, Sammy 
Davis Jr. poses with Zeddie Q. Hyler’s son, Butch.

HYLER FAMILY  PHOTO



DEC. 4: CHRISTMAS 
HOUSE BY CANDLELIGHT

Enjoy the beautiful Kneeland-Walker 
House aglow with candlelight from 7-9 
p.m. Friday, Dec. 4. 

Festive beverages and tasty desserts 
will abound. 

General admission is $25 per couple, 
$15 individual. Please reserve your 
spot with payment by Tuesday, Dec. 1.

 Complimentary invitations are be-
ing sent to all donors to the “$125 for 
125” campaign at the level of at least 
$125.

Make your year-end contribution 
to this fund now and enjoy the added 
benefit of attending the candlelight 
event with our compliments. 

Space is limited to the first 80 people.

DEC. 5-6: VERY MERRY
CHRISTMAS HOUSE

From 1-4 p.m. Saturday, Dec. 5 and 
Sunday, Dec. 6, visit the Kneeland-
Walker House, enjoy cookies and cider 
and see the beautiful decorations, in-
cluding the Victorian-style ornaments  

being made by volunteers in the photo 
above. Instructed by Mary Burke were 
Fran Borkowski, Mary Bowmann, 
Alice Kalair, Christa Katz, Mary 
Kogler, Anita Sievert and Shirley 
Zauner.

Please lend a hand in decorating 
nine trees and surrounding areas of 
the house on Tuesday, Nov. 17, and 
Wednesday, Nov. 18, from 9 a.m. to 
noon.

DEC. 4: LITTLE RED STORE 
OPEN HOUSE

The Little Red Store will be open 
from 6 to 9 p.m. Friday, Dec. 4 in 
conjunction with the lighting of the of-
ficial city Christmas tree in the Village. 

Stop by for a cup of warm cider, 
compliments of the Wauwatosa Histor-
ical Society.
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Volunteers create Christmas ornaments in a style of the Victorian era.

CHRISTMAS


