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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE 
EXTRAORDINARY TIMES 
 
BY KAREN WEIGT 
President, WFSC 
 
      I’m back here again, 
and I’m back for good 
reason. This is the place 
and ATFP issue where I 

ordinarily do my call for convention. And 
this year it’s the 89th Wisconsin philatelic 
convention and exhibition (WISCOPEX) 
scheduled for May-2-3 at Fond du Lac, 
Wis. Due to the coronavirus (COVID-19), 
however, it was cancelled along with a 
hoard of other stamp shows around the 
country. 
      We’ve done some scrambling and are 
able to at least preserve the annual 
meeting of delegates, which is necessary 
to abide with the WFSC bylaws. The Mil-
waukee Philatelic Society has graciously 
allowed us to convene at MILCOPEX on 
Saturday, September 25. There’s no state 
exhibition this year, but delegates can 
enjoy the exhibits and other activities 
associated with MILCOPEX, our state’s 
only national exhibition. 
      Cancelling WISCOPEX and moving the 
delegates’ meeting to September caused 
a bylaws dilemma associated with annual 
officer elections. Our bylaws state that if 
elections are held later than June 15, 
they must be done by mail ballots to be 
returned by May 15. This is to ensure 

that the slate of officers is intact for the 
new terms of office starting on July 1. 
      Each WFSC member club received a 
ballot enclosed with the bulk mailing of 
their copies of this April-May ATFP. It 
must be filled out and returned to Brian 
J. Liedtke, chairman of the nomination 
committee. Filling in the ballot should 
be a simple procedure because we have 
only one nominee per office and all 
nominees are up for re-election. Of 
course, you can always do a write-in 
vote. 
      We realize that many clubs will not 
meet in May (and perhaps not until this 
fall), so simple is needed. Whoever gets 
your club’s ATFP copies and has the 
ballot can phone or email the club presi-
dent to confirm the votes and return 
the ballot. This is no more complicated 
than when the list of nominees is an-
nounced at the annual business meeting 
and your club delegate votes to approve 
a motion to accept the slate. 
      You may wonder why this is an April-
May issue when we usually have an 
April, a May-June, a July, and an August-
September issue. A question arose of 
why we bother to produce a newsletter 
during this year’s summer months 
when, due to COVID-19, clubs may be 
prohibited from meeting until fall. Com-
ments among your WFSC leadership 
were that ATFP is the prime means of 
keeping in contact with our members. 

      Furthermore, in this day and age, 
most members can access ATFP by go-
ing to our website, wfscstamps.org and 
clicking on “Across the Fence Post.” 
Hopes are that in this national crisis, 
clubs would mail copies to those who 
cannot access the internet.  
      This issue’s feature article is time-
less, so if not read online, it remains of 
interest to whenever clubs resume 
meetings and distribute back issues. We 
also had to come up with a quick and 
convenient means of getting hard-copy 
ballots to our member clubs. But seeing 
that we won’t have WISCOPEX and WI-
SCOPEX wrap-up issues, we are going 
with an April-May, June-July, and Au-
gust-September schedule. 
      As for WISCOPEX, I want to thank 
the Fond du Lac Stamp Club for stepping 
up to host the event this year. Much 
work and expense had already gone 
into the planning. Special recognition is 
due to Clarence Davis, who was general 
chairman; David Borchert, exhibits 
chairman; and Joe Kowalski, who had 
already done a ton of work on publicity 
and then had to undue it all. 
      More information about the 89th 
convention to be held at MILCOPEX will 
be announced in the August-September 
ATFP. Until I see you again, stay well, 
stay sane -- turn to your hobby in these 
disturbing and extraordinary times.  

http://www.wfscstamps.org


EDITOR’S LETTER 

BY ALEX GILL 
Editor-in-Chief, Across the Fence Post 
algill737@gmail.com 
 
      I write this column with regret to inform our readers that 
WISCOPEX along with many other shows have been cancelled 
as a result of the COVID-19 (also known as Coronavirus) out-
break. While cancelling a stamp show is never an easy decision 
to make, it is made with the health and safety of everyone in 
mind. 
      As a result of the outbreak, our way of life has been upend-
ed.  Work schedules, family, social and personal lives have ex-
perienced dramatic changes and businesses have closed.  Even 
communities and states have issued orders to stay at home and 
distance ourselves from others.  During this difficult and uncer-
tain time, it is natural to feel isolated and alone.  As collectors, 
this down time presents a unique opportunity for us to work on 
our collections.  Personally, with a reduced work schedule, I 
have a large collection of Great Britain Machin stamps I won at 
auction and hope to organize.  Take the time to turn to your 
collection as a means of keeping yourself occupied and enter-
tained during this time of uncertainty. 
      I also want to take the opportunity to thank those on the 
front lines who are working tirelessly to fight the outbreak.  I 
speak for others when expressing my gratitude to our dis-
patachers and first responders who are working around the 
clock to ensure our health and safety.  Additionally, I want to 
thank the scientists who are working tirelessly to learn more 
about this virus and to find ways to combat the crisis.  We will 
be eternally grateful for their dedication!  Until the next issue, 
stay well! 
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U.S. Scott 5136, Honoring First Responders stamp, 
issued in 2018. 
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BY MARYANN BOWMAN 
Waukesha County Philatelic Society   

 
      I am going to cut right to the chase. As a member WFSC 
club, there are several things that you can do now before the 
summer season that will not only promote the hobby and your 
club but also provide opportunities for your members to grow 
philatelically. 
      Consider making a donation to MILCOPEX in your club’s 
name. Your club’s WFSC representative will have received a 
mailing describing donation opportunities. For as little as a $10 
donation, your club can have its name listed as a Patron of the 
show. It’s a great way to get your name in front of the hun-
dreds of collectors who annually make their trek to MILCOPEX. 
      Club members can also get their feet wet in a one-page non-
competitive show and tell. This year the chosen theme is “Every 
Cover Has a Story - What’s Yours?” The display is easy to create 
and educational to the viewing audience. Start by selecting a 
cover from your collection.  Any cover will do. First day covers, 
patriotic covers, an autographed cover, advertising covers, air-
mail covers, stampless covers - any cover. 
      Mount the cover on a page - add a title and some descrip-
tive text to tell the story of your cover. Text can be hand-
written, typed, or computer generated. The actual exhibit page 
can even be photocopied in color and submitted. Your club 
representative has a copy of the application but it can also be 
found on the MILCOPEX website. 
      Due to the generosity of a WFSC member, a $5 cash dona-
tion in your name will be made to either MILCOPEX or the Wis-
consin Federation of Stamp Clubs - your choice. All you have to 
do is submit a one-page “cover” exhibit to be shown at MILCO-
PEX. It is a win-win situation for the collector and for the organ-
ization they wish to support. By the way, youth entries are en-
couraged - youth do not have to be a member of a stamp club - 
so if you know any youth whether relative or neighbor, an entry 
from them would be appreciated. 
      For the collector wishing more of a challenge, MILCOPEX is 
also asking collectors to create a 4 or 8 page mini-exhibit to 
showcase their hometown. Your hometown does not have to 
be a Wisconsin town - it can be any place where you have lived, 
worked, or grown up in. Let’s see how many frames can be 
filled with displays of postal history. 

      Clubs looking for a program idea can jump-start these ideas 
by asking members to bring in their favorite cover and have 
them tell about that cover. Or challenge your club members to 
bring in an item from their hometown. Picture postcards quali-
fy as covers for this project. 
      Last, I would be remiss in not mentioning that there are still 
many WFSC clubs that have not yet been featured on the first 
page of the Across the Fence Post. The March issue contained a 
plea for information about your club, its members, meeting 
times and activities as well as describing any special projects or 
activities that your club has engaged in. These articles can be 
submitted to me or to the editor. Will we be reading about 
your club soon? 
      NOTE:  Shortly after I submitted this column, the corona-
virus reared its ugly head in Wisconsin and the entire nation.  
News of cancelled stamp shows began making the rounds. Just 
the day prior to the announcement by Governor Evers, the 
Waukesha County Philatelic Society had discussed and made 
plans about what to do regarding holding meetings. The deci-
sion was that if the Waukesha School District cancelled face-to-
face classes, then  the club would not meet. And, that is exactly 
what happened the next day. This new policy followed the 
guidelines the club has for snow/weather emergencies - no 
school, no club meeting. I am also aware of clubs that meet in 
facilities that house seniors and they too are not going to be 
able to meet. 
      Use this at-home time to work on your collections. As WI-
SCOPEX will not be held in May as originally scheduled, this 
would be a good time to look through your duplicate or un-
wanted philatelic material to submit for a silent auction to be 
held during MILCOPEX with funds to help defray the funds lost 
by the club not being able to host WISCOPEX. 

CLUB CONNECTIONS 

CLOSED ALBUM 
 
Longtime Oshkosh Philatelic Society 
member William “Bill” Hodge died on 
January 26, 2020, at age 87. Because 
of health problems, he had not been 
an active member since 2015. At one 
time, he was a busy collector of for-
eign issues. Because of his anthropol-
ogy background he presented several 
interesting programs at OPS club 
meetings. Bill was a retired UW- 

                Oshkosh professor.  
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MANY THANKS TO THE OSHKOSH PHILATELIC SOCIETY 
The WFSC gratefully acknowledges receipt of a $25 donation 
from the Oshkosh Philatelic Society. The donation is in memory 
of William H. Hodge, an OPS member in good standing, who 
passed away in January 2020. The next WFSC Executive Board 
meeting will include discussion regarding allocation of the 
funds to a specific WFSC activity.  
 
2020 CLUB GROWTH RECOGNITION 
Each year, the WFSC recognizes the club(s) for the most mem-
bership growth as reported with their annual dues returns. 
Recognition is for the most members gained and the largest 
percentage of increase. This year, we had a tie for most mem-
bers gained with the American Topical Association (Chapter 5) 
and the Tri-State Stamp Club (Dubuque, Ia) at 11. The Tri-State 
Stamp Club had the largest percentage of increase. It went 
from 10 members to 21 members for a 110 percent increase. 
For 2020, the WFSC had a total membership increase of one. 

      Jim Stearns (1945-1920), a member of 
the Wisconsin Federation of Stamp Clubs’ 
Hall of Fame, passed away peacefully with 
his family by his side at home near Iron 
Mountain, Michigan on Monday, February 
24, 2020, following a long battle with can-
cer. He was one of the founding members 
of the Northwoods Philatelic Society, of 
which he was secretary since the mid-

1980s, and also a member of the Green Bay Philatelic Society 
and past-president of the Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, Canada 
Stamp Club. On the national level, he received his 25-year pin 
from the American Philatelic Society at the APS’s 2001 Stamp 
Camp, where he was a frequent participant. Jim became a part-
time dealer in stamps and postcards in 1974 and participated as 
a dealer at shows in both Wisconsin and Michigan where he 
encouraged postcard collectors to look beyond the picture on 
the card and philatelists to look beyond the stamp and cancel. 
Being community minded, with other NPS members, Jim was 
instrumental in developing and marketing two covers to help 
raise money for local charities. His Hall of Fame nomination 
stated: “He is highly respected among the philatelic communi-
ty ... and has been instrumental in countless ways in promoting 
our wonderful hobby.” 
      Jim was a true ambassador for philately. He helped to en-
sure that the NPS’s biennial Stamp Camp for Kids in the Iron 
Mountain area took place and spoke to school children, the 
Kiwanis Cub, and other groups in addition to working with local 
Boy Scouts pursuing their stamp collecting merit badge. He 
wrote an extensive article on Moroccan stamps that appeared 
in Across the Fence Post. He also created exhibits, two of which 
are displayed on the WFSC website. 
      For those who knew him well, Jim will be remembered 
warmly as a person deeply grounded in family, friends, and 
faith and deeply interested in the welfare of those close to him. 
By profession, Jim was a social worker who was perhaps most 
proud of helping families to grow through adoption. He was 
loving, kind, helpful, and tactful, a man willing to help and 
teach others, a man with a sense of humor who could see light 
even in difficult times. He enjoyed the richness of life in the 
company of others, and in his will to live and remain active 
even in periods of adversity, he was an inspiration to all.  In his 
unwavering religious faith and his devotion to others, Jim gave 
witness to living the Great Commandment to love God and oth-
ers. 

FEDERATION NEWS CLOSED ALBUM 

“NO FDL SHOW: PANDEMIC” WISCOPEX COVER 
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BY MARY YAHR 
Kettle Moraine Coin and Stamp Club 
 
      You may already know about the First
-Day Ceremony for the Orchid Stamps 
held February 21st in Coral Gables, Flori-
da, but I hope to add some details from 
the event that you might not be aware 
of. 
      Since my husband Ron and I planned 
a winter getaway to Florida over the date 
the ceremony was to be held, we decid-
ed to put it on our list of things to do. 
Preregistering was easy at usps.com/
wildorchids, and, as it turned out, advan-
tageous. Because our names were on an 
official roster, Ron and I got a VIP wrist-
band from USPS employees at an en-
trance to the building entitling us to free 
administration to the Fairchild Tropical 
Botanic Garden, which normally costs 
$25, $18 for Seniors. 
      The ceremony took place in the Gar-
den’s second floor library overlooking 
the grounds. Sales of Orchid stamp prod-
ucts and a cancelling table were set up 
on the veranda just off the room, with 
another table at the opposite end for 
dignitary signatures after the ceremony. 
My program was signed by Susan 
Wedegaertner, President of the Ameri-
can Orchid Society; Jacqueline Krage 
Stratko, the USPS official dedicating the  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WILD ORCHID STAMP CEREMONY A WINNER 

Attendees obtaining dignitary autographs after the program. 

stamps; Jim Fowler, the orchid photog-
rapher and author; Dr. Lawrence Zetter, 
Director of the Orchid Recovery Pro-
gram at Illinois College. In addition, I 
met the Postmaster Generals of Fort 
Lauderdale and Miami, David Guiney 
and Stephen Kirkland, who signed my 
FDC and graciously posed for a photo. 
      Over 100 philatelists and orchid lov-
ers listened to speakers providing inter-
esting facts about orchids, part of the 
largest family of plants on earth, with 
more than 30,000 species of wild or-
chids in the world, and more than 100 
species native to North America. The 
stamp set itself was designed by USPS 
Art Director Ethel Kessler, perhaps, 

best known for her design of the Breast 
Cancer Awareness stamp using photo-
graphs taken by Fowler. Fowler had 
thousands of orchid pictures to sift 
through, many of which can be viewed 
online at jfowlerphotography.com. 
      Fairchild is one of the world’s premier 
tropical botanic gardens, known for their 
collection of more than 23,000 plants 
representing more than 3,400 species, 
and includes the DiMare Science Village 
and Hsiao Labs, where visitors and scien-
tists are encouraged to interact and 
where you can see the Million Orchard 
Project in various stages of growth. This 
Garden, which was named after one of 
the most famous plan explorers in histo-
ry, Dr. David Fairchild (1869-1954), sits 
on 83 acres, and contains a museum, art 
gallery, concert hall, a learning and 
teaching center, two cafes, and a gift 
shop to explore on its grounds. A high-
light for many is viewing thousands of 
exotic butterflies along with fish and rare 
plants in the Clinton Family Conservato-
ry, where butterflies are released twice 
daily. 
      The First-Day Ceremony was a high-
light of our day in Miami. It was well or-
ganized with an interesting program set 
among a beautiful landscape with plenty 
of opportunities to enjoy the surround-
ings. For more information, see an article 
in the March 23rd issue of Linn’s Stamp 
News reporting on this event. 

Left to Right: Stephen Kirkland, Postmaster General of Mi-
ami; Mary Yahr, Philatelist; and David Guiney, Postmaster 
General of Fort Lauderdale 
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BY CHRISTOPHER N. BARNEY 
Wisconsin Postal History Society 
 
      Nine months and five days.  That was 
the unfortunate lifespan of the William-
sonville Post Office, in Door County, Wis-
consin. 
      The reason for the short-lived office’s 
sudden closing was both tragic and 
heartbreaking – the two-year-old hamlet 
of Williamsonville was squarely in the 
path of the deadliest and most destruc-
tive forest fire in U.S. history, the 
Peshtigo/Door Peninsula fire of October 
8, 1871. 
      The Williamson family moved to Door 
County from Oshkosh, Wisconsin around 
1869, and immediately set about buying 
land parcels in and around Gardner 
township.  The Williamson family con-
sisted of patriarch John Sr., wife Marga-
ret, eldest son John Jr., sons Thomas, 
James, and Fred, daughter Maggie, niece 
Maggie O’Neil, the wives of John and 
James, and John’s baby. 
      The family had come to Wisconsin 
from Canada in early 1869. Shortly 
thereafter, the Williamsons went to Door 
County and began purchasing land par-
cels in Gardner and Brussels townships 
for the purpose of constructing a shingle 
mill and harvesting the virgin timber  
surrounding it. By 1870, in addition to 
the mill, they had constructed a boarding 
house and four dwelling houses. By May 
1871, the number of houses constructed 
had doubled to eight. Additional im-
provements included a large barn, a gen-
eral store, a potato patch next to the 
boarding house, two wells and a black-
smith shop, all of this in a clearing of six 
to ten acres. Land purchases totaled 600 
acres. 
      In December 1870, they applied to 
the Post Office Department to establish a 
post office there.  Initially named Wil-
liamson’s Mill, the request was approved 
December 24, 1870.  The office began 
operations as Williamsonville on January 
3, 1871, in a space somewhere within 
the shingle mill. Mail was delivered 3 
times per week on Route 13100, the 

REDUCED TO ASHES: WILLIAMSONVILLE, WI 

Figure 1: Close up of 1899 lumber mill group photo showing Thomas Wil-

liamson (L) and William Neely (Source: Marquette Regional History Center). 

Figure 1: A diagram showing the site of the Post Office. 

Previously published in Badger Postal History; journal of the Wisconsin Postal History 
Society; and PMCC Bulletin, journal of the Postmark Collectors Club.  Reprinted with 
author’s permission. 
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Green Bay to Sturgeon Bay route. 
      It was very evident the Williamson 
family was in Door County to stay.  No 
one could have known how short a time 
that would be. 
      The summer and early fall of 1871 
turned out to be unusually dry in north-
east Wisconsin, sparking small forest 
fires in several areas, most due to the 
careless and wasteful logging practices of 
the day, which left behind much residue 
and slash accumulation in the woods and 
along railroad rights-of-way.  Even area 
swamps had completely dried out, some 
of them actually catching fire.  Drought 
conditions existed all over the region.  
Several wells in the area dried up, and 
the smoke and soot from the numerous 
small fires in the forested areas created a 
haze so thick that people were covering 
their faces with handkerchiefs.  Ships in 
the bay had to blow their fog horns and 
navigate by compass due to the reduced 
visibility. 
      On Sunday, October 8, 1871, a 
‘cyclonic’ low-pressure system in the 
southern plains began to move towards 
Wisconsin.  A slow-moving high-pressure 
system located over the Carolinas creat-
ed increased counter-clockwise circula-
tion of the cyclonic low, increasing wind 
speeds to near gale force over the Upper 
Midwest.  The sporadic small fires in the 
forests of northeast Wisconsin were soon 
to combine into a conflagration of cata-
strophic proportions. 
      In the preceding weeks, the William-
son family had been setting backfires in 
the areas surrounding their settlement, 
thinking it would protect them from a 
larger fire overspreading them.  It had 
worked, until Sunday, October 8th.  .  That 
afternoon, Thomas Williamson, 26, had 
been busy pouring barrels of water onto 
small fires in the potato patch and other 
areas, and had his teamster fill several 
barrels with water from the nearby 
creek.  Then, in the late afternoon, the 
southwest wind began increasing to 
more than 50 miles per hour.  Soon after, 
clouds began billowing in the southwest 
sky and an ominous red glow appeared in  

Figure 3: December 1870 Application for a new Post Office. 

WILLIAMSON'S MILL/WILLIAMSONVILLE 
APPLICATION FOR POST OFFICE ESTABLISHMENT 
DATE: December 9, 1870 
P.O. NAME: Williamson's Mill 
P.M. NAME: John Williamson 
LOCATION: SE-1/4, Section 35, T27 R24 Door County, Wisconsin 
On Route 13100, being the route from Green Bay to Sturgeon Bay, mail carried 3 
times per week. Contractor's name is Victor Degrandgagaraga. 
P.O. will be directly on his route. 
It will not increase the travel of mail one way each trip. 
NAME OF NEAREST OFFICE TO PROPOSED ROUTE: Brussells (distance 7-1/2 mi. SW) 
MOST PROMINENT RIVER NEAR: Wolf River 
NAME OF NEAREST OFFICE ON OTHER SIDE: Sturgeon Bay (about 10 mi. NE) 
IF VILLAGE, NO. OF INHABITANTS: Not a village 
IF NOT, STATE NO. OF INHABITANTS: Let Williamson give those figures 
INFORMATION CERTIFIED TO BE CORRECT AND TRUE, TO THE BEST OF MY 
KNOWLEDGE AND BELIEF, THIS 24TH DAY OF DECEMBER 1870 (Proposed PM sign?) 
CERTIFIED TO BE CORRECT AND TRUE: Francois Pierre, PM, Brussells, Wis. 
(Name and site changed Jan. 29, 1872 to TORNADO, in the NE-1/4 Sec. 1, T27 R24, 
only 40 rods distant) 
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the distance. 
      Suddenly, a large, black cloud 
skimmed over the treetops, felling trees 
as it sped along. When it reached the 
clearing of Williamsonville, the cloud 
exploded in long sheets of fire, falling like 
a torrent, setting literally everything 
ablaze – the houses, store, barn, shingle 
mill.  The mill workers had tried, in vain, 
to extinguish the structure fires, then 
gave up and attempted to save them-
selves. The superheated air accompany-
ing the flames was deadly to those who 
breathed it in.  Many settlements south 
of Williamsonville were obliterated by 
the same conflagration, including Brus-
sels. 
      Thomas Williamson, before all the 
buildings ignited, has run to his parents’ 
house to get them to flee along with the 
younger Williamson girls. He eventually 
got them out, and they ran to the potato 
patch and straddled the ground. Most 
did not survive. Mother Margaret Wil-
liamson had followed the rest to the po-
tato patch but, after seeing a woman 
burst into flames, moved to where there 
were a couple of stones protruding 

Figure 4: Tornado Memorial Park Well Site Sign, Circa 2010s. 

from the ground, put her feet between 
them, and covered herself with her wet 
blanket.  Even though another woman 
burned to death literally inches from her, 
Margaret survived.  Thomas wound up 
running through the fire until he found a 
small square of land which had been 
cleared.  He laid there, face down, while 
the fire scorched his back and burned his 
feet, and trees fell all around him.  He 
thought he would burst into flames but 
did not, and fell unconscious.   
      When he woke up, about three or 
four o’clock, the smoke and flame had 
cleared away.  Thomas tried to stand but 
was too weak.  He did not know where 
he was, as every building was gone.  An 
old man ‘hallooed’ to him.  .  Thomas was 
severely dehydrated and asked the man 
for water.  The man left but did not re-
turn.  After laying for a time, he was able 
to stand and walk toward where the 
voice had come from.  Thomas ’hallooed’ 
again and someone answered.  He went 
to them and again asked for water.  He 
was given some which was taken from a 
well where a man and a young girl lay 
dead at the bottom.  Thomas was so 

parched he paid this no mind, and drank 
deeply.  He later commented that it did 
not taste like water. 
      There were a few other survivors 
there, including Margaret, who had been 
led there from where she survived the 
fire.  They were laying under what was 
left of their blankets, for it had gotten 
quite cold after the fires went out. 
Margaret asked Thomas if he had seen 
any of the family – he said he had not 
and set out to find them if he could.  He 
got Cyril Jarvis to ‘halloo’, thinking there 
might be survivors in the woods.  When 
Cyril did so, someone answered who 
sounded to Thomas like brother John 
Williamson.  He called out to the person 
and asked them if they were John – they 
said no.  Thomas had wandered past 
many dead bodies, not recognizing any of 
them due to their badly burned condi-
tion, then he walked through the potato 
patch.  There he found the body of 
brother John, the postmaster.  He looked 
natural to Thomas – both of his shirts 
were burned off, but not his pantaloons.  
It is hard to imagine what Thomas felt 
upon discovering his dead brother, but it 
must have been extremely emotional for 
him. 
      Thomas went back and told his moth-
er of the discovery of John’s body.  She 
asked him to take her away from the 
hellish environment, to Sturgeon Bay or 
at least to an unburned house.  Margaret 
also suffered for lack of water, even 
drinking some muddy water on the road-
side.  At the next clearing, all the build-
ings were burned but they found two 
horses there, still alive, and Thomas 
placed his mother – who could walk no 
further – on one of them.  B.J. Merrill, 
who was walking with them, asked to 
ride the other horse and Thomas obliged 
him, then led both horses up the timber-
cluttered road.  They passed two more 
burned buildings, a mill and a house, 
before coming to the unburned house of 
a Mr. Daily, where they took shelter with 
six other families.  It had taken them 
from daylight until 3:30 PM to make six 
miles.  The next day they continued on to  
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Sturgeon Bay, from where a mule team 
with relief supplies started out for Wil-
liamsonville the following morning, Tues-
day, October 10th. 
      The journey was tedious for the relief 
team and the road was strewn with 
burned trees and dead birds and ani-
mals.  As they neared Williamsonville, 
burnt dead bodies began to appear along 
the road and, reaching the village, saw 
an unimaginable and horrifying specta-
cle.  The entire village was leveled by the 
fire, and burnt dead bodies were 
scattered throughout, including a cluster 
of 35 bodies piled in the potato patch, 
where Thomas had found brother John.  
The relief team found the stench of de-
caying bodies almost unbearable, owing 
to the drenching rain which had blanket-
ed the area on the 9th – one day too late 
to save the fire victims.  It was said that 
the relief team found who they believed 
to be John Williamson, Sr.  He was frozen 
in a stooping position over that of a 
child, as he died trying to protect the 
child from the flames.  Precious few sur-
vivors were found. 
      Eventually, fire victims were buried in 
temporary graves at the site.  As many as 
possible were identified by names and 
numbers marked on cedar shingles.  It is 
recorded that the remains of Williamson 
family members were re-interred at 
Woodlawn Cemetery in Green Bay, alt-
hough historians give differing accounts 
on this.  Barb Chisholm of the Belgian 
Heritage Center believes most if not all 
of the fire victims were buried where 
they fell on the site.  Given the severely 
burned condition of the bodies, this 
seems a plausible explanation.  Wood-
lawn Cemetery records indicate the Wil-
liamson family victims were interred 
there, but even a cemetery representa-
tive indicated they are not sure of this.  
On one of the cemetery records, there is 
a hand-written note that reads, ‘Moved 
from Brussels?’, so there is apparently 
no way to prove or disprove the re-
interments.  In the cemetery, there is a 
stone marker for John Williamson, Jr., 
but the other family members are only  

indicated by what appears to be cedar 
shingles with initials of the deceased on 
them.  The Wisconsin Historical Society 
lists Tornado Memorial Park as an 
‘Uncatalogued Burial Site’, indicating 
that human remains still exist there. 
       It is not known how long Thomas 
and Margaret remained in the area, but 
they eventually relocated to Oshkosh, 
where Margaret died in 1894 at age 75.  
Margaret also operated a boarding 
house there.  Thomas sold off the Wil-
liamsonville parcels in 1878.  He mar-
ried the former Viola Neely in 1874, and 
together they started a family.  Thomas 
and Viola left Oshkosh about 1887 and 
relocated to Negaunee, in the Upper 
Peninsula of Michigan, where Thomas 
partnered with brother-in-law William J. 
Neely in the operation of the Johnson 
Lumber Mill on the shore of Teal Lake 
near Negaunee.  The partnership con-
tinued until 1900.  Thomas, semi-retired 
after that, remained available for coun-
sel in the lumber business due to his 
many years of activity in that field.  He  
was also sought after for his knowledge 
of timber land and real estate values.  
Although he was not a man who made 
friends easily, those who knew him best 
testify to his kindness of heart.  He was 
suddenly stricken with apoplexy and 
died shortly thereafter on July 21, 1915, 
just three weeks after his 70th birthday.  
There was true sorrow over his passing. 

Viola carried on but succumbed to pelvic 
cancer on May 14, 1921 at age 64.  Sur-
viving them were two sons and two 
daughters, who carried the family line to 
the present day.  One of Thomas’ sons, 
John B. Williamson (1880-1956), carried 
on his father’s tradition by founding the 
Independent Lumber & Fuel Co. in 
Negaunee.  The civic-minded J.B., as he 
was known to scores of people, re-
mained active in the business until retir-
ing in 1953.  He was also elected to the 
Negaunee Board of Education, serving 
six consecutive three-year terms, hold-
ing all of the board offices during that 
time.  The highlight of his period of ser-
vice was the construction of the Central 
Grade School in Negaunee. 
      I have been in contact with two de-
scendants of Thomas Williamson, Kay 
(Williamson) Anttila of Menominee, 
Michigan and John Williamson of Hamp-
ton, New Hampshire.  Both are great-
grandchildren of Thomas, and were en-
thusiastic supporters who contributed 
much to this project, for which I am ex-
ceedingly grateful.  I am also indebted to 
Roland Koski of the Negaunee Historical 
Society for Williamson family infor-
mation, and to Maggie Weir and Ginny 
Haen of the Door County Historical Mu-
seum for their gracious assistance in this 
endeavor.  Thanks must also be extend-
ed to Megan Thornton, Nichole 
Sorensen and Dr. John Richards for  

Figures 5-6: Photos taken during an archaeological excavation in 1995-96, including 

a remnant of the mill foundation. 
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sharing their files of the 1995-96 archeo-
logical excavation of Williamsonville 
done by Dr. Elizabeth Benchley and her 
staff at UW-Milwaukee.  Their findings 
shed much light on how the residents of 
Williamsonville lived – and died – in their 
all-too-short time there.  Thanks also to 
Jamie Ireland of Woodlawn Cemetery for 
providing Williamson burial records. 
      The final link to my investigation 
came on Tuesday, September 24th when I 
visited Tornado Memorial Park, on the 
site of Williamsonville.  It had been pur-
chased by the Door County Parks Depart-
ment in November, 1927.  Chillingly, the 
site hadn’t been cleared or improved 
since the 1871 fire.  For 56 years, its par-
tial foundation remnants, charred 
stumps and blackened earth had stood in 
mute testimony to the horrors visited 
upon its residents on that fateful Octo-
ber night.  By 1937, a park had been cre-
ated, complete with a gated entrance 
and memorial plaques.  It was an auto-
mobile wayside for travelers until recent-
ly, when the state highway was relocated 
and the road passing the park became a 
county trunk highway. 
   When I visited the site, my first desti-
nation was the memorial plaques, one of 
which had just been installed in June, 
2019, showing the names of the 60 souls 
who had their lives tragically cut short 
148 years earlier.  After failing to procure 
state funding, the Friends of Door Coun-
ty Parks group gathered enough funds to 
have the plaque made and installed.  I 
then walked across the visitor’s parking 
lot to see the restored well site, where 
five of seven persons had survived the 
fire. 
      I then walked the perimeter fence, 
which separated the landscaped park 
area from the unlandscaped area be-
yond.  Beyond the fence lay several 
blackened and twisted tree limbs, inter-
spersed with charred tree stumps.  It 
literally gave me a chill, wondering if it 
had been left over from the 1871 fire 
and never cleared away.  An overwhelm-
ing sense of sadness gripped me and I 
said a prayer for the victims.  Knowing 

that victims are still buried there was 
also sobering.  Finally, I visited the Door 
County Historical Museum in Sturgeon 
Bay, where a somber display commem-
orating the fire was seen.   
When I left Door County, I had gained a 
new respect and reverence for what 
had occurred on that long-ago October 
night.  I also had a sincere admiration 

for Thomas Williamson, who teetered on 
the brink of death that night and, de-
spite the overwhelming grief and sad-
ness of losing 9 family members in one 
night, pulled himself up by his boot 
straps and crafted a new and fulfilling 
life – one created out of the ashes of 
Williamsonville. 

Figure 7: June 2019 photo of Tornado Park plaque dedication 

showing Friends of Door County Parks members. 

WILLIAMSONVILLE POST OFFICE DATA: 
Established as Williamsonville - 1871 January 03 
Changed to Tornado - 1872 January 29* Discontinued- 1879 January 20; Reestab-
lished- 1879 September 11 
Discontinued- 1907 February 28, mail to Brussels 
Location: Section 35, T27N R24E, Gardner Twp 
Mvd to NW-1/4 Section 1, T26N R24E, Brussels Twp (1879) 
Mvd to NW-1/4 Section 2, Brussels Twp (1885) 
Mvd to NE-1/4 Section 36, T27N R24E, Gardner Twp (1895) 
*Ofc re-named Tornado to commemorate the Great Firestorm which swept through 
southern Door County in October 1871, obliterating the village of Williamsonville 
 
WILLIAMSONVILLE POSTMASTER LIST WITH APPOINTMENT DATES: 
John Williamson- 1871 Jan 03 (deceased 1871 Oct 08) 
Tornado 
John Lathem/Leathem- 1872 Jan 29 
Disc/Re-est 
Ephraim C. Truman- 1879 Sep 11 
Mrs. Harriet Watson- 1884 Nov 21 
Fred W. Rick- 1892 May 07 
Garrett J. Moore- 1895 Sep 09 to term  
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SHOW CALENDAR 
 

 Want to list your event? Contact Karen 
Weigt, 4184 Rose Ct., Madison, WI 
53562  
P: (608) 609-6173 
E: klweigt@gmail.com 

April 5    DANEPEX ‘20 
CANCELLED DUE TO CORONAVIRUS 
OUTBREAK! 
 
May 2-3              WISCOPEX 2020 
CANCELLED DUE TO CORONAVIRUS 
OUTBREAK! 
 
July 11   Bay de Noc Stamp & 
  Coin Show 
Bay de Noc Stamp and Coin Club, bourse 
only. Bay College, 2000 N. 30th Street, 
Joseph Heirman Buildings, Room 952 
(accessed from Danforth Rd.), Escanaba, 
MI. Sat. 10a-3p EASTERN STANDARD 
TIME. 
C: Richard Reiffers (906) 233-9261 
E: rgrpaperboy@earthlink.net 
 
July 25  14th Annual Lakeland 
Coin and Stamp Summer Show 
Lakeland Stamp and Coin Club, bourse 
only. Woodruff Town Hall, Hwy. 47E, 
Woodruff, WI. Sat. 9a-2p. 
C: Dean Martin (715) 356-9453 
 
September 25-27            MILCOPEX 2020 
Milwaukee Philatelic Society, judged 
exhibits, bourse, seminars. Crowne Plaza 
Milwaukee Airport, 6401 S. 13th St., 
Milwaukee, WI. Fri. 10a-6p, Sat. 10a-5p, 
Sun. 10a-3p. 
C: www.milcopex.org 
 
 
 
 

October 17                  CENWISPEX 2020 
Central Wisconsin Stamp Club, exhibits 
and bourse. Holiday Inn Stevens Point, 
1001 Amber Ave., Stevens Point, WI. 
Sat. 10a-4p. 
C: J.D. Manville (715) 341-5555 
E: jadeco@charter.net 
 
October 24           Tri-State Stamp Expo 
Tri-State Stamp Club, bourse only. 
NICC Peosta Campus, 8342 NICC Drive, 
Peosta, IA. Sat. 9a-2p. 
C: Iowa Stamps (563) 582-6247 
E: sales@pfohls.com 
 
November 14  Oshkosh Stamp Bourse 
Oshkosh Philatelic Society, bourse on-
ly. Elk’s Club, 175 W. Fernau Ave., Osh-
kosh, WI. Sat. 9a-3p. 
C: Dave Carney (920) 750-3117 
E: dcarney1@new.rr.com 

May 16-17                  MSDA Milwaukee   
                 Stamp Show 
CANCELLED DUE TO CORONAVIRUS 
OUTBREAK! 
 
May 29-31              COMPEX ‘20 
Chicago Area Philatelic Societies, 
judged exhibits & bourse. Guerin Col-
lege Prep., 8001 W. Belmont Ave., Riv-
er Grove, IL. Fri. & Sat. 10a-6p. Sun. 
10a-4p. 
 
July 17-19         Minnesota Stamp Expo 
Maplewood Stamp Club, Twin City 
Philatelic Society, Lake Minnetonka 
Stamp Club, Minnesota Stamp Dealers 
Association, judged exhibits, seminars 
and bourse. Crystal Community Cen-
ter, 4800 North Douglas Drive North, 
Minneapolis, MN. Fri. 10a-6p, Sat. 10a-
5p, Sun. 10a-4p. 
 
 
 


