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Calendar for 2014
April 21st - 10am - Webster House
Docent/Tour guide meeting
Open to anyone that would like to help.
Call Doris @ 262-723-2366 if questions.
____________
May 6th - 2 pm @ Resource Center
Board of Directors meeting
__________
Webster House Museum opens May 1st
Group/School Tours by appointment
262-723-4248
___________
May 10th Grand Opening
Heritage Hall
1pm - 4pm
___________
June 13th & 14th 9am - 4pm
Elkhorn City Wide Rummage Sale
Heritage Hall
~~~~~~
Bridal Gown Display
Webster House
__________
July 12th & 13th 11am - 5pm
GAR (Grand Army of the Republic)
Spanish American War Encampment
Cira 1898, Webster House Grounds
~~~~~~
July 13th 1pm - 3pm
Ice Cream Social
Webster House Museum
_______________
Doris Reinke Resource Center
210 S. Washington St., Elkhorn
Wed-Thurs 1-4 pm or by appointment
262-723-7848
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Gardener’s Review
On March 12th the Walworth County Historical Society in conjunction with the Walworth County Master Gardener Volunteer
Association hosted a delightful program
presented by Marcia Carmichael.
Carmichael is not only the Historical Gardens Coordinator at Old World Wisconsin
but an award winning author. She enjoys
the research aspects of historical gardening as much as the design, creation and
nurturing of the gardens that she plans at
Old World. Prior to her employment at Old
World, she owned and operated her own
green house for 25 years.
Carmichael’s presentation enhanced the
mission of the Walworth County Master
Gardener’s who wish to gather ideas from
community leaders on ways and methods
the outdoor garden space at the Walworth
County Historical Society could be used as
a resource to increase community valve. A
suggestion was made to plant historic varieties of flowers with identification labels
so that students who tour the Webster
House could learn about this facet of history.
The next page is a list of recommended
sources to obtain heirloom seeds and
plants for the state of Wisconsin.
Carmichael can be found at Old World
Wisconsin located at W372 S9727 Highway 67 in Eagle. There phone number is
262-594-6301
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DINNER & PROGRAM ON BREWERIES OF WISCONSIN WITH JERRY APPS
The Historical Society of Walworth & Big Foot Prairie has presented well-known Wisconsin author, historian and PBS personality Jerry Apps in the past with a sell-out crowd for his talk on One
Room Schools and last year with Horse Drawn Days. This year the society is pleased to feature him
with a talk on Breweries of Wisconsin. Apps has published a book by the same name which will be
for sale at the event. He will speak on the history of brewing in Wisconsin, the past and present brewers, the types of beers, the growth of craft breweries and other new trends.
The event will be held on Thursday, April 24, 2014 at Lake Lawn Resort in The Great Room by
the shores of Delavan Lake at 6 p.m. This will be a time for socializing and meeting with Jerry Apps.
He will have his books for sale in the adjoining lakeside bar and exhibit room. Dinner will be served
in the Great Room at 6:30 p.m. Lake Lawn Resort is located at 2400 Geneva Street/ Hwy 50, Delavan.
The cost of the dinner and program is $30.00 including tax and tip. The entrée selections are
Chicken Chardonnay and Char-grilled Sirloin of Beef. Reservations are required with entrée choice
indicated and an accompanying check. This must be received by April 16 at the Historical Society of
Walworth & Big Foot Prairie, Inc., P.O. Box 336, Walworth, WI 53184-0336
For information: Call Richard Rasmussen at 262-275-5482 or Nancy Lehman at 262-275-2426
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“Well, What Do You Know, Joe?”
The Legacy of the Irish Settlement around Lake Geneva
by Marra Andreas

I looked at the plat map of Linn Township, dated 1873. Sure enough—there, in the precise script of the mapmaker, was written the name “William Massey” in Section 9. A few
inches below that in Section 28 was the name of my great-great-great-great-grandfather, Daniel
Downs. I remembered back to the funeral of my neighbor, Joe Massey, in May 2011—it was
remarked during the eulogy that the deceased’s ancestors settled on the south side of Geneva
Lake and raised horses. Having just recently researched my family connection to that area, I
had been shocked to find out that the gentleman that had lived across the street my entire life
was a descendent of the “neighbor” of my ancestor. It saddened me that I would never be able
to share this unique discovery with Joe and his wife, Lois; he was gone now and she had
passed away a few years before. But it did make me start to wonder. Both the Massey and
Downs families were Irish. Considering people tend to settle in the same areas as others who
share a similar ethnic background, had there been a group of immigrants in the Lake Geneva
area that shared that common bond of the “Emerald Isle”?
That was three years ago, but I was still curious about the Irish settlers in the Lake Geneva area. I started to investigate this subject from scratch, with only a handful of questions to
guide my search. Was there a large population of people with Irish heritage in the Lake Geneva area between the late 1830’s (when the land started to be opened up to settlers) and the
early 1920’s (when immigration to the US started to be more restrictive)? What was their motivation for moving to this area in Wisconsin? Did they immigrate from Ireland, or were they
Irish-Americans who moved here from other parts of the United States? Have the Irish settlers
left any lasting influence and legacy in this county? Setting my shoulder to the proverbial
wheel, I got to work.
With my eye set to the past, I decided to delve deep into the history of Walworth
County. Beckwith’s and Butterfield’s local histories are the main go-to sources for our
county’s past, so I started there. According to the charts based on the 1870 United States census, which list the nationality of Wisconsin residents by county on pages 258-259 in
Butterfield’s History of Walworth County, Wisconsin (1882), 1,729 of the 25,992 people in
Walworth County were immigrants from Ireland. And as I skimmed through the text, I found
many settlers who could trace their roots back to Ireland—about half of those were Irish natives, and the others were descendants of Irish immigrants, often moving to Wisconsin from the
northeastern states like New York.
There was a large Irish presence not just in the Lake Geneva area, but in the County as
a whole. From the towns of Delavan & Darien to the rural areas of Linn and Bloomfield
Townships, Irish-Americans (both foreign and US born) were progressively impacting farming
and business. Francis M. Higgins was a 1st generation American of Irish parentage, and was a
newspaper editor in Lake Geneva. James S. Curran, William F. Randall, William Brown, William Massey, and Patrick Dunn were just a few of the Irish farmers in the Lyons/Lake Geneva/
Lake Como areas. Edward Millar was a machinist in Geneva Township, John W. Prendergast
ran a hotel in Springfield (a small unincorporated community north of Lake Geneva), and
Frank Walsh worked with Lake Geneva’s Maple Ridge Creamery and later helped establish the
Zenda Milk Company. Daniel Downs was both a farmer and the treasurer
(continued on page 5)
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for the town of Linn. Thomas McKaig was one of the first Justices of the Peace in
Walworth County and was the County Surveyor who platted the Village of Geneva (which
later became Lake Geneva). As I reflected on the impact the Irish had in the townships around
Lake Geneva, I was surprised at the diversity of the roles those citizens filled in the workings
of Walworth County. The biographies within Beckwith’s and Butterfield’s histories of Walworth County contained only a fraction of the sons and daughters of Erin in this area, I’m sure.
Many others whose names were not recorded in those annals worked just as hard to make this
land their new home.
I knew I had to get down to Lake Geneva, so I set aside a day with the goal to immerse myself in its local history. I began my day with the drive from Elkhorn to Lake Geneva by way of
Highway 50, intentionally passing by Foley’s Bar & Grill, Woods Elementary School, and the
farm up on the hill where the words “Irish Woods” were emblazoned in green on the side of a
large white barn. Online resources were not as plentiful or helpful on this subject, so I knew I
needed to “hit the books” at the Lake Geneva Public Library. The reference librarians there
were extremely helpful as I scoured the bookshelves and vertical files for any tidbit that would
further me in my research. With copies of old newspaper articles in hand, and a couple local
history books under my arm, I was feeling a little more confident about my search. Just within
the last couple years, the Geneva Lake Museum (along with the support of other organizations
and individuals) successfully republished the formerly out-of-print Annals of Lake Geneva
Wisconsin, 1835-1897 by James Simmons. With firsthand accounts of the local and its residents, it gives a valuable insight to the history of the area. Similarly, Grassroots—Lake Geneva by Phil Fogle (1986) proved to be extremely helpful, relating stories of the Lake Geneva
area from times gone by.
The Geneva Lake Museum and its “Tuesdays at 2” workshop were next on my list. They
were hosting a program titled “When Irish Eyes are Smiling.” I didn’t know quite what to expect, but the hour-long presentation given by Bob & Millie McCormick and Helen Brandt was
filled with song, stories, and witty Irish humor, and a good time was to be had by all. Vern
Magee and Karen Jo Walsh showed me around the museum, and introduced me to others who
attended the event. It seemed that each person I met had something to contribute—a listening
ear, a word of encouragement, or a helpful tidbit of information that reinforced what I had already found out. Buoyed by the good spirits and camaraderie of the day, I continued my investigation. Thankfully Chris Brookes (a local historical interpreter and resident of Lake Geneva), who I had also seen that day, sent me a couple pages from Geneva Lake Intensive Survey:
An Architectural/Historical Report (1985) that provided more detail to some of the stories I
had uncovered. A second trip to the museum, with the help of Pat Cramer, helped to complete
my research.
The first wave of Irish that came to Walworth County moved from out east with many others from that region, when the Midwest was opened up to settlers in the late 1830’s and
1840’s. A number of them had lived in Kenosha before relocating to the next county over.
(continued on page 6)
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However, a good portion of the Irish in the Lake Geneva area came here because they worked
on constructing the Wisconsin Central Railway in the 1850’s, as the rail lines were extended
from northern Illinois. After the company failed in 1857, they had no place to go as they were
stranded without work. They decided to settle in the area, purchasing the land along Highway
50 (between Elkhorn and Lake Geneva) in the area now known as Irish Woods. Descendants
of the Cronin family still own their family farm that was established there in 1865. The Irish
established the Lake Como Ice Company, worked in the building trades, and set up farms or
worked on the large estates near Geneva Lake. In 1858, the Irish settlers in the area also established a school (aptly named Woods School), which still serves children in the area over
150 years later. Even some of the roads, like Kelly Road and McDonald Road between Lake
Como and Lake Geneva, still bear the names of the Irish families who farmed there.
Not all the Irish in the area were Catholic, but those that were deeply felt the need for their
own permanent parish. Father Martin Kundig from Milwaukee rode the circuit for many
years, conducting services at many mission parishes in the sparsely settled areas of Southeastern Wisconsin. But between the mid-1840’s and early 1850’s, land was bought on top of
“Catholic Hill” in Lake Geneva and the first church—St. Martin’s—was built in that parish,
with Father Patrick McKernan being the first resident priest. The name was later changed to
St. Francis de Sales (after the Bishop of Geneva, Switzerland) and over time the church building and parish school grew to what we see now on Main Street. Charles Brady, who followed
in the construction trades of his Irish father William Brady, built the structure of the church
that dates to 1892. Some descendants of the families that started that parish still are a part of
the congregation.
As I drove around the South Shore and Linn Township later on that day I had gone to Lake
Geneva, I looked over the snow-covered hills, and pictured the rolling fields returning to
green, now that spring was right round the corner. Thinking back to some of the photographs
of Ireland I had seen earlier, it was easy to imagine the land in its untouched beauty and be
reminded of the farms and fields of Ireland. Regardless of their reasons for moving here—be
it for a better life, to escape the death knell of the potato famine, or to follow jobs with the
westward movement in America—the fact is that the Irish came and settled and left their lasting influence on our area. The schools, farms, churches, and roads they built still serve us.
But, upon further reflection, their surest legacy is in the families that they raised here and their
descendants that still shape the fabric of our communities. All have helped in some way to
make the area around Geneva Lake, and Walworth County as a whole, into what it is today.
We walk in their footsteps, in the paths they forged out of this wilderness.
Editors note: This article is the introduction for the book of same title by the author on the
history of the Irish settlement in Linn township around Lake Geneva. A copy of this book has
been donated to WCHS and is available for reading at the Resource Center.
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SOCIETY
9 East Rockwell Street
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WALWORTH COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY MEMBERSHIP
FORM

NAME________________________________________________
ADRESS______________________________________________
______________________________________________________
CITY________________STATE__________ZIP CODE________
TELEPHONE_____________________
E-MAIL______________________________________
Membership Level: (Check One) [ ] Single $15 [ ] Family $20
[ ] Contributing $25 [ ] Patron $50
Other:
Donation $_________________ [ ] Webster House Museum
[ ] Heritage Hall [ ] General Fund
Volunteering Interests: (check all that apply)
[ ] Computer Work (w/ Microsoft Publisher, Word, Excel, Access,
Other)
[ ] Photography [ ] Sewing and Fabric Conservation
[ ] Gardening [ ] Tour Guide (Docent) [ ] Research Assistant
[ ] Baking [ ] Painting & Maintenance [ ] Other __________
Please clip and send this form to: Walworth County Historical Society, P.O. Box 273,
Elkhorn, WI 53121
Our Wish List
Can you help out by contributing one or more from the
list below?
Contributions of these items will help keep our costs
down.
Paper towels, toilet paper, hand soap
Photos or your family members, places
and/or events from Walworth County
A copy of your Walworth County family history
Plastic cups, plates, bowls, napkins
Garbage bags, light bulbs, & postage stamps

We welcome and solicit articles, citations, and photographs by members and volunteers for
possible publication in The Legacy.
Please send material or suggestions to: walworthchsnewsletter@gmail.com or WCHS, PO Box 273,
Elkhorn, WI 53121 or call (262) 723-7848.
Any articles must observe copyright restrictions and credit must be cited for material from other
sources. All decisions are final and rest with the editorial staff.

WALWORTH COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY
www.walcohistory.org
CORNERS OF ROCKWELL & WASHINGTON STS
Webster House Museum: Wed thru Sat 1-5 pm 262-723-4248 (Seasonal)
Doris Reinke Resource Center: Wed & Thurs 1-4 pm 262-723-7848
Or By Appointments
“COLLECTING, PRESERVING AND SHARING THE RICH HISTORY OF WALWORTH COUNTY”

Walworth County Historical Society
P.O. Box 273
Elkhorn, WI 53121

