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CHAPTER VI 

~ENDING WITH THE WIND 

Walnut's tragedies 
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The first known major trap:edy in the history of Walnut was 
the epidemics of smalipox, diphtheria, and cholera-infantum which 
broke out in the late 1800 1s. 

In an interview in 1934-, Dr . Frank Hanna, one of Walnut's 
first physicians, (he came to Walnut in 1873), said the fre quented 
painted picture of sturdy chtldren bouncing on their bronzed bare 
legs over the unbroken prairie while their s talwar t parents smiled 
broadly and pushed the plodding oxen faster is just a lot of beauti
ful idealism . "The kids died like flies, 11 he said, "with cholera
infantum. Many times they came out i n the spring with everything 
but beri-beri, and they lost in the close confinement of their ill 
ventilated cabins every winter all they had been able to gai n in 
health during the summer." 

In 1878-79, Dr. Hanna said, the sturdy pioneers began to con
t act diphtheria -- just at a time when the l aboring doctors thought 
they had mastered cholera-infantum, and discovered its cause . 
Diphtheria suffers died in 12 hours. The doctor wore out a horse 
a week dashing from one cabin to another. 

Smallpox. broke out as a sideline. The doctor di dn't bother 
much about this. He had 18 cases at one time and visited them all 
once a week . The pioneers woul d ride around on their farm i mplements 
with their f aces and arms broken out with the disease . 

" Serum has chased t he di phtheri a danger," Dr . Hanna sai d i n 
1934. "Cholera-infant um disappeared when the country became settled, 
and that would have been good news to a l ot of the old doctors who 
claimed that the disease was a form of malaria , generated by mosquit
oes from the rank, wet prairi e grasses in the warm spring days. 11 . 

Incidentally, there is one rather macabre highlight in Dr. 
Hanna's l ife i n which some of you may find humor. I t was early in 
his career. Orie night a special deput y sheriff pounded on his door 
and cried: "Doc , lend me your gun . One of them t he'n ·hoss thieves 
has come to town and I'll give him to you for a pati ent ." 
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Dr. Hanna pushed the gun through the door and strolled down by 
the R.R. tracks to be handy when the off1cer had the patient ready. 
The hoss thief bolted. The officer shot a slug out of the gun at 
100 yards, and the coroner got the patient before the doctor could 
walk across the tracks. The coroner, it seemed, having heard of the 
cornered hoss thief, decided to stick around to see if the deputy 
could shoot straight. 

This horse thief was the first person buriea in the old Walnut 
cemetery, located east of town on the south side of the road. 

Perhaps the biggest tragedy in the history of the town occurred 
in 1881 when fire destroyed the entire west side of Central Street. 
There were 16 buildings lost, and $40,000 worth of property. 

The following excerpts were taken from 11The News" describing 
the fire: 

"Feb. 10 -- "About midnight Scott Sankey saw a blaze climbing 
up the side of the store occupied by Lebeck Bros., between it and 
Dr. Barber's drug store. He immediately gave the alarm, but owing 
to the slippery condition of the streets and the difficulty of locomo
tion, the alarm did not become general for nearly three-quarters of 
an hour." 

"Adolph Lebeck and wife occupied the rear end of the upper floor 
as a dwelling. He heard the alarm and had barely time to dress and 
escape, saving a very few of his household effects. 11 

I 
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r "The front part of the upper floor was occupied by John Hopley, 
James Turner, W. H. Hcgley, and a Mr. Sherwin, a s sleeping apartments. L 

Turner was awakened just as the fire was eating the window sill away. 
He yelled for Hcpley and made a rush for the door. It seemed diffi
cult to make the key fit and Hopley, seeing there was no time to lose, , 
picked up his clothes and threw them over the balcony. Returning for 
some other articles of value, he found the flames bursting through 
the floor. He was bashful and didn't like to appear before the 
public dressed in a night-shirt, but as it was not a time to stand on 
points of etiquette, he got downstairs., gathered up his clothing and 
made his way across the street to an empty lumber wagon, standing in 
front of Linfor and Koll's office. He climbed into it and dressed 
hurriedly." 

"Jack Casey'-s sal-oon was one of the buildings destroyed. Casey 
was out of town, but Frank Neville succeeded getting out most of the 
fixtures and liquors and removed them to what he supposed was a place 
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of safety. But some fellows, tci whom a fire is a picnic, and free 
whiskey a month's delight, stole several bottles and drew some in 
pails. 11 

"As Charley Brown was carrying water, one of these fellows stuck 
a pail of whiskey under his nose and told him to take a drink. He 
replied by knocking it on the ground." 

"Luckily, the wind was blowing from a little north of east, 
which kept the fire from the east side of the street. It was also 
fortunate that the buildings were covered with ice, as it in a great 
measure, prevented the flames from bursting through the roof until 
the inside was pretty well burned." 

"Finally Mr. E. R. Hinckley suggested that if Stowe's jewelry 
store, which was a small building , was torn down that the engine 
could stop the fire there and save the post office. Acting upon 
this suggestion. W. H. Coats, Charley Hinckley, Tom Broughton, and 
two or three others commenced cutting holes and fastening ropes." 

11A sufficient number to give the thing a twist had now collected 
around this new point of defense, but this portion of t he street was 
as yet so slippery that a man could not pull more that the weight of 
twenty pounds. But after a good deal of yelling and a little pulling, 
the man chopping knocked off a couple shingles with his axe . The men 
at the ropes, hearing the shingles rip, were encouraged by t his and 
gave a vigorous yank and pulled off a lath." 

"By this time the force of yank-ees at the rope had considerably 
augmented. The next time a hitch was made, a portion of the roof was 
brought down, knocking Tom Broughton down and injuring him quite badly.' 

"The engine was set in the street, near the post office. It was 
with considerable air, and whenever a solid stream could be had, its 
effect was at once noticed. It was doubtful for sometime whether t he 
fire could be stopped here; especially as the 35 or 40 men carrying 
wa ter were getting tired and sprained running over t he slippery ground, 
and of the 200 or more others engaged in watching the fire, none 
volunteered to act as relief. They were enjoying the sight of a big 
fire under the awnings on the opposite side of the street." 

"It was 5 :30 am when the last building was consumed and the 
flames had unfa1teringly kept their course for nearly six hours, part 
of the time through a slight storm of sleet and hail." 



202 

Though the loss of stock in the buildings was great, as much 
goodswas stolen as was burned. Many rebuilt with brick. structures, 
and a brick yard was started the following summer to suppl y the brick 
needed. A clay bed was discovered near Walnut to supply clay, and· 
corn was used as the cheapest fuel, for firing. A Mr. Bartlett 
started the yard here. 

Severe storms, such as are rarely seen these days, visited· 
Walnut several times in the early years. In the summer of 1 81 a 
severe hail storm from a "pale green cloud" pelted hail stones 
ranging in size from a hen's egg to a man ' s fist. Creeks became 
"might rivers". A son of William Boland was drowned in a creek 
which wa s ordinarily not more than six inches deep, but had increased 
to a depth of 20 feet. Damage to crops was, of course, great. Hail 
killed rabbits and some livestock. Twenty-five large windows were 
smashed by hail in the school building. Bigelow 's nursery was a 
complete loss, estimated at $1200. Siding was pounded from houses 
and shingles split. 

The year 1887 brought another tragedy to Walnut the headlines 
pronounced that 17 buildings were destroyed by fire and four families 
left homeless. The account is as follows: 

"Tuesday morning , August 16: 

"At 12:15 this .morning the alarm of fire was sounded by C. F. 
Jacobsen, who discovered Clayton and Schofield's grain elevator to 
be on fire. When first seen, the fire was breaking through the roof 
of the engine house . It was evident f r om the first that this and 
Spangler's elevator were both doomed to destruction. Clayton's 
elevator was filled to the r oof with grain. Spangler's was probably 
about half-full. Howard ' s livery stable next took fire and from it 
the flames communicated to Mickel's hardware and implement building, 
and to Jacobsen's Hall , cigar factory and residence. The devouring 
element then swept west, burni129everything in its course except 
Negley's elevator. The fire companies of Avoca and Atlantic were 
telegraphed for at 12: 30 . The former responded , but owing to a delay 
in get ting a flat car to load their engine on, did not arrive until 
2:30, too late to be of any service. Everything was dry as timber 
and burned with frightful rapidity. In two hours and 15 minutes , 
thirteen buildings were reduced to ashes , four families were rendered 
homeless, and property valued in the neighborhood of $60,000 was 
lost. The Transient House was threatened for awhile, but by hard 
work it was saved9 and through it, Sankey's Livery Barn and the whole 
town was saved." 
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"The Rock Island Depot early fell prey to the flames. Every
thing was saved fr om it. At 2 :15 the fire began to subside for 
lack of fuel, and is this morning, a smouldering mass. The streets 
of our town present a sorry appearance, lined as they are with 
rescued goods, to the saving of which everyone lent willing hands. 11 

The buildings burned are as follows: 

"Clayton and Schofield, elevator, office and coal sheds. They 
place their total loss at betweenten and eleven thousand, insurance, 
$6,000. Can't tell yet whether they will rebuild or not." 

"E. E. Mickel , hardware and implements, had $500 insurance on 
building and the same on stock. Probably will rebuild." 

"Rock Island Depot. The Rock Island people are quartered in a 
freight car and will rebuild immediately." 

"Stowe and Burg, blacksmith and wagon shop. Place t heir loss 
at $200. No insurance. 11 

11c. F. Jacobsen, cigar factory, residence and billiard hall, 
also barn. Jacobsen's loss will probably reach $3 , 000 , insurance -
$1600. The building will not be replaced." 

"Green, vacant building." 

"Spangler and Koll, office building, implement building, and 
coal sheds. Peter Koll estimates loss of building $1200. Insurance 

- $800. Loss on stock $1400, insurance - $500. 

"I. T. Spangler, elevator and office; building loss $1,000; 
insured, $500. Elevator and grain, $8 ,000; insurance, $6,000. 

"J. Burmeister, hotel. The loss on the Burmeister property 
and their household effects will probabl y reach $2500 , insurance -
$800." 

"Green Bay Lumber Co., lumber yard and office. E. D. Mineah 
places loss of the Green Bay pepple at about $4,ooo, well covered 
with insurance." 

"Residence occupied by William Thomas, owned by Gustav Diedrich, 
$500. Household goods of Mr. Thomas , $75 ." 

"There is a strong suspicion that the fire was the work of an 
incendiary , but of course i t is shrouded in mystery. In addition 
to the alarm of "Fire, Fire11 sounded on the streets, Tom Bunker 
broke into the Presbyterian Church and rung the bell in a manner 
which conveyed the intelligence in no meaningless way." 
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"The total loss will swell between $40,000 and $45,000, with 
insurance amounting to nearly $20,000. 11 

The foregoing account was taken from a Bureau extra which was 
issued at 6:30 Tuesday morning, the day of the fire. To my knowledge, 
it is the only occasion that an "Extra" was issued by the publishers 
of the Walnut paper in its history. 

As it is with most of us, Walnut's misfortune came in large 
doses. For again in 1887, within 100 days of the fire mentioned above, 
another broke out. Eight buildings, including the only hotel in 
town, were consumed, the loss estimated at $10,000. Here is the 
account: 

"Saturday night, November 26, was the coldest of the season. 
Hence but few people were astir Sunday morning when the alarm of 
"Fire, Fire, 11 was rapidly sounded from one end of the town t o the 
other, about daybreak. 11 

11The fire originated from a defective flue in the kitchen of the 
Central House, evidently upstairs, and was breaking out when dis
covered. The building was doomed from the first, and every effort 
was turned toward saving its contents." 

"From the hotel the fire spread to two small buildings south, 
and adjoining the bank, a fireproof brick. The flames slowly worked 
their way north also, burning Ross' Restaurant, John Matson's build
ing, Franzen's Restaurant, and Frohm's temperance saloon • . Blohm Bros. 
meat market was torn down, bodily, and carried i nto the street, and 
this was attributed to checking the fire." 

"There was no wind stirring, or it is probable tqat the whole 
east side of town would have been destroyed." 

"The Avoca Fire Department was called, but because there was no 
engine in the yards there, they were unable to respond until too late 
to be of any service, and were notified not to come ." 

"The fire burned until 8:15, having been nearly t wo hours in 
burning one-half block. The buildings burned were as follows: 
bank, (damaged), law office, shoe shop, hotel, Ross' Restaurant, 
Billiard Hall (J. Matson's), Franzen's Restaurant, Frohm and Bellman's 
temperance saloon, and Blohm Bros. Butcher Shop." 
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"Sidelights of the fire: 

1. "John Burke was struck on the shoulder by a burning cornice 
and will carry a lame arm for a day or so." 

2. "Blohm Bros. insurance would have expired today, at noon." 

3. "Ross will move his restaurant back into Frisbie's building , 
up on the corner. He only moved out of it ten days ago." 

The fourth and least destructive fire in Walnut's history occur
red early on the morning of September 5, 1892, i n the cob and coal room 
of the big grain elevator belonging to the Davenport Glucose Company. 

When first discovered, at about four o'clock, the flames were 
bursting through the roof .of t he cob and engine house and were commun
icated rapidly to the top of the elevator through the dust spout. 
The flames spread r api dly, until the entire building , with its contents 
machinery and grain, were destroyed. It was impossible to save 
either the building or its contents and the population of the town 
stood by and calmly witnessed its transformation into smoke. 

The elevator was erected in the fall of 1887, after the August 
fire, by Spangler and Schofield, and cost, when ready for operation, 
nearly $11,000. It was the l argest grain elevator between Council 
Bluffs and Des Moines, having an actual storage capacity of 48 ,ooo 
bushels. When burned, it contained about 9 1000 bushels of corn, 
which were a total loss. The building was insured for $11,000, 
distributed among five companies. 

The origin of the fire was a mystery, although popul ar belief 
attributed the cause to spontaneous combustion. This blaze started 
in a l most the identical manner as that of 1 87 , and within a few feet 
of the spot where the fire of 187 was discovered. 

The ruins of the elevator were still burning on Friday (the fire 
occurred on Monday), and the editor said it was probable they would 
be smouldering for yet another week. He also made the observation 
that the cry of fire no longer excited the average citizen of Walnut. 

But on June 26, 1896, another major fire was recorded in the 
local paper. The east side of Main Street was a gain nearly totally 
destroyed: 

"A few minutes after two Tuesday morning , fire was discovered 
be tween the buildings occupied by Mrs, George Griffith as a milliner 
shop and Frank Mick's restaurant. The alarm was given as soon as 
possible, and in less than half an hour the town was out in force." 
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"The fire spread both north and south and soon t he entire row 
on Central Street from the post-offive to the corner of ·Highland 
Street was a mass of flames. Our waterworks system is only .about 
halr--complete and the only means to fight the fire was by a bucket 
brigade and what water could be brought from wells and cisterns." 

"All efforts were directed towards confining t he fire within 
the one block and heavy work was done to keep it from crossing the 
street to Vollstedt's and Comer's building on t he corner of Central 
and highland Streets. Had it reached these buildings, the loss 
would have been much greater, as it would then have had a free range 
through nearly a half-mile of the best residences of the town." 

r 

"Two other points where heavy fighting was done were at Seiffert 
and Wei se 's lumber yard and at the post-office where men worked with 
might and main to stem the fire and were successful in both. Seiffert 1 

and Weise's office was entirely consumed, but the lumber yards and 
L 

sheds were savedo The walls of the post-office are still standing , 
but the building is a total wreck and is practically valueless." 

"The first work was clearing the goods out of the stor es t hat 
could be reached and in an incredibly short length of time the goods 
and fixtures in Blohm and Hellman's saloon, the post office, and 
misses' Whit tie 1 s milliner shore, C. W. Merrill's shoe shop, Dr. 
Hanna's office, Welty 's Barber Shop, Moritz's Meat Market, Howard's 
and Peter's bil liard halls, Ehmke's saloon and tailor shop, Glantz 
and Glee 's warerooms and office, and of Seiffert and Weise's office, 
were removed to safely." 
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"Only in three buildings were the goods all burned - Frank Mich 's r Restaurant, Mrs. Griffith's milliner shop, and Fraser's Butcher Shop." 

"A large steel tube filled with gas for charging a soda fountain 
was lying on the floor in Mick's Restaurant, and when the fire reach
ed it, an explosion occurred which shattered the remaining part of 
the building and sent a shower of burhi']9' splinter s over the town. 
The tube had a tested strength of 3700 pounds and was made of the 
best f"orged boiler steel. The bursting pressure must have been enor
mous as the walls of the tube were torn in shreds and twisted in all 
manner of shapes and was found scattered in all parts of town. It 
is almost miraculous that someone did not get hit with some of the 
flying pieces, as the street were full of peopl e at the time." 

"The old and much condemned cisterns were the salvation of the 
town this time as without the water taken from them the march of the 
flames could not have been checked." 
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I n November of 1912 a new crossing was opened over the rail
road tracks at the south end of Central Street. Less than a week 
after the new crossing had been opened, one of the most horrible 
accidents in the history of Walnut occurred when a prominent busi
ness man of Walnut was killed at the crossing. He was Peter W. 
Hansen, of Hansen Bros. "River To River 11 garage, and was killed 
when struck by a train while driving a team and wagon load of hogs 
across the tracks. 

He was thrown on the north side of the main track. His right 
leg was completely severed below the knee, and lay several yards 
from the body. Apparently all ribs on the left side were crushed. 
Several deep scalp wounds and bruises were visible. The injuries 
to his head rendered him unconscious. His death occurred about 30 
minutes after he was carried to the garage. 

The team was killed instantly, one horse cut almost in two, and 
the other thrown a hundred feet or more, into the pasture south of 
the crossing. The hogs were all killed and the wagon reduced to 
kindl ing. 

Early in January of 1913, Walnut, persistently plagued by the 
ravages of fire, again suffered a major loss. Following is the 
account of the burning of the Walnut Public School: 

"Jan. 9 - About 12~30 pm Wednesday the school building caught 
fire and burned to the ground. When the fire broke.out, there were a 
few students in the building and two or three teachers. 11 

rrThe fire started in the basement near the front entrance and 
under the high school stairs. When Miss Leah Schlotfeldt opened 
the high school door, preparatory to descendirJ.g the stairs, she was 
suffocated from the smoke and had to turn back. She gave the alarm 
to the rest of them in the room, and theyclescanded by the back stairs. 11 

trAfter the alarm was turned in, the firemen were on the ground 
as soon as possible, but owing to the presence of such a volume of 
smoke, the fire was concealed until it had gained such headway that 
the boys were unable to accomplish anything, and the building with 
books and apparatus_, was totally destroyed." 

11Professor R. M. Lampman was fortunate in getting hi s high 
school records out of the burning building, and we understand one 
or two of the lower grade records were saved.1 1 

----·---- - --- ------ -- - - - - --- -- --------- - -~---- - -- -~~- ,.____ _ ~~- --- -
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Hansen Bros. Garage also suffer ed the same week by fire. The 
f ire had gotten a good start when the hose team arrived. The 
chemical engine pipes froze before t hey r eached the garage , and 
were usel ess. The firemen fought f or almost an hour before the fire 
was brought under control, and many of them were soaking wet and 
al most frozen. 

At the time t he building caught fire , there were eleven autos 
wi thin , mos tly expensive ones, consisting of Nybergs , and Catercars. 
Six of the cars were removed to safety. The damage to t he r emaining 
five cars in the building was very light, but the buil di ng was badly 
damaged . 

Again in June of 1915 Wal nut suffered another major fire when 
the West Elevator burned. Her e is Edi tor Wayne 's account : 

"The West Elevator, belonging t o G. H. Bunton of Atlantic , 
burned to the gr ound about 7 :15 Friday evening. It is assumed the 
fire was caused by spontaneous combustion, as the elevator had not 
been used for sever al months . Mr. Bunton owned both elevators, but 
only used the east one. The building contained a small amount of 
grain , possibly 200 bushels, and as the dust rooms contained con
sider able dust and rubbish , it is possi ble that the heavy r ains of 
the past two weeks had dampened the content s, making the heat suffic
ient t o cause the f i r e. " 

"It was a sight that few of our citizens have ever witnessed. 
The building was t otally enclosed i n iron sheeting and the inside 
burned for almost an hour before the flames broke through the sides 
or r oof, and the smoke was so dense that no one could get near it. 11 

"As it was useless to try saving the elevator, the firemen and 
citizens concentra t ed their effort:sto saving the depot, lumber yard, 
River to River Garage , and the gr ain office and implement bui lding. " 

"J. H. Henry built t his el evator i n 1875, and it has been in 
constant use up to a f ew months ago . The l ate I. T. Spangler owned 
and operat ed the pl ant f or many years. Mr . Bunton purchased the 
elevator from C.R. Spangl er, executor of the estate, the estate 
retaining the office and impl ement building." 
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January 18, 1917: 
11MCKAY DRUG STORE DESTROYED BY FIRE: -- About twenty minut e s 

past seven o 1 clock Sunday night t he firebell began i ts wild appeal 
for help, and those seeking the l ocation of the fire found smoke coming 
from the 0 . 0 . McKay Drug Store. Apparently the fire was located in 
the basement, and the building was so dense with smoke that no one 
dared enter the building, and by the time t he hose was turned on , the 
building was burning so fasta.nd furious t hat occupants of the ad
joining stores began t o carry out their goods and fixtures." 

"The reservoirs at the light plant were perhaps two-thirds full 
of water and the pumps were put on and direct pressure brought to 
bear from the engine. The steam did good service while t he water 
supply lasted, then t he Central St. cistern was opened and hundreds 
of pails of water used, and many barrels and boxes of salt were 
broken up and t hrown upon the roofs. Men without proper equipment 
covered the surrounding buildings and pourdwater and salt steadily 
for more t han five hours." 

"At about half past eight Avoca was called, but refused to come. 
Atlantic was called, and sent up a special train with 50 or 60 men 
but no equipment. Omaha was communicated, but would do nothing in 
the line of assistance." 

"Then a phone message was sent to the El khorn Fire Station and 
the boys from that little city cheerfully r esponded , and with their 
chemical engine succeeded in saving the Mallicoat building on the 
south and the Forbes Hardware on the nort h ." 

"Sondergaard Bros. emptied their store . The Forbes people put 
most of their stock i n the str eet , whil e Madsen Br os . had a quantity 
of theirmarrmoth stock carried to the Opera House and Happy Hour 
Theater buildings; for had Forbes Hardware burned, Madsen Bros. could 
not have been saved , which doubl es our obl igation t o the El khorn boys." 

"The fire seemed t o have been discovered by Arthur Ehmke and 
Leo Tierney , who gave the alarm. The Bruce building and the McKay 
drug stock and fixtures were completely reduced to ashes, while the 
Mallicoat and Forbes buildings are considerably damaged. The drug 
s tock and fixtures were valued at $6 , 000. 11 

"The origin of the fire is unknown, but indications are that 
it caught from a defective wir e. While the fire was an unfor tunate 
and destructive one, it could have been worse under the prevailing 
conditions; and we verity believe that the town council, in the 
absence of the mayor , will do everything in their power to hasten the 
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completing and equiping of the deep well, extending the mains, and 
giving the fire boys much better equipment for defending our prp
perty from the ravages of fire." 

February 8, 1917: 

"ROCK ISLAND FLYER WRECKED HERE -- Number 7, the Rocky Mountain 
Limited, west bound , of this division of the R.I., was ditched on the 
curve about one mile east of town Monday night at 10:15. Our 
citizens were aroused by the ringing of the fire bell and the whistl
ing of the engine detached from the wrecked train. In a short time 
our little city was all stirred up with excitement and a desire to 
assist in aiding the unfortuna te ones who were in the wreckage . Our 
three physicians , Drs. Moore, Hanna, and Latchem, were the first on 
the grounds to give medical and surgical aid to the ir.Jured. At the 
scene of the wreckage our doctors worked like majors and had all the 
injured attended to and as comfortable as possible when the relief 
train arrived from Atlantic. Walnut citizens were waiting, and trans
ferred the injured from the wrecked cars t o the relief train." 

"Our chemical engine was pressed into service in extinguishi'.19 
the fire in the burning smoker." 

"As near as can be learned , the wreck was- caused by a defective 
rail. Five cars were ditched. The smoker burned in the ditch, after 
being completely turned on its side . Two pullmans were completely 
wrecXed and torn from the tracks, while two steel coaches stood up
right in the ditch. The engine and three baggage cars remained on 
the tracks, uninjured. 11 

"Four or five rails were to:rn from the north side of the tracks, 
some of which were carried_tci the ditch by the wrecked cars. There 
were many stories of heroism in connection with the wreck, Jack 
Harrison, an 18 year old boy from Chicago, grabbed a sledge and broke 
the windows in the overturned pullman, helping t he imprisoned pass
engers from their berths. W. H. Teeters 1 colored, a pullman porter , 
though suffering with an injured back and broken finger, helped the 
passenger s out of the overturned coaches and did great work . There 
were many willing hands of those not hurt and the women on the train. 
Four babies aboard and the injured, were looked after in t he observa
tion car which was standing. By some miracle, non~of the babies were 
hurt, and some of them slept through all the confusion of the wreck." 
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March 25, 1926: 

"A DESTRUCTIVE BLAZE -- Last Friday evening, about 6:35, the 
back part of Madsen Bros. big department store was discovered on 
fire by Herman Moritz, who was on his way home for supper." 

11The alarm was sounded, and the Volunteer Fire Department 
answered the call with the chemical engine and were soon throwing 
chemicals on the blaze, which was located just -inside the back of 
the store, where the cashier desk, telephone and cash cabinet were· 
si tuated. 11 

11Meantime the hose truck was brought into service and the 
flames put under control. Not, however, until thousands of dollars 
of damage was wrought. Had the discovery been made thirty minutes 
later, the entire building and contents would have been consumed." 

February 17, 1927: 

"BIGGEST TRAIN 11JRECK IN THE HISTORY OF THE WEST DIVISION 
Number 7, the Rocky Mountain Limited train on the Rock Island went 
into the ditch one mile west of Walnut, shortly after ten o'clock 
last Wednesday evening . It was one of the worst wrecks in the 
history of the division, although injuries were slight and few. 11 

."Three mail cars, one a transcontinental car, with the combined 
smoker and baggage car, rolled down a thirty-foot embankment. A 
chair car left the track, but did not turn over. The enti re train 
of ten coaches was derailed, except the engine which brok e loose 
and rushed 200 feet ahead." 

"The officials of the road say tha-t steel construction of the 
cars was all that prevented the accident from becoming a catastrophe 
with a large loss of life." 

"After the accident, trainmen hailed a passing auto to summon 
help. Mr. and Mrs. Will Fitzpatrick, who were returning home from 
the declamatory contest in this city, were among the first ones hail
ed, and they brought back the news of the wreck to Walnut." 

"The accident was caused by a broken drive wheel shaft on the 
locomotive. The axle broke near Indian Creek, just west of Marne. 
It is said the engine went off the r ails at this point for a moment, 
but the speed was so great it ran back on again, and continued 
seven miles before the final spill. Several rails were torn up at 
this place. The engineer, M. J. McGrath, heard the noise when the 
axle broke, but thought it was only the cracking of the rails in 
cold weather. The wrecker crew had to stop and fix the torn-up 
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track near Marne before they could proceed." 

"The track at the scene of the accident was torn up for 200 yards 
or more. Not a single tie was left on the road bed for most of this 
distance. The big steel rails were broken and twisted. The ditched 
cars were not all removed from the right-of-way until Friday." 

"The wreck occurred on the highest grade of the road on the 
west division. Had the train gone off the grade on the north side, 
it would have rolled more than 60 feet and there would have been a 
different story to write." 

"Arthur Schmidt of Avoca was in the first chair car which went 
down the embankment head-on. Mr. Schmidt said he did not 'think'. 
the first he knew, the car began to bump and dance the Charleston, 
then stopped suddenly, that he hung to his seat with all his strength, 
and did not know the car had left the tracks, until he got up and 
tried to walk. He found the car was standing at an angle of 45 
degrees." 

Early in July, 1928, the Walnut Milling Company's mill and 
elevator on lower Pearl St. was destroyed by fire. The fire was 
located inside the building and was said to be the hottest fire Walnut 
ever witnessed, as no one was able to get within a half-block of 
the burning structure. A hose connected on the nort h caught fire 
near the hydrant and burned through, making the string of hose use
less for a time. A fireman, with a wet blanket, changed the 
length of hose, and the fight was renewed." 

"The elevator building, in connection with the mill, was also 
·completely destroyed. The blaze was of unknown origin, but probably 
started from sparks from a passing r ailroad locomotive •11 

The mill was one of the earliest landmarks of the town, having 
been built some fifty years previous, and operated continuously until 
a few years prior to the fire. I t was remodeled in 1885 and operated 
by Spangler, Eroe & Co., under the name of the \,/alnut Grist Mill. 
In 1891 the business was incorporated under the name of the Walnut 
Milling Co., with J. c. Spangler as general manager. C.R. Spangler, 
owner at the time of the fire, became office manager in 1902. In 
1906 he acquired an interest in the business and a few years later 
became the sole owner. 
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In July, 1940, the last major fire 
occurred, destroying the Strand Theater 
origin of the fire was not determined. 
the fire and turned in the alarm. 
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in Walnut history to date, 
and John Tramm garage. The 
Lawrence Rossmann discovered 

There have been numerous wind storms, at least a couple of 
tornadic velocity, in recent years. In June 1962, a severe wind and 
hail storm occurred 9 doing considerable crop damage to neighboring 
farms as well as some rocF and other building damage in Walnut. This 
year of 1965 will be rerr:embered as the "year of tornadoes11 as Iowa 
and Nebraska have been besieged by numerous ones this spring. At 
least one passed through in the area south of Wal nut , upsetting f arm 
buildings, and causing general havoc. 

But on the whole, the past 25 years have been good to Walnut -
her triumphs far outnumber her tragedies. Walnut's happier moments -
her triumphs - will be recounted in the final chapter of this book. 

---= =--- ------
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CHAPTER VII 

THE R00r 1S WHITE CORE 

The Walnut School 

"Shed no tear O shed no tear-1 
The flower will bLoom another year. 
Weep no more -- 0 weep no more.! . 
Young buds sleep in the root's white core~" 

John Keats 

Miss Jennie Hall was the first school teacher in Walnut, in 
1872. School was held in t he southeast room of t he Dew Drop Inn, 
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the Burmeister hotel located one block west of the business district. 
This hotel was burned in t he fire of 1887. 

The first school was built i n 1875, at a cost of $5 ,000 . At 
the opening there were twenty-five pupils under the tutorage of 
Miss Kate Wiiliams (who later became Mrs. J.C. Spangler, aunt of 
Charlie Spangler). It was opened as a district school, but in the 
f all of t he same year was changed to a gr ade d school with a principal 
and two assistants. · This school was burned January 8, 1913. (See 

Chapter VI for details.) 

This was a two-story building, and in 1882 was the largest and 
only school building in Layton Township in which a graded school 
had been organized. The building measured 78 feet by 51 feet, and 
was 28 feet high. In 1882 there were 230 pupil s enrolled, with an 
average daily a ttendance of 120. The Superintendent in t his year 
was Professor Willi am Hubbard, who had three assistants. The first, 
or primary department was taught by Miss C. E. Johnson; the f irst 
i ntermediate department , by Miss G. A. Orcutt; the second intermediate 
department, by Miss F. Perrigo; and t ,:tie grammar department .was 
taught by and under the immediate charge of Prof. Hubbard. 

The statistics for 'the year 1881 s:how the foll owing in regard 
to the school s of Layton Township: 

Number of subdistricts, 8; number of ungraded schools, 8; 
average number of months taught, 9; number of t eachers employed 
male , 2; female, 13; total, 15; number of pupils between the ages 
of five and twenty-one years - males, 102 ; f emales 90; total 192; 
average cost of tuition per month for each pupil, $2.72; number of 
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school houses, 8; value of school houses, $4800; value of apparatus, 
$5. 

According to the census of 1905, there were in Layton township, 
exclusive of Walnut, 200 of school age, of which 108 were males, and 
92 females. In the -town of Walnut there were 304, of which 154 were 
males_, and 150 females. 

A complete list .of graduates from the Walnut Schools~ from the 
time ,of the first Commencement until ·the present_, is available in 
booklet form from the Walnut Alumni Association. ThereJore, we shal_ 
not reprint all of them·here. The year 1889 was the first year in 
which a formal commencement was held. ·Graduates in this year and all 
years through 1900 are as follows-: 

1889 

Maude Bruce {Mrs. Roy Bigelow~ 
ftda Boiler 
Elton Carey 
Belle DePew (Mrs. George ciark) 
Palme_y Joha-nnsen 

All members -of this class are now de.cease:d. 

:i:-n 1890 there wel".e no -~aduates. -'· 

-Mabel Bruce. 

1891 
Chester- Boiler 
Cari llerman Carstensen 

Both ar.e deceased. 

1892 
Mab.el Br~ce (Mrs. Otto Ronna) 
Thomas Kel1.y 
Thomas McCarty 
Myrtle Ro~s . 
Norah Boiler {Mrs. El-ton Carey) 

All members of this class are rleceased except 

In -1893 there wer_e no graduates. 
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Addie Longnecker 
Eleanor Merchant (Mrs. John McFadden) 
Noel Spencer 
Ina Boiler (Mrs. Homer Snyder) 
Anna Ronna (Mrs. Ross Welch) 

All members of this class are deceased. 

1895 
Jessie Lewis 
Charles Linfor 
Carrie Ott (Mrs. Henry Koll) 
Marie Stuart 
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Mrs. Koll is the only remaining member of this class. 

Kathryn Carstensen 
Layton Menefee 
Georgia Broughton (Mrs. Richard Kent) 
Grace Kincaid (Mrs. \rlill Sievers) 
Carrie Johannsen 
Jennie Copley (Mrs. Smythe) 
Herbert Moser 
Kitty O1Roark (Mrs. Tom Cruse) 
Maynard Carey 

According to the Alumni books, Mrs. Cruse and Mrs. Sievers still 
survive. 

1897 
Edward Menefee 
Mae Merchant (Mrs. Charles Wilson) 
Cora Backus (Mrs. Morris Moore) 
Clara Hector (formerly Mrs. Chas. Spangler) 
Claude Linfor 
Julius Ronna 
Charles Spangler 

Of these~ only Charles Spangler survives. 
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1898 
Cora Andresen (Mrs. Chas. \-!are) 
Belle Broughton (Mrs. Robert J. Stuart) 
Edward Hammond· 
Henry Koeppe 
A;rthur Lodge 
Louis Hector 
Jacob Stame'n 
Clara Stuart 
Robert J. Stuart 
Otto Voss 
Charles 1,rare 
Nellie Wil1;>on (Mrs •. Pete Matthies} 

Five members survive: _Belie Broughton, Edward Hammond', Louis 
Hector, Clara Stuar_t and Otto Voss~ 

1899 
Wi:1:1 Car stense·n 
Harry Carey 
Margaret Copley 
Joseph Condon 
Daisy Dunlap Eroe (Mrs. Chas. Nuttle) 
Pearl Foote (Mrs. Fergus Walker) 
Jessie Hillman ·(Mrs. Cody Earl) 
Clara Johannsen 
Ethel Mallicoat (Mrs. Louis Hector) 
John McLaughlin 
Amanda Rapen 

Four of these class members survive: Harry Carey, Margaret 
Copley~ Jessie Hillman, and John McLaughlin. 

1900 

Albert Ray 
Edith League (Mrs. William McIntosh) 

Mrs. McIntosh still survives . 

Following the fire in 1913, the Board of Education secured a 
part of the German Hall (originally an opera house , later known as 
the old Legion Hall), the vestry of the German Church, and two rooms 
in the August Ketelsen residence (which had been recently vacated by 
the M. L. Spangler family), in which to finish the school year . 
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In the spring of 1913, the new school house contract was let 
to Clarence Woodcock of Burlington for $24,364. Ed Cade secured 
the contract for excavating the basement. 

On December 23, 1926, the new high school auditorium was de
dicated. 

In 1910 the faculty consisted of R. M. Lampman, superinten-
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dent; Miss Edith Payne, high school principal; Miss Nellie Burmeister, 
first assistant; Miss Elizabeth Dunn, seeond assistant; Miss 
Frances Dee, Penmanship and music; Miss Elizabeth Dunn, 8th grade; 
Miss Agnes Murphy~ 6th and 7th grades; Miss Alice Galvin, 4th and 
5th grades; Miss Lucille Schell, 2nd and 3rd grades; Miss Laura 
Ero, kindergarten and 1st grades. George Smith was janitor. 

L. J. Neff was president of the school board in this year, 
Charles R. Spangler, secretary; and J. F. Ronna, treasurer. 
Tuition was $6.00 per term below the 8th grade, and $8.oo per term 
for 8th grade and above. · 

M. E. Crosier resigned as superintendent of schools in 1902. 
Mr. Crosier had been connected with the Walnut School since 1892, 
coming here from Dexter where he was teaching in the normal school • 

Declam was started in Walnut in 1903. The second annual high 
school declam contest was held in Wal nut at the German Hall on 
January 28 and 29~ 1904. 

In 1905 the Wal nut High School was placed on the accredited 
list of state schools, and all graduates thereafter could enter any 
college or university in the state without examination. The in
spector reported . that it was the only school in the state to receive 
that recognition in which there were -onl y three teachers in the 
high scbool. 

In 1908 Walnut sent a .declam student to the state declamatory 
contest and that student came home with top honors.. She was Vera 
Sankey, daughter of Frank Sankey. She not only receiverl first place 
in her division (dramatic) , but also received more points tha n any 
other contestant, thus making her winner over all classes. 

Tn 1938, Bdb Caddoc~ was the second person in the history of 
the 1,Jalnut S-choul to win in tbe state declamatory contest. Bob 
was eliminated irt the semi-finals at the national contest. 

- ---- - ------_--_-
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The Walnut basketball teams won the county championships in 
1933. The boys team defeated Abraham Lincoln High School of Council 
Bluffs to take the Class A championship. Members of the team were: 
Billy Donohoe, George Campbell, Capt i , Harold Johnk, Melvin Bussow, 
Norman .Stamp, Marion Armstrong, Gilbert Siever.s , Gilbert Tramm, 
Evrett Kahl, Gress Rogers. Bussow and Johnk were elected by the 
Nonpareil for the county first team. 

The Walnut girls team won the county tournament the same year 
by defeating Macedonia. Members of the team were: Edith Grif£ith , 
"Maxine Thoning, LaVina Hansen, Helen Thiessen, Ethelyn Christiansen, 
Betty Moore, Naomi Scheef, Mar garet Adams , Doris Deen, Marjori·e 
Koeppe, Helen Su~ Johnk, and Kathlyn Hulin. 

In 1936 and 1937, the Walnut girls again took the county 
championship, making four county v.ictories in f'ive years. Members 
of the team in 1936 were: Margaret Koll, Lucille Bowman, Helen Sue 
Johnk, Helen Kardell, Ruth Kahl, Maxine Kardell, Violet Clough, 
Velma Babbitt, Emma Marie Schuttloffel, Wilma Koehrsen, Bernice 
Klindt, and Florence Clough. 

The first piano, A Schiller, was purchased for the Walnut 
Sc'hool in February, . 1904. 

In December, 1948 it .was learned that Bill Kay would play 
professional football with the New York Gi ants . Salary had been 
set at $7,000 for the first playing season, and $750 for signing as 
a bonui:;. 

In September of 1949 the hot lunch program started, the kitchen 
in tte old Legion Hall us·ed for serving the mea1. . Cost was $1.25 per 
week., or $5.00 per month. The daily menu was to ~nclude a hot dish, 
fruit, vegetable, milk, bread and dessert. Mrs. W. S. Smathers and 
Mr·s. Elma Sorensen were cooks. 

Also in September of ' ~9 , it was a big -thrill for students to 
ride for the fir st time i n buses. Jack McDermott was t he first 
student to ride a school bus on t'he north route. Harold Kuchel was 
driver. 

An addition t-o _the _ Walnut School was t aking shape. in 1950. At 
a special election on May 22, voters of the district .approved the 
plan as well as $80, ooo· bond issue for the addition. 
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The school reorganization t.ook place during the year 1956~ 
going into effect July 1, 1956. 

2-21 

On Thursday, November 12, 1959, voters again approved plans 
for another new addition to the school. It extended south of the 
original building~ enclosing the gymnasium and i ncluding the ground 
occupied by the old Legion Hall (formerly the German Hall, and 
originally, an opera house). Estimated cost of the addition was 
$273,500. This cost was partially t:l.e.fra.Je.J·by $65,000 which was 
currently in the schoolhouse fund. 

The new addition provided four additional classrooms, a new 
science classroom, new combination library-classroom, vocational 
ag classroom, shop and lab, adequate locker and toilet facilities 
for use with the auditorium, a vocal music practice room, service 
areas, administrative areas, and storage areas. The additional 
space provided in the addition are used primarily for high school 
students, with the original building and first addition used for the 
increased elementary enrollment. 

The following table shows the r ate of increased enrollment: 

September, 
September, 
September, 
September, 
September, 

1948 
1953 
1959 
1961 
1963 

Elementary 

105 
161 
309 
318 
3-33 

The new addition was dedicated May 28, 1961. 

High School 

81 
90 

111 
122 
116 

In 1957 the girlst basketball team went to the state tourney, 
but lost in the first game. Members of the team were: Carmen Cordes, 
Rose Marie Kuchel, Lila Russmann, Pat Knuth, Cheryl Cordes, Carole 
Lebeck , Marjorie Russmann, Phyllis Woltmann, Dora Hansen, Carolyn 
Holst, Maxine McLaughlin, Jo Ann Woltmann. Harry Dean was coach. 

The Walnut School has had an outstanding track team in recent 
years. Track records, beginning with 1960, are as follows: 

1960 

Gary Rasmussen ------------- 440 yard dash--------- 55.6 
Robert Jacobsen------------ 180 yard hurdles------ 25.0 
Ron Hall------------------- high jum,p ------------ - 41 811 

---- --___ _ 
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1960 (Continued). 

Gary Rasmussen ------------- broad jump------------ 181 611 

Gene Young ----- ------------ football throw --------. 195 ' 7" 

1961 

Larry Campbell------------
Ron Hall , Terry Gumbert, 

Gary Rasmussen, James 
Rasmussen----------------

Stanley Corey, Dale Cl ayton, 
Larry Campbell , Jon McAvoy

Ron Hall, J ames Rasmussen, 
Terry Gumbert , Gary 
Rasmussen -------------- ---

shot put -------------- 40 1 2" · 

mile medl ey r elay 

mile relay ------------ 3:58 

880 yard relay -------- 1.42 

1962 

Bobby Whitsitt ----------- -
Gar y Rasmussen--- ---------
Roger Sorensen, Stan Corey , 

Ter ry Gumbert , Gary 
Rasmussen -----------------

Roger Sorensen , Stan Corey 
Bobby Whitsitt, Gary 

100 yard dash 
200 yard dash 

11.3 
24. 7 

880 yard relay -------- 1.42 

Rasmussen---------------- - 440 yard rel ay - - --- --- 49 .3 
Dale Peters ---------------- discus --- ---- --------- 121 1 & 1 

(Dale pl aced third in the state in discus this year .) 

1964 

Tom McIntosh -------------- - 880 yard r un ---------- 2:04 
Gary Harris---------------- 1 mil e r un ------------ 4:52 
Loran Luth --- -------------- 120 yard H.H . --------- 18.3 
Tom McInt osh , Gar y Harris, 

Bob Anderson, Wesley 
Petersen------------ ----- - 2 mil e relay ---------- 8:29.5 

Byr on Sievers-~------------ pol e vault------------ 10 1 

(The 2 mil e r e l ay team placed third i n the state meet at 
Des Moines , and set a school record of 8:29.5. Tom 
McIntosh pl aced fourth in the state indoor track meet at 
Iowa City.) 
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Recent participants in the state speech contest are~ 

Nancy Fredricksen---------- 1962 (Dramatic) 
Tom McIntosh--------------- 1963 (Oratorical) 
Tom McIntosh--------------- 1964 (Prose) 
Ellen Madsen--------------- 1964 (Prose) 
Gary Moore----------------- 1964 {Oratorical). 
Rodney 1,vuster -------------- 1964 (Humorous) 
Vena Rossmann-------------- 1964 (Extemporaneous) 
Dennis Mertz--------------- 1965 (Humorous) 
Janie Sue Walter----------- 1965 (Dramatic) 

STATE MUSIC WINNERS SINCE 1962 

1962 

Drum Ensemble 

Barbara McAvoy 
Darlene Buttenschon 
Judy Jorgensen 
Jane Fell 

Trombone------
Brass Choir---

Henry Nash 
Linda Keller 
Roger Hansen 
Peggy Kuechmann 
Vernie Nielsen 

Woodwind Choir -
Ell€n Madsen 
Pe9gy Maasen 
Barbara Keller 
Eugene Troll 
Karen Ploen 

Tom McIntosh 
Ver-n,e N!efs(!n 
Phil Madsen 
Jerry Hansen 
Bruce Kuechmann 
Tom McIntosh 
Teddy League 

Sally Krummel 
Dennis Mertz 
Vena Rossmann 
E-ddie Myers 
Barbara Kixmiller 

Loran Luth Gloria Myers 
Carol Bussow John Kreis 

Flute Trio--~-- Peggy Maasen 
Ellen -Madsen 
Barbara Keller 
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1963 (Continued). 

Boys' Quartet -------------- Larry Bussow 
Ward Koos 
Bruce Kuschmann 
Tom McIntosh 

1964 

Girls ' Trio----------- Opal Armstrong 
Janet Craney 
J anie Sue Walter 

Saxophone Quartet----- Eddie Myers 
John Kreis 
Barbar a Kixmiller 
Loran Luth 

Baritone Sol o --------- Tom McIntosh 

Piano Solo------------ Janie Sue Walter 
Ellen Madson 

Drum ensemble--------- Barbar a McAvoy 
Jane Fell 
Teresa Jorgensen 
Judy J orgensen 
Arlene Buttenschon 

Saxophone Trio--~----- Eddie Myers 
Barbara Kixmiller 
Vena Rossmann 

Brass Choir----------- Ted League 
Roger Hansen 
Linda Keller 
Bernie Niel sen 
Phil Madson 

Trombone Sol o --------- Roger Hansen 

Flute Solo ------------ Peggy Maasen 
Clarinet Solo __ _: ______ Dennis Mertz 

Saxophone Solo-------- Barbara Kixmiller 
Eddie Myers 
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1965 (Continued). 

Clarinet Solo--------- Vena Rossmann 

Percussion Ensemble --- Arlene Buttenschon 
Barbara Mc Avoy 
Jane Fell 
Judy Jorgensen 

Tympanic Solo--------- Barbara Mc Avoy 

String Bass Solo------ Candace Drake 

Piano Solo------------ Janie Sue Walter 
Candace Drake 
Linda Sievers 

Clarinet Trio--------- Dennis Mertz 
Karen Ploen 
Carol Bussow 

Clarinet Trio--------- Vena Rossmann 
Gloria Myers 
Cindy Clayton 

Clarinet Quartet------ Vena Rossmann 
Gloria Meyers 
Karen Ploen 
Dennis Mertz 

Girls' Trio----------- Janie Sue Walter 
Opal Armstrong 
Peggy Kuechmann 

Girls' Quartet-------- Janie Sue Walter 
Opal Armstrong 
Eileen Corey 
Peggy Kuechmann 

Girls' Sextet--------- Jane Fell 
Sally Adams 
Iris Luth 
Margie McLaughlin 
Vivian Anderson 
Connie Thompson 

Boys' Quartet--------- Ted League 
Gary Moore 
Henry Nash 
John Kreis 
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1965 (Continued). 

Tenor Solo --- --------- Gary Moore 

Maria Conception Casamitjana of Barcelona , Spain, was Walnut's 
first Forei gn Exchange student , sponsored by the local chapter of 
the American Field Service. Nicknamed "Conchi '', she made her home 
here during the 1 64 - 65 school year wi th Mr . and Mr s . Albert Schirm 
and chil dren Nancy, Cindy and Neil. 

Attesting t o her popul arity was her nomination by the student 
body for homecoming queen. (Her " sister", Cindy Schirm was elected 
queen.) 11 Conchi" studied English, speech, American government, 
American history and vocal music whi le attending the Walnut School. 
Asked what one t hing she liked best about America , she responded: 
"This town (Walnut) because I can walk wherever I want to go. 11 

At home in Spain, Conchi lives with her parents , t wo sisters 
and a brother, all younger than she , and her grandmother . Her fathe1 
deals in electrical l amps, clocks, and souvenirs and gifts . 

WALNUT SCHOOL SUPERINTENDENTS 

Dale McIntosh -------- 1962 
Edwin Smith---------- 1958 - 1962 
F. R. Burnham -------- 1949 - 1958 
D. D. Fellows -------- 1943 - 1949 
H.J. Fitzgerald ----- 1932 - 1943 
Supt. McNiel -----~--- 1929 - 1932 
Guy Miller ----------- 1926 - 1929 
Supt . Hill ----------- 1925 - 1926 
D. F. Dieckersen ----- ? 
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This i s the most complete list I could obtain. M. E. Crosier, 
superintendent from 1892 - 1902, was mentioned earlier in the chapte~, 
R. M. Lampman was superintendent in 1910, 1911, and 1912 - but I 
have been unable to determine his f ull term. f 
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Burning of the Walnut School, January, 1913. 
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The original brick structure erected after the school fire in 1913. 
Two new additions, and the gymnasium have since been added. 
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