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  INTRODUCTION




  





  When a man named Henry Abel made the long trek from Philadelphia in 1838 to conduct a survey of the Wisconsin Territory, he was aiming to compile a report for emigrants, travelers, and local residents about the “new but rapidly improving portion of the great West.” It was to be a kind of early travel guide, minus the restaurant reviews. Abel noted the climate, the major rivers and lakes, the common flora and fauna, a few “curiosities,” even the handful of newspapers found in the territory, and in summing up he proclaimed, “These are the gardens of the West.”




  If Abel only knew. Though he was most likely referring to the geography and landscape, Wisconsin would be become fertile land for producing a bounty of compelling stories. These homegrown tales have come from the likes of progressive Bob La Follette and regressive Joe McCarthy, circus pioneer Al Ringling and circus-from-hell master Ed Gein.




  Wisconsin has produced champion cheese and bathtub beer, a major political party and a self-proclaimed “king.” From the Badger State also came Earth Day and the bombing of Sterling Hall, both in the same year. Lurking in the shadows were Jeffrey Dahmer, John Dillinger, and a would-be assassin nobody remembers.




  The state agitated famously for the abolition of slavery and watched helplessly the rise of racist paramilitary sects 125 years later. We welcomed a young baseball icon and shot the dog of a Green Bay Packer head coach.




  It Happened in Wisconsin tells these stories and more, thirty-two in all, ranging in time from 3000 BC to AD 1991. As you have probably gathered, this is not a textbook. The monumental events in Wisconsin history are included here, but It Happened in Wisconsin is the first modern collection I know that includes the famous and the obscure, the inspirational and the tragic, the important and the just plain weird. In short, the things that make Wisconsin . . . Wisconsin. And with this second edition, I was pleased to add two more stories, bringing the total to thirty-two. The state has been endowed with stunning natural resources, a colorful cast of characters, and scores of remarkable happenings. If somebody were looking to confirm all the stereotypes about the boring Midwest, they would have to look elsewhere—Illinois, perhaps.




  I’m fifth-generation, and I’m lucky to have spent years traveling the state to write about the things that make Wisconsin unique. (I personally witnessed one of the events in this book, but I won’t replay that now.) Whether you are an emigrant, traveler, or resident, I hope you enjoy these true stories from the garden of the West.









  AZTALAN: BONES OF CONTENTION


  


  


  3000 BC





  


  





  When the Wilson brothers put their boat in Rock Lake for a day of duck hunting, they had no idea they would be stirring up a mystery dating back thousands of years—a mystery that lingers yet today.




  Rock Lake, located near the community of Lake Mills in south central Wisconsin, was unusually clear that day in 1900 when the brothers ventured out, shotguns in hand. A lack of rain had dropped the water level, and as they paddled their skiff across the lake, the Wilsons noticed something strange below the surface. It looked like rocks stacked neatly in the shape of a pyramid.




  Back in town, word spread quickly about the discovery. Indian legends about “rock teepees” built by mysterious ancient people were well known to locals. Dozens of residents took to their boats. Some dove into the water to touch the formation, described as a tent-shaped structure about one hundred feet long.




  Within days the lake silt was up to its usual tricks. Water clarity dimmed and the structure disappeared into the watery depths once again, taking with it proof positive that there was some truth behind the legends.




  In the decades that followed, aerial sightings were made of the Rock Lake “pyramid.” When a local teacher recruited members of the University of Wisconsin swim team to dive on the site, their confirmation of a rock structure drew considerable attention from the press. It also drew the attention of the state archaeological office, which conducted its own dive and found nothing. The authorities declared fraud and the teacher was forced to resign his job.




  In 1937 a famous diver named Max Nohl found another tall, coneshaped pyramid on the south end of the lake, but the strange pyramids of Rock Lake were forgotten again until 1967, when a skin diver found a structure about one hundred feet long and twenty feet high on the murky bottom. His discovery was published in a diving magazine.




  Yet again the pyramids were forgotten until a diving team, this time using sonar technology, located the structures and the first images were recorded. That was 1991.




  Ongoing research has yielded the identification of at least five artificial structures in Rock Lake. Experts hesitate to date the constructions—which are made of fitted, stacked rocks—but one prevailing theory suggests they were built by prehistoric copper cultures three thousand years ago.




  One thing is certain: The area is rife with mysteries generated from the remains of a lost civilization known as Aztalan, Wisconsin’s premier archaeological site located just a few miles from Rock Lake. A marker at Aztalan State Park attempts to accomplish in one paragraph what archaeologists have filled volumes trying to explain:




  

    Indians of more advanced culture than surrounding tribes occupied a village on this site around the year 1500. They were strangers to this region and their cannibalism made them unsatisfactory neighbors. The strength of their stockade walls proves they lived in a hostile world. The original village had a population of about 500. The area enclosed by the stockade contained about 21 acres and within the stockade were cornfields as well as houses and temples.




    Eventually the village was destroyed by other local Indian tribes, leaving no known survivors of the Aztalan people.


  




  Whoa there. Just one second, professor. What was that?




  “Their cannibalism made them unsatisfactory neighbors.”




  Well, we guess so. Cannibalism rates somewhat worse than borrowing your neighbor’s snow blower and returning it in the spring with an empty gas tank.




  Modern studies link Aztalan to the Mississippian Indian civilization, which flourished along its namesake river region from Wisconsin to the Gulf Coast. Sometime around 1100 AD, a group of Mississippians migrated north to the Crawfish River in southern Wisconsin. They lived there for roughly 150 years before mysteriously disappearing from the Midwest, leaving behind tens of thousands of artifacts and more than a few unanswered questions.




  Samuel Barrett, the first anthropologist to work in the state, spent two years digging at Aztalan in 1919 and 1920, publishing his findings in a book considered the definitive work on Aztalan archaeology. The book focuses on the walls and small houses that once existed on the site. He also discovered the elaborate burial site of a young woman who was wrapped in thousands of beads.




  Barrett’s findings went from academic to sensational when he concluded that the people of Aztalan were cannibals. “Barrett based this extraordinary claim,” wrote contemporary Aztalan experts Robert Birmingham and Lynne Goldstein, “on his discovery of many hundreds of butchered, broken, and burned human bones in refuse areas; severed limbs in fire pits; and discarded skulls, including one that clearly had been cut from the torso.”




  The early excavations unearthed a surprising number of human bones showing clear signs of cutting and dismemberment. Some had been opened to extract marrow, a practice normally reserved for animal bones.




  Paul Parmalee, an expert on animal food remains, wrote in 1960 that there was evidence some human bones had been processed like animal bones—while noting that the community’s major source of protein had come from deer, fish, and other animals.




  In their 2005 book, Aztalan: Mysteries of an Ancient Indian Town, Birmingham and Goldstein refute the cannibalism theory unequivocally. “Early twentieth-century researchers erroneously described the ancient people as cannibals who used their neighbors as food.” Cannibalism “remained part of the official interpretation for many years because the behavior represented by the remains was so different from anything archaeologists had seen to date.”




  The current line maintains that some of the people here had been victims of “violent customs associated with intense warfare,” including the taking of trophy heads and other body parts, the torture and mutilation of prisoners, and last—but certainly not least—the consumption of body parts as ritual. These rituals were part of well documented funerary customs of the Mississippian culture.




  While it’s not as unsettling as having had true cannibals living in the backyard, the talk of trophy heads, body parts, torture, and ritualistic taste-testing ranks fairly high on the weird scale.




  “What is so unusual about Aztalan compared to other period sites, however, is that so much fragmentary broken and cut human bone was discarded,” according to Birmingham and Goldstein. “Indeed, while much has been learned about this spectacular site over the years, many great questions remain.”




  Why did the Mississippians come here in the first place? Where did they go, and why? And what about those pyramids in Rock Lake?




  Prevailing wisdom goes that ancient peoples—earlier than the Mississippians, perhaps as early as 3000 BC—had built rock pyramids and tombs for their dead near a small lake. This would coincide with the low lake levels of the time period.




  Pioneers coming to the area in the 1830s discovered the Aztalan ruins and heard Winnebago Indian legends of a sacred site in the lake. Postglacial activity apparently had filled the lake, and the structures were submerged—except for strange protrusions just above the water. When sawmills dammed up the flowage of Rock Lake, the water levels rose significantly, and the structures disappeared far below the surface.




  That is, until two duck hunters began to stir up the mysteries of Rock Lake.









  LOST AND FOUND


  


  


  1634





  


  





  French explorer Jean Nicolet was lost. Really lost. Half-a-world lost.




  Wearing a full-length silk robe and firing pistols to announce his arrival, at least he had style on that summer afternoon in 1634 when he stepped out of his canoe to ask for directions.




  Only fourteen years after the pilgrims landed on the Atlantic Coast, Nicolet advanced seven hundred miles west through the Straits of Mackinac, across Lake Michigan, around the tip of the peninsula separating the great lake, and into Green Bay.




  “He wore a grand robe of China damask, all strewn with flowers and birds of many colors,” wrote a contemporary, the missionary Barthelemy Vimont. “No sooner did they perceive him than the women and children fled, at the sight of a man who carried thunder in both hands—for thus they called the two pistols that he held. The news of his coming quickly spread to the places round about, and there assembled four or five thousand men. Each of the chief men made a feast for him, and at one of these banquets they served at least six score beavers.”




  The local Winnebago Indians who greeted Nicolet on the shores of Green Bay were bewildered, but they welcomed the stranger and served him dinner. In the back of Nicolet’s mind, however, had to be the untimely fate of one of his colleagues, Etienne Brule, who had died at the hands of the Huron Indians a year earlier. Brule and the Hurons had been on good terms. Such was life for the intrepid men like Nicolet who “discovered” the Great Lakes region in the 1600s. Constantly attacked by mosquitoes (if not the locals), surviving treacherous swells on open water, fending off starvation—all this and more was a day’s work.




  That’s why Samuel de Champlain, an experienced explorer in his own right (Lake Champlain is his namesake), established a network of adventurous young men to move farther west into the Great Lakes region and claim lands for God and France. Champlain’s first protégé was Etienne Brule.




  The most important thing about the exploration business, Champlain tutored his men, was adapting to the ways of the native inhabitants.




  You could say that Brule embraced this idea, particularly in regard to the Indian maidens.




  Brule was something of a rock star in his day, but like most celebrities who forget their roots, he crashed and burned. Champlain, who had affectionately called Brule “my lad,” would eventually denounce him as a young man “without religion,” prone to “unrestrained debauchery and libertinism” with the natives. The other explorers, Jesuit missionaries especially, loathed him.




  In 1629 when the English attacked Quebec (the French colony settled by Champlain), Brule betrayed his nation by collaborating with the enemy. When England was defeated, Brule fled into the wilderness to live with the Huron Indians.




  Justice was served for Brule. In fact, justice was a serving of Brule. He met his end when the Hurons, for reasons we can only imagine, clubbed him to death and ate him. Talk about French cuisine.




  Jean Nicolet was the anti-Brule, a workmanlike explorer and interpreter who was highly respected by his peers. He kept his hands off the native women.




  With Brule out of the starting lineup for good, Champlain tapped Nicolet, a loyal servant of New France and all-around good guy, to establish friendly relations with the “people of the sea.”




  What Champlain meant by “people of the sea” is subject to some debate. We know Champlain hoped to find a route to China. Did he believe the “people of the sea” were Chinese?




  In light of Nicolet donning a dashing Chinese robe when he arrived at Green Bay, conventional wisdom has assumed that the explorer believed he was stepping ashore in China. It’s been the cornerstone of every fourth-grade Wisconsin history class since who knows when.




  Some scholars, however, have come to dispute the long-accepted notion that Jean Nicolet believed he had reached China.




  “There is no direct evidence that Nicolet was seeking contact with Asia,” wrote Jerrold Rodesch, a history professor at the University of Wisconsin–Green Bay.




  

    The “grand robe of China damask, all strewn with flowers and birds of many colors” he wore would have been, along with his thundering pistols, impressive enough to establish his claims to special authority even if he were merely meeting with the Winnebago on the peace mission for which a record exists. There is no particular logic in an attempt to disguise himself as Chinese. The Asian connection like so much else in the story is speculative and inferential. And also plausible. We know the French sought a route to Asia. We know Champlain, who commissioned Nicolet’s service, was especially hopeful about finding a way to Asia.


  




  Maybe Nicolet thought he had reached China, maybe not. Like the question of whether Brule was the first white man to “discover” our land, we’ll never know for sure.




  The one thing we do know is that Jean Nicolet landed in Green Bay in 1634 and enjoyed barbecued beavers with his friendly hosts. A statue of Nicolet stands near the presumed spot of his arrival.




  “Champlain, always anxious to promote the expansion of New France, must have been disappointed over the outcome of Nicolet’s journey,” wrote Alice Smith in The History of Wisconsin, Volume I. “True, Nicolet had made new friends for the French, but he had found only more Indians, and the sea upon which their country bordered was not the Pacific, not the Gulf of Mexico, and not the Gulf of California; nor was any route to the ocean opened up on the voyage.”




  Not helping matters is the fact that Nicolet’s notes were lost during his time, and Nicolet himself was lost to history for a long, long time.




  Starting in 1632 all French explorers and Jesuit missionaries submitted their journals for publication. In 1673 the annual publications stopped, and copies became extremely rare. Not until 1858 did the Canadian government reprint the entire series. An English translation wasn’t completed until 1903, 296 years after Nicolet’s journey!




  Although Nicolet’s journal was lost, repeated references by his contemporaries spoke highly of the man, and an account of Nicolet’s passage to find the “people of the sea” was detailed by Father Vimont in 1642.




  Vimont’s account was written as a eulogy. En route to Quebec on a mercy mission for an Indian captive, Nicolet’s boat capsized in a sudden swell.




  It sure wasn’t easy discovering a new world.









  PASSION IN PRAIRIE DU CHIEN


  


  


  1832





  


  





  It didn’t take long for the young lovers to devise a way to see each other. Since Jeff was forbidden to visit Sarah at her home on the fort grounds, the young woman would tell her parents she was taking her little brother and sisters for a walk along the Mississippi. Once clear of the compound, along the sun-splashed banks of the river, Sarah would happen to run into Jeff, the dashing young lieutenant and West Point graduate.




  The children were allowed to play at a safe distance from the couple, and Jeff and Sarah finally had time alone under the willows and oaks, where nature took its course as surely as the river flowed to the sea. In due time, the couple became engaged, even though Jeff had the misfortune of serving under Sarah’s disapproving father, the company commander. The couple braced for his inevitable response.




  “I’ll be damned if another daughter of mine will marry into the army!”




  The father who only wanted the best for his daughter was Colonel Zachary Taylor, commandant of Fort Crawford in Prairie du Chien in the 1830s, and later the nation’s twelfth president.




  His daughter, Sarah Knox Taylor, “Knoxie,” only wanted to be with the love of her life, Lieutenant Jefferson Davis, who was destined to serve as the president of the Confederate States of America.




  Small world, eh?




  Problem was, as daughters of a career military man living in a godforsaken wilderness outpost, the Taylor girls had but two choices: date a soldier or don’t date at all. The old man had pretty much eliminated the first option.




  “Knowing the hardships of a military wife,” reads the official White House history, “Taylor opposed his daughters’ marrying career soldiers.”




  A case could be made that Zachary Taylor didn’t even want Jeff Davis looking at his daughter. Davis was ordered time and time again for duty far from Prairie du Chien. He was sent off logging in northern Wisconsin, busting squatters in Illinois (they almost killed him in a mine shaft), and pursing defiant Indians throughout the territory.




  When Davis was in Prairie du Chien—“prairie of the dog,” as named by French fur traders—Colonel Taylor insisted on being present at all fort socials when the lovebirds might have an opportunity to mingle. Imagine having the man known as “Ol’ Rough & Ready” giving you the evil eye at the Friday night mixer. Fun.




  “It’s time for all honest people to be in bed,” Taylor would bark at Davis in announcing the party was over.




  Taylor claimed to have the “kindliest feelings” for Davis, but things were tenuous between the two men, and when Davis sided against his commander on a minor point of order during a courtmartial case, well, Davis found himself “promoted” to the Southwest Territory.




  But time and distance could not extinguish the flames of passion begun in Prairie du Chien.




  This nugget comes from Davis’s papers, written December 19, 1834:




  

    [Your] kind, dear letter, I have kissed it often and it has driven many mad notions from my brain. Sarah whatever I may be hereafter I will ascribe to you. Neglected by you I should be worse than nothing and if the few good qualities I possess shall under your smiles yield a fruit it will be yours as the grain is the husbandman’s. . . . Shall we not soon meet Sarah to part no more? Oh! how I long to lay my head upon that breast which beats in unison with my own, to turn from the sickening sights of worldly duplicity and look in those eyes so eloquent of purity and love.


  




  Obviously the guy had it bad for young Sarah. That’s probably why he resigned his commission in 1835. Finally realizing that the starry-eyed couple would do what they wanted, Colonel Taylor consented to the marriage.




  The new couple moved to Mississippi to start their life together on a small plantation. In a sentimental letter to Prairie du Chien, Sarah said she imagined her mother skimming milk in the cellar or feeding the chickens.




  Within three months of her wedding, Sarah was dead from malaria. Davis mourned for years. He didn’t remarry for a decade.




  Thirteen years after Sarah’s death, in 1848, Davis was given command of a regiment of Mississippians in the Mexican War. He served with distinction under, you guessed it, his former father-inlaw. The men, each carrying long-held sorrow over Sarah’s death, reconciled their relationship.




  But before long, politics intervened. Following the war, Taylor was elected president and Davis was appointed to the US Senate. Even though he was the owner of one hundred slaves, Taylor, ever the dutiful military man, vehemently opposed secession. He hadn’t risked his neck all those years in the military to see the Union break apart. In a White House meeting, Taylor told fellow Southerners he would hang secessionists “with less reluctance than he had hanged deserters and spies in Mexico.”




  Davis, of course, went on to become the one and only president of the ill-fated Confederacy. One of his generals was Richard Taylor, “little Dickie” as he was known in the Prairie du Chien days. The younger brother of Sarah, Richard was one of the child witnesses to her romantic liaisons along the Mississippi. He was also Zachary Taylor’s only son.




  End of story, right?




  Not quite. For decades afterward it was widely accepted in Wisconsin that young Jeff Davis was something less than an officer and a gentleman.




  In a pioneer retrospective written in 1895, the Honorable Joseph T. Mills tells of his early days tutoring the Taylor children at Fort Crawford. “The heartbroken father,” Mills said of Taylor, “knew Davis as a professional libertine, unprincipled and incapable of sincere affection for Knox unless he coveted the money to which she was heir.”
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