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Suddenly, a large, black cloud skimmed over the treetops, 
felling trees as it sped along. When the cloud reached the clear­
ing of \Villiamsonville, it exploded in long sheets of fire, falling 
like a torrent, setting literally ever}1hing ablaze-the houses, 
store, barn, and shingle mill. The mill workers had tried, in vain, 
to extinguish the structure fires, then gave up and attempted to 
save themselves. The superheated air accompanying the flames 
was deadly to those who breathed it in. Many settlements south 
of Williamsonville were obliterated by the same conflagration, 
including Brussels. 

Before all the buildings ignited, Thomas Williamson had run 
to his parents' house to get them to flee along with the younger 
Williamson girls. He eventually got them out and they ran to 
the potato patch and straddled the ground. Most did not 
survive. Mother Margaret Williamson had followed the rest to the 
potato patch but, after seeing a woman burst into flames, moved 
to where there were a couple of stones protruding from the 
ground, put her feet between them, and covered herself with 
her wet blanket. Even though another woman burned to death 
literally inches from her, Margaret survived. Thomas wound up 
running through the fire until he found a small square of land 
which had been cleared. He laid there, face do\'m, while the 
fire scorched his back and burned his feet, and trees fell all 
around him. He thought he would burst into flames but did not 
and fell unconscious. 

When he woke up, about three or four o'clock in the morning, 
the smoke and flame had cleared away. Thomas tried to stand 
but was too weak. He did not know where he was as every 
building was gone. An old man 'hallooed' to him. Thomas was 
severely dehydrated and asked the man for waler. The man left 
but did not return. After lying on the ground for a time, he was 
able to stand and walk toward where the voice had come from. 
Thomas "hallooed" again and someone answered. He went 
to them and again asked for water. He was given some which 

taken from a well, where a man and a young girl lay 
~l'i'T:::::TT~=== dead at the bottom. Thomas was so parched he paid 
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this no mind and drank deeply. He later commented 
i that it did not taste like water. 

There were a few other survivors there, includ­
ing Margaret, who had been led there from where 
she survived the fLre. They were laying under what 
was left of their blankets, for it had gotten quite cold 
after the fires went out. Margaret asked Thomas if he 
had seen any of the fam ily-he said he had not and 
set out to find them if he could. He got Cyril Jarvis 
to "halloo:· thinking there might be survivors in the 
woods. When Cyril did so, someone answered who 
sounded to Thomas like brother John Williamson. 
He called out to the person and asked them if they 
were John-they said no. Thomas had wandered 
past many dead bodies, not recognizing any of them 
due to their badly burned condition, then he walked 
through the potato patch. There. h~ found the body 
of brother John, the postmaster. He looked natural to 
Thomas-both of his shirts were burned off, but not 
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his pantaloons. It is hard to imagihe .. wnat Thomas felt 
upon discovering his dea"d brothefri'.~ut it must have 

~' ' 



() 

~I 
(/) 

0 

(} 

been extremely emotional for him. Thomas went back and told 
his mother of the discovery of John's body. She asked him to take 
her away from the hellish environment to Sturgeon Bay or at 
least to an unburned house. Margaret also suffered for lack of 
water, even drinking some muddy water on the roadside. At the 
nexi clearing, all the buildings were burned but they found two 
horses there, still alive, and Thomas placed his mother-who 
could walk no further-on one of them. B. J. Merrill, who was 
walking with them, asked to ride the other horse and Thomas 
obliged him, then led both horses up the timber-cluttered road. 

the fire victims. It was said that the relief team found who they 
believed to be john Williamson, Sr. He was frozen in a stooping 
position over that of a child, as he died trying to protect the child 
from the flames. Precious few survivors were found. 

Eventually, fire victims were buried in temporary graves at the 
site. As many as possible were identified by names and numbers 
marked on cedar shingles. It is recorded that the remains of Wil­
liamson family members were reinterred at Woodlawn Cemetery 
in Green Bay, although historians give differing accounts on this 
reinternment. Barb Chisholm of the Belgian Heritage Center 
believes most if not all of the fire victims were buried where 
they fell on the site. Given the severely burned condition of the 
bodies, this seems a plausible explanation. Woodlawn Cemetery 
records indicate the Williamson family victims were interred 
there, but even a cemetery representative indicated they are 
not sure of this fact. On one of the cemetery records, there is a 
hand-written note that reads "Moved from Brussels?" and so 
there is apparently no way to prove or disprove the re-interments. 
In the cemetery, there is a stone marker for John Williamson, 
Jr., but the other family members are only indicated by what 
appears to be cedar shingles with initials of the deceased on them. 
The Wisconsin Historical Society lists Tornado Memorial Park as 
an "Uncatalogued Burial Site:• indicating that human remains still 
exist there. 
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