


The reason for the short-lived office’s sudden closing was both
tragic and heainbf'ea!dng—the two-year-old hamlet of Wil-
liamsonville was squarely in the path of the deadliest and most
destructive forest fire in United States history, the Peshtigo and
Door Peninsula fire of October 8, 1871.

The Williamson family moved to Door County from Oshkosh,
Wisconsin around 1869, and immediately set about buying land
parcels in and around Gardner Township. The Williamson family
consisted of patriarch John Sr; wife Margaret; eldest son John
Jr; sons Thomas, James, and Fred; daughter Maggie; niece
Maggie O'Neil; the wives of John and James, and John’s baby.

The family had come to Wisconsin from Canada in early 1869.
Shortly thereafter, the Williamsons went to Door County and
began purchasing land parcels in Gardner and Brussels townships

for the purpose of constructing a shingle mill and harvesting the
virgin timber surrounding it. By 1870, in addition to the mill,
they had constructed a boarding house and four dwelling houses.
By May 1871, the number of houses constructed had doubled
to eight. Additional improvements included a large barn, a
general store, a potato patch next to the boarding house, two
wells and a blacksmith shop, all of this in a clearing of six to ten
acres. Land purchases totaled 600 acres,

In December 1870, the family applied to the United States
Post Office Department to establish a post office on their land.
Initially named Williamson’s Mill, the Post Office Department
approved the request on December 24, 1870. The office began
operations as Williamsonville on January 3, 1871, in a space
somewhere within the shingle mill. Mail was delivered three.




reperee

a“

il

be.

er and early fall of 1871 turned out to be unusually
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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 Williamsonville, it exploded in long sheets of fire, falling
like a torrent, setting literally everything 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 down, while the
fire scorched his back and burned his feet, and trees fell all
around him. He thought he would burst into flames but did not
and fell unconscious.

When he woke up, about three or four oclock 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 water. 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
was taken from a well, where 2 man and a young girl lay

71 dead at the bottom. Thomas was so parched he paid
| this no mind and drank deeply. He later commented
. that it did not taste like water.

There were a few other survivors there, includ-
ing Margaret, who had been led there from where
' she survived the fire. They were laying under what

was left of their blankets, for it had gotten quite cold
after the fires went out. Margaret asked Thomas if he
@ had seen any of the family—he said he had not and
i sct out to find them if he could. He got Cyril Jarvis
F to “halloo,” thinking there might be survivors in the
® woods. When Cyril did so, someone answered who
B 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 he found the body
of brother John, the postmaster. He }ooked natural to
® Thomas—both of his shirts were. bumed off, but not

. his pantaloons. It is hard to tmaglnewflat Thomas felt
i upon discovering his dead brother, but it must have




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
next 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.
They passed two more burned buildings, a mill and a house,
before coming to the unburned house of a Mr. Daily, where they

took shelter with six other families. It had taken them from day-.
light until 3:30 p.m. to make six miles. The next day they con-

tinued on to Sturgeon Bay, from where a mule team with relie
supplies started out for W:lhamsonwl!e the followmg-'mornlng
Tuesday October 10. i
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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.

Itis not known how long Thomas and Margaret remained in the
area, but they eventually relocated to Oshkosh, where Margaret
died in 1894 at age seventy-five. Margaret also operated a board-
ing house there. Thomas sold off the Williamsonville parcels in
1878. He married the former Viola Neely in 1874, and together
they started a family. Thomas and Viola left Oshkosh about 1887
and relocated to Negaunee, in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan,
where Thomas partnered with brother-in-law William J. Neely in
the operation of the Johnson Lumber Mill on the shore of Teal
Lake near Negaunce. The partnership continued until 1900.
Thomas, semi-retired after that, remained available for counsel in
the lumber business due to his many years of activity in that field.
He was also sought after for h:s knowledgu of timber land apd real




I link to my investigation came on Tuesday, Septem-
n I visited Tornado Memorial Park, on the site of Wil-

improved since the 1871 fire. For fifty-six years, its
undation remnants, charred stumps, and blackened

visited the site, my first destination was the memo-
ues;. ne of which had just been installed in June 2019,
3 thenames of the sixty souls who had their lives tragically
rt |  years earlier. After failing to procure state funding,

oor County Parks group gathered enough funds

lot to see the restored well site, where five of
survived the fire.

‘the perimeter fence, which separated the land-
from the un-landscaped area beyond. Beyond
eral blackened and twisted tree limbs, inter-

%rg werwhelming sense of sadness gripped me,
my eyes to say a prayer for the victims. Knowing
till buried there was also sobering. Finally, I

dness of losing nine family members in one
up by his bootstraps and crafted a new and
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