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Spanning

generations

Claude Allouez Bridge stirs memories
in some longtime De Pere residents

BY PATTI ZARLING

pzarling@greenbaypressgazette

E PERE — De Pere resident

Dewey Decker was 14 years old

when the Claude Allouez

Bridge was dedicated in 1933.

Because his father was a Green
Bay alderman and prominent politician,
the young boy got a prime seat at the cere-
mony.

Though Decker’s memories of actual
events during the dedication might be a
little fuzzy, he clearly recalls Alex Wiley
was in attendance. Wiley, Decker remem-
bered, looked just like U.S. President
Franklin Roosevelt. Wiley served as U.S.
senator from 1939 to 1963. He ran unsuc-
cessfully for Wisconsin governor in 1936.

“You'd see pictures of him all over the
place, and he was a dead-ringer for FDR,”
Dewey said. “The stage was set up on the
east end of the bridge, on a slope heading
toward the river. There were a lot of peo-
ple there, but my dad got a good seat.”
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Like many in the area who grew up in
or near De Pere, Martin has fond child-
hood memories of crossing the Claude
Allouez Bridge on foot or bicycle. And
while those contacted by the Green Bay
Press-Gazette cherish the memories, a
few said it's also time to say goodbye. The
structure is scheduled to be torn down in
2008 when the new Claude Allouez
Bridge, now under construction just
south of the current span, is open to traf-
fic.

“I was sure the sole purpose of the
bridge was to allow those of us from
(the east side of) De Pere to get to the
library and to Grandpa’s house,” Martin
said. “I walked that concrete marvel at
least three times a week. We all had
bikes, but the walk was the adventure.
With any luck at all it could take us a
good hour to get from the east approach
to the paper mill. Perhaps not as long in
the winter.”

To make the adventure even more fun,
he and his friends would walk along the
outside of the railing, Martin recalled.

“We never made it all the way across,”
he said. “De Pere’s population wasn't that

Share your memories

The Press-Gazette is looking for more
reader memories of the Claude Allouez
Bridge.

E-mail your memories — text or photos
— 10 jriebe@greenbaypressgazette.com;
put Claude Allouez Bridge memories in the
Subject line. If it's a photo, make sure to
send information describing the photo. Also,
please give us your name, address and tele-
phone number in case we want to contact
you about the memories.

In addition, we'd also like to publish your
old video clips. Call Julie Riebe at (920) 431-
8211 for information on video format.

big, so somebody would stop and say,
‘Tommy Martin, I'm going to call your
mother.””

Martin was about 8 or 9 years old when
World War II broke out. St. Norbert
College became a training school for sol-
diers, and he and his friends would stop
soldiers crossing the bridge to ask ques-
tions. They also kept an eye out for spies
on the bridge.

“We were all aware that if spies were to
blow up the structure, the city of Green
Bay would have been under 14 feet of
water, no more, no less,” he said. The boys
also took pictures of license plates of sus-
picious-looking cars in De Pere, in case
they belonged to spies. But they weren’t
supposed to take cameras on the bridge,
he said.

Dottie Hendricks, 84, Green Bay, also
grew up in De Pere, Her father opened the
Chatterbox restaurant on George Street in
the 1940s. She helped out waiting on
tables.

Hendricks recalls crossing the wood
bridge that was in place before the steel
and concrete Claude Allouez was con-
structed.

“We'd walk across the wood slats,” she
said. The bridge was made of stone and
steel. The sidewalks were made of wood.
She also remembers the soldiers at St.
Norbert College.

“I probably dated a few of them,”
Hendricks said.

Not all stories about the original
Claude Allouez Bridge are happy ones,
though.

Paul DeTennis Jr. of De Pere was not yet
born when his uncle, Peter Roffers,
drowned at the age of 3 in the Fox River
near the bridge. But it made a big impact
on DeTennis, who was born in 1934, about
two years after the tragedy. DeTennis lived
in Green Bay until he was 12.

“I heard the story all my life,” he said.
“How my grandpa (Peter’s dad) carried his

An aerial view of the Claude Allouez Bridge in De Pere in 1999. File/Press-Gazette

limp body to the house.”

The Roffers owned a number of taverns
in De Pere at the time, DeTennis said. He
also installed the first permanent beer
stands at the Brown County Fairgrounds
in De Pere,

DeTennis said in those days, there
wasn't as much traffic, so kids spent
more time playing by the river. The
child could have walked to the river,
where he had been recently with rela-
tives, while his mother was tending bar,

DeTennis said. According to a news arti-

cle from that time, the boy’s body was
found by an engineer for Wisconsin
Public Service, who was removing

debris from a grating. His father, accord-

ing to the article, was cleaning up a
palm garden he operated under the
bridge during its education and home-
coming celebration, when he heard the

news of the drowning.

When he discovered the boy was his
son, he “picked up the limp body and,
pressing it to him, insisted on carrying it
to his home, (on George Street) according
to the news article. Before reaching the
house, another son convinced him to
instead take the boy to a nearby funeral
home.

One of DeTennis’ personal memories
is of walking across the old railroad
bridge that ran just north of the Claude
Allouez Bridge to walk to the fair-
grounds, where his grandpa had his beer
stand.

But DeTennis is among those who are
ready to create memories with the new
bridge. :

“It’s probably about time,” Martin said.
“My wife and I avoid that area. It's a has-
sle.”

HISTORY OF THE ORIGINAL CLAUDE ALLOUEZ BRIDGE

The Claude Allouez Bridge, built in 1933, is the sixth Fox River bridge
at that location on record since European settlers first came to De Pere.

The Rev. Claude Allouez reported in April 1670 of finding a bridge that
Indians had made of reeds at about that site.

Historian Jon Soyka of Canada, in studying a translation of the
priest’s diary, learned that Allouez was frustrated with the slow going
on foot around Green Bay in the 1670s. So he rigged a canoe with a
sail and set off for what is now Chicago. It is unknown how far the craft

got him.
European set-
tlers built a toll
bridge there in
1851. Pedestrians
were charged 5
cents to cross,
vehicles pulled by
single horses were
charged 15 cents,
and vehicles
pulled by two or
more horses paid
25 cents. The
wooden structure,
built 7 feet above
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The Claude Allouez Bridge during a dedication ceremony in
1933. Photo courtesy of the De Pere Historical Society

the Fox River's surface, was swept away by high water in a storm in

1852.

It was replaced in 1854 and leased to the then-village of De Pere and
maintained until 1867, when a drawbridge was built there for $1,800.
Operated by a hand-crank, the drawbridge was 9 feet above the water

level.

A steel and stone bridge replaced it in 1893, at a cost of $18,700.

Construction of the Claude Allouez Bridge began in April 1932. It was
completed a year later. Made of steel and concrete, it is 1,909 feet long
and has a 30-foot-wide roadbed and two 6-foot-wide sidewalks.

Cost of construction of the bridge and approaches came to $450,000.

— Press-Gazette files

CLAUDE ALLOUEZ BRIDGE MEMORIES

Readers share their recollections

I have many fond memories of
walking across the Claude
Allouez Bridge

from my years
attending Abbot
Pennings High
School in the
early 1970s.
Whether it was an

T

unbelievably cold e
January night Larscheid
after basketball

practice or a soft fall night leav-
ing the school dance and going to
east De Pere for a soda at Danny's
Pizza, the view walking across
the ‘De Pere Bridge' was always
breathtaking,

— Chuck Larscheid

I was about 15 and ushering for
one of the Summer Music
Theater productions. After inter-
mission, a friend and I would go
to Bilotti's for some refreshments
or pizza.

As we were walking back to the
college to catch our rides home, |
heard a lot of hollering. Mind you,
I was walking on the south side of
the bridge going west ... all the
commotion was coming from a
car filled with boys. One hung out
the window and slapped my rump.

Much to the slapper’s surprise,
he had just slapped his sister, not
another “pretty” girl in town. He
and his friends were older and on
their way to the prom. I finally
had something to hold over his

head in case I ever needed it. I
don’t think I ever did tell Mom.
— Mary Gauthier, Green Bay

My husband (Wendell
DeLaruelle, born in 1922) remem-
bers riding over the bridge when
it was new in his dad’s '24 Star
Touring Car but does not know
how old he was at the time.

They drove from the east side
to the west side and it cost 10
cents!

— Bobbie DelLaruelle, Ashwaubenon

One fine winters day we paused,
as always, to view the ever-chang-
ing rapids cascading over the dam.
[ suggested to my friend Darrell,
that the day was certainly balmy
enough to stick our tongues on the
rail. A wink to the rest of my
chums signaled the official open-
ing of the stuck tongue season.

We all assumed the position,
but all except Darrell kept the
tongue safely in our mouths.
Well, Darrell was held fast and
knew enough not to pull to vigor-
ously, as he did last winter, when
he left a bit of himself on the
railng. Yeah! Darrell was a slow
learner.

A passing motorist said to hang
tight and he'd get help. Soon
Officer Frank showed up with a
bottle of tepid water and released
the trapped tongue. Then, as
every year, we got the sermon
about being so damn stupid and

how we tied up valuable police
time. We all snickered during the
speech. We had all heard it
before. Darrell was a little
smarter for a while. It was nearly
a week before he had his tongue
stuck to his sled runner.

— Thomas Martin, Allouez

When I was a young lad (11 or
12) we used to climb over the rail-
ing near the south
tower house and
climb under the
bridge. We would
walk the steel
girders with
burlap bags
tucked in our
belts looking for
pigeons. We were
able to do this because the large
cyclone fence wasn’t in place yet,
(This was in the early 1950s.)

The best time to do this was at
dusk. The bridge tender, lockten-
der and police couldn’t see you
then. And the pigeons were nest-
ing, and it was easy to catch them.

We sold the pigeons to some
neighbors who raised homing
pigeons, It wasn't a very safe
thing to do, but what 12-year-old
thinks of safety!

— Mike Fleck, De Pere

Fleck

» Log on to www.greenbaypress
gazette.com/bridge for more
memories.



