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FIFTEEN years ago last October the Door County His­
torical Society was organized. Fifteen years is a good 
age for a local organization of this kind. It may be 

timely, therefore, to review the activities of the Society, and 
thus to determine if it is worthy of support. 

On October l, 1926, twenty persons met in the court­
house at Sturgeon Bay to consider the question of organiz­
ing a historical society. All but one of the persons present 
were in favor of the idea, and the Society was launched. 
It had a rapid growth. Three months later it counted 120 
members, and before the first year had passed it had 190 
paid memberships. Of these, 30 were life members at $25.00 

each, 64 sustaining members at $5.00 each, and 96 associate 
members at $1.50 each. By Christmas, 1927, after fifteen 
months of growth, the Society had 222 paying members­
probably the largest enrollment of any county historical so­
ciety in the state. 

But is there any field of activity open for such a society 
which justifies its existence? The answer to this question 
depends entirely upon the vision of the Society and its ability 
io accomplish its aims. 

Fortunately the Door County Historical Society became 
a useful organization. In March, 1927, it issued the Penin­
suJa Historical Review, devoted to hitherto unpublished ma­
terial on the history of the county. This publication was 
designed to appear semiannually, but the first number met 
with such generous approval that it was changed to a quar­
terly. In it were printed articles dealing with early Indian 
history, the visits of distinguished explorers, biographical 
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sketches of early pioneers, the geological history of the pen­
insula, and similar topics. The Review was in much demand 
among historical societies and libraries of many states. The 
Society published a volume containing the history of the 
largest Belgian settlement in America, lying between Stur­
geon Bay and Green Bay. The book, entitled Wisconsin's 
Belgian Community, was sent free to all members. 

Another activity of the Society has been the erection of 
historical markers and monuments. The first of these took 
the form of a totem pole in appreciative memory of the 
Potawatomi Indians, the earliest known inhabitants of Door 
Peninsula, who were characterized by all early travelers as 
being most friendly and trustworthy. The total cost of the 
monument was $1,644.55, but about half of this expense 
was covered by donated services. Postcards carrying pictures 
of the totem pole are still the favorite picture cards of Door 
County. 

Since this unique, forty-foot monument to a now fast 
disappearing Stone Age people was dedicated, August 14, 
1927, before a gathering of 7,000 people, the Door County 
Historical Society has erected many monuments. Among 
them may be mentioned one in memory of the sixty pioneers 
who in one group were destroyed in the great forest fire of 
1871. There is a monument to Robert La Salle on the spot 
where he and his men landed on the shore of Clay Banks 
late in the fall of 1679. They were suffering from exposure 
and hunger. Expecting attack from Indians whose village 
they had robbed, they erected fortifications. But the kindly 
Potawatomi brought them an abundance of food and sent 
them on their way rejoicing. The first settler on the penin­
sula, Increase Claflin, has also been honored with a dignified 
memorial on the spot where in 1835 he built his cabin. Most 
fittingly too, the Society has erected a 17,000-pound monu-
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ment hard by the totem pole over the grave of Chief Simon 
Kahquados, the last lineal descendant of the great chief 
Onanguisseh, to whose counsel Governor Frontenac listened 
with respect and approval. All these monuments have in­
scribed bronze tablets. 

The problem of giving these memorials proper settings 
caused the Society to become interested in another laudable 
enterprise. The dignity of a monument is much increased 
by providing a park area around it, and primarily for this 
reason the Society urged the creation of a number of county 
parks. The board of county supervisors cooperated gener­
ously, and in this way were provided five county parks and 
playgrounds ranging in size from a half acre to forty acres. 

For four or five years Dame Fortune smiled on our 
Society, and we made satisfactory progress in membership 
and in activities. But then came the great depression, and 
many of our members found other uses for their dues. The 
fact that we were obliged to suspend publication of our quar­
terly because of insufficient funds probably caused others 
to think that our career had come to an end, and the enroll­
ment continued to drop. 

But it was a mistake to think that the Society was dead. 
'Vhile somewhat battered and bruised, it was still of good 
courage, and its work in recent years has been even more 
useful. After much discussion the board of directors of the 
Society came to the conclusion that a county museum was 
greatly needed. We obtained permission to place our exhib­
its in store buildings, in the courthouse, and in the Chamber 
of Commerce Building, but these arrangements were un­
satisfactory to all. Finally a plan was adopted to construct 
n museum building to cost about $10,000. Several directors 
were perplexed to understand how this would be possible in 
such hard times. But a vigorous campaign was launched, 
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and the returns were most satisfactory. Individuals con­
tributed about $6,000, Door County and the city of Stur­
geon Bay appropriated at different times a total of about 
the same amount, and two W .P.A. grants added about 
$10,000. On July 4, 1939, this beautiful building, erected 
at a cost of about $22,000, was dedicated by the governor; 
it was entirely paid for, with $500 left over for future needs. 

This is a brief recital of the principal activities of the 
Door County Historical Society. It is not presented in a 
spirit of boastfulness, but to make plain our purposes and 
to show that it is possible for a historical society to achieve 
worthy community ideals. Thanks to the generosity of the 
public and the excellent cooperation of the county board of 
supervisors and the city council, the Society has in these 
years collected and spent upwards of $30,000. This does 
not include the large amounts expended for the purchase 
and improvement of county parks which the Society was 
instrumental in starting. 

These are our future plans, the realization of which de­
pends entirely upon the support of our members: 

1. There are many more historic spots which should be 
marked. 

2. Our newly built museum is already crowded with ex­
hibits, and we need an addition to the building. 

3. We also contemplate the publication of a book on the 
early Indians of the peninsula which will depict their life 
in peace and war and describe their meeting with the first 
white men. In Europe archeologists laboriously and uncer­
tainly study the Stone Age man by means of random arti­
facts that they find, but here in Door County and near-by 
regions the white man of recent times met the Stone Age 
people face to face. The narrative of these early explorers 
and missionaries is therefore of unique value in tracing the 
cultural history of man. 
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