
1  

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

From the Archives: 

Sometime between Friday afternoon of 

November 7, 2014 and the morning of 

Saturday, November 8, 2014, a small 

plastic washer on the fitting that connects 

the water supply to the unit that controls 

the temperature and the humidity in the 

Archives failed. A crack developed and 

the water began to leak. Perhaps the leak 

started slowly with just a few drips. We 

don't know. But by the time it was 

discovered on Saturday morning, water 

was running out, as though someone had 

turned on the water faucet and walked 

away. Water filled the floor of the  

Archives, began to flow out the door and into the lobby of the Conference Center, down the 

hall, and even as far out as the parking lot. 

 

On many Saturdays, the building would have been unoccupied and the water could have 

continued to flow all weekend. But fortunately, there were people in the building for a 

meeting on the morning of November 8th and they saw the water coming out from under 

the door of the Archives. They were able to sound the alarm, get the building manger there 

to turn off the water supply, and begin to quickly move the many boxes of records and 

materials that had gotten wet to dry spaces in the Conference center. Several hundreds of 

boxes were moved thanks to their efforts. In so doing, they saved many of our records. 

The Commission on Archives and History is very grateful for all of those who came to the 

rescue that day.   
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The clean-up of the Archives began later that day with the arrival of a water restoration firm. 

More than two inches of water needed to be cleared first and then the fans and dehumidifiers 

were turned on. Fortunately, our shelving was higher than the water line and most of the 

materials stored on the shelves did not get wet. The materials on the floor and the walls of the 

Archives were all severely damaged. In order to do the necessary repairs all the records, 

books, documents, and artifacts stored in the Archives had to be temporarily moved out. 

Approximately 2000 cubic feet of records were moved to three storage lockers and locations 

throughout the Conference center. 

 

Completing a move of this magnitude under significant time pressure was a challenge. We are 

just now, nearly four months later, beginning to move materials back into the Archives as the 

repairs have been completed. It is our hope that we will be able to complete this move in a 

careful, organized manner, so that we can actually improve our Archives as a result. We hope 

to reorganize some sections of the Archives and use this as an opportunity to cull our 

collection for duplication and material not directly related to our mission before we return 

things to the shelves. We also hope to add more storage shelving in our work room so that we 

do not have to continue to store incoming records on the  

floor due to lack of shelf space. 

 

So we hope, when we are finished, to have more 

storage space for the preservation of those items that 

are essential for preserving the history of our 

Conference. 

 

This will be a long, careful process and there may be 

delays in answering research requests due to the 

temporary closure of the Archives and the disruption 

that we have encountered. In the end, we hope that the 

Archives will be more efficient and better able to fulfill 

its mission. We are also moving immediately to ensure 

that a complete set of our yearbooks are stored off-site 

to ensure that in the face of a similar or even greater 

disaster, we have the core documentation of the 

Conference preserved. 

 

 

Sandy Kintner, Chair Commission on Archives and History 
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More than 30 people were treated to an inspiring and 

informational Archives Retreat at Pine Lake Camp on 

October 2-3, 2014. In our fourth annual retreat, we 

began a multi-year celebration of the musical heritage 

of The United Methodist Church. This year we were 

blessed with a very interesting presentation by the 

Rev. Jeremy Deaner on our early British musical 

heritage which included the early hymnody of Isaac 

Watts and Charles Wesley. We had the opportunity to 

join in singing many of the hymns and to learn the 

original version of "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing." 

The group was introduced to shape note singing and 

we all had the opportunity to learn to "read" and sing 

this type of music. Thank you to Jeremy and his lead 

singers. Our evening was capped off with a 

fascinating talk by the Rev. Dan Dick on "Worship 

Then and Now," in which he looked at just how different our current worship service is from 

those in our past history. We ended the evening with a hymn sing led by Barbara Dick. 

 

The next morning was devoted to a workshop aimed at the local church historian. Marge 

Lyford, from Madison: Bethany UMC spoke about her church’s work organizing and using their 

extensive photo archives. Bev Maser, archivist from the Eau Claire: Lake Street UMC, shared 

the work of her archives group there and discussed how they have established and organized 

their church's archives. Sandy Kintner, Conference historian and also historian for the Sun 

Prairie UMC talked about his experiences doing local church history and the many different 

types of sources he has used for information on local church history. And finally, Archives 

volunteer, the Rev. Wil Bloy, gave an overview of the types of materials we have preserved in 

our Conference Archives. 

 

The Commission on Archives and History thanks all of our wonderful presenters for their 

contribution to the success of our retreat. Please consider joining us next year when we again 

meet at Pine Lake Camp on October 1-2, 2015. Our retreat is open to all. We again plan to 

have a workshop for local church historians. And we will continue our journey through our 

musical heritage, this year looking at the German side of our musical background. We are 

fortunate to have the Rev. Jeremy Deaner again leading the musical portion of our program. 

We welcome all, and encourage church choirs to consider coming along as a group. For more 

information contact Lynn Lubkeman in the Archives, at llubkeman@wisconsinumc.org 

 
 

Archives Retreat - 2014 

mailto:llubkeman@wisconsinumc.org
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UMC Musings: 

History of The United Methodist Historical Societies in Wisconsin 
 

In this issue of Flashbacks, we continue our 

survey of the earlier Historical Societies of the 

Conferences that united to become The United 

Methodist Church. 

 

Here we will focus on the contributions made 

by The Rev. Herman Block, a member of the 

Wisconsin Evangelical Church. The Rev. 

Block was not only instrumental in the 

formation of the Evangelical Church’s 

Wisconsin Historical Society in 1938, but also  

was the prime mover behind the designation of the Greenfield Memorial church as the official 

museum of the Evangelical Conference. Indeed, in the 1939 report of the “Historical Committee 

(temporary)” the following recommendations were presented to Conference: that “the 

conference receive with gratitude and appreciation the transfer of the old Greenfield Zion 

church building, located on the grounds of the present Memorial church of Milwaukee. We 

accept with appreciation the proposal of the local trustees that this historical building be used as 

a Conference Historical Museum, and refer any legal transactions that may be necessary in its 

acceptance by the conference to the Conference Board of Trustees and that the conference make 

available approximately $125.00 from the conference treasury, to recondition and equip this 

building for the purpose in view.” 

 
The Rev. Block was also responsible for collecting most of the records and artifacts that formed 

the basis for the museum. He was named as the Evangelical Conference's historian in 1939 and 

then in 1959 honored as "Historian Emeritus." He held this position until the time of merger 

between the EUB and the Methodist Conferences in 1969. 

 
The Rev. Block was born July 5, 1879 in Sassenhagen, Pommern, Germany in what is now part 

of Poland. He was one of three sons and seven daughters of William Gottlieb Block and 

Albertina Wilhelmina Block (nee Tappert). The Block family came to the United States aboard 

a combination steam and sail ship, named coincidentally named the S.S. Herman, landing at 
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Baltimore, Maryland on July 17, 1882. The family 

made its way to Wisconsin and settled in Green 

Lake County, originally near Kingston. They later 

moved to a 300 acre farm five miles south of 

Markesan. Then he was eleven years old, young 

Herman gave his life to Christ at a nearby camp 

meeting and joined the Markesan church of the 

Evangelical Association. He felt a strong call to the 

ministry in his teens but was hindered by a speech 

impediment (he stuttered) that made it difficult to 

realize his ambition. He was so determined, 

however, that he completely overcame the problem 

by, as he expressed it, “going out in the woods and 

preaching to the squirrels,” with his mouth full of 

pebbles. 

 

His education was limited by today’s standards, he 

completed sixth grade in Markesan and had no 

further education until he was 19. At that time he 

went to Naperville, IL where, from 1898 to 1901, he attended the high school level “academy” 

maintained by the Evangelical Association’s Northwestern (now North Central) College and 

Seminary. Before he could complete his academy work, he was recalled to Wisconsin to serve 

as a student pastor at Plymouth and assistant pastor at Sheboygan. He was licensed at the 

Monroe conference in 1902. A year later he returned to Naperville to begin his seminary 

studies. He was ordained at the Prairie du Sac conference in 1907. During his forty-eight year 

ministry in Wisconsin, the Rev. Block served ten different fields and a total of 24 

congregations. In his first twenty years, he travelled to churches separated by wide distances 

and to lumber camps by horse and buggy or sleigh. His starting salary, he often recalled, was 

$250 and all the food and firewood he could collect from his members. From the very 

beginning of his ministry, the Rev. Block was interested in the history of the Evangelical 

Church, especially the early beginnings in Wisconsin. Indeed, in 1907 he published a German 

language history of the Greenfield church, the first Evangelical Association church in 

Milwaukee. After being appointed Conference historian in 1939, the Rev. Block began 

publishing an “Historian’s Report” in the Conference Journal. These entries are remarkable and 

speak to Rev. Block’s passion for Evangelical church history. His detailed historical reports 

continued every year, without fail, up until the merger of the EUB and Methodist Conferences. 

It should be noted that to call what the Rev. Block wrote “a report” is bit of a misnomer and 

understates the extent of his efforts. The Rev. Block’s “reports” extended to as many as 
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fourteen pages of the Conference journal, significantly longer than the reports from any other 

Board or agency. Unlike other “reports.” the Rev. Block included numerous pictures of people 

and buildings to complement the biographies, anniversaries, local church histories or other 

notable moments in the Conference history that he highlighted. The fact that the Rev. Block 

was able to convince his Conference to allot this much space for “history” more than twenty 

years is very impressive. He must have been a man of great persuasive skills. In the 

Evangelical Conference journal for 1946, it states that the Historical Board received $150 from 

the Conference budget. The Board spent $14.17 on folders, $15.00 for dues to the General 

Historical Society and $63.15 for “space in the Journal.” Most exciting for the current 

historian, is that the Rev. Block’s report was also full of interesting facts, many of which can’t 

be found anywhere else. For instance, we learn that it was Gordon and Leah Weiler who 

donated the “stove of the old type” to the museum at Greenfield. Or that the cost of moving the 

Conference Museum in 1964, so that the current Greenfield Memorial church addition could be 

built, was $6,129.47. Or that west of Monroe in the Smock Valley Water Shed, is the location 

of the former house of Mr. and Mrs. Isaac Shamness, which was the site of the first United 

Brethren worship service held in the state of Wisconsin. Furthermore, that southwest of 

Monroe near the site of Roosevelt School (Bethel Rd) is where the first United Brethren 

campground was located. Or that the Wisconsin Conferences of the United Brethren in Christ 

and the Evangelical Church united on May 17, 1951, which was a Thursday, at 10:00 am in the 

morning at the Immanuel Church in Monroe. What went unsaid, however, is why the merger of 

these Conferences in Wisconsin occurred four and a half years after the General Conferences 

had merged in Johnstown, PA on November 16, 1946. 

 
For over twenty years, the Rev. Block filled the Conference Journal with just a small sampling 

of the historical data that he tirelessly collected. Finally, in 1971 with the help of Dr. Raymond 

Veh, he published a comprehensive Wisconsin history of the EUB church entitled Historical 

Data of the Wisconsin Conference. For anyone familiar with the collection at our Archives, it 

would not an overstatement to assert that over his 90 years of life the Rev. Block did more to 

promote the ministry of memory in our Conference than any other single individual. 

 
The Rev. Block passed away on February 29, 1980, at Evergreen Manor in Oshkosh, WI. It is 

not surprising that the UMC Archives was stored at Evergreen Manor for many years until a 

few months before Rev. Block’s death, when it was moved to Algoma Boulevard UMC in 

Oshkosh. It seems fitting that the Rev. Block was able to spend his last days surrounded by the 

fruits of his efforts. 

 
Sandy Kintner, Conference Historian   
Editor’s note: Some of this material was adapted from an uncredited obituary located at the Archives
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Local Histories: 
 

 

 
 

 

Norwegian Methodist Episcopal Church at Heart Prairie 

 
On a very cold Friday afternoon in November 2014, our 

Archivist, Lynn Lubkeman, Sandy Kintner (Commission 

chair), Susan Bresser (Senior Pastor at Whitewater: First 

UMC) and Kimberly Brumm (pastor at Whitewater: First 

UMC and Whitewater Regional Ministry: Lafarge and 

Richmond) met Georgia Kestol-Bauer in a rural area in East 

Richmond at a site of an early Norwegian M.E. church. We 

were we in for a treat. Besides the marvelous coffee and 

Norwegian shortbread, we were served up a wonderful 

historical experience. Georgia’s family was one of the 

founders of the church and she’s taken a particular interest in the building that was so 

important to her ancestors. We cannot thank Georgia enough for all her hospitality, the 

material and stories that she shared and the efforts she has made to preserve this historical 

treasure. The Commission on Archives and History applauds her efforts on behalf of the whole 

Wisconsin Conference. What follows is a short history taken from Georgia’s website for the 

church and cemetery. We urge anyone interested to visit the church and cemetery  or contact 

Georgia and get the full tour as we did. 
 

The Norwegian Methodist Episcopal Church is a small church located in Walworth 

County, Wisconsin on County Road P near Whitewater Lake. The church was built by 

Norwegian immigrants in the early 1850’s, most likely from 1851 to 1853. It is located on the 

grounds of the East Richmond Cemetery, and while the cemetery has been in constant use since 

the 19th century until the present day, the church was last used about 1920. In the Conference 

yearbooks the church is referenced as Heart or Hart Prairie. 
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The church was built by a settlement of Norwegian 

immigrants from the parish of Holla in Telemark, Norway. 

According to early church records, on June 26, 1853 

Christopher Steenson donated a portion of his farmland to 

establish a church cemetery. 

 

Reverend Christian Willerup, circuit rider out of 

Cambridge, Wisconsin, was the first minister. Later the 

congregation was served by Reverend Christopher 

Steenson and his son Reverend Steen Steenson, who 

became a missionary to Norway. 

 

Two church ledgers exist from the 1850’s with information noting births and deaths of those in 

the congregation, and information regarding meeting details. Earliest entries are in Norwegian 

and later entries are in Norwegian and English. 

 

The church was last used around 1920. Over the years the church fell into disrepair simply from 

lack of use and maintenance. It was also vandalized several times. 

 

However, the church building survived, and on August 9, 1992, a group made up primarily of 

descendants of the original members and founders of the Heart Prairie Methodist Episcopal 

Church dedicated and installed an historical plaque commemorating the church’s founding. 

 

Since 2008, however, an effort has been made to restore this historic church to its original 

condition. Led by Georgia Kestol-Bauer, one of the descendants of the original congregation 

from the 1850’s, the restoration project is making gradual progress. Thus far, the foundation has 

been repaired. It has a new roof, a new ceiling, and a new floor. Also, in the past year work was 

completed that restores the structural integrity of the building, thus ensuring the life of the 

edifice for many years to come. 

 

Located on a hill, just barely visible from the road below, the setting of the church and cemetery 

is lovely. The grave sites from the 1850’s to the present day are neatly trimmed and cared for. 

During the summer, bur oaks and a variety of trees provide shade for much of the one acre site. 

Flowers and evergreens adorn the front perimeter of the grounds and the white church, with 

grave sites on both sides, sits about two thirds of the way toward one end of the setting. In front 

of the church there stands a historical plaque that describes the founding of the church in the 

early 1850’s. 

 

We also invite you to visit the Norwegian American Methodist Episcopal Church and the East 

Richmond Cemetery at any time. If you have questions, please contact Georgia Kestol-Bauer at 

gkestol@yahoo.com. She will be glad to respond. 

Editor’s note: source: http://namech.org

mailto:gkestol@yahoo.com
mailto:gkestol@yahoo.com
http://namech.org/
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50 Years of the Singing Christmas Tree: Cambridge UMC 

 
The first Singing Christmas Tree at Willerup 

UMC in Cambridge was presented on 

December 6, 1964. It was the inspired 

creation of Allen and Marion Gilberts, 

members at Willerup, who had seen a 100- 

voice Living Christmas Tree while 

vacationing in Florida and thought they 

could reproduce something similar, on a 

smaller scale, for their church in Cambridge. 

 

Allen, a carpenter and builder, designed a 5- 

tiered platform for the Willerup choir to 

stand in, wide at the bottom and narrow at the top to give the shape of a pine tree. While 

Allen was a man of integrity and built things to last, he probably never dreamed that his 

creation would be taken apart and stored, and then lovingly put back together year after 

year. Except for a few minor repairs, it is the same platform that the choir uses today! 

 

Marion was the organist and choir director at the time. She had taken over the position 

from her mother, who had taken over the position from her brother – as it can be traced 

back to their family in the 1880s. According to church records, the choir already had been 

giving a Christmas concert for the congregation for a number of years. Singing it from the 

Tree was a unique expression that attracted the larger community. 

 

Marion directed the Tree until 1990. Among her choices of music were several cantatas by 

the composer John W. Peterson. In fact, this year’s choice, “The Story of Christmas” is the 

last one Marion directed. Other directors have been Judy Vasby and Betsy Fox Mazarra. 

 

For the 2014 Tree, in honor of the 50th anniversary, a group of 5 former singers joined the 

21-voice Singing Christmas Tree choir for the last two anthems, “A Norwegian Christmas 

Carol” and “Go Tell It on the Mountain,” which have been favorites over the years. Each 

singer represented a decade of the Tree. A sixth singer, a grade school student, was 

included as well, to represent the future. Anyone present who had sung in the first Tree was 

asked to stand. 

 

Another innovation for this special presentation was the creation of a video shown at the 

start of each service. It was filmed at the church’s own coffee shop on Main St. Two 

Willerup actresses discussed the commercialism of Christmas and the tough economy that 

so many people had been experiencing and how frustrating it all was. A third woman heard 

their conversation and invited them to hear the real meaning of Christmas at the church 
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down the block. So they did. After the first carol, they entered the church from the back, 

with much noise and disruption, and found seats up front. Later, after hearing the cantata, 

they interacted with the pastor asking whether Christmas is just a story or not. 

 

While the Tree stand has remained mostly the same through the years, the look of the 

singers has not. Not only the styles of haircuts and glasses have changed according to 

cultural trends, but also the clothing has changed. At first the choir wore robes, but over 

time they have worn white shirts, pastels, and an assortment of vests. One year a group of 

industrious women sewed vests for everyone in Norwegian styles- boleros for the women 

and double breasted for the men. These were used for several years. But for the past 

decade, the choir has rented vests from a bridal apparel store. 

 

The choir also has experimented with dates and times, finally settling on the first full 

weekend in December with presentations on both Saturday and Sunday. This now 

coincides with Cambridge Country Christmas. Presentations are in the late afternoons of 

Saturday and Sunday to enjoy the beauty of the falling darkness, which enhances the 

interior lighting. Another service is offered on Sunday morning, which is appreciated by 

those who do not like to travel at night. 

 

And refreshments have gone from coffee and cookies to include sandwiches, candies, and 

punch. But always there have been some Norwegian treats, like lefse, sandbakkels, and 

krumkake, in keeping with the heritage of the church. It is the 

first Norwegian Methodist Church in the World, a mission project 

started by the Methodist Board of Missions who sent Christian B. 

Willerup to minister to the immigrants. It was chartered in 1851. 

 

Another heritage tradition has been to sing the first verse of 

“Silent Night” in Norwegian at the end of each Singing Christmas 

Tree service. In recent years, the choir has come out of the Tree, 

carrying battery operated candles and leaving eight singers behind 

to form a human cross. Those who have come down, surround the 

congregation to lead “Silent Night.” On the last verse, they lift 

their candles heavenward to honor Christ, the Savior. 

 

Over the years there have been many different singers and a 

variety of musical offerings, but always the purpose of the 

Singing Christmas Tree has been to honor God and to share the 

Good News by singing about the birth of His Son Jesus. 

 

-Submitted by Judy Vasby 
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