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THE LOCAL SETTING AT THE TIME OR THE FOUNDING OF

ST, JOHN®S EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN CHURCH AND SCHOOL

Neillsville is located in almost the exact center of the State of Uis-
consin, Iin what is now called, "Beautiful Black River Countyy.”

The humble beginnings of the Christian Torefathers In the Neillsville
area, were Tarms belng gzﬁ%%%ﬂv hoed, and ha@k@d‘@u% of the %imbef land in
the summer months, &ﬁd‘iﬁggiﬁg in the woeds during the long and often boring
winter months. Chunk wood was’haul@dﬂin%@_Neillsville on a trip that lasted
almost the entive day, and foxr only a few dollars é cord. The income of
the early ruwal men was just‘a livelihood, puve and simple, wihtout the ben-
efit of any lwruries, With prices of faym products, that we today cannot
fathom, these early ploneer Christians carried on. The following are a few
examples of prlces these early farmers had to contend with: "eggs at 3¢ per
dozen, butter at 5¢ per pound, daily wages of 65¢ per day, and the best bushel

i

of potatoes selling for only 15¢."" Oxen were used for power and some days

only one stump was removed in the entire day’s work.,
P

The few dollays which were handled in those years by these early Chri-

- stlans and what they contributed to the Kingdom of God, may well be
an example for all Christians of all times to follow. With a strong
and secure faith in God and Jesus Christ His Son who died Ffoxr their
sins, these early Christians were led to establish and build a Chri-
stian Day School and then a ¢hvrch with the meagerest of means.

One of the most colorful Tiguwres in the founding of any early American’

Lutheran Church was the eireult rider. The 1ife and work of the circuit

rider was one of hardships and many difficulties, with the comparatively

small salaxy of about $150 per year, These men had to depend upon the good

will of the people, whom they ministered unto, for food and a night’'s rest.

Yhat these clycuit riders enduved gives us some idea of what the Apostles




of Christ also endured as servants of the Loxd ministering unto the people
of the Loxd., The sower, the servant of God, went forth to sow hls seed, the
Word of God, Some fell by the wayside, some on stoney ground, some among
thorns, but some fell on good ground and brought forth fxult, frult for the
Kingdom of Cod. Villages,. isolated farms, and Jumber camps were visited
in those days by the clrvcult rider. |

The follgwing‘ig a picture of @ariy Imtheranism in America where German
immigrants weze‘SGtht out. When the circuit rider arrived, any hospitable
home became a church on a given day. A few boaxds across chalrs and pews
were vready, A ﬁable against the wall and the altar was installed, A basin
someWwhere and a f@ﬁt for the rite of Holy Baptism was set up. It is diff-
icult at best 1o imagine driving a horse and buggy to church in some home
in 20 degree below gero weather and the trip taking at least an hour. After
arriving at the church-home the horses were put into sheds, covered with
blankets, untll the church service was completed. The hymns having been
sung and the sermon preached, faith in their Savior and the life to come
through faith in Chyist was reﬁ@%éd within their hearts. This is the set-

ting in which St., John's Evangelical Lutheran Church and School was begun.

Church records were kept beginning with the year 1886.

THE SYNODICAL SFEITING AT THE TIME OF THE FOUNDING OF

A- 8T, JOHN'S EVANGRELICAL LUTHERAN CHURCH AND SCHOOL

St. John®s Evangelical Lutheran Church and School was founded when the

Synod was in a period of church expansion, There was a very large increase
Y

in the number of new cééregaiioms after 1881. This decided jump in the num-

ber of new congregations since 1881 may be accounted for "by the greater youth,




mifornity of work, and the'syncdmindedness® of Synod's own sons, who beside
i ‘i

were at hom2 in the Amerlcan environment.éind the accord with Missouri by

3 Couple with this the

no means elimbnated competition for mission fields.”
fact that the mushroom grouth of German immigration spelled new mission flelds,
and also the prospect of a constant supply of pastors by the Seminary: there
was no hesltatlon en Syncd’s part to establish new misslons. Koehler also
tells us, “Since 1879 Synod's frontler in the northwetern paxrt of the state

!
Ly LaaB . .
Hetlsville was paxt of this area. This,

moved to Marshfield and lMedford.”
then, is the extent of the Synodical setting at the time of the founding
of B, Jghn°s Fvangelical Lutheran Church and School,

A BRIEF HISTORICAL SURVEY, OF

ST, JOHN'S EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN SCHOOL

A unique plan was followed in establishing a Lutheran congregation in
Neillsville. Or as Prof., Sievert put 1t,"The pecullar circumstances under
which the scheol was founded make its beginning vary from that of many sim-
ilaxr types of sch0@130”5 In looking at the foundation of the chuxch, "we
behold a precious stone upon which the congregation is built up, namely the
subject of Christlan education, - a Christian Day Schoolo”6 This wise cholce
was mad@ by the first called minlster and has always proved itself a zeal
strength of the flock at Neillsville.

Tt was on Januaxy 10, 1886, that a 1little flock of 6 Ffamilies received
the Rev. Adolph Hoyer of Princeton, Wisconsin into its midst to administer
the means of grace. The\Diamcn&%ubilee booklet of Zion hvangelical Lutheran
Church of Rhinelander, Wisconsin, sheds some light as to what he was doing

in northern and central Wisconsin: "Pastor Adolph Hoyer of Princeton,VWisconsin



surveyed mission possibilities in the mill towns of nowthern and central
Wisconsin, at the wveguest of Rev. B, Mayerhoff, superintendent of missions
for the Wisconsin Synado”? The Dedication Booklet of Zion also tells us,
"During this time Pastor B, Mayerhoff, chalrman of the mission boaxd of upper
Wisconsin, would either come himself to look afier the spiritval needs of
these pa¥ishes, or he would send other pastors or students who would adml-
nister the H@rd,“g The Christians at Neillsville’readily amd'eagerly fol-
lowed %hé plan which Rev, Hoyer suggested, to engage a student to teach and
condnuet services. Mr. H. H, Ebef%f‘@f the Theclogical Semimary at Milwaukee
was the first student to sexrve.

Usually one finds that a congregational school is first organiged after
the congregation iéseif is founded. How different was the beginning of St.
John's Schooll Even befove the congregation was organized the precious
foundation of the same was laid in the form of the Parish School on Januvaxy
18, 1886.

On that memorable day Mr., Ebert, realizing the need of an institution
to train the future members of the chuxch, opened the fiist Christian Day
School in an office building in the heart of the city. The opening enrol-
Iment was between 18 and 20 pupils. This soon increased to 30 pupils before’
the close of the term. The school then occupied a hardware store on the North
Side,

The first guestion which gquite naturally comes to mind is: Why did the
school come first? To be sure, both Hoyer and Fbert greatly influenced this
fledgling group to haveva parochial srade school, But before the pile of "

platitudes becomes to high to handle; there are a few other factors to consider,
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tile %0 no Bp@@i&l work oK bcip b@{ﬂ@@ﬁ imﬁtvidual students and the

ﬁ@%@ﬂ%g; if y@u wer@‘havzmg @T@Dﬁ@w %b was §&st t@@ bad r@r you, you got

Pas ssed @V@E‘L@f thﬁ‘sg”e Gﬁ the g voupa ‘This was a sitmé%i@n that these
Germanlunﬁigvaﬁts were lﬁaecus%@m@d %Oﬂ Ifr th@y‘hadyjusi left Germany, they
left % Q%Leaai@qal stﬁem wha@h had develgpmd over centuries. If they had
come gz@n @38%e1ﬁ parts of the United Stetes, they had also left a better
@du@&ai@nal mysien “behind, C@upling all these Tactors together, it is easy
1o see mnﬂ to understand why %hb school came before the church.

The course of study adopted was the same as was used in the public schools
éf Neillsville at the time. Fbert tells us, “The smtire curriculum of the-
publie schoolgzwas adopted in the chureh school and also the text books were
used.,  Por religious training and German the text books of our Synod were usedo”g
Here in Neillsville, the Woxd of Cod came first and foremost, as it always

should. It was the Light midst the darkness of a sin-sick world,

The beginning was humble. There was no special bullding; no new seats

were available; Mr. Fbert, in addition to his many pastoral duties, also took
upon himself the dutlies of teaching. “This may all seem inausplcious, but
let us not forget that f’he one thing needful,” God s Woxd, was taught t

lead the pupils forward to better thingso”io

Different paragraphs in the records of the church touch upon matters of

1' Christian education at the time of the schools early yeaxs, and one celtalnly




can safely conclude that there was a great interest manifested for the school
by the varicus meﬁb@fsm Noteworthy Is the fact that a school hoared was elected
already in 1886,

Another interesting fTact is that the school had its Flrst official teacher
already in November of 1897, He was Mr, L@uis Seyrahn, who later was destined

£

to become president of the Geneval Ter

passed. Anong its @utétamdimg features was the one point which asked that all
the childven of the congregation attend the parish school. )

The rest of the history of St. John's Evang@lical Lutheran School is
rather mundane, and typlcal except for the tﬁé incldents already alluded to
in the title; the Bennett Law and the Pf@iégtamt Controversy. Enrollment
increased., Teachers came and went. The facilities were improved. The cul-
mination of all this is the fact that in 1978 99% of the congregation’s child-
ren attend a beautiftil 4 room fécility built in 1955. Of special interest
to this wrlter is {h@ fact that the grandfather of one of my classmates,
David Schults, served the school for a brief time. Of Synodical interest
would be the fact thai Prof. Erich Sievert of DMIC received a lot of his

practical experience here at Nelllsville as a principal of the school,

THE EFFECTS OF THE BENNETT LAY ON

ST, JOHN'S EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN SCHOOL

“Perhaps at no time in its history has the Wisocsin Synod participated
more extensively in polities than it did from 1889m18910"ii Those were the .
vears in which the so-called Bennett Law was in effect in the State of Wis-

consin,



”Th@ Bennett Lav came after two centuries of almagt @@mﬁlate non-inter-
fe m@e into the affelrs of the Lutheran school systen by loeal, state, z2nd
€y

. 12 - .
national legislatures.” ” Bubt with the rapld expansion of the public schools,
AN

s of the parochial sSchools and the supporiers

conflicts between the suppow

of the public schools were @1@08@ inevitable, B&Si@ally there were tWo veasons

i L, ' .
: sﬁ_up ﬁ% h@v&g 8 u@s%gﬂ F cof allgllm some parts of the country

there were va &l@us @ha; E ra who deﬂ,ﬁécd %hab thbj be g%van a shaxre of
public fuﬁdiﬁg‘%a Tun theix schools. Secondly, was the fact thdt a lot of

@@@pl@‘had a hgrd %im@ ae@e@%img e church school which was conducted in a

foreign language. “The séh@@l issue gave them a chance to couple this pre-

judice with a cause--preserving thelr public échQ@ls and thereby promoting N

Americao”ig
It was in this spirit that Governor William Heoaxd, in hi§ address to

the state legislature on Januvaxry 10, 1889, recommended the paséing of a law

to “make it the duty of county and state superintendents to inspect all schools,

for the purpose and with the authority only to require that reading and writing in

L
‘English be taught daily thezeino”l(

He based this recommendation on a report
which claimed that from 40,000 to 50,000 children of school age were recelving
no education whatsoever.
The legislature acted vexry quickly on the Governef”s proposal. About

one month later the Pond Bill was introduced at Madiéono The Pond Bill asked
that all principals or teachers of commerclal, parochial, and any other private
schools in Wisconsin giyg a report to the state on all pupils from the age .
£ 2-24, This report was to include thelr names and agésg the number of days

they attended school, the courses they were taught, how many students were in



each course, and whether thelr classes were taught in German or English,

The Pond Bill died in commlitee after only two months. The reason it
falled can largely be attributed to a pet i@n ﬁ<uwn up by Brnst, Nots, and
Koehley, all faculty membexs of WWC. The 40,000 siznatures on this petition
Were enough to convince the 1aw«mak@rs‘%@ let thg Pond Bill dle quickly and
silentiyn | | |

H@weﬁera while the opponents of %ﬁe Pond Blll vere still basking in the

lorious light of thelr viectory, Micheal Bennett, chairman of the House
g

Comlttee on Fducation, proposed a new Bill., The Bennett Law, passed on Aprll

18, 1889, was rushed through both houses with no real protest,

The following are the educational reforms proposed by the Bennett Law:

Sectlon 1. Every parent or other person having under his control a
¢child between the ages of seven and fourteen years shall annuvally
cause such ¢hild to attend some public or privatée day-school in the
city, town, ox district in which he resides for a perlod of not less
than twelve weeks in each year, which number of weeks shall be Tixed
prior to the first day of September in each year by the board of edu-
eation or boaxd of directors of the ecity, town, or district, and for
a portion or portions thereof, to be so fixed by such boards that the
attendance shall be consecutives and such boards shall, at least ten
days prior to the beginning of such periocd publish the time or times
of attendance in such manner as such boards shall divect; provided
that such boards shall not fix such compulsoxy pericd at more than
twenty-four weeks in each year,

Section 2, For every neglect of such duty the person having such
control and so offending shall forfeit to the use of the public schools
of such eity; towd, or-district a sum not less than three dollars ($3.00)
nor more than twenty dollars ($20.00), and failure for such week or
portion of a week on the part of any such person to comply with the
provisions of this act shall constitute a distinet offense; provided
that any such c¢hild shall be excused from attendance at school re-
quired by thls act, by the board of education or school directors of
the city town, or district, in which such child resides,upon its belng
shown to their satisfaction that the person so neglecting is not able
to send such child to school or that instruction has otherwise been
given for a like pericd of time to such child in the elementary branches
commonly taught in the public schools or that such child has already
acquired such elementary branches of leaxning or that his physical or



mental constitution is such as to render attendance Ilnexpedient or im-
practicable: and in 2ll cases where such child be excused, the penaliy
herein provided shall not be lncurred. ‘

Section 3. Any person having control of a chlld who, with intent to
evade the provisions of the aect, shall make a wilfull false statement
concerning the age of such child or the time such child has atiended
school shall, for such offense, forfelt the sum of not less than thyee
dollars (#3.00) nor more than twenty dollars ($20,00) for the use of
the public schools of the ¢lty, town, or distrlet,

Section 4., Tive days prior to the beginning of any prosecution under
this aect suech boaxrd shall eavse a written notice to be personally ser-
ved-upon such person having control of any such child, of his duty u-
nder this act, and of his default in falling to comply with the pro-
visions hereofs and if, upon the hearing of such prosecution, it shall
appear to the satisfaection of the court that before and afver the re-
ceipt of such notice such person has caused such child to attend a=
school as provided in this act in good faith and with intent to con-
tinue such attendance, then the penaliy provided by this act shall not
be incurved. .

Section 5. Wo school shall be regaxded as a school under this act un-
less there shall be taught therein aspart of the elementary education:
of the children, reading, writing, arithmetic, and United States His-

tory in the English language.

Section 6. Prosecution under this actishall only be instituted and .
carried on by the auvthority of such boards and shall be brouvght in the
name of such boaxds; and all fines and penaliles, when collected, shall
be pald to the school treasurer of such city, town, or district ox
other officers entitled to receive school moneys, the sane to be held
and accounted for as other school moneys received for school purposes.

: Section 7. Jurisdiction to enforce the penalties herein described in
i this act is hereby conferred on jusiices of the peace and police mag-
istrates within their vespective counties,!®

After a great battle this law was Tianlly repéaleda Febrvary, 1891.

Noew to the question at hand, what effect did the Bennett Law have on
St., John's School? Upon My, Fbert’s departure in the spring of 1886, Mr.
F, Eppling Jr. served as pastor and teacher, and he also continued to teach
in the school after he was called as the regular pastor. At this time school

was held in a room ofi the second floor in the North Side Public Grade School,



Prof. Sievert tells us, "Due to the Bennett Law, which tended to suppress
parochial schools, our school later found gquarters in varicus other bulld-
16

ings in the city.”

From what I've been able to gaxney from local historlans this was the -only

official actithal the N dposed on St. John's school in

regard to the Bennett Ilaw., Once agaiﬁ‘téa% action was in the form of an e- ’
viction notice to St, John’s congresgation to vacate the room they were at
that time using for & school in the Noith Side Public Grade School. The
reason the hoard acted in this manner was because they feared that thelr
might be some sarﬁ.@f atate reprisal for the tolevence they were showing a
parcchial school and also for the n@glig@nce they would Eé showing iﬁ not
upholding and enforeing the Bennett law. Thelr othér motive for this action
was purely one éf selfishness and self-preservation. They were afraid if all
the vuckus and rumblings from Madison and Milwaukee over the Bennettllaw
reached Nelllsville iﬁ full strengths they just might lose their jobs as a
result of thelr tolerence and negligence in regaxrd to the Bennett Law., And
so to cover thelr itracks as best they could and still keep a relative degree
of peace and quiet in the c@mmunitygthey issued the eviction notilce.

This eviction caused the members of the congregation a lot of grief.
For a wh1199 §jumd@%ermined period of time, school was canceled until a
buidling couldAbe found. VWhen they finally did find a bullding, actually
a spare room in a hardware store on the No€th Side, they were only in it a

s

week before the school board officials pr@gﬁred the owner into issuing another

eviction notice. At this time one of ih%@embefs of the congregation came to

the rescue and offered a shed on his farm which was right outside the city limits



to be uséd as a temporaxy school. Needless to say, the congregation accepted
his offer. |

This hassle over the Benneti Law had‘a lasting effect that can even be
seen to this day upon St. John's congregation, ‘The imnediate result was that
plans for bullding a school of thelr own were gquickly put into action. The
long range result was that the eongrég&ﬁian formed an wndying loyalty 40 their
school which sometines even- overrvoad th@i?ﬁloyalﬁy to the church. A good ex-
ample of thls loyalty would be the following. The congregation was completely
satisfied to attend services in an overcrowded, delapidated, run-doun 1887
version of a church as late as 1963, éBut.%his is not the way they felt and
feel about their school. After the aﬁltions and renovations to the orlginal
eddifgce_were nor longer satisfactory to the membership, plans were immediately

st

begun to build a new school; which was completed in 1955. FEven és recently as
March'i977 there is a moii@%min the church records to withhold misslon money
fr@m_the Synod Tor two months to pay fér a new heating plant for the school,
This motion was only defeated by the narrowest.of margins. Meke no mistake

about it, the Bennett Law had a lasting effect upon St. John's congregation,

¢
THE EFFECT OF THE PROTESTANT CONTROVERSY ON

ST, JOHN'S EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN SCHOOL

In the year 1928 St. John's congregation passed through a very rough
time, "when the seed of strife that the "old evil foeﬁihad sown among the
wheat, sprang up and threatened to choke the good seedc”ip7 It was in the
year 1928 that the faction Of St. John's congregation which sympathized with
the Protgstant Conference left St. John'’s. The group that left the congreg-

[
ation organized the Grace Church of the Protestant Conference and conducted
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This deplorvable affair painfully shocked the old pastor Brandt, who
had been the faithful sheperd of the {lock for twenty-four years. In a
special May meeting of the congregatlion®s voting members, he even tended

hecavse he was convinced he was the

5

his vesignation to the @@ﬁgr@gaﬁi@
cause of the division in the church for the stand he took against the Pro-
téstantsa However, the congregation voted wanimously to keep him as thelr
leader. Still, in another special meeting in Julya the weary leader laid
down his staffs, This time the congregation accepted his resignation and
gave him a vote of %hamks as a last act of love.

In all 15 families left the chuxch, of these 15, 12 had children in
St. John's sechool. This decreased the envcllment for a time, but eventually
all but one of the 15 fanlilies cane Back to St. John's., Prof., Sievert credits
the school f@ikmos% of these families coming back. It seems between the
pressure thetr children put on them to veturn to the school where all thelr

friends were, and the better more individualized education St. John's offered,

- many of these families saw the light to some degree and came back, Already

Vi

in 1936, "The Grace Lutheran Church of the Pfo%é;tani Conference, once a siron&
and defiant opposition, having its own resident pastor for seven years, 1s noﬁh
now activea”18 Tt might also at this time be mentloned that there are but 3 f
Proié;tamﬁs left in Nelllsville today.

The faction might have and did come back, and the enrollment was back to

the numbers it had before the division: but harxrd feelings were slow in healing.

To illustrate this Prof. Slevert tells the followlng story.



A 7th grade boy from one of the famillies who had left,caught pneumonia.
(Ke@p in mind that this is before there where antibi@tich The boy had a
very hilgh fever. In his delirium he kept calling for his teacher Mr. Sievert.
The parents told this to Mr. Slevert, and he came over and prayed for the
boy. The boy recovered and shoxtly after this the Tamily returned to St.

i

John's and the boy continued his education in the school, J.P. Koehler
' &
(a5

heard about this and was envaged. Looking like something out”the Spanish-

the nilitary hat he always wore, he corneved MNr.

American wQry because of
Sievert at the scheol. He acecused My, Slevert of she@pmstealingéand as he .
left he shook hils finger under Mr. Sievert's nose and said, "You young whipper-
spnapperd” 3o once again St. John's Evangelical School played a vexry in-
flugacigl role in the histoxry of the chuxch,

| CONCLUSION

The stoxy of St. John's Lutheran School shows God as its head, bulls
upon Christ the chief corner stone and God's people, belleving, worshipping,
working, and giving, as the great family of the Triune God.

At the end of thelr course may all those who passed ﬁhrougb its doors
be permitted to hear His gracious words; "Well done thou gobd and faithful

servant, enter into the joy of the Loxd.”
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