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In 1903-04 there was a different teacher for each of the three 

terms~ Thirteen students attended the fall term, sixteen were enrolled 

during the winter, and only twelve during the spring term, which ended 

on June 3* 

The following year Verne Button taught all three terms, and the 

winter term again had sixteen students enrolled between six and fifteen 

years of age* Also attending this term, however, was a twenty-two year 

old adult, Willie Bahnub", ~<Jhatever education the school had to offer 

was not denied because of age* The teacher's report for this year 

indicated that the school used the ula-test idea of alternating classes 

in ungraded school~!hH That year the school finished the work of tb.e 

first, second, fourth, sixth, and eighth years* Next yearts work would 

include the requirements for the first, second. third, fifth, and 

seventh years, or grades. The writer notes thilt this t new' method of 

alternating class work in grades three. through eight in ungraded country 

16schools was followed in many Wisconsin schools for the next forty yeara.

Four years later. in 1909, there seems to have been much 

individualization and grouping of students. The teacher's report for 

the year gives each student a number, then goes on to state the following: 

HNumbers two, t.h.ree, four and five all recited duri~s the 
same period, but numbers two and three have finished ~~&h~ ,~9. 

Literature. book four, and are reviewing. Number eight;:wa.s 
unable to take book three, but I had her recite with six,and 
seven. Numbers nine, ten, eleven. twelve, and thirteen have 
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the addition table thorolI learned - also most of the 
subtraction tables.,. Numbers two t thr.e, and five have 
just begun factoring ~.~.~* Numbers six and seven need a 
text in Geography • .,. 'IHI••• Number one' 8 work was mostly 
reviewing this term - she wrote for a diploma. ttl] 

In 1910 the fall term convened on September 12~ The daily 

program began at nine olclock. and school was dismissed at four p~ M. 

There was an hour at noon for lunch and games~ and a ahort recess mid­

morning and mid-afternoon. Classes were not listed as grades, but as 

some combinations within the form. For example: t~iiddle Form A & B -

Spelling - 3:55-4:00; Primary Form B & C - Numbers -. lO:45-11:00~u18 

In 1914-15 the teacher was a young lady who had been the 

youngest student in the school in 1900. This year, in addition to the 

usual ReadinS t Numbers, History, Geography, Grammar, and Spelling, a new 

course was added for the upper grades", Agriculture was taugh.t and 

included a study of types of soil, germinat.ion tests for seed eorn and 

other grains, soil conservation. and crop rotation. Since a majority 

of the students would not continue their education beyond the country 

school. and many would stay in the community to become farmers and 

farmers' wives, this course became a requirement throughout the county~ 

Although there was much practicalit.y in the rural school, 

cultural things were not neglected. The older students, bet.ween the 

years 1910 and 1920, read such classics as "Evangeline,u HThe Courtshi.p 

17Mest Indies School Register, 1909-10.
 

laWest Indies School Register, 1910-11 ..
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of "Hiles Standish. H HLady of the Lake,u ana HNerchant of Veniee«<u 

In Numbers class there Was no text for the primary children. 

Tlte t.eacher taught the bastc rna th using only the blackboard. Hore 

advanced students used Milne' $ Elementar:I or Milne· s Standa:rd. math 

t.exts. The titledf the gra.mmar book used. was, Mother Ton~u~lJ8 

Duri:n.g the years between 1910 and 1920 a letter grading syst~m 

Was used for report cards and school reeOrdl!h Observant teachers noted. 

students who had trouble with pronutttlatioJ1. ano.who w~re p~rforming 

poorly, probably due at. least in part to poor eyesIght. There was also 

concern for a student who did only fair school work, but much manual 

labor at home. 

About 1910 t.he use or terms in the school year was discontinued., 

and the school year from then until 1926 consisted 6f eight months of 

inst.rtu::tion. usually convening the second week in September, and ending 

during April or the first part. of May .. 

In 1926 the West Indies School closed the year with a picnic on 

April 16~ The teacher was Ruth OlS()fi* A parent and teachers meeting 

was held, followed by $. picnic dinner. There was an afternoon program 

including an address by Mr. J~an F. Rolfe of the La Crosse Normal School~ 

There was also victrola entert.ainment by Miss Davie, the county super­

Vising teacher, and community singing, led by Hr* Rolfe,&l9 

The following stimmel', at the annua.l school meeting. the voters 

decided to operate the $chool on a nine month basis .. ·Tnis continued to 
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be the pattern until the school closed in May, 1953. 

During the early years of the schoolts operation, water was 

carried from a nearby farm for drinking. but eventually a well was dug 

and a pump installed on the southeast corner of the building. A wood 

stove was always used to provide heat. During the winter of 1910 the 

county superintendent became concerned about ventilation in county 

schools, and convinced the school board to made an openiag in the wall 

behind the stove. In extremely cold weather the west wind blew in 

mercilessly~ and the young l.dy who was teaching at the time covered the 

hole, deciding there was entirely too much ventilation. 20 

The bui.lding originally had windows on both the north and south 

walls, but that, too, was changed at the county superintendent's 

suggestion. The north windows were closed up, and additional windows 

were,·:.dded ·on the south side. This was supposed t.o make the room 

warmer and also add more light. When evening activities were held at 

the ffiH:hool, wh.ich was only for special occasions such as Halloween or 

ChristmAS, kerosene lamps in wall brackets prOVided illumination* 

Except for an occasional ride in a horaedrawn wagon or sleigh, 

children walked to school. Upon arriVing at school, coats and caps were 

hung on hooks in the entry way at the front of the building. Overshoes, 

or other outdoor footwear were arranged along the wall beneath the coats, 

and lunch pails were placed on shelves. It was the assigned duty of 

20lnterview with Grace Webb, Jackson County Superintendent 
of Schools) 1933-1950. Black River Falls, Wisconsin, July 17, 1975. 
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one child to see that the entry room wa~ neat and orderly before classes 

began. In the early years of the school, thirsty students shared a 

common dipper in a bucket of water. Later a more sanitary 'bubbler§ 

was used. This consisted of a covered container which held about ten 

gallons of water, mounted on a stand about two and one-half feet high. 

On the side of the container. and near the bottom, was a spout fastened 

with rubber gaskets J and containing a valve. It operated in such a way 

that when a child pressed a button, he could get a drink of water in 

much the same way a person would from a modern drinking fountain. A 

pail st$od beneath the spout to catch the overflow. It became the job 

of one of the older students to fill the bubbler from the pump each day, 

and to empty the bucket of overflow water~ 

Lunches were carried to school - some in two quart tin syrup 

pails - some in tstore bought' lunch pails with pictures on them - and 

some in paper bagss Typical lunches consisted of sandwiches J cookies 

and fruit. However, there was sometimes infinite variety t deIH,'!,nding on 

the creativity of the mothers and the likes snd dislikes of the children. 

In the 1930 9 5 an oil stove was prOVided. The children brought foods 

such as soup or hot dishes to school in small glass jars. These were 

placed on the stove in a pan of warm water and thus heated to be eaten 

with the noon meal. On a cold day this was a welcome addition to a 

cold lunch. 

Each year some of the students best work was exhibited at the 

county fair in competition with entries from other schools in the county. 

In 1924 the West Indies pupils won sixteen dollars in prize money& 
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The fair was held in September, and when the check arrived in December, 

the students decided to use the money to make purchases of small itema 

needed in the classroom~21 

During the fall of 1924 the older students contributed a weekly 

article to the Nelrose Chronicle entitled, HHest Indies School Itema",U 

It contained notes about school happenings~ 3S well as comments on the 

progrese of farm work and activities in the community. 

PROGRESS .AND PHASE-OUT 

The late 1920 t s and early 30's was a time of financial stress 

in the little community, as it was in the entire country.. The school 

continued to operate, but with no money spent on ~ajor ehanges until 

1938. By then rural Electrification had brought light and power to 

the farms of the area, benefitting the school. A former student 

assisted it local electrician in wiring the school building for lights 

and a few outlets. Soon after this a small radio was purchased, and 

students enjoyed weekly educational programs from the Wisconsin School 

of the Air~ 

The school continued to be the social center of the community, 

with the Christmas program and the annual school picnic being the 

highlights of the year. Hhen school district consolidation was advised, 

there were mixed feelings in the district concerning such a move, but 

by 1948 the West Indies School had become a part of the Melrose Area 

21The Melrose Chronicle, Melrose, Wisconsin, December 19, 1924. 

, "'~~"'"' ~~".~-~. 
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School Dietricte Classes for grades one through eight continued to be 

held at the school until 1953 when a low enrollment made it impractical 

to hire a teacher and c.ontinue to maintain the building. The children 

were then transported to t.he school in the village of t'lelrose. 



Chapter IV 

THg RED SCHOOL 

SYMBOLS AND BEGINNINGS 

A few decades ago, in the middle of the twentieth century, the 

'Little Red'Schoolhouse t had become a symbol of rural American education. 

Perhaps one reason that symbol entered the consciousness of the American 

public at that time was the fact that its demise was imminent. 

The 'Little Red Schoolhouse' was more tha,n a symbol in Red 

School District 43 of the Town of Nelrose, Jackson County, Wisconsi.n. 

It was a reality of everyday life for students and teachers who worked 

there from around 1860 unt.il the school was closed in the spring of 

1951 .. 

Although the writer could not ascertain exactly wh~t year the 

original school was bUilt, early records indicate that the schoolhouse 

had been built, and the district was operational sometime before 1867. 

It is known that one of the earliest teachers in the school was a 

young lady who was to become Bra. Arad Stebbins.. She was paid ten 

dolLars a month in wages. and given room and board in the district on 

a rotating basis, by spending a week with each family in the district. 

By 1810 this process of 'boarding around' had been discon­

tinued, and teacher's wages were around twenty-five dollars per month .. 

The teacher usually found lodgings close to the school and paid for 

them. 

Records of the annual meeting for 1867 show that it was held 

26 
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on September 30. Votere decided to hold & winter school term of four 

months beginning the first Monday in November, and a summer term of 

four months beginning the first Honday in April. They also voted to 

raise $175<1>00 to cover the teacher-s salary for these eight :month5~ 

The wood supply for the winter term was to be supplied by Donald 

McDonald at the rate of one dollar per cord for 'stove length' wood. 

James Baird, teaching the 1870 winter term, piled wood around. 

the stove lat.e in the afternoon, in preparation for the next day. 

After fiXing the stove for the night he walked to hie boarding house~ 

Some time during the night, Sandy Hair, a farmer liVing a few hundred 

yarde from the school, discovered the school was on fire~ but it was 

too late to save the building. 

A special district meeting was held on January Zl t 1871 at 

the home of R~ D. Wilson~ It was decided to follow plan number two 

of the state building code at that time, with the size of the new 

building to be twenty-two by thirt.y-six feet. The new school was to 

be the same color as the old building (red) but the trim on the new 

one was to be white. A bUilding committee was appointed consisting 

of Y. De Young, Gilbert McAdam, R. D. Wilson, Donald McDonald, and 

George Lutz"" A special tax of two hundred dollars was to be raised 

to build the new school. The decision was also made at this time to 

update the textbooks of the district. The following texts were 

adopted: Willard's School History, McGuffey~s readers and spellers, 

Clark's Grammar, Davies Arithmetic, and Montieth and McNel1y l s 


