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Mailing Address 

Altoona Historical Society, Inc. 
PO Box 1 

Altoona, WI 54720 
 

Newsletter 

 

Important Dates to Remember 

 

June 25, 2025 BOD Meeting 10:00 a.m. 

July 12. 2025  Open House 1:00 p.m. 

August 9, 2025 Open House 1:00 p.m. 

September 13, 2025 Open House 1:00 p.m. 

September 24, 2025 BOD Meeting 10:00 a.m. 

October 22, 2025 BOD Meeting 10:00 a.m. 

November 19, 2025 BOD Meeting 10:00 a.m. 

 

 

Special tours of the museum can be given by 

calling Don Winrich at 715-559-3938 
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Museum Address 

Altoona Historical Society Museum 
506 9

th
 St. West 

Altoona, WI 54720 

 
From Your President 

Don Winrich 

 
I am reaching out on behalf of the Altoona His-

torical Society, Inc., a 501 ( c ) 3 organization 

dedicated to preserving and sharing the rich his-

tory of our community. Our mission is to safe-

guard the stories, artifacts, and landmarks that 

define Altoona’s heritage, ensuring they remain 

an invaluable resource for future generations.   

As we continue to expand our efforts, we rely 

on the generosity of community members like 

you to support our work. Your contribution—

whether large or small—will help fund exhibi-

tions, educational programs, historical preserva-

tion projects, and community outreach initia-

tives. With your support, we can keep Al-

toona’s history alive and accessible for all.   

We would be deeply grateful for any donation 

you can make. Contributions can be made via 

check payable to the Altoona Historical Socie-

ty, PO Box 1, Altoona, WI 54720.  Additional-

ly, if you are interested in volunteering or con-

tributing in other ways, we would love to hear 

from you.   

Thank you for considering this request. Your 

support is essential in helping us protect and 

celebrate the legacy of Altoona. If you have any 

questions or would like more information, 

please don’t hesitate to reach out.   



 

 2 

“Cinder City”  

The Rails to Prosperity  

The Community Times  

Monday, August 19, 1985  

by Jane Hieb  

 Nearly 10,000 people were on hand to wel-

come the first train to Eau Claire County. Begin-

ning in 1856 rumors of rails and prosperity had cir-

culated widely throughout Northwestern Wiscon- 

sin, but it wasn't until 1870 that the rumors became 

fact.  

 The coming of the railroads played an im-

portant role in the development of many small 

towns in Wisconsin. In 1881 two houses were all 

that marked a small settlement on the sand prairie 

east of the tough little lumber hamlet of Eau Claire, 

Wisconsin.  

 Named East Eau Claire originally, the area 

blossomed rapidly when the Chicago, St. Paul, 

Minneapolis, and Omaha Railroad (Chicago and 

Northwestern) established a machine shop and 

roundhouse there.  

 In the next year another ten houses ap-

peared and the name of the thriving settlement was 

changed to Altoona, presumably after a railroad 

town in Pennsylvania.  

 The “baby city” as the town was often re-

ferred to, continued to grow. By 1887 the founding 

fathers were granted a charter to form a city gov-

ernment. Shortly after, a mayor and four city Coun- 

cilmen were elected.  

At one time both passenger and freight trains trav-

eled the rails through Altoona.  

 Gerald Hagen, former mayor of Altoona, 

and state director for the United Transportation Un-

ion, has studied the history of the railroads for 

many years.  

 "In the ‘heyday’ of the railroads the Chica-

go-St. Paul Minneapolis-Omaha had over 19,000 

miles of track, today there are 6,000 miles." Hagen 

explained.  

 "By 1914 there was also a street car con-

necting Altoona with Eau Claire and Chippewa 

Falls. Altoona had 2 hotels, 5 saloons, a grocery 

and dry goods store, three churches, and a school 

system," Hagen said.  

 Much of the growth the city of Altoona ex-

perienced during those early years centered around 

the railroad, according to Hagen.   

 Today with over 5,000 residents, Altoona is 

still growing. By the year 2000 city planners are 

expecting nearly 10,000 residents.  

 "We have lots of raw land and better prox-

imity to the major shopping area's in Eau Claire 

than many families who live on the other edges of 

Eau Claire," Hagen said. 

 Altoona residents are especially proud of 

their school system. "In my 11 years here in Al- 

toona, I've been constantly impressed with the ex-

cellent community support shown for the academic 

and extra-curriculum activities of the school,'' Ed 

Ristow, Altoona's High School Principal said.  

 "I believe we're one of the only two schools 

in the state with a long range curriculum plan from 

kindergarten to the 12th grade to go with our com-

puter program." Ristow explained.  

 At one time, many years ago, there was 

some consideration given to consolidating the Al-

toona School System with Eau Claire. But accord-

ing to both Hagen and Ristow that will never hap-

pen.  

 "The people here are fiercely protective 

and very dedicated to the Altoona High School 

System, Hagen said. And Hagen believes the peo-

ple in Altoona seem also dedicated to protecting 

and presserving the "small town U.S.A."; atmos-

phere.  

 "We're a bedroom community, with no 

large industries, but there's a lot of city pride here 

in Altoona, it's a good place to live!  
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Minneapolis, & Omaha 
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her creativity making many quilts, afghans, and 
beautiful porcelain dolls which she not only 
dressed in vintage costumes, but poured, fired and 
painted the porcelain as well.    
 She was active in community affairs includ-
ing the drive to keep public schools in Altoona af-
ter the school was destroyed by fire in 1951, serv-
ing as Secretary for the new Little League and 
Babe Ruth Baseball in Altoona including develop-
ment of the ball diamond at Tenth Street Park, as 
well as those on Spooner Ave, and as a Girl Scout 
troop leader and as an active member of Grace Lu-
theran Church in Eau Claire and Bethlehem Luther-
an Church in Altoona.    
 Selma was a life-long learner and educator. 
She taught upholstery classes at Chippewa Valley 
Tech for nine years, and successfully encouraged 
her children to pursue their college educations, 

This doll was donated to the Altoona His-

torical Society by Jim Klingbeil to honor 

his mother Selma.  A brief biography of 

Selma is below. 

 Selma M. Klingbeil, age 101, died on 
Wednesday, April 25, 2018 at Grace Edgewood 
Assisted Living and Memory Care in Altoona. 
 Selma was born on November 12, 1916 to 
the late Carl and Helena (Nelson) Henderson in 
Sarona, Wisconsin. She was a first-generation US 
citizen born to Swedish immigrant parents. Her 
father, a blacksmith, moved his business and fami-
ly from Sarona to Campia, eventually setting up 
shop in Rice Lake where Selma graduated from 
high school in 1934. On August 5, 1938 she mar-
ried William J. Klingbeil of Altoona.  
 Selma worked as a gifted seamstress, up-
holsterer, and knitting machine operator in her 
home in Altoona through the 1940's to 1980's. She 
made clothing for area residents as well as sewing 
the draperies for the school auditorium and mak-
ing cheerleading outfits at times. She also spon-
sored a bowling team and used her knitting ma-
chines to provide the team with apparel. At the 
end of her professional sewing days, she continued 

The Article below is from the Leader    

Telegram on August 7, 1961.  
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What’s Cooking! 
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Continued on page 8 
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After October 31, 1951 

Before October 31, 1951 

Continued from page 7 



 

 8 

Altoona House 

 Altoona House Hotel, located on the southeast corner of Lynn Ave., and 1st St. East.  It was 

built in the spring  of 1882 and was Altoona’s first hotel and restaurant.  It was built by Albert C. 

Keniston and burned Tuesday, August 12, 1913, with loss of one life. 

Club House of Hillcrest Country Club 
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Post Office 

The Above Picture Was the Altoona Post Office Until About 1957 

 In 1887, the Fire Department was established and equipped.  Inventories indicate that the equip-

ment on hand for the fire fighters is as follows: A hand and drawn vehicle with 2 barrels, a short hose, 

barrel pump, pails, axes, shovels, and a assortment of burlap bags. 

 In September of 1894, the inventory of fire fighting equipment showed that the Altoona Fire De-

partment had made steady progress during its first seven years of existence, including it own building.  

The building  was located on Lot 5, Block 1. which is the northeast corner of Lynn Ave and Divisiton St.  

The equipment the Fire Department had at this time was a hand engine and hose cart combination, a hook 

and ladder combination, 50 feet of 2” hose, 6 water barrels on wheels, and the assortment of axes, shov-

els, and other miscellaneous equipment. 

 During the early years of the Fire Department, the water supply used to fire fires was confined to 

water wells and Cisterns.  Likewise, the railroad had a 65,000 gallon water tank that could be used if 

needed.     

     

Altoona First Fire Department 
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Below, is a page from Jeanetta Heuer’s Physics workbook at Altoona High School in 1934.  Jeanetta was 

born in 1919, passed away in 2020 at the age of 101.  She graduated from Altoona High School in 1934.   
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Whispers 

Of The     

Rail 

 

 

 

In the dawn's soft golden embrace,   

The whistle calls, a lingering trace,   

Steel ribbons twist through valleys wide,   

Where dreams and iron horses glide. 

 

The clatter of wheels on wooden ties,   

Underneath the expanse of endless skies,   

A journey begins on this winding track,   

A dance of the present, no looking back. 

 

Smoke rises high, a ghostly plume,   

Carrying stories through the quiet gloom,   

The land shifts slowly, a painted scene,   

From towns so small to the spaces in between.   

 

Passengers watch with wonder anew,   

As the world unfurls in shades of blue,   

Fields of amber and forests deep,   

While the heart of the train begins to leap. 

 

Through tunnels dark and over bridges grand,   

The rhythm of life, the pulse of the land,   

Each station a chapter, each mile a part,   

Of the timeless tale bound to the heart. 

 

So let the journey be ever known,   

On iron and steel, we're never alone,   

For life is a train that’s destined to roll,   

Through the warmth of the sun and the whispers of 
coal. 

 

 
To My Dear Friend Roger Rassmussen 

Poetess, Emma Leland 

Easter Sunday 1998 

This badge was once worn by Glenn Yarrington.  

He served 4 terms on the Altoona City Council 

and 3 terms as President of the Altoona City 

Council. 
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Saturday, July 31, 1909                                                 Eau Claire Leader Telegram                                     Picture credit (Herb Ruscin) 

Altoona Threatened For A Time By Huge Flames 
 A fire fanned by a strong wind and threatening to devastate the greater portion of the business district 

of the little city Altoona, broke out yesterday morning just shortly before the dinner bell rang, and before the 

flames were gotten under control by the heroic efforts of numerous citizens and with the aid of a fire engine 

from Eau Claire, two buildings had been almost entirely devoured by the fire dragon and several adjoining 

structures suffered to some extent, totaling in all perhaps a loss between $12,000 and $15,000.  

 It was only a few minutes after the first tongues of flames were visible coming from the rear of the 

Frank Kneer saloon building that the whole was enwrapped in huge sheets of devastating flames, and which 

caused the citizens of Altoona to fear lest the path of the flames should be greatly widened by the wind. 

The Outbreak 

 When the fire broke out just a little before mid-day, from causers not known the upper story of the 

building was occupied by Mr. Kneer’s wife and children.  He hurried upstairs and brought them down to a 

place of safety. Perhaps ten minutes elapsed when the flames stretched out and enveloped the adjoining build-

ing; that occupied by Fred Lehman, also a saloon. From there the flames jumped to the adjoining out-buildings 

a barn and two ice houses close by. The whole which was dry from the heat of the summer, burned rapidly. 

Help Comes 

 Immediately after the flames were noticed leaking out from the rear of the Frank Kneer saloon, numer-

Continued on page 14 
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ous citizens came running to the scene. Only a few minutes passed after the fire started when the noon whistle 

shrieked and men—railroaders engineers, firemen, conductors, brakemen, roundhouse employees, yard men, 

and all came home for their dinner.  The fire was espied and all hastened to lend a helping hand in quelling the 

flames, which were fast gaining much headway. Altoona has no regular fire department, so a bucket-brigade 

was soon formed and water was being thrown on the flames coming by way of the volunteer fire-fighters.  

Summons For Help 

 Seeing more danger at hand, Eau Claire was called on for help, and this city soon responded by send-

ing old fire engine, “The W. F. Bailey,” which has seen many such services, to the scene, accompanied by 

thousand feet of hose and two firemen from No. 1 company. 

 The dispatch of the fire engine to Altoona was a record braking incident, perhaps little less than an 

hour elapsing after help as summoned the engine was pumping water upon the flames but too late to save the 

structures so fast did the fames devour the day material.  The engine, a hose and men were taken to Altoona on 

a special made up of the Altoona switch engine and a flat car.  Then engine from Altoona made a lighting trip 

to the city, where the fire engine was gotten aboard and a lighting trip was made back to the scene of the trou-

ble. 

Strong Wind 

 One of the strongest foes of the fire firefighters was the strong wind which was prevailing at the time 

which gave cause for much fear being entertained lest the depot and other railroad buildings which were di-

rectly across the street from the scene of the breaking out of the fire, should also be consumed.  Water was 

played upon these structures and thereby kept free from the flames and heat during the fire. 

Efforts Fail 

  All efforts proved futile in the fight to save the two large structures, which were first enveloped 

in flames.  A little over an hour after the fire started these two buildings were razed to the ground by the fire 

and nothing but a mass of smoldering ruins remained.  

The Losers 

 The building occupied by Frank Kneer as a saloon, was owned by John Walter of this city and the one 

occupied by Fred Lehman was owned by Matt Leinenkugel of Chippewa Falls. These were the only saloons in 

Altoona.  The stocks carried by both saloons, together with all the fixtures were almost a complete  loss. Both 

of the buildings were wooden structures. One of the ice houses which was consumed belong the Matt 

Leinenkugal while the other ice house together with the barn, which burned and several nearby small struc-

tures, was the property of John Walter.  

 The work of the fire-fighters in confining the flames to where they did is commendable.  A Barber-

shop, just next door to one of the burned buildings was save by throwing plenty of water upon it. 

The Origin 

 As was stated the origin of the fire is not definitely known, but it is thought that it started from a pile of 

shingles which were at the rear of the Frank Kneer saloon, as the first flames were seen to coming from that 

direction.  This building was recently being reshingled and the old shingles had been taken to the rear of the 

structure where they were placed in piles.  It is possible that someone dropped a lighted cigar on the piles of 

shingles and started the fire.   

Continued from page 13 
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Mission Statement 

The Society was officially orga-

nized  May 7, 2010 by an act of incorpo-

ration in the State of Wisconsin, given 

its non-profit status by the IRS  in 2016 

as an educational organization exclu-

sively to collect, organize, preserve, pro-

tect, promote,  and present the history of 

Altoona including but not limited to se-

curing documents, photographs, video 

and audio recordings of individuals and 

groups, artifacts and historical buildings 

of interest to current and future citizens 

of Altoona and the surrounding area, 

consistent with and guided by the by-

laws of the State of Wisconsin Historical 

Society. 

Altoona Historical 

Society Beginning 

The current Altoona Historical Society 

Inc. was incorporated in 2010 and re-

ceived IRS non-profit status (501C3) in 

2016. AHSI was founded by  John and 

Amy Thurston, Jack Blackburn, James 

Klingbeil, Mark Hagen, Herb Ruscin, 

John Udler, Mark Quam, and  Roger 

Rasmussen- holding its first meeting 

in  2009.  An earlier historical organiza-

tion was created to celebrate Altoona’s 

Centennial in 1988.  This organization 

ceased to exist soon after the Centennial 

event and all funds created were eventu-

ally transferred to AHSI. 

 

Officers elected at the first annual meet-

ing in 2010 were Mark Quam-President; 

Roger Rasmussen Vice-President; Jack 

Blackburn- Treasurer; and, James Kling-

beil-Secretary. Additional board level po-

sitions were soon created for Historian 

and Parliamentarian .  The initial organi-

zational meetings created a business ad-

dress, banking and mail box information, 

plus protocol and procedures for meet-

ings. The Wisconsin Historical Organiza-

tion provided a liaison connection- this 

person met with the Board and provided 

guidance.  Incorporation papers were filed 

with the State of Wisconsin.  Initial appli-

cation forms were developed for non-

profit status. Both incorporation approval 

and non-profit status approval is in place. 

 

During its infancy AHSI  held infor-

mation meetings for new members, 

speakers for public forums, assistants to 

public school historical events, developed 

several calendars for sale, and sold vari-

ous books/booklets at public events. Fu-

ture events include the above plus inter-

views of individuals identified as having 

important historical information and ex-

perience as Altoona residents.  A continu-

ation of the collection, organization, 

preservation, and presentation of histori-

cal documents, photographs and artifacts 

will serve as the major focus during 2016-

2018. 

We Never Get Derailed 
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Altoona Public Library 

The Altoona Public Library is the place to be this summer! The Summer Reading Program kicked off in early June 

and includes events for all ages – kids, teens, and adults. Events include weekly reading prizes for kids and teens, 

children’s movies, clubs, weekly performers for the whole family, and more. The Kids summer program will wrap 

up with a picnic for readers and their families and the teen program will celebrate with a Teen After Hours Party 

for participants in grades 7-12. 

The Adult Summer Reading Program offerings include Book ‘Em Mystery Book Club summer meet-ups, guest 

authors, Plant Your Summer Pots class, Crafternoon @ the Library and more! This year we’re offering a punch 

card for our adult readers with prizes along the way. Total participation in the summer reading program has ex-

ceeded 1,000 so far! 

Many of the fall programs begin in September with something for all ages. Monthly adult programs include book 

clubs – Book ‘Em Mystery, Food for Thought, and Cookbooks Club, Word Weavers (Writing) Group, craft clubs 

such as Knit & Crochet Club, Crafternoon @ the Library and more. Most adult programs do not require sign up, 

but specifics are posted on the website (https://altoonapubliclibrary.org/adults). Teens are invited to participate in 

monthly Chess Club and Ping Pong Clubs and hang in the special Teen Zone near the young adult collection. 

Monthly children’s programs include Chess Club, LEGO Club, PJ Story Night and others. Sign-up for weekly Tod-

dler Tales and Preschool Story Time sessions begins early September. 

The Friends of Altoona Public Library group is a volunteer group that supports the library in a variety of ways. The 

Friends of the Altoona Public Library (FOAPL) raise and receive funds to help supply books, movies, music, and 

other needs. They also sponsor special programs and events for the people of Altoona and surrounding area. 

They are always looking for new members to join - visit the website for more information and to complete an appli-

cation. https://altoonapubliclibrary.org/friends/  

The library is open Monday – Thursday 9am – 8pm, Friday 9am – 6pm and Saturday 9am – 5pm. There is some-

thing for everyone! From board books to large print, DVDs, video games, and our growing Library of Things col-

lection, you’re sure to find something to fit your needs. Library staff are available to help request items from other 

libraries in the MORE library system if there’s something you can’t find.  

Watch the website and social media accounts for details on upcoming programs. You can also sign up for the 

monthly library newsletter to stay up to date on any library events. The library staff is also happy to answer ques-

tions over the phone. 

Altoona Public Library 

1303 Lynn Avenue 

Altoona, WI 54720 

715-839-5029 

https://altoonapubliclibrary.org/  
Facebook/Instagram: @altoonapl 
 
Scan to sign up for the Altoona Public Library newsletter: 

 

Libraries provide access to knowledge,  

foster a love of learning,  

and offer a space for connection and growth. . 

https://altoonapubliclibrary.org/adults
https://altoonapubliclibrary.org/friends/
https://altoonapubliclibrary.org/
https://www.facebook.com/altoonapl
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=6ed30310094e8d24c4505aff1ac34c6a0ce1e594232e4ebe8f8bedc9dcda69dcJmltdHM9MTc1MDYzNjgwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=2831f9ac-d71a-6015-35b3-ec51d6756193&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9iaWJsaW9saWZlc3R5bGUuY29tL2ltcG9ydGFuY2Utb2YtbGlicmFyaWVzLTEwLXJl
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=6ed30310094e8d24c4505aff1ac34c6a0ce1e594232e4ebe8f8bedc9dcda69dcJmltdHM9MTc1MDYzNjgwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=2831f9ac-d71a-6015-35b3-ec51d6756193&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9iaWJsaW9saWZlc3R5bGUuY29tL2ltcG9ydGFuY2Utb2YtbGlicmFyaWVzLTEwLXJl
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=6ed30310094e8d24c4505aff1ac34c6a0ce1e594232e4ebe8f8bedc9dcda69dcJmltdHM9MTc1MDYzNjgwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=2831f9ac-d71a-6015-35b3-ec51d6756193&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9iaWJsaW9saWZlc3R5bGUuY29tL2ltcG9ydGFuY2Utb2YtbGlicmFyaWVzLTEwLXJl
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AHSI DONATION FORM 
 
Altoona Historical Society, Inc. is a nonprofit 
organization managed by volunteers consisting 
of a Board of Directors and Members.  Your 
donation can help to preserve the history of 
Altoona, Wisconsin.  All donations are tax 
deductible. 
______ Yes, I would like to help preserve the 
history of Altoona, Wisconsin by donating to 
AHSI. 
Name (personal or business)                                
_______________________________________ 
Address ________________________________ 
_______________________________________ 
Phone Number __________________________ 
Check one:  Cell Phone _____  Other _____ 
Email Address 
_______________________________________ 
Donation Amount $ __________ 
AHSI may list your name (personal or business) 
in printed materials and/or on the AHSI website.                                                             
______ Please do NOT list my name (personal or 
business).  I wish to remain anonymous. 
Your address, phone number, email address will 
not be shared with anyone outside of the AHSI 
organization. 
 
Signature: 
_______________________________________ 
Date: __________________________________ 
 

PLEASE MAIL YOUR TAX DEDUCTIBLE 
DONATIONS TO: 
 
ALTOONA HISTORICAL SOCIETY, INC. 
P.O. BOX 1 
ALTOONA, WI  54720 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AHSI MEMBERSHIP FORM 
 
AHSI members will be notified of meetings and 
will be able to participate in discussions and 
decisions regarding AHSI business.  Your input 
will be appreciated.  You will have opportunities 
to volunteer behind the scenes and at public 
events. 
______ Yes, I would like to help preserve the 
history of Altoona, Wisconsin by becoming a 
member of AHSI.  Suggested Donation $10/year. 
Name  
_______________________________________ 
Address________________________________ 
_______________________________________  
Phone Number __________________________  
Check one:  Cell Phone _____ Other _____ 
Email Address 
_______________________________________ 
Membership Donation Amount $ __________ 
I give AHSI permission to release my name 
and/or photos of my involvement with AHSI: 
______ Yes            ______ No 
Your address, phone number, email address will 
not be shared with anyone outside of the AHSI 
organization.  To be more cost efficient, most 
AHSI information will be Emailed to members.   
 
Signature: 
_______________________________________ 
Date: __________________________________ 
 

PLEASE MAIL YOUR TAX DEDUCTIBLE 
MEMBERSHIP DONATION TO: 
 
ALTOONA HISTORICAL SOCIETY, INC. 
P.O. BOX 1 
ALTOONA, WI  54720 
 

"Railroads carve the path of progress, uniting places and possibilities." 


