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“I thought I knew Wisconsin . . . but I didn’t know this Wisconsin! From Buddy Holly’s bus trouble to the marital mysteries of Jefferson Davis—yep, that Jefferson Davis—Michael Bie has done a fine job of showing that we here in Wisconsin can weird it up with the best of ’em.”

— Michael Perry, author of Population: 485 and The Clodhopper Monologues
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INTRODUCTION

There’s a scenic road hugging the banks of the historic Fox River as it winds its way south of Green Bay. If not for the road’s odd name, Lost Dauphin, one of the longtime mysteries of Wisconsin might be largely forgotten. How did the story of the “Lost Dauphin,” the young prince of King Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette who supposedly was smuggled into exile following the French Revolution, make its way from the Bastille to Brown County? Did the prince, heir to the throne of France, really live in a cabin overlooking the Fox River? There was compelling evidence to suggest the man claiming royal blood was an impostor, yet he was the subject of books and articles and feted among the high society of his time. For more than 150 years it was generally believed Eleazor Williams was a fake, a poser. But we weren’t quite certain. It was in this slight and seductive window of possibility that Eleazor Williams lived and excelled in his day, fabricating a mystery that long outlived him. The truth did not surface until 2000.

The case of Joe Davis, a Menominee Indian from northeast Wisconsin who fought against the South in the Civil War, also focuses on the question of true identity. To the Menominee people, there is no mystery about Joe Davis—it’s a matter of tribal record. Perhaps the larger mystery concerns how the birth of Joe Davis may have turned the accepted history of two substantial American figures on its head.

Sure, Wisconsin is best known for dairy products, fermented malt beverages, sausages, and a certain pro football team (things best enjoyed at the same time, incidentally). There’s no myth or mystery in that. Looking for the best cheese in the world? We got it. But beyond the rolling farm fields and scenic lakes, the vast northern forests and working class cities, you’ll find no shortage of intrigue, of stories cast in shadows and various shades of gray.

It was deep in the North Woods that rock-and-roll pioneer Buddy Holly suffered the brunt of a Wisconsin winter, leading to a fateful decision days later. From Marinette came a simple working man who commanded the world’s stage in the fall of 1986—a man who has struggled under the weight of the myth surrounding him ever since.

In Milwaukee, Wisconsin’s “Beer Town,” surveillance and undercover work shed some light on the shadowy world of mob boss Frank Balistrieri, yet he escaped prosecution from the Feds’ most serious charge: that he was the most dangerous man in Milwaukee, responsible for the violent deaths of at least a half-dozen people, as well as for arson and bombings against those who defied him.

In La Crosse, the leafy college town resting below the bluffs along the Mississippi River valley, the problems associated with the longstanding tradition of that river city spawned an unprecedented wave of panic just a few years ago. Another scenic location, Waupaca, best known today for its chain of lakes, for decades was a town in turmoil, suffering “a horrid dread” resulting from the brutal death of the town banker. The ring of suspects who ultimately were acquitted for the crime included several prominent citizens of the day. It’s a mystery that will linger for the ages, fraught with theories about what happened that frightful night.

The facts and fictions of Captain Dan Seavey’s life are so intermingled at this point in time that it’s hard to discern the truth. We do know this: Scale down the tall tales and Seavey looms large. He was the only man charged with piracy on the Great Lakes; that alone deserves a place of standing.

Joe Simonton was best known for playing Santa Claus in Eagle River’s holiday parade until he became the center of Wisconsin’s most famous story about close encounters with aliens. The work of backwoods miracle healer John Till generated legions of devoted followers in the early 1900s for reasons that remain fuzzy at best. Byron Kilbourn was a founding father of Milwaukee and a player in the state’s constitutional convention, a big man and a big shot who wasn’t above stooping to new lows in an age “fogged with political trickery and legislative chicanery.”

Two Wisconsin women claimed visits from the Virgin Mary. One case brought all the rebuke the local Catholic diocese could muster, while the other was decreed “worthy of belief” more than a century later.

Chief among Badger State intrigues is the fate of Leo Burt, one of the four radicals responsible for the bombing of the University of Wisconsin Madison’s Sterling Hall in 1970 that killed a young physicist, landing Burt on the FBI’s Most Wanted list. After exhausting every possible lead to his whereabouts across the span of the past forty years, authorities can only conclude that Leo Burt remains certifiably, unquestionably, inexplicably missing. Leo Burt sightings are among the many pastimes in Wisconsin, and, who knows, it could very well be him standing there. Look beyond the bucolic farm fields and placid lakes and you’ll find a state with a compelling history of myths and mysteries.




CHAPTER 1

Holy(?) Apparitions

On the arduous four-mile walk to a grist mill near her family’s homestead, a sack of wheat balanced on her head, Adele Brise noticed a woman standing between two trees in the remote frontier of northeast Wisconsin. The October landscape, having just lost its brilliant autumn colors, was beginning to assume shades of brown and gray, making the appearance of the strange woman all the more unsettling—she was dressed in a brilliant white dress. Brise stopped in fear at the sight of the woman, who slowly vanished, leaving only a mist in her wake.

The twenty-seven-year-old Brise shared the story with her parents when she returned home that day.

The following Sunday on her walk to church, accompanied by two others, Brise again froze at the sight of the woman in the same location. “There’s that lady again,” she said, noticeably shaken. Her companions saw nothing.

Brise related her experience to Father William Verhoef after Mass that day. If it were a heavenly messenger, he counseled, it would not harm her and she should ask what the woman desired of her. Another member of the congregation agreed to walk with Adele and the two others on the eleven-mile journey back to the Brise homestead.
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Brise gravesite, Champion, Wisconsin (“Brise” misspelled on marker)

As they approached the spot between the two trees, Adele fell to her knees, trembling.

“In God’s name, who are you and what do you want of me?”

The others watched in silence for a moment.

“Adele, who is it?” asked one of the women.

“Why can’t we see her as you do?” asked another.

Adele began weeping.

“What more can I do, dear lady?” she asked.

Another moment passed.

“But how shall I teach them when I know so little myself?” she wondered aloud.

Adele Brise was born into a Catholic family in the Belgian province of Brabant in 1831. One of four children to Lambert and Marie Brise, young Adele reportedly made a promise to enter a Belgian religious order in her homeland. As fate should have it, the Brise family was among the wave of Belgian immigrants drawn to northeast Wisconsin for the abundance of forest land in the 1850s, an area home to what became the largest concentration of Belgian immigrants in the nation. For four years Adele accepted the rigors of pioneer life while never abandoning her religious aspirations.

It was 1859 when Brise experienced the apparitions of the Virgin Mary. The Catholic Church defines an apparition as an appearance of Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, or one of the saints. An appearance may include a message for the person who sees the apparition. There are only twelve Church-approved sightings. The most well-known apparitions of the Virgin Mary are Our Lady of Guadalupe, Mexico, in the year 1531; Lourdes, France in 1858; and Fatima, Portugal in 1917. The Church has dismissed countless other claims of apparitions.

Today Wisconsin is home to one of the rare sanctioned sightings—and one of the more sensational unsanctioned sightings.

On October 9, 1859, moments after Adele Brise recovered from the vision, she explained to her companions what she had seen: It was the Blessed Virgin, clothed in white, with a yellow sash around her waist, the dress falling to her feet in graceful folds, a crown of stars encircling her head, and long, golden, wavy hair to her shoulders. A light shone around her. She was indescribably beautiful.

When Brise saw the third apparition on her way home from Mass that Sunday afternoon, she did what the priest had instructed.

“In God’s name, who are you and what do you want of me?”

“I am the Queen of Heaven, who prays for the conversion of sinners, and I wish you to do the same. You received Holy Communion this morning, and that is well, but you must do more. Make a general confession, and offer Communion for the conversion of sinners. If they do not convert and do penance, my Son will be obliged to punish them.”

When the others asked Brise who she saw and why they couldn’t see, the apparition responded to Brise, “Blessed are they who believe without seeing.”

“What more can I do, dear Lady?” Brise asked.

“Gather the children in this wild country and teach them what they should know for salvation.”

“But how shall I teach them when I know so little myself?” Brise responded.

“Teach them their catechism, how to sign themselves with the sign of the Cross, and how to approach the sacraments. That is what I wish you to do. Go and fear nothing. I will help you.”

According to Brise, Mary lifted her hands as though giving a blessing and slowly vanished.

Not surprisingly, reactions were mixed when the news spread about Adele Brise’s visions of the Virgin Mary. Her father constructed a small chapel at the spot of the vision. Others considered her to be delusional. Members of the Catholic hierarchy were skeptical. Brise embarked on a lifelong mission to catechize children living in the region as instructed, she believed, crisscrossing the region at a time when there was a dearth of priests. The work required laborious travel through rugged and unsettled terrain, and in all manner of weather. She established a Catholic school and a community of Franciscan nuns next to the chapel.

A steady stream of pilgrims—and charlatans—made their way to the site near Champion, Wisconsin, in southern Door County. The Church grew increasingly unhappy, at one point placing an interdict on the chapel and the school and threatening Brise with excommunication, though she had nothing to do with the unsavory activities occurring there. With every challenge from her church, Brise’s sincerity, zeal, and steadfast teaching of the children of the frontier redeemed her in the eyes of the authorities.

The year 1871 was notable in northeast Wisconsin for the drought experienced throughout the summer and fall. On October 8 fire struck the community of Peshtigo on the west shore of Green Bay, claiming 2,500 lives in what remains the worst wildfire in the nation’s history. The conflagration created its own atmosphere, resulting in a hurricane that carried fire thirty miles east over the bay to ignite parts of southern Door County. As the holocaust struck near Champion, Brise and others nearby fled to the chapel for protection. After the fire burned itself out, the morning light revealed the entire area was destroyed except for five acres surrounding the shrine.

Brise died in 1896. Her last words, said to her Franciscan sisters, were, “I rejoiced in what was said to me. We shall go into the house of the Lord.” She was buried near the shrine where she experienced the apparitions thirty-seven years earlier. The place quietly served as a destination for pilgrims over the years, often unknown even to residents living in the area.

Maybe the low-key atmosphere associated with the Champion shrine can be attributed to its overshadowing by the sensational modern-day claim of Marian apparitions reported in central Wisconsin.

Mary Ann Van Hoof, a slight, plainspoken farmwife who resided with her husband and seven children near Necedah, awoke one night in the fall of 1949 with a feeling that somebody was in her room. According to Van Hoof, standing before her was the Virgin Mary, wearing a cream-colored dress with a light blue cloak adorned with stars on the trim. A thin veil covered the figure’s head and Van Hoof said she could see that Mary was a blonde. Frightened, Van Hoof pulled the sheets over her head.

Months later, on the evening of Good Friday, 1950, Van Hoof noticed that the crucifix on her wall was glowing. A voice said, “I will come again when the grass is green and the leaves are on the trees, but not in this room.”

Van Hoof said it was the most beautiful voice she had ever heard.

On May 28, with the fields and trees in full bloom, Van Hoof stepped to the door of her farmhouse to call the kids to dinner when she saw a flash of light.

“I looked up and out through the door and saw a blue mist behind some trees, then the vision became the figure of our Mother. She was so radiant and beautiful an artist couldn’t paint her to justice.”

The apparition instructed her to build a shrine. Obediently, Van Hoof erected a statue of the Virgin Mary in the middle of the four ash trees. Word spread that this was another Fatima (the Portuguese town made famous for the Marian appearances reported in 1917) and soon, aided by something not available in Adele Brise’s time—modern media—members of clergy, believers, and the simply curious began flocking to the shrine.

The Holy Mother’s message, as relayed through Van Hoof, was simple: “Pray, pray, pray, pray hard.”

The Catholic Diocese of La Crosse sent representatives to speak with Van Hoof and concluded the claims were “spurious and highly questionable,” the product of Van Hoof’s “unstable emotionalism and misguided zeal.” Bishop John Treacy prohibited religious services at the site.

Undaunted, Van Hoof announced that another appearance would take place August 15 on the Catholic holy day known as the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Van Hoof was now generating headlines near and far. More than 175,000 copies of a pamphlet written by believers were circulated throughout the country. Anticipation mounted through the hot summer of 1950.

Bishop Treacy did his best to stem the inexorable tide of people heading to Necedah. Van Hoof’s claims were extremely doubtful in nature, he reiterated. “Stay at home and pray the rosary there.”

By the morning of August 15, four vast farm fields were filled with more than fifteen thousand vehicles bearing license plates from at least thirty-eight states. The roadways were choked with visitors. Hundreds of buses had been chartered. Special trains rolled into Necedah every twenty minutes.

Just before noon, Van Hoof, her husband, children, and mother walked from the house and knelt at the shrine.

“An impressive hush fell over the throng,” reported the Necedah Republican. The crowd was estimated at one hundred thousand. “There was literally not a human sound.”

Van Hoof prayed for ten minutes, then addressed the crowd, repeating what she claimed she had just been told by the Blessed Virgin: “All religions must work together, not in jealousy and hatred, but in love. Love thy neighbor.” Overcome with emotion, Van Hoof retreated to her farmhouse, a delegation from the La Crosse diocese following her inside for an interview.

Another “vision day” was held in October. The crowd was significantly smaller, but thousands still came. This gathering was a bit more dramatic. As Van Hoof held her crucifix aloft, the sun broke through the clouds, causing a stir in the crowd.

Van Hoof continued for decades to come, allegedly suffering from stigmata and seeing miniature angels and saints in trees and sitting on fence posts. Her messages became increasingly bizarre. She urged followers to enlist for a spaceship captained by an ancient man named Alex who would take followers into the center of the Earth after the Apocalypse. She claimed thirty thousand priests were spies for the Soviet Union. Not surprisingly, the Church drew a hard line, declaring, “All claims regarding supernatural revelations and visions made by Mrs. Van Hoof are false. Furthermore, all public and private religious worship connected with these false claims is prohibited.” In the 1970s the La Crosse diocese excommunicated anyone associating with the shrine.

Van Hoof died in 1984. A small group of followers carried on. “It is well known that there’s a certain survivalist mentality with regard to the shrine,” said a diocese spokesman in 1998. “I think there are certain elements that are cultic in nature.”

An occasional visitor can still be seen praying at the shrine, but the days when tens of thousands of people made their way to Necedah are long gone, faded like the weather-beaten statues dotting the property.

Van Hoof’s shrine lies in stark contrast to the shrine established by Adele Brise, where the bishops in the Green Bay diocese became supportive and the annual masses conducted on the holy day of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary drew modest crowds. No bishop in the Green Bay diocese, however, had taken the steps to make an official declaration of the Champion site. In 2009 Bishop David Ricken initiated a formal investigation conducted by three church experts. At the heart of the probe were concerns if there was enough evidence to support a judgment in favor of the supernatural character of the events. According to one of the experts, a lack of hard information did “not invalidate the overall impression of coherence between event and consequences, personality of the seer and commitment to the mission received, the comparability between this event and similar recognized apparitions, and challenges of the historical context and responses given.”

The Church’s decision to sanction Brise’s vision came in December 2010, which put the shrine on the map. It was with “moral certainty,” the bishop’s decree stated, “that the events, apparitions, and locutions given to Adele Brise in October of 1859 do exhibit the substance of supernatural character, and I do hereby approve these apparitions as worthy of belief (although not obligatory) by the Christian faithful.”

It was the first Church-validated apparition in the United States. While no one can actually prove a supernatural occurrence, it was noted, other factors are considered such as the subsequent spiritual benefits in the lives of people and of the character of the seer. Once again, just as it was in her day, the work of Adele Brise was the most compelling evidence. “She went all over this area,” Bishop Ricken said, “and visited the homes that were scattered far and wide. She walked most of the time, and she’d spend several days with the children teaching them the catechism and talking with the parents about their faith. She really had an evangelistic spirit and lived that out, not just immediately after the message, but her whole life long.”

Ricken also noted “countless stories of answered prayers,” including “what many call miracles,” among those who had prayed for help at the shrine.

The decree resulted in a flood of media attention and people making the pilgrimage to northeast Wisconsin. The number of visitors grew tenfold, with as many as eight hundred people a day visiting the site today.

“The turnout has been incredible,” said Bishop Ricken. “It’s been a wonderful gift to the diocese. So many people are coming, and there are all kinds of reports of answered prayers and healings continuing.”

For the faithful, the only mystery is whether the modest shrine in Champion will become the next Lourdes.





CHAPTER 2

Waukaukaummahaut: Son of the Southern President

The curious tale of Joe Davis’s life starts at its end. When Davis died in 1933, purportedly at the age of ninety-five, the lifelong resident of northeast Wisconsin, Civil War veteran, and Menominee Indian was appropriately memorialized—albeit with a discrepancy about which day he died (the correct day was Wednesday)—by the local newspaper, the Shawano Leader. Titled “Last Veteran of Civil War Dies Monday,” the obituary read:


Joe J. Davis, the last Civil War veteran of the Menominee tribe, died in the morning of Wednesday, April 5, at his home in Keshena. He was 95 years old, having been born in 1838, and was one of the oldest residents of the reservation.

He is survived by a son, Paul, and several grandchildren. His second wife preceded him in death several months ago, and a relative of hers has been acting as a housekeeper for him. For some time the old man has been very feeble, and about a year ago he became partially blind. He has always been somewhat hard of hearing.

The death of this aged Indian brings forth a host of recollections on the part of those who have lived in this region for many years and are acquainted with its picturesque history. He not only was the witness of many important historical events and the transition of this country from a wilderness, but he had the unique distinction of being the son of Jefferson Davis, the father of the Confederacy. This fact, while being known by several
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