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The Waushara Historical Museum stands as a bastion of history, preserving the rich tapestry of the region's past. Yet, beneath its veneer of antiquity lies a realm of spectral intrigue, where whispers of the past echo through the corridors and shadows dance in the flickering lamplight. Tales of ghostly apparitions and unexplained phenomena have woven themselves into the fabric of the museum's lore, captivating visitors and staff alike.

Some recount encounters with spectral figures wandering the halls, their ethereal forms fading into the darkness as quickly as they appear. Others speak of inexplicable cold spots and eerie sensations that permeate certain rooms, leaving an unsettling chill in their wake. The museum's artifacts, each with their own story to tell, seem to harbor a residual energy that resonates with the spirits of bygone eras.

Among the most infamous tales is that of a phantom lady, said to wander the museum's Victorian parlor, her mournful cries echoing through the night. Legend has it that she is the ghost of a young woman tragically lost to a forbidden love affair, forever trapped in a liminal state between worlds.

Despite the skepticism of some, the real spirits of the Waushara Historical Museum continue to intrigue and mystify those who dare to delve into its haunted history. Whether manifestations of lingering memories or echoes of unfinished business, these spectral presences serve as a reminder that the past is never truly laid to rest.
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A Brief History of Wautoma, Wisconsin

Wautoma, Wisconsin, has a nice history dating back to the mid-19th century. Originally inhabited by various Native American Tribes, the area was later settled by European immigrants, predominantly of German and Polish Decent. Wautoma was officially established in 1852 and quickly grew as a logging and farming community due to its fertile soil and abundant timber resources.

The town’s economy diversified over time, with the arrival of industries such as dairy farming, cheese production, and tourism, attracted by the area’s natural beauty and recreational opportunities. 

Today, Wautoma maintains its small-town charm while embracing modern developments and continuing to celebrate its colonial heritage.

In the late 1800’s Wautoma experienced significant growth with the construction of railroads, which facilitated transportation of goods and people. The town became a hub for agriculture, particularly dairy farming, and the dairy industry remains a prominent part of the local economy to this day.

During the 20th century, Wautoma continued to evolve, adapting to changes in agriculture and industry. The town also became a popular destination for outdoor enthusiasts, drawn to its numerous lakes, forests, and recreational opportunities such as fishing, hunting, and camping.

In terms of culture and community, Wautoma has preserved its heritage through events like Waushara County Fair and various festivals celebrating its agricultural roots. The town’s historic downtown area still boasts its charming buildings and shops, reflecting its past while also embracing modern amenities.

Back in the early 1900s, Wautoma and Waushara County were kind of like the Wild West, bank robberies, jail breaks, and vigilante justice were very common. In fact, one newspaper referred to the swampy area just north of Wautoma in 1928 as the “Bad Lands” because that is where most of the criminals would hide out. Also, many bank robbers would use the railroad just north of town to escape.

Wautoma has a bit of a dark history. There has been a lot of bloodshed on this ground. Just between the lakes to the east of town, in 1683, there was a battle between 400 Fox (Outagamie) Indians and 1000 Iroquois Indians, there were at least 200 casualties. Around the 1850’s, it was no longer only the Indians causing bloodshed between each other. “White Men” came to take their land, and once the Indians were too few to be a threat they fought other white settlers in land feuds.

Overall, Wautoma’s history is one of resilience, adaptation, and community spirit, making it unique and a cherished part of Wisconsin heritage.
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Welcome to the Waushara Historical     

Society & Museum

The Waushara Historical Society & Museum, located at 221 S. Saint Marie St. In Wautoma, Wisconsin, is dedicated to preserving, and sharing the history of Waushara County.  Founded in 1962, the Society operates several historic sites and museums, including the Waushara Historical Museum housed in the former county jail, which dates to 1859. The museum featuring exhibits on various aspects of local history, including early settlers, Native American Heritage, agriculture, industry and more.

The society also maintains the Pleasant Lake Schoolhouse Museum, a restored one-room schoolhouse built in 1873, which provides visitors with a glimpse into rural education in the late 19th and early 20th century.

Additionally, the society hosts events, educational programs, and community outreach activities to engage residents and visitors in learning about Waushara County’s past.

Through its efforts. The Waushara Historical Society plays a vital role in providing the heritage of the region and fostering appreciation for its cultural and historical significance.

Overall, the Waushara Historical Society serves as a valuable resource for preserving and sharing the stories of the people, places, and events that have shaped the county’s history over the years.
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The History of the Old Jail and Building

The Waushara Historical Museum, which was built in 1908 in Gregorian Rival style architecture. It was originally the Waushara County Jail and home to the sheriff. As of today, is the only building in the city of Wautoma on the Historical Register.

[image: A brick building with a corner

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Photo Curtesy of Ann Wilkie

The Waushara County Historical Society building stands as a testament to the rich heritage of its community, its walls steeped in the stories of generations past. Originally constructed in the late 19th century, the building served as a hub of activity for the burgeoning town, hosting social gatherings, civic meetings, and cultural events.
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Over the years, the building witnessed the ebb and flow of history, weathering the storms of change while remaining a steadfast symbol of community pride. In the early 20th century, it was repurposed as the headquarters of the Waushara County Historical Society, tasked with preserving and celebrating the region's storied past.

Since then, the building has become a beloved fixture of the community, welcoming visitors from near and far to explore its treasures and delve into the annals of Waushara County's history. Its halls are lined with artifacts, photographs, and documents that tell the story of the area's pioneers, settlers, and trailblazers, offering a glimpse into the lives and legacies of those who came before.

Today, the Waushara County Historical Society building stands as more than just a museum; it is a living testament to the resilience and spirit of its community, a place where the past is honored, preserved, and celebrated for generations to come.

As the years passed, the Waushara County Historical Society building underwent renovations and expansions, evolving to meet the changing needs of its community. Its architecture reflects the various eras it has witnessed, from its Victorian roots to its modern-day facade, each layer adding to its character and charm.
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Throughout its history, the building has also played a role in local folklore, with tales of ghostly apparitions and unexplained phenomena adding to its mystique. Visitors have reported eerie experiences, from unexplained footsteps echoing in empty corridors to shadowy figures glimpsed out of the corner of the eye.
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Despite these spectral whispers, the Waushara County Historical Society building remains a beacon of historical preservation and community pride. Its archives are a treasure trove of knowledge, offering researchers and history enthusiasts alike a wealth of resources to explore.

Today, the building continues to serve as a vital center for community engagement, hosting events, exhibits, and educational programs that celebrate the rich tapestry of Waushara County's past. As it enters its next chapter, the Waushara County Historical Society building stands as a living testament to the enduring legacy of its community and the power of history to inspire and unite us all.
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Ed Gein, the infamous serial killer and grave robber, was briefly housed at the Waushara County Jail in Wautoma, Wisconsin, following his arrest in 1957. Gein's crimes, which included the murder of two women and the desecration of numerous graves, shocked the nation and garnered widespread media attention.

After his arrest by authorities from neighboring counties, including the Waushara County Sheriff's Office, Ed Gein was taken into custody and held at the Waushara County Jail while awaiting trial. During his time at the jail, Gein became the subject of intense public fascination, with curious onlookers and journalists flocking to Wautoma to catch a glimpse of the notorious killer.

However, Gein's stay at the Waushara County Jail was relatively brief. In November 1957, he was transferred to the Central State Hospital for the Criminally Insane in Waupun, Wisconsin, where he underwent psychiatric evaluation and treatment. He was later found guilty but criminally insane for the murder of Bernice Worden and spent the remainder of his life confined to mental institutions.

While Ed Gein's time at the Waushara County Jail was short-lived, his case remains one of the most infamous in American criminal history, leaving an indelible mark on the small town of Wautoma and the surrounding community.
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Ed Gein outside the Waushara County Jail

During World War II, several German soldiers who were captured by Allied forces were held as prisoners of war (POWs) in various locations across the United States, including the Waushara County Jail in Wautoma, Wisconsin. The Waushara County Jail was among many facilities across the country that were utilized to detain POWs during the war.
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