CHIPPEWA COUNTY POOR FARM GRAVESTONES RESTORED

Mary Ann Hill was buried in 1901. Over 100 years later she and the 261 others buried beside her had become all but forgotten.

The cemetery that she is buried in had become overgrown with trees and shrubs; the gravestones hadn’t been maintained, and most people had forgotten it even existed.

“Only about 25 (gravestones) were visible,” said Mike Winscher, the groundskeeper for the Wissota Health and Regional Vent Center.

Winscher stumbled upon the cemetery in May. He was mowing the lawn in an area behind the center and St. Joseph’s Hospital, and he kept running into headstones with the mower.

Once he figured out what he was hitting, he decided to find out more about the cemetery. He obtained a list of the gravesites from the Chippewa County Historical Society.

He discovered 262 people had been buried at the site from 1901 to 1965.

The cemetery was used to bury those who had been housed in a county Poor Farm through 1901 and the Chippewa County Insane Asylum (also known as the Chippewa County Hospital) and County Home thereafter.

After those discoveries, Winscher decided to find a way to preserve the cemetery.

Meanwhile the Chippewa County Historical Society had been considering making the site a historical marker.

“People like Mike ... were interested in learning more about the cemetery,” said Jim Schuh of the Historical Society. “We had a relative from one of the deceased, someone who is buried here, (who) wanted to put up some sort of a marker.”

In May, Winscher contacted the Historical Society, which began looking at what had to be done to create a marker and restore the cemetery.

“If we’re going to put a marker up to show people where the cemetery is, it should be more presentable,” Schuh said.

The cemetery is being restored this week with help from many community organizations, and much of the labor is being put in by local inmates.

A 14-man crew from the Chippewa Valley Correctional Treatment Facility in Chippewa Falls started work Tuesday and will continue through Thursday to reset the stones.

The inmates are volunteers in a community service program sponsored by the correctional facility, which allows certain inmates the opportunity to get out and do volunteer work after being screened by a sergeant.

The Historical Society was eligible for the free work as it is a non-profit organization. It was approved for the work last week, and crews started Tuesday.

“Luckily all the pieces came together pretty quickly,” Schuh said.

The Historical Society was happy to be able to schedule the work so quickly as it wanted to get the work done before winter.

By Tuesday afternoon, most of the trees and shrubs had been removed, and the inmates were working to reset all the headstones.

“They’ve done a huge amount of work,” Schuh said.

The crew received a breakfast from St. Joseph’s and lunch from Sokup’s Market. The hospital also supplied an extra worker and heavy machinery.

The project received a helping hand from Harvey’s Tree Service, which pulled a stump free of charge, and Forest Hill Cemetery provided hand tools and some advice on resetting the stones.

The Chippewa County Genealogical Society has also worked with the project, hoping people will be able to locate any relatives who are buried at the site.

“I think some people come out here looking for their relatives,” Schuh said.

The historical marker is still in the works, but when it is erected, it will be the 50th historical marker for the society.

Schuh said the society is excited to mark its 50th site.

“It’s a milestone,” he said. “Fifty markers is quite a big deal.”

For Winscher, a big deal will be when the cemetery project is done.

He has vowed to continue to maintain the cemetery, so the deceased, like Mary Ann Hill, will not be forgotten.
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