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Mission: o actively engage and educate
olr community to preserve and
promote local history.

Vision: '[o become a center of
excellence where we build for tomorrow
by understanding the past
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Welcome New Members
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SCHS Memberships
Yearly

Individual - $25
Family - $35
Friends of the Society - $150
Legacy Parther - $300
Lesacy Partner (0] - $500

The Shelby County
Historical Society Celebrates

2016 was another busy and
exciting year for the Shelby County
Historical Society! In December, we
took a moment to celebrate the
people that help make the Society so
successful. Above is Director Tilda
Phlipot and “Volunteer of the Year”
winner, Jane Jones. The Society had
nearly 700 volunteers throughout the
year. Jane has been a Society
volunteer for 10 years, and she has
always been a valuable asset! Her
willingness to take on any task
without hesitation, and sometimes at
a moment’s notice, has earned her
this award.

To the right is Society board
member Rich Wallace and the
“Historian of the Year” recipient,
Phil Abbott. Phil’s research efforts
place him in the footsteps of previous “Historian” recipients Barbara

Adams and Betty Bevans.

g ATTENTION: :
% Yearly Membership Meeting will be held %
s :

3

Tuesday, January 17, 2017, at 6:30 at the Ross Center
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Shelby County Historical Society

ﬂi m m m Tactical Sollilltlzgns Firearms
Presents

Shelby County

HISNTOFEIC AL SExCIRTY

The St. Valentine’s Day Massacre
Display and Presentation

A rare chance to see the two infamous Tommy Guns used in the St.
Valentine’s Day Massacre and hear the story behind them.
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RAFFLE:

When: Saturday, January 14, 2017

Where: Sidney American Legion

1265 4th Ave, Sidney, OH
Times: 10:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m.

Tactical Solutions will
be conducting a raffle
for an actual auto
ordnance Tommy Gun

Admission: Donations accepted at the door will benefit

the Sidney American Legion and
the Shelby County Historical Society.

Thank you to our sponsors:
The Sidney American Legion and
The Sidney Holiday Inn Express

<hank yo

The Morrows’ “Out of the Past”
hidden clues:

Christmas Greetings - The Shelby County
Historical Society looks forward to 2017
Sidney 29th - Howel Brother Farms weren’t
around back then.

Clues were found by:
Roger Lentz

) The clue will be found ONLY in the
“Out of the Past” section.

VOLUNTEERS
November Volunteer Info:
30 Volunteers
217 Hours

Volunteer gift certificate winners for
November:
Dianne Wooddell
Bob Shoffner
Congratulations! Thank you to all our
volunteers! We depend on you! In
November, 1,908 people participated in
SCHS programs.
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PHomage to Gene Pheeler

By Rich Wallace

Author’s note.

There was nothing that noteworthy about the obituary. The man who had passed was 99 years old and
less than a month shy of reaching the century mark. Certainly all his friends and most of the family from his era
had long been gone. He had never served in public office, owned a business, made much money or worked
locally other than as a custodian in a couple local churches. The uninformed reader was justified in thinking
the family might just inter the remains and dispense with any funeral service.

However, this was not just any man. Sidney First United Methodist opened the church early on
December 10, 2016. The friends and family of Gene Wheeler streamed in. Black and white, young and old, rich
and poor- close to 200 in all. The crowd included a pastor who had traveled from Georgia to help eulogize the
deceased.

Gene Wheeler was as fine a man as I have ever met. He loved the Lord and everyone who ever crossed
his path. Society today spurns the qualities which made him great in his own right: humility, honesty, kindness
and faithfulness. He left a legacy which embodied those traits.

I wrote an article for the Sidney Daily News in 2008 when America had just elected its first black
President. I read it again after Gene’s passing. I offer it to our SCHS readers in 2016 as a tribute to Gene

Wheeler.

He sat watching the television. He stared
at the screen, mesmerized by the unfolding events.
Was it a movie or a reality TV show? President
elect Barack Obama was completing his whistle
stop tour of the eastern United States and arriving
in Washington D. C. for the inauguration
ceremony in a couple of days. A black person as
president of America?

County resident Gene Wheeler looked up
from his chair and shook his head, smiling. “It
never crossed my mind that a black man would be
president one day. I just never imagined it.”

Mr. Wheeler, an African American, talked
about the incredible change he had witnessed in
his lifetime. He was born in 1916, and grew up in
a small town in rural northern Georgia. Lafayette,
Georgia, is 21 miles from the Chickamauga
battlefield in southern Tennessee. It was on that
field Schulze’s Battery of Shelby County achieved
its fame in 1863 and where hundreds of other local
men fought and some died.

Life was so different in 1916, especially in
the south. Gene Wheeler was the oldest of eleven
children, and the only son. His father, Web
Wheeler, was the first Wheeler to be born a free
man. Web made the most of his opportunity. He
had just a fourth grade education, but knew how to
work. Web labored in a saw mill and then got a
job as a “steam maker” in the Lafayette Cotton
Mills. Gene Wheeler’s mother Mamie washed
clothes for white residents in town.

“My dad had a very important position at
the mills,” Gene Wheeler recalled. “The entire
mill ran on steam, and he had to ensure the boiler
never stopped. He worked seven days a week.”
Black workers labored in the steam room and the
coal plant. White employees operated the cotton
gins and other machines.

Although the Wheelers resided in town in
their own home, the rest of the company
employees lived in company-supplied housing. It
was a typical, turn of the century company town.
The October 14, 1920, edition of the Mill News
trumpeted the features of the Lafayette Cotton
Mills town. “Each family is allowed to keep a
cow and a pig, and have barns located in a pasture
adjacent to the village. The pasture is equipped
with an automatic drinking trough, which is
absolutely free and is for the use of the people of
the Lafayette Cotton Mills.”

Gene Wheeler took his first job in the
mills when he was 17. He attended school only
into the 8" grade, so further education was not an
option, nor was it even available for a young
black man during that time. It was 1933. “I was
fortunate to get that job, it being the Great
Depression and all,” he remembered. “My dad
was well respected and he paved the way for me.”

The work week in the mills was well-
known and accepted. “We worked six days a
week, twelve hours a day. There was no overtime
pay until later when President Roosevelt got



involved.” Gene was paid eleven cents an hour
and was glad to get it. “I remember I was there a
while, and they gave us a three cent an hour raise.
Then our bosses said that was a mistake, and they
took a penny away, so we made thirteen cents an
hour.”

The plant had no electricity. The steam
boiler ran a giant belt which operated the hundreds
of gins, mills and other machines. The
gins removed the burrs and other
impurities from the cotton in the
threshing room. Bales weighing about
500 pounds were formed and sent to the
weave room, where cloth was made.
The vast majority of the 400 employees
were white and worked in these areas.

Black workers were consigned to
the coal yard or scrubber area and the
steam room. Gene never thought it was
a problem. “We were just blessed to "
have a job and accepted the separation of | & " %
black and white as a fact of life.” |

Gene Wheeler moved north in 1940 and
ended up in Cleveland. He worked for the
Aluminum Company of America in an aluminum
smelting operation. He vividly remembered the

work. “It was really something. Molten metal ran
like a river of water.” He worked a 60 hour week,
but again-no complaints. He was grateful for the
job.

Mr. Wheeler’s brother in law
convinced him to move to Sidney
about 40 years ago. “I loved to hunt,
and he urged me to move so we could
Jdo that. I’ve been very happy here
{ever since.” He worked as an auto
mechanic and then drove a bus for the
Sidney City Schools for over 20
- |years. He topped off a long work
.| career by serving as custodian of the
| Sidney First United Methodist church
Sl for 20 years.
' \:ﬁ Gene and his wife Louise had two
| daughters (Pat Wheeler and Monnie

That separation, accepted as the

|Wi11iamson). Their love for young

way things were, was the thread that
worked its way through the entire fabric of life in
southern America in those years.  Separate
restrooms for blacks and whites at the mills and in
town, as offensive as it now seems, was just how it
was.

Such was also the case with restaurants.
“We went in to town to eat on the weekends. We
always entered the restaurant through the back
door and ate in a back room,” Mr. Wheeler
recalled. “White people only came in the front
door, but to be honest, that never bothered me. 1
just accepted my status. Besides, all my white
friends would leave their families and join us to
eat in the back.”

Young Gene Wheeler cherished sports but
found the invisible wall of separation on the field
as well. His first love was baseball. Lafayette had
a town team in the sport, but it was for whites
only. No problem. “It was fine. We all practiced
together, we just couldn’t play on the same field as
a team during the game,” he said, smiling as he
recalled those days. “The black players were
good, make no mistake about that. We had
pitchers who could throw a curve ball around and
into a five gallon bucket.”

people compelled them to adopt two
other children. Sidney High School sports star
Tommy Foster played foot ball at a West Virginia
college. ~ The oldest son, Jeff Wheeler, has
followed in his father’s footsteps. He and wife
Debbie raise three foster children.

The number of friends he has cannot be
measured. Scott Schulze was just a kid when he
first met Gene. Schulze is effusive in his praise.
“Gene gave me work when I was young and
needed it. I never saw him upset at anyone.
Honesty and sincerity are his hallmarks. Outside
of my father, he is the finest person I ever met.”

The memories of his youth flowed through
Gene Wheeler’s mind as he sat watching the
weekend festivities surrounding the Obama
inauguration. Mr. Wheeler has lived through a
remarkable period of American history.

NBC News commentator Chris Mathews
remarked, concerning the upcoming inaugural of a
black president, “We live in a country of
wonders.” Most Americans share that opinion, but
it has special meaning for 92 year old Gene
Wheeler. “My entire life, including my childhood
in Georgia, has been a wonderful blessing to me.
Color was never an issue. It is an honor for all of
us to be Americans.”
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Highlighting artifacts donated to the Shelby County Historical Society.

Notary Public Certificate from the State of Ohio

With the presidential inauguration just around the corner in Janu-
ary, it brings to mind a recent donation that contains local ties to one of
America’s past presidents, William McKinley, Jr. Before William
McKinley became the 25th President of the United States of America,
however, he was the 39th Governor for the State of Ohio. The document
featured on the right measures an impressive 14 inches wide by 17
inches long and just happens to be a certificate signed on December 18,
1893, by McKinley while he was still governor of Ohio. However, the
real mystery behind this document isn’t in who signed it, but instead to
whom it was presented. By the authority invested in William McKinley
by the State of Ohio, William M. Van Fossen was given his certification
to become a Notary Public for Shelby County for the duration of three
years in accordance with this certificate.

Set. William M. Van Fossen

William Martin Van Fossen was born on Christmas Eve, in 1833 to Levi and Rebecca Van Fossen in
Butler County, Ohio. In 1837, his family moved to Port Jefferson in Shelby County where they built the third
house in the village. William spent most of his youth working on a farm, never having a chance to receive a
formal education, and at the age of 21 he could barely recite the alphabet or even write his own name. In 1849, he
moved with his father to California during the gold rush, arriving in the spring of 1850. However, for some
reason they both decided to leave that fall and return home via the Nicaragua Route, where William separated
from his father at Lake Nicaragua and spent the next three months working on a schooner. He then sailed back to
San Francisco, where he enlisted as a filibuster (a person engaging in unauthorized warfare against another
country) under General Walker and was captured on the way down to Central America. He was then released at
Acapulco and traveled by land to San Francisco where he was hired as a cabin boy for a ship heading to
Australia, and again as a steward on a steamship traveling to Rio de Janeiro. From 1852 to 1859, he worked in the
mines, at which point in time he also learned how to read and write. In 1859, after 10 years away from home, he
returned to Shelby County and married Miss Sallie (Sarah) Stewart, then once again he was off for California,
only this time with his new wife in tow. However, they were only there for about a year before William Van
Fossen returning to settle down again in Sidney, Ohio.

Once more he would be fated to leave home, only this time as an enlisted man for the 99th O.V.I. during
the Civil War in 1862. Van Fossen served for three years, and fought in every battle in which his regiment
participated, despite being wounded in battle at Nashville, Tennessee. By the time he mustered out, he had
obtained the rank of sergeant, and was entrusted with keeping the flag for the 99th O.V.I. Sgt. Van Fossen lived
the rest of his life in Sidney, where he was a member of the Methodist Church and a charter member of the GAR
Neal Post in Shelby County. As a participant in the festivities for the laying of the cornerstone at the Monumental
Building on June 24, 1875, he veiled the cornerstone with the same battle-worn flag of the 99th O.V.I. he had
been entrusted with ten years prior saying: “Done in the memory of the fallen heroes of Shelby County, in the
state of Ohio and town of Sidney, June 24th, in the year of our Lord 1875.” William Van Fossen became a Notary
Public from at least 1893-1899, and is listed in the 1900 census as a Pension Attorney. However, according to his
obituary he was unable to perform much hard labor due to a disability caused from his injuries during the Civil
War. Sgt. William Van Fossen succumbed to a heart attack on Feb. 6, 1906 at the age of 74 and is buried in
Graceland Cemetery.
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SIDNEY DAILY NEWS
1942-75 Years Ago
Compiled by Anne Morrow

ANNA (3r9)-A change of major importance took place in
the business life of Anna over the year end when the
Wentz Brothers garage, formerly owned and managed by
F.A. and E. J. Wentz, was sold to the four sons of F. A.
Wentz, Lloyd, William, Harold and Russell Wentz. Both
garages, the Chevrolet sales and service garage on Main
Street and the Sohio gas station and garage on the Dixie
were involved in the deal. It has been announced that no
major change in policy or management will take place
except in the credit department, where budget plans will be
offered at a later date for car repairing where major
overhaul jobs are involved.

SIDNEY (19%)-Mrs. Wilbur Piper Jr., a bride of New
Yeat’s eve, was the former Miss Mary Louise Ward,
attractive daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Daniel Ward, of 622
Linden avenue. The bridegroom is the son of Mr. and Mrs.
Wilbur J. Piper, 375 Highland avenue. He is a sergeant in
the United States army, and has received his orders to
report back for duty this week, at Fort Harrison by Friday.
He completed a year’s service at Camp Shelby, Miss., and
was discharged during the fall. The young couple repeated
their vows during a pretty ceremony officiated over by Dr.
Dallas L. Browning, of First Methodist church.

SIDNEY (20t%h)-All applications for tires and tubes in
Sidney should be left at the office of Milton Bennett, 120
2 North Main avenue, according to the announcement
released Tuesday by the tire rationing board. This decision
was reached at a meeting held Monday evening at which
time the many details placing considerable responsibility on
the members were considered. However, before making
this application the applicant must have his tires inspected
by one of the authorized tire inspectors, who have the
necessaty application blanks. The name of Forest Metzgar,
corner of Main avenue and Court street, was added to the
official list of tire inspectors Tuesday morning...Members
of the Rotary club enjoyed a series of motion picture in
color furnished through the courtesy of the Standard Oil
company of Ohio as program for the regular meeting
Monday noon in the Hotel Wagner.

SIDNEY (215T)-The Jolly Five club enjoyed their meeting
in the home of Mrs. James Hinka Tuesday afternoon, the
members spending the hours sewing for the Red Cross.
Delicious refreshments were served later. Mrs. Henry
Miller, Mrs. Guy Fieri, and Mrs. Chatles Plieman were
guests. The club will meet in two weeks with Mrs. Ed
Bland....Mr. and Mrs. Inc., of the First Methodist church,
will meet at 6:30 o’clock Thursday evening at the church.
Dr. Eugene Crimm will be the speaker for the program
which is to be in charge of Mr. and Mrs. Robert Kinney.

SHELBY COUNTY DEMOCRAT
JAN-1917-100 Years Ago
Compiled by Dean Mortrow

FT. LORAMIE (5t%)-Hello friends! We are very glad to
see you all well and beginning the year 1917 as good as or
better than you left the year 1916. Success to all of
youl..The stockholders of the Minster and Ft. Loramie
Railway Company will hold a meeting at Minster next
Monday, January 8 to transact the business of electing
officers for the ensuing year...Ben Vogelsang is making a
bumper crop of ice this week. The ice is all the way to 12
inches thick and clear as glass. Sounds chilly now but
won’t those ice cakes look fine next summer.

SIDNEY-About 4 o’clock this morning as Merchant
Policeman Shinn was making his rounds through the alley
between the DeWeese and Thedieck building on the north
side of the square, he discovered a fire in the ash pile next
to the DeWeese building. A lot of paper was burning and
threatened the building. He extinguished the blaze before
it did any damage...George M. Bird received Friday from
Henry Harkness, of North Yakima, Washington, a box
containing twenty four apples that are certainly beauties.
They are Arkansas Black, Yellow Newton’s, Honey Crisp
and Rome Beauties. Mr. Harkness was for many yeats a
resident of this city. He owns an apple ranch at North
Yakima and says 8000 car loads were shipped from that
city this fall.

HARDIN (19t%)-The Republicans and the Threshing club
gave an oyster supper Saturday evening to the Democrats
in the club. The result of a wager over the election of
President Wilson. It was at the home of I. H. Wilson. A
very enjoyable evening was spent.

KETTLERSVILLE (26%)-Some of the near relatives and
friends of Ben Harlamert called on him Sunday afternoon
to remind him of the fact that he had reached another
milestone in his life. The afternoon was enjoyed by all in
spite of the inclement weather.

BRUSH-The Evangelistic meeting which were in progress
at Charity Chapel closed last Sunday night on account of
the inclement weather. Next Sunday there will be services
at Brush both morning and evening...The open meeting of
the Grange will be held at Ballou on Friday evening instead
of all day as was reported in last week’s news.

MAPLEWOOD-Maplewood Reformed church, Rev. J. C.
Paul, pastor, services Sunday as follows: Sunday school at
9:30 AM Morning worship at 10:30 AM. Sermon subject.
“The Exalted Privileges of the Christian”. Mid-winter
communion will be observed at this service and reception
of members. Evening worship at 7PM, subject of sermon,
“Christ a Necessity to our Well Being”. A cordial
Welcome to all services.
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Legacy Partnership 1-Year Individual & Business $300 1-Year Business 101+ Employees $500

Air Handling Equipment, Inc. Mr. & Mrs. Thomas Given
Lisa Alvetro, DDS, MSD, Inc. Jack & Kathleen Haslup
Anonymous Helman Brothers Body Shop
Anonymous Michael & Jane Jones

Steve & Peg Baker Paul & Linda Keller

Drew & Debbie Barber Lacal Equipment, Inc

Walt & Carol Bennett Lochard, Inc.

Oscar & Charlotte Buschman Fund Dean & Linda Long
Continental Express, Inc. Douglas Millhoff

David & Linda DeVelvis Minster Bank

Dorothy Love Retirement Community John & Marilyn Minton
Eikenberry Retirement Planning Bill & Lisa Ragon

Elsass, Wallace, Evans, Schnelle & Co., LPA. Ron & Nita’s

William & Karen Feth Dave Ross

Ferguson Construction Ruese Insurance Agency, Inc
Freshway Foods Mr. & Mrs. Robert Sargeant
Barbara Blake Geuy Mr. & Mrs. Thomas Shoemaker
Mindy Geuy Sidney Body Carstar

Matt & Julie Gilardi Sidney Electric Company

Sidney Manufacturing Company
Slagle Mechanical Contractors
Mr. & Mrs. Eric Smith

Darrell & Faye Spangler

Spot Restaurant

Sturm Construction, Inc.

The UPS Store

US Bank

Rich & Susan Wallace

Helen Blake Wildermuth

Greg & Priscilla Wilt

Amy Zorn

Moving? Please let us know your new address if
you plan to move. We don’t want to lose track of
you, and we don’t want you to miss an issue of
Historical Highlights. The Post Office will not
forward your newsletter to you, and we will be

charged for its return.




