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The Sheboygan County Historical Research Center is located at 518 Water Street in Sheboygan Falls.   
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Phone: 920-467-4667                    E-mail: research@schrc.org             Website: schrc.org 

      
      
Atty. Peter R. Mayer has spent years restoring the historic Nels Gunderson home on 
the northeast corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and Sixth Street in Sheboygan. 
 
The fascinating history of this home was almost lost, since it was not included in the 
list of eligible properties of the 2002 City of Sheboygan, Wisconsin: Architectural 
and Historical Intensive Survey Report and had been proposed for demolition.  Alt-
hough the story had been forgotten, the connection to the shipping and lumber in-
dustries and the elements of Norwegian Dragestil architecture have piqued the inter-
est of those who have heard it. 
 
Peter was able to confirm, through the Wright’s directory of Sheboygan Co. and the 
Pott’s Directory of the City and County of Sheboygan, that Nels Gunderson (a/k/a 
Nicholas Gunderson and N.A. Gunderson) and his immediate family occupied and 
later owned the residence at 502 N. 6th Street commencing in 1889 and continuing 
until 1973.  Nels Gunderson is identified variously in the city directories as a sailor, 
lake captain, and steamboat captain.  Additional research has confirmed that 
Captain Nels Gunderson was captain or  
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part owner of the Susie Chipman, Alice Gill, Lilly E. (a/k/a Louisa McDonald and later 
the first clubhouse of the South Shore Yacht Club), Sardinia, and the tug Peter Reiss.   
 
Since the home had only two owners after Captain Nels and Sophie Gunderson and their 
daughter Mabel Gunderson, the layout of the home is still relatively consistent with the 
time that Captain Nels Gunderson lived in it.   
 
Many of the features remain, including the three chimneys (two for heating the rooms 
with stoves and the north chimney for the kitchen).  The front porch depicted in the 
1891 Groh Bros. photos from the courthouse cupola has been restored, and the restora-
tion of the side porch facing Pennsylvania Avenue is almost completed.  The original 
porch corner brackets and corbels were in the distinctive Norwegian Dragestil design, 
instead of the more common Victorian or Queen Anne styles.   
 
In the interior of the home, the original cherry bannister is similar to the bannister in the 
Historic Nobel House Museum in Fish Creek, Wisconsin, of the same age.  The oral 
history of the house includes the story that the large lilac tree on the north side of the 
house was planted by Sophie Gunderson.  Also, both the oral history and location indi-
cates that Captain Nels Gunderson wanted to reside at this location since his family 
could see his ships approaching the Sheboygan harbor entrance and it was close to and 
immediately up the hill from where he docked his various ships.   
 
Captain Nels Gunderson was part of a large family of Sheboygan ship captains who 
were a crucial part of Late 19th Century Sheboygan industry.  Captain Nels’ father 
James, was an ocean sailor who came to Sheboygan from Norway in 1854 or 1855, 
when there was a great need for sailors and ship captains.  James six sons, Gustav, Mar-
tin, Nels, Fred, Louis, and Theodore, were all Great Lakes ship captains.  Some also 
owned schooners and fishing tugs.  James Gunderson’s brother Andrew was also a 
Great Lakes ship captain who lived in Sheboygan. 
 
Although Peter has restored much of the exterior already, there is still some exterior and 
much interior work to complete the restoration of the home.  The first floor is being 
used as the office of Mayer Law Firm and a small apartment will eventually be added 
on the second floor.  When the restoration is completed, the Captain Nels Gunderson 
home will also be available for public viewing and tours on the history of Sheboygan 
shipping during the 19th Century.   
 
Peter will also be exhibiting photographs of approximately 25 of the ships captained by 
Nels Gunderson and his family from the Great Lakes Maritime Collection with the gen-
erous permission of the C. Patrick Labadie Collection/Thunder Bay National Marine 
Sanctuary, Alpena, MI. 
 
The story of this home and the Norwegian ship captains of the Gunderson family pro-
vides the historical connection between the forests of the north, the sawmills and furni-
ture factories of Sheboygan, and the urban consumers in Milwaukee and Chicago to the 
south and tells an important story of Sheboygan’s history. 
 

Wish List — Paper towels  
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LET’S DEVELOP  
OUR CENTER 

 
Steven K. Rogstad 

Director of Development 
 
      A development manager of 
a non-profit organization is 
primarily responsible for creat-
ing, administering, and imple-
menting the organization’s 
long-term development plan.  
 
     Very often this plan empha-
sizes fundraising, and includes 

the following types of activities:  
1) Develop and execute the organization’s annual cam-
paign. 
2) Secure financial support from individuals, foundations, 
and corporations 
3) Manage the implementation of donor software and over-
see staff responsible for data entry and gift processing 
4) Develop and maintain ongoing relationships with major 
donors 
5) Creating and executing a strategy for a large sustained 
base of annual individual donors 
6) Developing and tracking proposals and reports for all 
foundation and corporate fundraising 
7) Overseeing organization of special events 
 
     However, as I have said in earlier messages, develop-
ment involves far more activities than simply raising mon-
ey. Very often it also oversees the organization and imple-
mentation of special events. I am very excited about two 
upcoming events we have scheduled for this August and 
September, and hope you will give serious thought to at-
tending them. In fact, I am going to do my level-best to per-
suade you that they are the most educational and entertain-
ing events that are taking place in Sheboygan County this 
summer and early fall! 
 
The Historical Symposium.  
     The Center is hosting a 2-day history conference on 
Thursday, August 16, and Friday, August 17. Numerous 
historians and scholars will be educating and entertaining 
attendees on a wide range of subjects that are associated 
with the theme of history and travel in Wisconsin. Detailed 
information about the symposium and the individual 
presentations is included in this issue. This is the first of 
what we hope will be several annual symposiums the Cen-
ter will be hosting going forward. If you attend this event 
and enjoy the topics, I am confident you will want to jump 
into your vehicle and tour these wonderful sites for your-
selves.  
     Some of the best vacations I ever took included visits to 
sites where history was made. Sometimes it was a place 
where significant history took place – like Gettysburg or 
Bunker Hill; other times it was just a plot of ground where 
a rock, a bronze tablet, monument, or statue now stands.   
But history of some kind was made there. They are places 

that still have relevance. They are places that still need to 
be visited and remembered. They are places that merit med-
itation and rumination. They are places that still matter. 
That is what these eight scholars will be motivating the 
attendees to do: to visit the sites and ponder their signifi-
cance as places where Wisconsin history was made, and as 
windows into who we are as a people, as a state, and as a 
nation.  

  “The Lincoln Seminar on Wheels” Bus Trip 
     This 4-day motor coach bus trip is being planned for 
people to experience the greater Springfield, Illinois, Mon-
day-Thursday, September 17-20. I will be coming along as 
the “traveling Lincoln historian,” to provide insights and 
mini-lectures about what we will be seeing. For the past six 
years in October, I have been teaching my Lincoln Seminar 
for the Center. Many of the same individuals return every 
year for another dose of Lincoln; a few of the women who 
attend the Lincoln Seminar are now calling themselves my 
“Lincoln Girls;” several have asked me if I would lead a 
bus trip to Springfield.  
     Well, now I am doing it! Come on, girls, let’s hit the 
road! 
     We will be visiting many of the main sites, including the 
fabulous Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library & Muse-
um, Old State Capitol, current Illinois State Capitol, Lin-
coln Home, First Presbyterian Church, New Salem village, 
the grave of Ann Rutledge, and Lincoln’s Tomb. There will 
be a few other surprises, too, but I am unwilling to tell you 
what they are until you are on the bus and we are traveling 
down the highway.  
     More details about the tour and accommodations are 
included in the newsletter. Let me say that I did this tour 
for Wisconsin Public Radio several years ago, and we end-
ed with 100 people on 2 buses! I think it would be awe-
some if the Center could equal or top that number! Again, 
please consider coming along.  
     If you love history, or have always dreamed of going to 
Springfield, or have not yet been to the fantastic Abraham 
Lincoln Presidential Library & Museum (considered by 
many scholars to be the best presidential museum in the 
country!), or have been inspired to learn more about the 
great Lincoln, this trip is for you! 
    Look at it this way: You will get your money’s worth the 
first day – the rest of the trip will be free! 

Sponsoring Memberships 
     Have you sponsored a new member as part of the 2018 Annu-
al Campaign? 
 
     If every SCHRC member sponsored a new member for one 
year at the $40.00 level, the Center would raise $34,000! Im-
agine what new programs and projects could be realized with 
just that one small effort.  
 
     Please help the Center during this annual campaign by bring-
ing in one new member. 
 
     Please feel free to contact me with your ideas, suggestions, 
and recommendations for enhancing our fundraising efforts. You 

can contact me at 920-467-4667, or email me at  
steverogstad@schrc.org. 

mailto:steverogstad@schrc.org
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SHEBOYGAN FALLS, WI 53085 

Ice Cream Social 
Thursday, June 21, 2018 

1:00pm to 3:00pm 
SCHRC parking lot 

 

Calling all volunteers, board members, friends,  
neighbors and researchers.  

 
Join us for an afternoon of ice cream and fun as we say  

thanks   
for your work.  

 
Meet other volunteers and people  

who mean so much to the Research Center.  
 

No charge, no reservations 
 
 


