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Willernie: A Village Built by the People for the People
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By Kyle M. Swenson

eople began settling in the Wildwood area as early as the 1870s; however the village got its real start in 1914
when it was platted. The original name, Wildwood, was changed to Willernie due to another Wildwood already
being registered in the State of Minnesota. As the area took shape there were a variety of factors that have
shaped the Willernie people know
today: the small village of cottages
along winding roads, giving it the
very fitting nickname, “Tangletown.”
Transportation innovations, tourism,
architectural decisions and political
independence have all contributed to
Willernie’s present appeal.
At the turn of the last century
modern transportation was surpassing simple horse and carriage. Rail
lines linked Willernie to Stillwater
and the Twin Cities. Bridges were
being built and streetcars were gaining popularity. The development of
Streetcar Loading Platform
Willernie was linked to these new
modes of transportation. The Minneapolis and St. Paul Suburban Railroad Company reached the area in 1892.
By 1898 Twin City Rapid Transit Company had begun street car service routes and St. Paul and White Bear
Railroad put in an electric trolley line from St. Paul to the Mahtomedi area. Wildwood Amusement Park began
in earnest the same year. By 1904 there was a branch line around the southside of White Bear Lake and in 1905
the Stillwater route was extended to Bayport. The combination of streetcar and railroad routes made transportation even more integrated and helped make Wildwood a popular destination. Additionally, these new modes of
transportation helped establish Willernie as a place to live, first attracting summer residents and eventually year
around residents. Over time the village added paved streets, sidewalks, street lighting and police protection.
Municipal water, sewer and gas were added in the 1960s. Such improvements modernized the village while
preserving the village’s classic features.
Tourism is the closest Willernie has come to having an industry. Over the years, Willernie has kept its
resort-era heritage alive with few changes to its landscape. By 1917 Willernie was a thriving summer resort for
cottages. Because of its close proximity to White Bear Lake and the popular Wildwood Amusement Park, Willernie was a hot travel spot for summer fun. Advertisements lured summer tourists from all over. People from
St. Paul took trains and streetcars to relax and enjoy delightful White Bear Lake. By 1910 a streetcar ride from
Wildwood to St. Paul took forty minutes and lasted about 12 miles; fares were 15 cents. Wildwood also became
Willernie continued on page 2
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“The Front” in Willernie has been the business district of the community since its beginnings

a site for early businesses like The Piccadilly restaurant, the Glazer Bakery, Cusick’s general store and Dick’s
Inn. As demands grew, more businesses populated the main
street (Stillwater Road,) earning itself the nickname, “The
Front.” Wildwood Park was directly across Main Street
where there was dining, live music and dancing at the Pavilion. Behind “The Front” small footpaths and bridges led to
the summer cottages. On the south side of the village people
enjoyed swimming, boating, canoeing and ice skating on
Lake Washington.
According to city records and press sources Willernie was built to resemble an English Manor. In Mahtomedi

Willernie street names

Memories former Mayor Louis Millner recounts
that “two surveyors laid out the town on the lines
of an Old English country Manor” and former
Postmaster Bob Ingham describes Willernie as an
“exact duplicate of a homesick Englishman’s old
home town.” There were newspaper ads pricing
the sum of 5 lots for $5 a piece. In 1914 when the
Wildwood Manor Improvement Association and a
Willernie is known for its narrow, winding streets
real estate company auctioned off open
								
lots, townspeople were involved in shaping the
appearance of their community. Townspeople cut down trees, removed stumps and helped lay out the roadways
to their summer homes. Consistent with English Manor village styles the streets were made narrow, cottages
were small and built near each other. By the 1930s business slowed down, the Wildwood Amusement Park
Willernie continued on page 3
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closed, prohibition was in
effect, depression-era cabins were common and Ma
Barker’s gang lived untouched
in Willernie. Many of the 200
some homes in Willernie today
were depression-era cabins or
summer resort cottages.
Willernie’s history of political independence and strong
community involvement has
kept the English manor, resort
town spirit alive. Metropolitan Council forecasts that in
Willernie Flood – 1941
2010 the village of Willernie
accounts for approximately 82 acres and 590 residents of Washington County. The Willernie community has
changed since becoming independent in 1947 and opting out of the early 1960s Lincoln Township annexation.
Despite the changes, the village has maintained control over its city ordinances and tax levies. In a 2001 White
Bear Press article, Willernie resident Claudette Munson remembers when people voted against the annexation.
She contributes the preservation
of the village’s classic appeal
to its political independence
and politically-involved community members. Munson goes
on to say “it’s (Willernie) kind
of stuck in time. It was laid out
to look like an English Village.
The streets are narrow and they
go nowhere and everywhere.
People like it that way.” Munson’s words echo the spirit of
earlier times; a village built by
the people for the people.

Willernie Hall – 2012

Editor ’s Note: Kyle M. Swenson is a graduate of Hamline University
with a degree in History
and a 2011 summer intern at the WBLAHS.
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Volunteer
Spotlight

Lynn Bartol stepped up to fill
the increased demand and put her
teacher skills to work entertaining
toddlers and young school-agers
with holiday themed stories under
the tree at the Fillebrown House.
Thanks Lynn for helping to keep
this holiday tradition alive!

D

ue to popular demand the
annual Children’s Story Time at
the Fillebrown House over the
holidays was increased to two
offerings in December. Volunteer

We would not be able to provide
many of our programs, resources
and events without our numerous
volunteers who make things happen. Whether it is giving tours at
the House, sorting
papers at the Resource Library or
answering questions for visitors,
we rely heavily on the help of
our volunteers.
Thank you to all
of you – new and
continuing!

Proudly Serving

T

he White Bear Lake Area
Historical Society is proud
to serve the following communities:
•Birchwood
•Dellwood
•Mahtomedi
•White Bear Lake
•White Bear Township

If you have a story,
pictures, or any
information that you
would like to share,
please contact Sara at
651-407-5327

From the Director’s Desk...

T

he colder, quieter months of winter are our time to regroup, reorganize and try to catch up
on all of those tasks and assignments that haven’t gotten the attention they deserve during the
busier seasons. As the first quarter of 2012 barrels on you may notice a few changes including
more photos being uploaded to our searchable online database, the addition of the White Bear
Town Board minutes to resources section of the website-the culmination of a two year project
with White Bear Township, and an overall refreshed layout of both our online presence and our quarterly newsletter, The Lake Area Preserver.
We have also been physically reorganizing our space at the depot as well
as working behind the scenes to update the tour experience at the
Fillebrown House this summer season. In fact, we have created a
“Garage Sale Corner” on our Facebook page that offers up items that still
have life in them, but we no longer need or are duplicated at the WBLAHS.
Recent offerings include items such as office chairs that required too much
space in our tight quarters!

Facebook.com/
whitebearhistory

This time of year is also when the new programs, projects and events really start to take shape. The board
identifies the priorities for the upcoming year and plans start to take shape. Stay tuned for more updates as we
continue to capture, preserve and share the stories, images and objects of our past and present for the future!

Opportunities to Support Your Local Historical Society

D

o you like what the WBLAHS does? Now is your chance to make a difference and support the efforts of
your local historical society. The WBLAHS is a private 501c3 non-profit and does not receive direct operating support from government sources or tax dollars. We rely on membership dues and donations either directly
or through our fundraising efforts as our main source of income throughout the year. The WBLAHS is Minnesota’s most active local historical society and we accomplish it all with one paid staff member and group of
dedicated volunteers who believe in our mission.
Please consider supporting the WBLAHS today!

Become an Annual Member

Memberships start as low as $20 per year for individuals and increase
based on your generosity. Benefits of membership include our quarterly
newsletter, The Lake Area Preserver, discounted admission to WBLAHS
events such as the Quarterly Scrapbooking Crops and the Annual Historic
House Tour. To learn more about membership visit
whitebearhistory.org/membership or call 651-407-5327.

Sponsorship Opportunities

Opportunities abound to tie your business to a quality product or event
created by the WBLAHS.
· Sponsor a batch of 100 calendars to distribute to your clients with your
company logo and information prominently displayed for as little at $350.
Orders being processed now!
· Sponsor a home on the Historic House Tour on September 30th or be
a supporting sponsor of the whole event. Openings are being filled now.
Contact Sara at 651-407-5327 or sara@whitebearhistory.org for more
information.

Our Biggest Fundraising Event of the Year!

Learning from Our
Past,
Preserving for Our
Future.

Mission
Statement of the
White Bear Lake
Area Historical
Society

T

he White Bear Lake Area
Historical Society connects the
community to its past, fostering an
understanding and
appreciation for our history.

Connecting Our Community to Its Past Fundraising Breakfast
Thursday, May 3rd 7:30-8:30am at the White Bear Country Inn
We fulfill our mission by….
Please join us for an engaging, one-hour event that focuses on the mission

Gathering and maintaining
and impact of the White Bear Lake Area Historical Society on the five
historical information
communities we serve – Birchwood, Dellwood, Mahtomedi, White Bear
and artifacts.
Lake and White Bear Township. Our goal for this event is to raise funds
We are safe keepers of
to support the level of professional collections, preservation and interpreour heritage.
tation that a community like ours deserves. The event is free to attend.

Educating the community
Each guest will have the opportunity to make a tax-deductible contribution.
about our history.
We are the community		
To register call Sara Hanson at 651-407-5327
storytellers.
or email Sara@whitebearhistory.org

Encouraging personal and
Registrations kindly requested by April 26, 2012
community responsibility
Donation in memory of
Donation in memory of
for preserving our 		
June Jantzen Osmundsen
Virginia Lindbeck
physical links to the past.
From Cathy Iverson
From Thomas and Arlene Zwickel
We are advocates for 		
		
Thank you!
historical preservation.

Recent Donations

Proprietor
of the Past

Ad reprinted from the
February 11, 1971 issue of The White Bear
Press. The Broken
Arrow Ranch was
located where Otter Lake Elementary
School is today.

WBLAHS 2012
Board of
Directors
Tracey Montgomery,
President
Jo Emerson, Past President
Jenni Corbett,
Secretary
Shana Karle, Treasurer
Scott Freeberg,
Birchwood Liaison
Christy Gutt,
Education Liaison
Keith Hisdahl,
Community Liaison
Jan Holtz, At-Large
Chris Johnson, At-Large
Shana Karle, At-Large
Lin Lindbeck,
Fillebrown House, Out-house
Bill Matschke,
Asst. Fillebrown House,
Out-house
Tom Rice, At-Large
Gloria Tessier, In-house
Meg Todd,
Membership & Promotion

The Historical Society has been
the recipient of several wonderful donations to our collections
recently, including:
♦ Super 8 and 8mm film projector
and supplies
donated by Jack Smith
Donations accepted for the White
Bear Lake Area Historical Society’s
collections must pertain to the area
surrounding White Bear Lake and
meet other requirements. For more
information on what those requirements are, please contact Sara at
651-407-5327. Without donations
like these the collections and resources of the White Bear Lake
Area Historical Society would not
grow. They are greatly appreciated!

A Special Thank You To Our
Hometown Business Members
Proud of Our
History
Proud of Our
Community
HomeTown
Business

Auto Glass Express
Edina Realty, White Bear Lake
Fashion Eyes
Frazer Automotive
Frontrunner
Hisdahl, Inc.
Hoffman Corner Heating & Air
Conditioning
Ingredients Café
Judy King Estate Sales
Just Two Bikes
Kathy Madore, Edina Realty

Knutsen Auto
Lisa Madore, Edina Realty
Manitou Station
Mueller Lake Mortuary
Parkway Painting Company
Porterfolio, Inc.
Sunbear Salon & Spa
Town Life Magazine
Ursula’s Wine Bar & Café
Washington Square Grill
White Bear Country Inn/Rudy’s
Red Eye Grill
White Bear Eye Clinic
Organizations:
Lakeshore Players
VFW Post 1782
White Bear Lake Lion’s Club
For information on how your
business can be a WBLAHS
Hometown Business Member
please contact Sara
at 651-407-5327

Calendar of Events

For more details on these events and more visit whitebearhistory.org or call 651-407-5327.
The Home Front: A Small Town During World War II*
Monday
th
6-7pm at the Ramsey County Library-White Bear Lake Branch
March 26
Local author Peter R. Reis will share photos and anecdotes recalling life in the White Bear
area during the war years including rationing, the impact on local businesses and community
organizations.
Monday
April 23rd

Where Exactly Was Wildwood Amusement Park?*
6-7pm at the Ramsey County Library-White Bear Lake Branch
Wildwood Park boomed on the southwest shore of White Bear Lake during the first part of the
twentieth century. Join us as we set the scene with images and stories from the park’s heyday.
You can almost feel the streetcars rattling along the tracks!

Thursday
May 3rd

Connecting Our Community to Its Past Fundraising Breakfast
7:30-8:30am at the White Bear Country Inn, 4940 Highway 61 North
Please join us for an engaging, one-hour event that focuses on the mission and impact of the
White Bear Lake Area Historical Society on the five communities we serve – Birchwood,
Dellwood, Mahtomedi, White Bear Lake and White Bear Township. Our goal for this event is
to raise funds to support the level of professional collections, preservation and interpretation
that a community like ours deserves. The event is free to attend. Each guest will have the opportunity to make a tax-deductible contribution.
To register call Sara Hanson at 651-407-5327 or email Sara@whitebearhistory.org
Registrations kindly requested by April 26, 2012.

Saturday
May 19th

Scrapbooking Quarterly Crop
10am-10pm at the White Bear Armory, 2228 Fourth Street.
Enjoy a FUN day of scrapbooking with friends, new and old. Other crafts are welcome, too!
Close proximity to downtown White Bear Lake allows for fun shopping breaks or walks by
the lake.
Cost: $30 members/$35 nonmembers – includes morning coffee and donuts, lunch, dinner,
snacks, door prizes; and more! All proceeds benefit the White Bear Lake Area Historical Society and our ongoing efforts to preserve the stories of our community.
T
Pre-register
online at http://www.whitebearhistory.org/scrapbooking.html or send your check
to: WBLAHS, PO Box 10543, White Bear Lake, MN 55110 or call 651-407-5327. Visa/Mastercard/Discover are welcome.

Monday
May 21st

White Bear and the Civil War*
6-7pm at the Ramsey County Library-White Bear Lake Branch
The “War Between the State” was felt across our young country and the White Bear area was
no exception. Hear the tales of several veterans from our area and learn about our soldiers’
monument on Clark Avenue.

*FREE event but donations are welcome. This project was funded in part or in whole with money from the vote
of the people of Minnesota on November 4, 2008 which dedicated funding to preserve Minnesota’s art and cultural heritage. Presented by the White Bear Lake Area Historical Society. 651-407-5327, www.whitebearhistor.org.
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