
 

 

Education, from start to finish by Keith M. Heim 

Alumni returning now to Dawson would find many things about their hometown that have changed over the 
years. Time has not been kind to the town nor to the surrounding community which nourished its businesses. 
What was a thriving town in the mid-1930s now has lost more than half of its citizens, and only one business, 
a garage and body shop, is located within the town limits. The protestant church closed a few years ago.  

 The Dawson public school on “back street” still stands. It was 
considered a marvel and drew widespread attention when it was 
constructed almost a century ago, but it was closed in 2004. Where 
children played hopscotch and skipped rope on its sidewalks, grass 
and weeds now try to hide the cracks that grow wider each year. Its 
playgrounds now are deserted. Its halls and classrooms, where thou-
sands of students prepared for life’s lessons, are now silent. No one 
knows what has happened to the school bell. 
 In its sorrowful condition, there is yet something of pride about 
the old building. It stands as a monument to the community’s long-
standing commitment to the cause of education. Its history is a story 
of sacrifice, determination, and triumph. 
 In 1862, not long after the first settlers arrived in the area, the first 
school, a log cabin not more than fifteen feet square, was opened on 
the Rothenburger farm just west of town. Soon, several other one-
room schools were built in the area. The first Dawson school district 
was organized in 1877, and classes began to meet the same year in 
the IOOF hall, the first public building to be erected in Dawson. On Sun-
days, church was held on the lower floor. Weekdays, classes met there.  

 
Dawson School, 1889 

 In 1880, a rather imposing two-story frame building accommo-
dating a large number of both grade and high school students was 
erected. There were only three teachers. The first class graduated 
from the high school in 1891. Members of the class were Jonas 
Heim, Bryan Riley, Elvin Barlow, Mary Heim (Stratton), Charlie 
Allen, and Dan J. Riley. It is not known how many grades comprised 
the school. It seems likely that for a number of years the school 
consisted of only ten grades. At some point an eleventh grade was 

added, the class of 1915 being the last to graduate from the eleventh 
grade. The following September, a twelfth grade was added, and 
some of those who received their diplomas in the spring returned for 
another year, as did several from the class of 1914. 

 
Dawson Public School, 1902-1925 

 In December of 1901, the original school building burned to the 
ground, and a new, brick building costing $4,000 was built the 
following year on the same site. It was expected that the new build-
ing would be adequate for many years to come. 
 In 1920, the school district was consolidated with all of districts 3, 
43, 44, and 95 as well as parts of districts 35 and 92. Mount Hope, 
Grand Avenue, and District 45, and perhaps others, continued to 
operate their schools independently. The Honey Creek community 
six miles south of town had organized and built a new building in 
1921 for grade and high school students. Joseph G. Heim, who 
served on the Dawson school board for many years, was instru-
mental in effecting the consolidation, which increased the enrollment 
of the school considerably. The problem of overcrowding had 
become acute. (continued on page 3) 
 

MARK YOUR CALENDAR 
The annual Penn Colony picnic, held consecutively since 1922, 
will be held Saturday, August 3 and Sunday, August 4 at the 
community museum and Henry Heim house just northwest of 
Dawson. The catered dinner will be served at noon on Sunday. 
Watch for details in the summer newsletter, but mark your 
calendar now with a big smiley face. We look forward to seeing you! 
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President’s Letter 
Hopefully by the time you receive this letter, we will be 
enjoying some warmer weather. This last winter in Nebraska 
has been brutal and spring brought more issues with snow, 
rain and major flooding. The pioneering spirit of the Penn 
Colony descendants is carrying us through. 
 Construction on Phase 2 of the museum/community build-
ing came to an abrupt halt with the government shutdown and 
with changes in personnel in the USDA office. All paperwork 
on our grant/loan application was stopped and is just now 
starting to slowly get back on track—we hope. 

 Our Challenge Grant was successful. Funds received in excess of the challenge grant will be 
used to reduce the loan associated with the Phase 2 project. 
 I have belabored the income tax implications of donations to the Penn Colony in previous 
issues of this newsletter so I will give you a rest until the Fall issue when I will again remind you 
of the willingness of the Penn Colony to accept your donations. 
 Once warmer and dryer weather arrives and there is progress on the USDA grant/loan applica-
tion, work will resume on the build-out of Phase 2. 
 Thank you for your continued support of the Penn Colony. 
 Wishing all a joyous Easter.                                                                                  —Dan Pleiss 
 

 

DONATIONS 
The following funds have been received since 
the last issue of the newsletter was published. 
Donations received after March 24, 2019, will be 
reported in the next newsletter. If you would 
prefer your donation to be listed anonymously or 
be unpublished, please indicate your preference. 
Thanks to all who contribute in any way to 
support the Pennsylvania Colony. 
Donations: 
Anonymous donation, $5,000 to the building  
   fund 
Anonymous cash donations, $60 
John Scott Judd, $50 in memory of Linda Heim 
   Judd 
Doug Brown, $2,500 in honor of Ruth Brown’s  
   96th birthday 
Ann Heim Tobin, $200 
Gwen Belden, $200 
Paul Heim, $100 
Keith Heim, $1,000 in memory of Melvin & 
   Fannie Heim, $1,000 in memory of Kenneth  
   Heim, $1,000 in memory of Samuel F. &  
   Elizabeth Heim 
 
Note regarding donations: We strive for accuracy as we 
compile our list of donors. If you note an error or 
omission, please bring it to our attention. Send comments 
or corrections to Charol Pleiss, 14721 Laurel Plaza, 
Omaha, NE. 
 

 
 

Well said! 
Once when there were forty grandchildren [at 
her house for Christmas] Grandmother said, 
“Well, children, I was glad to have you come, 
but I’m glad too, that you all have your mothers 
to go home with.” 
              —Susan Heim Little,  p. 231 Blue book. 

 

MEMBERSHIPS 
These are the memberships in the Penn-
sylvania Colony Historical Society that were 
received since the last newsletter. Member-
ships received after March 24, 2019, will be 
published at a later date. 
Patron Members: Gwen Belden, Debbie 
Bryant, David & Kathy Dalton. 
Sustaining Members: Donajean Sensel, 
Andy & Sue Leatherman, Larry & Linda 
Richards, Shirley Morris, Don Heim, Matt 
& Judy Heuss, Pat Murphy. 
Family Members: Stuart & Amy 
Chittenden, Jane Keefer, Kyle & Lindsay 
Hilgenfeld, Dan & Alta Breunsbach. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Charol and Dan Pleiss 

Well done! 
Remember that $15,000 
challenge? 

You did it! 
Our goal was  $15,000 and 
we raised $18,648! 

President Dan says the 
excess and new funds will 
be used for finishing work. 
However, we still have a 
long way to go to meet the 
ultimate goal. 

Come see for yourself 
what’s new at the Penn 
Colony Museum when we 
meet again at our 2019 
reunion, August 3 & 4. 
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Education . . . (continued from page 1) 

 
An overcrowded classroom—dark & dreary—about 1914 

 By 1924, a movement advocating the building of a new school 
building had begun to gain momentum. On October 18, 1924, a 
special election was held to vote on the proposed issuance of bonds 
in the amount of $45,000 for a new building. The vote was 190 in 
favor of the proposal, 130 against. However, the vote fell 4 votes shy 
of the 60 percent needed for approval. The defeat was attributed to a 
small turnout. 
 Supporters of a bond issue did not give up. On February 19, 1925, 
an article in The Dawson Herald quoted the school board as saying 
that the present building and its furnishings were “inadequate, insuf-
ficient, and unfit.” It would be necessary, the article concluded, for 
the district to borrow $50,000 to build and furnish a new building. 
[Note that the board had upped the amount previously cited by 
$5,000!] The board called for a new election to be held March 14. 
 Proponents of the new bond issue conducted a campaign to inform 
the public of the need for a new building. Whether the fact that the 
neighboring town of Salem had dedicated a new school building in 
November had any effect on the Dawson voters is a matter of 
speculation. This time, the bond issue carried by a vote of 249 to 
111. The board wasted no time, immediately contacting an architect 
from Kansas City and quickly approving his plans for the building. 
Bids were advertised. A contract for the construction was signed 
with the T.A. Johnson Company of Fairbury. Some of the architects’ 
specifications had been scaled down to $36,000. Contracts were also 
let with L.L. Kinsey and Sons of Dawson for heating and plumbing 
($8,961) and electricity ($1,226). The total of all contracts was on 
target at approximately $50,000. Apparently, Johnson’s bid included 
tearing down the old building. 
 School was let out two weeks early, and the razing of the old 
building began the first week in May, less than two months after the 
bond was approved! School records were carefully removed from 
the building and stored safely in a room over Ryan’s Grocery. On 
May 20, commencement for the ten seniors, including Alma James 
(Halterman) and Mildred Ulmer (Thacker), were held at the opera 
house, the usual venue since the old building did not have a suitable 
auditorium. This, of course, was the last class to graduate from the 
old building. 
 Apparently the firm from Fairbury made short work of the old 
building for on June 4, The Herald reported that work on the new 
building, which was being built on the site of the previous two 
school buildings, was progressing rapidly. Excavation was expected 
to be completed in a few days and the laying of the foundation could 
begin. Most of the materials for the new building were supplied 
through the hometown Sullivan Lumber Company. Already, four rail 
cars of brick, seven of sand, one of cement, and one of lumber had 
been received. It was expected that the building would be ready for 
classes by early September.  

 Progress on the building was duly reported by The Herald 
throughout the summer. However, expectations for completion by 
the beginning of the fall term turned out to be optimistic. On 
September 10, the paper reported that the building would be ready 
on November 1. Consideration was given to holding classes in the 
meantime at various sites around town. However, the board felt that 
would be costly in terms of rentals and equipment and decided not to 
hold classes until the new building could be occupied. The revised 
date for completion tuned out to be a bit optimistic. On October 29, 
it was announced that the brick work was almost finished, and the 
roof would be completed in a few days allowing the plasterers to 
begin work inside. L.L. Kinsey was making good progress with the 
heating and electrical work. The opening of the school would be 
delayed to November 9. 

 
Dawson Public School, 1925 —— 

 On that date, classes in the new building began at last, although it 
would require another two to three weeks before some of the interior 
work could be finished. The board was confident that this could be 
done while classes were in session. To make up for the abbreviated 
school year, classes were held six days a week, and Christmas and 
New Years holidays were shortened to only two days. 
 How proud the students, faculty, and the people of Dawson and 
the surrounding district must have been! The building included a 
number of modern innovations—a kindergarten room, a ”spacious” 
gymnasium, home economics rooms, a laboratory, a typing room, a 
large auditorium and stage, a small library, a music room, steam 
heat, modern rest rooms, metal wall lockers, and cloak rooms with 
rotating doors faced with blackboards. 
 Although completion of the work had taken two months longer 
than anticipated, it seems in retrospect miraculous that such a build-
ing could have been planned and completed in so short a time. This 
was in large measure due to the hard work and foresight of the school 
board, whose members were J.F. Hendricks, president, Charles E. 
Wuster, secretary, Paul W. Heim, treasurer, George Funk, C.M. 
Cooper, and B. Harpster. 
 Among the first faculty to serve there were Golda Mountain (Heim), 
principal, Emil Fiala, 7th and 8th grades, and Edna Heim (Keller), 3rd 
and 4th grades. The first graduating class of 15 students included 
Don Belden, William Sippley, Walter Marshall, E. Harold Williams, 
and Miriam Wuster.  
 The dedication of the building did not take place until January 14, 
1926, when Governor Adam McMullen came down from Lincoln to 
deliver the main address. A huge crowd, bursting with pride, filled 
the “spacious” auditorium and halls, and The Herald gushed that “It 
is a source of wonder to visitors that a town the size of Dawson 
could have such a modern building!” Indeed, the new school ex-
ceeded in size and facilities the new school in nearby Salem! 
 No one seemed to mind that the final cost of the building exceeded 
the $50,000 bond issue by $500! 
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John gets around 
Recovery from a serious illness or 
injury takes a lot of courage, deter-
mination, and an optimistic attitude, 
as well as the loving support of 
family and friends. John Heim con-
tinues his slow but sure recovery 
from his injury from a fall last May. 
He is back home with family in 
Iowa, living in his home which has 
been modified to accommodate his 
motorized wheelchair. A lift enables 
him to ride in a minivan, although 
as yet he cannot drive from his 
wheelchair. He remains in good 
spirits and loves to hear from 
friends and relatives. He continues 
in our prayers. His address: 2715 
Spoonbill Dr., Marion, IA 52302. 
 

 
In 1925—While the new school was being constructed and students 
were getting used to the new surroundings, the high school boys 
continued to field a basketball team. The Dawson Herald reported 
that the team had defeated Salem High by the score of 7 to 5, noting 
the game had been a thriller from start to finish! {?} —KMH 
 

Recognition for the Henry Heim House 
Some of you may have wondered why the Henry Heim House, 
which was beautifully and lovingly restored a few years ago by the 
Penn Colony, is not listed on the prestigious National Register of 
Historic Places. It is an example of Queen Anne architecture popular 
in the late Nineteenth Century, and easily meets the requirement for 
inclusion on the list of being more than fifty years old, having been 
built about 1900. (The house is pictured in the banner on page 1.) 
 Actually, the house, which is next door to the museum, was 
nominated for the honor several years ago by President Dan Pleiss. It 
met all of the requirements except one. The application was rejected 
because the original wood siding had been covered over by vinyl 
siding! 
 I suppose we have the consolation of knowing that our house is 
more attractive and in better condition than a good many of those old 
structures that have made the list. —KMH 
 

 
The Board of Directors meets around the dining room table 

in the restored Henry Heim House. 

‘No dock on pigs’ 
On page 7 of our November 2018 
newsletter, we published interesting 
items from a 1947 issue of The 
Dawson Herald. An ad for “Fat Hogs” 
contained a line, “No dock on stags.” 
John Fiala provided us with the 
meaning of that statement: 

“Being a city boy, I frequently have to Google the internet to 
learn about country things. Here is what I gleaned with ‘Stag pig’ 
and ‘why do they dock pigs.’ 
“Pigs in industrialized factory farms in the United States usually 
have their tails cut off [docking], both males and females. 
Advocates argue that such practice without any pain relief is an 
abuse to pigs. The docking of pigtails is done because pigs have 
a natural tendency to chew. 
“Stag is a male pig castrated later in life (an older boar after 
castration). It can also be a castrated younger pig allowed to 
grow to 700 lbs or more. 
“So, I deduce the ad statement by O. A. Cooper to mean they 
didn't cut off the tails, or require tails to be cut off, of male pigs.” 

A profound apology: Another reader sent an email explaining 
“docking.” Unfortunately, before I could make a copy or note the 
name of the writer, my computer, which is possessed by an evil spirit 
(not a relative), erased it. Honest! If the writer will send me another 
email, we will print it in the next issue.   —Ed. 
 
How they talked 
Our language is generously sprinkled with idioms and old sayings. 
Although we knew what they meant, as time goes by, they become 
exremely diffficult to define. Here are a few: 

A fly in the ointment.  Spoiling something, an impediment. 
Tickled pink.  Very pleased. 
None of your beeswax.  None of your business. 
Sweating like a trooper.  Sweating profusely. 
Neat as a pin.  Very neat. 
Fit to be tied.  Enraged, angry. 
Has a bee in his bonnet.  Obsessed, overly worried. 
Amscray.  Probably pig latin for scram. 
A spring chicken.  A spry older person. 
If the shoe fits, wear it.  If it applies to you, take heed. 
Particular as a hog on ice. Very careful. 
Pretty as a picture. Beautiful. 
Doesn’t hold water. Doesn’t make sense. 

And from Jonas Heim’s diary (November 2018 issue):  
Jag of corn. A small load of corn. 
 

Photo credits:  Page 1: John Fiala (Henry Heim house); Timeless 
Treasures (1889 School), Initium, 1914 school yearbook (1902-1925 
school). Page 2: Linda Knudsen (Pleisses). Page 3: Keith Heim (class-
room); Timeless Treasures (1925 school).  Page 4: Kerry Dowdell (John 
Heim); Keith Heim (Board). Page 5: Shirley Pierce (Planter, Dolores 
Chapman); Hoig family; Keith Heim (Emanuel Ulmer family). Page 6: 
Ruth Heim Brown. 

 
 

 
John performs “on stage” 
in the Music Room of the 
Henry Heim House, 2012 
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Lending a hand 
Our article about her grandfather, Jonas Heim, brought back memories 
of younger days for Marjorie Heim Fithian. Members of the Johnnie 
and Margaret Heim family helped each other in planting, harvesting, 
butchering, and other tasks. Marjorie remembers that “Our Dads and 
their cousins planted their crops in sequence” so that the crops were 
not all ready for harvest at the same time. The family all pitched in, 
moving from one farm to the next as the crops ripened. 

 

Furthermore . . . 
“Corn was planted with hand planters, and it sounds like a big story 
but it is said to be the absolute truth that Jos. G. Heim, S.F. Heim 
and their sister, Sarah, planted eight acres apiece a day. We of the 
younger generation would think we had put in a good day’s work to 
just walk that distance. Have we gone soft? The price of corn some 
of those years was as low as ten cents.” 

—Edna Ulmer, The Dawson Herald, August 20, 1936,  
“Pennsylvania Colonists Among First Settlers Here” 

 
  

Cinnamon Crisps 
Pennsylvania Dutch recipe 

 

 1 cup sifted flour ½ cup butter 
 1 tsp baking powder 2/3 cup sugar 
 1 tsp ground cinnamon  3 tblsp milk 

Sift flour, baking powder, and cinnamon together and set aside. 
Cream butter  until softened. Add sugar gradually, creaming until 
fluffy. Alternately add dry ingredients in fourths and milk in thirds to 
creamed mixture, mixing until blended after each addition. Using 
small amount of dough at a time, roll out dough until 1/8 inch thick 
on well-floured surface and cut into 2 inch squares. Bake on greased 
cookie sheet at 350 degrees for 8 to 10 minutes. Makes about 3 
dozen cookies. 

 

The John J. Heim family was probably not too much different from 
many families today. In a case of culinary sibling rivalry, daughter 
Elizabeth and her younger brother Jacob frequently squabbled over 
who got the bigger piece of pie. Finally, in exasperation, their 
mother said, “Lizzie, you cut the pie into pieces, and Jacob, you get 
the first choice.” That solved the problem. 

 

Sadly Noted 
Robert G. “Bob” Hoig, 86, passed away 
January 7, 2019, in Omaha. Bob pursued a 
varied career in journalism, notably editing and 
publishing The Midlands Business Journal for 
nearly fifty years. He was widely known and 
recognized for his active involvement in civic 
causes in Omaha. He once remarked that “It 
never occurred to me to place some kind of age 
restriction on what I could do if I was really 

interested.” In his 40s he taught himself to play the saxophone and 
took up skiing in his 60s. He took his first flying lesson at 70 and 
bought a Cessna two years later. He loved to swim and continued 
playing tennis into his 80s. He was nominated for the Pulitzer Prize 
for his reporting for the Omaha World Herald. 
 Bob is survived by his wife, Martha (Deweese) Hoig, his sons 
Oliver and Noel, his daughter Andea, and six grandchildren. 

Dolores Leeming Chapman, 95, passed away 
January 16, 2019, at Monument, Colorado, 
where she had moved to be near her son Robert 
and his family. She was born May 4, 1923, at 
Dawson to Nelson and Cecilia Ulmer. While 
attending Azusa Bible College in California, she 
met and married Robert Williams in 1946. They 
had three children and were divorced in 1971. 
She married Albert Leeming in 1975. He passed 

away seven years later. In 1982 she married Theodore Chapman, 
who passed away in May, 2017.  
 She was a devout Christian and was active in the church all of her 
life. She loved to travel and enjoyed making porcelain dolls, building 
an impressive collection.  
 She is survived by her son Robert (Lois) Williams, daughters 
Coni Grant and Cheryl Bishop, grandchildren Matthew Williams, 
Meridythe Winslett, Stephen Williams, Daniel Spencer, Nelson 
Grant, and Curran Grant, and three great grandchildren.  
 
 

 
The Emanual Ulmer Family—One Hundred Years Ago! 

We cannot identify the two boys and two girls. Can you help? 
The adults are (standing): Nelson Ulmer, Charles Wuster, 
unknown, unknown, Watson Kiess, and Norman Ulmer (Kiess 
is a cousin, visiting from Pennsylvania). In the car: Walter 
Ulmer by the steering wheel, Meridith Ulmer, Mary Ulmer 
Wuster, and Edna Ulmer.  

 

This is a Hand Corn Planter, 
from the Nelson Ulmer farm.  
It was purchased by Wallace 
and Doris Wuster at Nelson’s 
sale and they later donated it 
to the Colony Museum. It 
hangs in the summer kitchen 
of the Henry Heim House. 
The pointed end of the planter 
was jammed into the soil 
producing a hole a few inches 
deep. A lever was tripped by 
hand, releasing a kernel of 
corn into the hole. 
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With the new school came innovations . . . An article in The Dawson Herald 
dated October 8, 1931, carried the results of special physical examinations of pupils in the public school. Dr. 
Ernest Lennemann’s examinations of 258 students at the school included tonsils, teeth, heart, lungs, nutrition, 
posture, and nervous conditions. One hundred eleven students checked “OK” on all counts, while other results 
showed improvement in most categories over the preceding year. The examinations, which would seem to be an 
innovation ahead of its time, were conducted for the fifth consecutive year and apparently were begun with the 
opening of the new school building in the fall of 1925. Notices in The Herald on July 23 and again on July 30 had 
stressed the importance of visits to a physician and getting needed inoculations before school started. I entered the 
kindergarten in the fall of 1936, and in-school examinations were never conducted during my 13 years in the 
school system, although small-pox vaccinations and tests for tuberculosis were given in the early grades.  —KMH 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Two photos from. . . guessing . . . the 1920s? 

Below are two photos from Ruth Heim Brown’s photo album. We have identified a few of our relatives and hope you can help us fill in the 
blanks. The pictures may have been taken at a Colony reunion; certainly they were taken the same day, same place. Can you identify the 
place? the grove of trees? the windmill? and of course, the people? 

 
Standing, from left: Samuel F. Heim, (two men and one woman 
unknown), Elizabeth Heim, (two women unknown), Rosa Heim, 
(two men unknown), Emanuel Ulmer, Sarah Ulmer, Tom Wuster, 
Maggie Wuster, (unknown), Margaret Heim, (unknown), Regina 
Heim, Henry Heim. In front, Ida Heim, Rebekah Heim (front), 
(unknown), Jake Heim. 

 
 
 

 
Standing, from left: Norman Ulmer, Emerson Heim, Arlene 
Coons(?), Arlo Coons(?), Nelson Ulmer, (unknown man with 
baby), Berton Williamson, Erma Williamson, Mary Wuster, 
Charles Wuster, (woman and man, unknown). 
Sitting: Meredith Ulmer.  (unknown), Edna Ulmer, Fannie Heim,  
Viola Heim (and possibly baby Ruth), Melvin Heim, Tillie Heim 
Richards, Edwin Richards. 

DID YOU SEE? There is a “Genealogy Data Report” in this issue.  
We strongly encourage you to send us your family information—help us update our records!
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