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Joseph and Barbara (Fox) Gilman:
Pioneers of Taylor County, Wisconsin
© Susan McNelley
Joseph Gilman, christened Joseph Anglemene, was born in
Plattsburgh, New York on August 13, 1853. His parents were
Thomas Gilman and Mathilda Gratton, French Canadians who
had moved with their families from villages near Montréal to
upper New York state a few years earlier. Thomas and Mathilda
married in Plattsburgh and began their family there; they
eventually had thirteen children. Joseph spent his childhood in
New York, along the shores of Lake Champlain. He also spent
time in Canada. His parents moved back and forth between the
two countries; two of his younger brothers
were born in Canada. In 1870, Joseph
“Sell out and come to
moved with his grandfather, parents and
Taylor County; buy a
nine siblings to Chilton in Calumet County,
farm and grow rich.”
Wisconsin. This was a farming community,
Source: Local Taylor
located a few miles northeast of Fond du
County Publication, 1878
Lac, between Lake Winnebago and Lake
Michigan. Joseph is listed on the 1870
census for the town, along with the rest of his family in the household of his grandfather,
Andrew Gratton. He was seventeen at the time.
Joseph first came to Taylor County in 1875 as a
young man of twenty-two. The publication, 100
Year Anniversary 1874-1974: Stetsonville, Little
Black, Deer Creek, provides details on the
establishment of Stetsonville. It notes that French
Canadians were among the first to settle here. They
were pioneers who had originally moved from the
East Coast to work on the farms or in the lumber
mills of Fond du Lac. These newcomers to
Wisconsin soon discovered that work was plentiful,
but money was not. At about that time, the
Homestead Act was passed to encourage settlement
of virgin territory. Under the Act, settlers could
receive 80 acres, or 160 acres if one was a Civil
War veteran. In June of 1874, a group of French
Canadians from Fond du Lac, under the leadership
of Peter Liberty, headed north to take advantage of
the provisions of the Homestead Act. These men
wanted to build homes and establish families on
land of their own. Joseph was among them or came
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shortly thereafter.
After a few years on his own in Stetsonville, Joseph returned to Fond du Lac to marry
Miss Barbara Ann Fox. Barbara was born on April 3, 1857 at Mt. Calvary, Wisconsin.
She was the daughter of Nicholaus (Fox) Fuchs and Barbara (Miller) Mehler. Her parents
had emigrated from Germany, but met and married in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Joseph and
Barbara’s wedding took place on January 20, 1880 at St. Louis’ Catholic Church in Fond
du Lac. After the marriage, Joseph brought his new bride to Taylor County. There, they
established their home and raised their family. The Gilmans first settled on a farm four
miles west of Stetsonville. In September of 1888, they moved to a farm at the southeast
corner of Medford. From 1902 on, Joseph and Barbara lived in a home on Third Street,
across from the courthouse in Medford. Lumbering was a major industry in this heavily
wooded area of Wisconsin. For many years, Joseph worked as a millwright. Joseph and
Barbara are listed in the U.S. Census Records for Taylor County in 1880, 1900, 1910,
1920, and 1930. They are also found in the Wisconsin State Census Records of 1885 and
1895. Joseph is listed simply as laborer on a couple of the census records. He worked
hard to maintain a home and provide for his children.
Marietta, their first child, was born in Stetsonville on November 23, 1880. Five other
children followed: Martha Elizabeth (January 6,1883), Thomas Arthur (August 11, 1887),
Joseph Edward (July 8, 1890), Albert James (February 27, 1892) and Durana Matilda
(May 2, 1896). Joseph lived just twenty-four hours. When they grew up, Martha, Thomas

The Joseph Gilman Family c 1900 - Standing (L to R): Marietta, Albert, Tom, and Martha; Seated: Joseph
and Barbara with Durana standing between her parents
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and Albert moved west and settled in Beach, North Dakota. Only the oldest and the
youngest, Marietta and Durana, remained in Wisconsin to raise their families. At the time
of their Golden Wedding Anniversary on January 22, 1930, Joseph and Barbara had
thirty-one grandchildren and four great-grandchildren. Joseph died at his home in
Medford on October 25, 1930. Barbara died in Marshfield, Wisconsin on June 18, 1932.
She had been ill since November of the previous year, when she went to live with her
daughter Durana (Mrs. Wayne Shookman) in Junction City, Wisconsin.

Medford, WI 1910

Taylor County in the Early Years
Taylor County was established in 1875, the same year that Joseph Gilman arrived, and
was carved out of portions of Chippewa, Lincoln, Clark and Marathon Counties. Medford
was established as the County Seat. This was at the same time that the Wisconsin Central
Railroad had expanded to northern Wisconsin, opening up new territory for
homesteading. Hopeful settlers traveled by train to Colby, which was as far as the trains
could take them. From Colby they walked to Stetsonville, along freshly-laid track over
which trains had not begun to operate. Joseph liked to tell stories about the early days of
the railroad, when people “carried lanterns by night and tin pans by day to keep the
wolves from attacking them on their travels through the woods” (Gilmans’ Golden
Wedding Anniversary newspaper article, Joseph Gilman’s obituary, and “100 Year
Anniversary”).
There is the story passed down in the family that the town of Gilman, Wisconsin (located
a few miles to the west of Medford) was named after Joseph Gilman. According to a
letter written by grandson Richard Aschenbrener in 1982, his mother told him that Joseph
worked on the railroad when the rails were first being laid in the area. The person in
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charge of naming the towns asked Joseph for his last name. This was the name given to
the area, before the town was actually established. This story is contradicted by the
official history of the town, which states that the village of Gilman was named after Sallie
Gilman. She was the wife of Delos R. Moon, President of the Northwestern Lumber
Company, which was responsible for the first logging in the area.
The first mention of the name of Stetsonville is in the written records of a meeting held in
the community of Little Black on April 4, 1875. Stetsonville is named for Isiah S.
Stetson, who built the first sawmill in the village. The French Canadians settled a few
miles south of Stetsonville. Then came the Germans who settled to the east and west of
town. Next came the Swiss and Norwegian immigrants. In 1878, a notice in the local
Taylor County publication read, “Government land costs $2.50 an acre, and whiskey
$2.00 a bottle, yet there are many who prefer whiskey to land” (“100 Year Anniversary”).
By 1879, there were 150 logging camps on the railroad line between Stevens Point and
Ashland. Nearly three thousand men were employed. At about that time, Mr. Kingsley,
owner of the Stetsonville Mill, ran an ad in the newspaper: ‘“For Sale: A Sawmill
situated in Taylor County, on the line of the WCRR...capacity of mill 25,000 feet of
lumber per day. Machinery first class in all its appointments. There is enough pine and
hemlock tributary to this mill to last ten years. The country around is thickly settled, and
the settlers are anxious to dispose of their timber. There are 160 acres of good agricultural
land to be sold with the mill’” (“100 Year Anniversary”).
By the year 1880, there was a steady flow of immigrants to the area. People desiring to
settle on the improved railroad and government land could ship their household goods via
the Wisconsin Central Railroad Company for a 50% discount off normal freight rates.
The railroad company also offered “exploring tickets” to individuals seeking a place to
settle. If they bought land from the company, the price of the ticket was deducted from
the selling price. By 1880, the company had also built side tracks to Stetsonville and
Little Black. In the town, a general store and a mill store were in operation. That year, a
liquor license had been granted and a hotel and saloon were going up. Sacred Heart
Catholic Church was built in 1885. A Lutheran Church was built in 1889 (“100 Year
Anniversary”).
When the European immigrants first arrived in this area of Wisconsin, they found
Chippewa Indian camps in the region, but by 1890 the camps of indigenous peoples had
become scarce. Other comments about life in Stetsonville at the end of the nineteenth
century: “men wore whiskers and boots, chewed tobacco, spit on the sidewalk and
cussed. Beer was 5 cents and the lunch was free. Laborers worked 10 hours or more a day
and never went on strike. A kerosene hanging lamp and a stereoscope in the parlor were
luxuries. No one was ever operated on for appendicitis. Microbes were unheard of, folks
lived to a good old age, and every year walked miles to see their friends...” (“100 Year
Anniversary”).
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Although Joseph and Barbara Gilman
were both born in the United States, they
were the children of immigrants. French
(the language of Joseph’s parents) and
German (the language of Barbara’s
parents) were spoken in the home, in
addition to English. Robert Aschenbrener,
Marietta’s tenth child, remembers
Grandma Gilman speaking French to
Grandpa Jo. In this respect, the Gilmans
were no different from their neighbors.
Many of the families in northern
Wisconsin were recent immigrants from
Northern Europe or first generation Barbara and Joseph Gilman with their grandson Wayne
descendants. They brought their language Shookman.c 1928
and their culture with them. Over the years, Joseph’s French-Canadian heritage and
Barbara’s German history, the struggles and the deeds of their forebears, were forgotten
until unearthed through genealogical research.
A copy of Joseph’s death certificate and various newspaper clippings (50th Wedding
Anniversary Celebration and obituaries) are found at the end of this article.
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Death Certificate for Joseph Gilman of Medford, Wisconsin

6

Our Family History
Newspaper clippings
The following articles are from the scrapbook of Joseph and Barbara Gilman’s daughter,
Marietta Estelle Gilman Aschenbrener. The names and dates of the publications are
unknown. Note that the handwritten date of death on Joseph Gilman’s obituary is in error.
The correct date according to the death certificate is October 25, 1930.
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