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Little Norway
By Brian J. Bigler (Mt Horeb Historical Society)

This article first appeared in the Mt. Horeb Past Times,
April 2012. As I read it, I was saddened to hear that Little
Norway, a place I had visited many times as a child with my
family and with school classes, was considering closing.
While at this writing, the tourist attraction is still open and is
apparently in the process of  seeking a person, a foundation or
some combination of  sources to take over the site and the col-
lections, I asked Brian Bigler for permission to reprint his
interesting and informative article about a favorite Dane
County attraction.  
– Editor

A letter created by Little Norway’s fourth genera-
tion owner Scott Winner that appeared in the March
29, 2012 edition of  the Mt. Horeb Mail publically
announced the closing of  the long-time popular
attraction.  

Little Norway was the inspiration of  Isak James
Dahle who was born in Mt. Vernon, Wisconsin in
1883.  When Isak was 4 years old the family, which
operated a mercantile business, moved to Mt. Horeb.
Isak grew up surrounded by his Norwegian immi-
grant grandparents and a business-minded family.
When Isak was young he was a voracious collector of
stamps, butterflies, rocks and other objects which he
placed in glass cases in a somewhat systematic fash-
ion.  Isak attended school at Mt. Horeb’s Lutheran
Academy, the Wisconsin Academy of  Madison, and
graduated from the University of  Wisconsin in 1904.
During Isak’s college years his father became a repre-
sentative in the United States Congress.

Following his college graduation, Isak was associ-
ated briefly with a Minneapolis flour company, but he

The Dane County Historical Society
Office and the Otto Schroeder
Records Center are located in the
lower level of  the Lussier Family
Heritage Building on Lake Farm
Road just south of  the Beltline near
Lake Waubesa.

spent the greater part of  his life devoted to the life insur-
ance business, first in Milwaukee, and then in Chicago.
While in Chicago, Dahle became involved in numerous
societies, including the American Scandinavian
Foundation, the Norwegian American Society and the
Chicago Norske Klub

Always interested in his Norwegian heritage, Dahle
decided to take a trip to Norway with his mother in
January 1926.  The Norwegian folk museums and archi-
tecture that Isak encountered made an indelible mark on
him.  Approximately one year later, on New Year’s Day,
1927 while visiting his family in Mt. Horeb, Isak’s brother
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Isak Dahle. (Photo courtesy of  Mt. Horeb Historical Society)
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Little Norway (Continued from page 1)
Otto took the Chicago businessman for an auto ride
into the country to inspect some property that had
come up for sale.  Otto showed Isak the remains of  an
early farmstead that was situated in a beautiful valley
just west of  Mt. Horeb.  The setting with its rustic log
structures immediately reminded Isak of  what he had
seen in Norway.  Isak decided the place would make a
great getaway and setting where his family and friends
could gather during the summer months and bought it
in that same year.  Dahle appointed family members
and friends to supervise his project, which he named
Little Norway.  Hugo Stikhevitz, a Latvian refugee, was
hired to be resident caretaker.

Some of  the buildings were torn down and rebuilt,
while others remained in their original locations.
Norwegian carpenters and painters from the area were
employed.  The buildings that once housed cattle, grain
and the farmstead’s original families, were slowly con-
verted to cottages that contained screened-in porches,
sleeping spaces, large stone fireplaces, dining rooms
and kitchens.  One building housed a library of  books;
another, with its “man style of  decoration,” was
themed the hunting lodge, while another housed pea-
cocks and other fowl.  All the buildings were altered to
look “Norwegian” with blue trims, built-in beds and
ornamental roof  treatments similar to what Dahle had
experienced in  Norway.

To furnish the structures Isak placed ads in local
newspapers.  One ad titled “Have You Any Norse
Antiques to Sell” went on to state “am especially anx-
ious to get old furniture, paintings, dishes, wooden
bowls, etc., in fact any Norwegian antiquity that will
add to the interest of  ‘Little Norway’ (as it is being
called).”

In addition to the newspaper ads, Isak wrote family
members requesting heirlooms to furnish the buildings.
Jim Stavrum, an interior decorator from Chicago and
friend of  Dahle’s, spent the summer of  1928 in
Norway, gathering antique furnishings.  Crates contain-
ing tables, chairs, a clock, tapestries and copper pieces
began arriving at the Dahle family store on Mt. Horeb’s
Main Street where they were placed on display in the
store’s windows for a time.  Other objects were created
for Isak’s summer home:  a log chair on rockers, a
kitchen table that made into a bed, daybeds and other
beds.  Norwegian painters including Per Lysine, a for-
mer Stoughton wagon pin-striper, repainted cupboards,
trunks and other objects to make them look more
Norwegian.

The grounds on the 80 acre site were made over as
well, with streams dredged and ponds created.
Gardens for flowers, shrubs and vegetables were creat-
ed, with Birchwood bridges and rustic outdoor furni-
ture complementing the setting.  Hundreds of  pine,
willow and other trees were planted.

The curious public began to poke around the
grounds uninvited with an occasional building appoint-
ment procured as a souvenir.  Caretaker Stikhevitz was
kept busy giving impromptu tours and policing the
property. 

In July 1933 Isak visited the office of  Philip K.
Wrigley of  chewing gum fame and discussed the
prospect of  acquiring the Norwegian Pavilion building
that was Norway’s official entry in the 1893 Chicago
World’s Fair.  The building had been moved to the
Wrigley's Lake Geneva property at the close of  the fair,
and Dahle had seen the building on visits to the lake.
In 1935, Isak finally procured the Norway Building,
had it dismantled, and reassembled at Little Norway.
The addition of  this building brought even more curi-
ous onlookers to what had been up to then, a Dahle
family respite.  In June 1936 Isak created a detailed plan
of  what would be housed in the Norway Building.
Much like in his childhood, Dahle laid out the building
with systematic displays and cases dedicated to well-
known Norwegians such as Professor Rasmus B.
Anderson, composer Edvard Grieg, violinist Ole Bull,
painter Emil Bjorn and others.  These displays took on
a museum appearance and on August 1, 1936, the
Norway Building and Little Norway were formally ded-
icated and opened to the public.  Dahle did not enjoy
his now public setting for long as he passed away from
cancer on November 24, 1937.

In Dahle’s will he states that his desire was that
Continued on page 3

Visitors to Little Norway in the 1930s included Lyle and Hazel
Johnson on the right (Photo courtesy of  Mt. Horeb Historical Society)
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Little Norway be “kept alive as a monument to the Dahle family,” and named
his brother-in-law, Professor Asher Hobson, as one of  two trustees to “main-
tain and operate Little Norway until it is disposed of.”  Hobson, with his wife,
Thea, sought out an appropriate institution to take over the museum, but no
such entity was found.  Isak’s mother, Anne, who had
spent her summers at Little Norway, was given a
small endowment that enabled her to continue as
matriarch at the farm.  Dahle family members contin-
ued to plant vegetable and flower gardens and spend
summers at the site, while Stikhevitz conducted tours.
Mr. Hobson and the women of  Little Norway added
additional objects to the growing collection.

In 1951, Professor Hobson retired from his uni-
versity position and took on full-time management of
Little Norway, hiring additional guides and mainte-
nance people to handle the growing attendance. In
1957 the Hobsons built a modern year-round home on
the site. Eventually the Hobsons’ children, Merk and

Marcelaine, took over opera-
tions.  Marcelaine’s youngest son,
Scott, took over the running of
Little Norway in 1982.

Through the years, hundreds
of  thousands of  people from all
over the world have ventured to
Isak’s Little Norway.  The Royal
Family of  Norway visited –
Crown Prince Olav toured the
museum in 1939, followed by his
son, Crown Prince (now King)
Harald in 1965.  In recent years
the museum celebrated the
100th anniversary of  the
Norway Building in 1993, and
was placed on the National
Register of  Historic Places.
Little Norway can be credited as
a major factor in creating the
ongoing Norwegian identity of
the Mt. Horeb area and for
inspiring a long line of  enthusi-
astic painters, woodcarvers and
other Norwegian-style crafters.
The museum has employed
dozens of  area young and older
adults who have enjoyed memo-
rable summers working on the
grounds, maintaining the build-
ings and grounds, staffing and
stocking the store and immersing
visitors in the Norwegian culture
that so inspired Isak Dahle 86
years ago.

Little Norway (Continued from page 2)

Early ticket for admission to Little Norway, c1940. (Photo courtesy of
Mt. Horeb Historical Society)

The Norway Building was modeled after a 12th Century Norwegian Church (stavkirke).
Originally built in Trondheim, Norway and transported to America for the Columbian
Exposition in Chicago. (Photo from the Little Norway website)
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Dane County Historical Society held a very suc-
cessful Open House at the Otto Schroeder Records
Center on April 29th. On a beautiful Sunday after-
noon, we opened the doors to our archive and office
at the Lussier Family Heritage Center. 

We had a great crowd for the open house. Most
took the opportunity to take a private tour of  the
Otto Schroeder Records Center. Many of  our mem-
bers had never seen the inside of  the archive. The
open house was a good way for us to educate our
members about the collections held at the archive.    

In addition to archive tours during the Open
House, samples of  a number of  the documents and
collections were brought out and displayed for people
to see and browse. Attendees at the Open House had
an opportunity to browse through old county plat
maps, scrapbooks, older land title abstracts and other
specialized collections.

History of  the Otto Schroeder Records Center
On November 13, 1968, the Dane County

Historical Society formed the Dane County Historical
Records Center, which opened at the Madison Public
Library. In August of  1999 the archives was moved out
of  Madison Public Library and into storage at the
Lakeview Sanatorium nurses dorm in Madison. Late in
2002, after a major fundraising effort, the Dane County
Historical Records Center was renamed as the Otto
Schroeder Records Center and moved into its current
home in the basement of  the newly-built Lussier Family
Heritage Center on Lake Farm Road in Madison.

An electronic cataloging project began shortly after
the move, under the guidance of  consultant Debbie
Kmetz. The collection had suffered from being held in
storage for a period of  time and needed to be invento-
ried, re-classified and re-cataloged. With the help of
Ms. Kmetz and a number of  dedicated volunteers, the
Society has reorganized and cataloged the collections
in the Otto Schroeder Records Center using the
PastPerfect software program.

Archive Collection
The Records Center collects written documents

and image material, whether printed, handwritten or
typed, published or unpublished. The primary area of
emphasis for the collections of  the Otto Schroeder
Records Center is, of  course, anything related to Dane

DCHS Open House Features the 
Otto Schroeder Records Center

By Mary Clark

County. This includes materials that encompass the
county as a whole, or that depict the history of  individ-
ual cities, towns, townships or villages located within the
borders of  Dane County.  

The general types of  material collected include:
• Personal correspondence and diaries 
• Business, organization and club records; correspon-

dence, directories, ledgers, account books, year-
books, newsletters,  

• Manuscripts, reminiscences and journals  
• Plays, playbills, programs and scrapbooks from

local theater organizations.
• Original architectural plans, including collections by

Ferdinand Kronenburg, Martin Schneider and oth-
ers.  

• Printed ephemera produced by and for local busi-
nesses, schools, political campaigns and organiza-
tions including: flyers, leaflets, cards, brochures,
menus, posters and pamphlets.

• Centennial and commemorative publications 

Anniversary Exhibit
The large exhibit panels, which DCHS created for

the Dane County 175th Anniversary Committee to dis-
play at the Dane Co. Airport were also on display around
the room during the Open House. There was a lot of
interest in these panels. Many of  the members and
guests commented that they had seen the kiosk exhibit
at the airport, but that this was the first time they had
had the time to actually get close and read the historical
content on the panels. These exhibit panels will be
mounted for permanent display at the Lussier Family
Heritage Center in the near future. Additionally, there is
another traveling set of  the panels that is available for
libraries, historical societies or other institutions to bor-
row and display at their own sites.

Hosting the open house for our members and friends
to see the collections held by the Society was the culmi-
nation of  a year-long effort by the Board of  Directors to
make the archive material more accessible to the mem-
bers and to the public. Continuing in that effort, the
Society is looking to complete the online cataloging and
to make the rest of  the catalog available online this year.   

And … the open house was so successful, that we
plan to do it again next year. Watch for that announce-
ment next spring. If  you missed it this year, be sure to
catch us next year!
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On a warm summer evening in July 2007, I first became aware
of  the Dane County Historical Society (DCHS) and its Otto
Schroeder Records Center.  The Dane County Area Genealogy
Society (DCAGS) had arranged to have a picnic supper there.
During the post-picnic program, DCHS archives consultant
Debbie Kmetz gave a wonderful review of  the collections, includ-
ing an exhibit of  some materials for us to view first-hand.  One of
the featured items that Debbie highlighted was the Madison
Central High School student newspaper, The Madison Mirror.

At the time, I was one of  four Genealogical Society members
who were collectively seeking answers for a man in Rotterdam,
Holland, Henk Rath, who had adopted the grave of  a World War
II casualty from Madison.  Pfc. Rodney W. Harris was one of
some 10,000 GIs buried in Margraten Cemetery, the only
American military cemetery in the Netherlands.  Our group of
researchers had consulted numerous sources, including the U.S.
Census, local cemetery records, National Archives enlistment
records, Madison City Directories, Wisconsin State Journal micro-
film, Madison West High School yearbooks, Madison Newspapers
library, area funeral directors, and the Madison Area Technical
College historian.  We had learned that Rodney survived two years
in the European battlefields, only to die on May 18, 1945 – ten
days after V-E Day.  His death, at age 22, came in an ammunition dump explosion at Babenhausen, Germany.

Rodney, the only child of  Esther E. and
Elden W. Harris, was born August 1, 1922.
He grew up on Lakeside Street on Madison’s
south side.  His father owned the building
where they lived on the second floor over
Abendroth’s Grocery.  We had learned that
Harris had attended West High School for
three years but there the trail ended.  He was
not in the West graduating class.

Debbie’s show-and-tell at the meeting
opened up the possibility of  exploring the
Central High newspaper, the Madison Mirror.
The Otto Schroeder Records Center contains
the only known complete set of  this newspa-
per.  We had learned that the Harris family
moved to the east side of  Madison at some
point.  We made an appointment to visit the
Center and voilá, sixty-one years after his
death, we found Rodney Harris included in a
Madison Mirror list of  Central High School’s
war casualties.  He was also a member of  the
1940 Madison Central High School gradua-

Continued on page 6

A Research Journey
PFC Rodney W. Harris, Serial No. 36292082, USA

By Shirley Levine
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A Research Journey (Continued from page 5)

tion class.  We found this information in the Madison
Central High School annual, The Tychoberan, at the Otto
Schroeder Records Center.

I wrote about our successful search in an article for the
30 Nov 2006 Newsletter of  the Dane County Area
Genealogical Society.  

Later, on behalf  of  the DCAGS, I was able to tell
Henk Rath a bit of  Harris’s pre-war life when I met him
during a 2007 trip to Holland.  Henk and I made the two
hour trip to Rodney’s grave, where we placed flowers. Mr.
Rath honors Rodney each year on his birthday and on
important American holidays.  Unfortunately, there are no
surviving Harris family members with whom Mr. Rath can
communicate.

The Margraten American Cemetery and
Memorial is the only American military ceme-
tery in the Netherlands. The cemetery site has a
rich historical background, lying near the
famous Cologne-Boulogne highway built by the
Romans and used by Caesar during his cam-
paign in that area. The highway was also used
by Charlemagne, Charles V, Napoleon, and
Kaiser Wilhelm II. In May 1940 Hitler's legions
advanced over the route of  the old Roman
highway, overwhelming the Low Countries. In
September 1944, German troops once more
used the highway for their withdrawal from the
countries occupied for four years. 

The cemetery's tall memorial tower can be
seen before reaching the site, which covers 65.5
acres. At the base of  the tower facing the
reflecting pool is a statue representing a mother
grieving her lost son. Stretching along the sides
of  the court are Tablets of  the Missing on
which are recorded 1,722 names. Rosettes mark
the names of  those since recovered and identi-
fied. 

Beyond the tower is a burial area divided
into 16 plots, where rest 8,301 of  our military
dead, their headstones set in long curves.  

Grave marker for Rodney W. Harris in Margraten Cemetery.
(Photo courtesy of  Henk Rath)

DANE COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY PRESENTS 
FORWARD! A HISTORY OF DANE: THE CAPITAL COUNTY

FORWARD traces the history of  Dane County through the twentieth century. As home to
state government, Dane County history provides background and insight into the develop-
ment of  Wisconsin throughout this period. The book was researched and written by Allan
Ruff  and Tracy Will. Tracy Will is well known to many Wisconsinites as one of  the hosts of
the popular television series, Wisconsin Stories, developed cooperatively by Wisconsin Public
Television and the Wisconsin Historical Society. The first published history of  Dane County
in nearly 100 years is replete with fascinating details and rich graphics.  It has over 400 pages
of  text, hundreds of  pictures, complete index, maps, photos, and graphics enliven the text.

I would like to order _____ number of  copies:
Dane County Historical Society Members Copies @ $26.95 each $ ____________

OR Non-Members Copies @ $29.95 each $ ____________

Shipping and Handling: Add $3.00 per copy $ ____________

TOTAL ENCLOSED $ ____________

MAIL TO: DCHS, 3101 Lake Farm Rd., MADISON, WI 53711
If  you wish to pick up the book in person to save shipping and handling charge, please call DCHS (608-492-1660)
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Dane County Bookshelf

Occasionally, the Society hears about new publications related to Dane County.  If  anyone knows of  additional new
publications about Dane County, its history or its people, please pass them on to us.  If  anyone would like to donate
books, town or family histories, or other publications about Dane County to the records center, please let us know.

Lawyers Who Shaped Dane County: a History of the Practice  of Law in the Madison Area / Tom Ragatz,
Paul Humphrey, Sally Garbo Wedde.  Dane County Bar Association, 2012.  144 p.  This is the story of  the legal pro-
fession in Dane County, from the 1850s to the early 1980s. Features short biographies of  attorneys, judges, and law
firms; also discusses the training, practice, public roles, work climate, and perspectives of  lawyers during more than
a century of  change.  Of  course, among the most prominent lawyers featured is Senator Robert LaFollette.

Life, Death and Archaeology at Fort Blue Mounds: A Settlers Fortif ication of the Black Hawk War / by
Robert A. Birmingham.  Wisconsin Historical Society Press, 2012.  152 p.
An archaeological detective story illuminating the lives of  white settlers in the lead-mining region during the tragic
events of  the Black Hawk War. Birmingham summarizes the 1832 conflict and the history of  the fort, which played
a major role in U.S. military operations; and also in the lives of  the white settlers who sought refuge there. He then
transports us to the site decades later, when he began his search for the original fort.   

Pioneers  o f Ecological Restoration:  The People and Legacy of the Universi ty of Wisconsin Arboretum /
Franklin E. Court.  University of  Wisconsin Press, 2012. 336 p.
This book chronicles the history of  the arboretum and the people who shaped it.  It begins in 1910 with John Nolen,
the famous landscape architect who was invited to create plans for the city of  Madison; and follows decades of  col-
laborative work related to the arboretum’s lands, including the efforts of  Madison philanthropists and businessmen
Michael Olbrich, Paul E. Stark, “Bud” Jackson, Aldo Leopold and John T. Curtis.     

Waunakee and Westport / Katie Brenner. Arcadia Pub, 2012.  127 p.  
Waunakee began as a country road with only a school and blacksmith shop.  Then the Chicago & Northwestern
Railroad decided to locate its depot on that dirt road.  The book follows the development of  the village through
photographs.  Katie Brenner, in conjunction with the Waunakee Public Library, digitized and published the village's
only historical photograph collection of  over 850 photographs. 

DCHS will host our annual membership meeting this
fall on Saturday, September 8, 9:30-Noon, at the new
Fitchburg Public Library. Mark Your Calendars!!

DCHS Annual Member Meeting

Fitchburg Public Library
5530 Lacy Road

Fitchburg, WI 53711

Our special speaker will be
Doug Moe , columnist for The
Capital Times and the author of
several books. 

There will also be a Board
of  Directors election and a brief
business meeting to report on
Society projects.
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The Dane County Historical Society Newsletter is published quarterly (Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter), by the Dane County Historical
Society and printed by The Printing Place. Submissions are due 15 days prior to publication. Reader reviews, testimonials, flak and flattery,
are also welcome. Send to: DCHS Newsletter, 3101 Lake Farm Rd. Madison, WI 53711. E-mail: dchs@danecountyhistory.org
Mary Clark, President,  Howard Sherpe, Editor, Dane County Historical Society

I hope everyone is surviving this crazy summer and is keeping cool. DCHS is gearing
up for some interesting programs this fall.  Please mark your calendars for September
8th. We will be holding our Annual Membership Meeting.  The meeting will be at the
beautiful new Fitchburg Public Library.  Our speaker is local columnist, Doug Moe.  It
promises to be a great and an informative morning.  I hope everyone can make an effort
to attend.  Remember, the Dane County Historical Society is dependent on our members
and friends for our survival. Won’t you please come and share some information, fun,
and history with us.

We had a very successful Open House at the Otto Schroeder Records Center at the
Lussier Family Heritage Center. I hope you have read the summary of  the Open House
event on page 4 of  this newsletter. A great time was had by all. We hope to make the
Open House a Dane County Historical Society annual event. We plan to hold another

open house next spring, and hope for even greater attendance. 
Thanks to all our friends who have renewed their Society memberships for 2012; they continue to help us ful-

fill our mission to preserve, advance and disseminate knowledge of  the history of  Dane County, Wisconsin.  
“A people without the knowledge of  their past history, origin and culture is like a tree without roots” —Marcus Garvey

President’s Message from Mary Clark

Mary Clark


