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JUST OFF I-35

LOCAL HISTORY IS ALL AROUND US

Local history, the stories of our neighborhoods and communities, surrounds us. Studying local 

history is often a curriculum requirement. Learning about your community makes connections 

between students and the bigger picture, creating excitement and a sense of community pride. 

Yet many educators know little about their community’s history and are unfamiliar with the 

abundance and variety of local history resources. 

What’s in your neighborhood? What’s in your community or your immediate region? You may be 

surprised and delighted to discover how much is right in your own backyard.

HISTORY GEMS OFF I-35

U.S. Interstate 35 begins in northeastern Minnesota along Lake Superior. It continues south, 

ending at the Texas/Mexico border. Let’s jumpstart your thinking about your own backyard 

with a look at a few things I’ve discovered just off I-35.

•  In 1920 three African American men were lynched in the city of Duluth for a crime they did 

not commit. The Clayton Jackson McGhie Memorial honors these men in downtown Duluth 

through large relief sculptures of the three and a host of quotations alongside their story. 

•  Also in downtown Duluth, a block away, artifacts, photos, and newspaper articles pertaining 

to the 1928 shipwreck of the SS America in Lake Superior are displayed in the Lake Superior 

Publishing Company’s headquarters. 

•  The Richard I. Bong Veterans Historical Center in Superior, Wisconsin, honors a local hero 

and World War II ace of aces with a display of his P-38 fighter plane and war artifacts. Other 

exhibits portray area veterans, the Duluth-Superior war era shipbuilding industry, and home 

front activity during World War II. 

•  Head south again on I-35 to the Hinckley (Minnesota) Fire Museum housed in an old depot. 

Exhibits depict how forests and communities were destroyed by a firestorm in the 1890s. 

Hundreds died; many escaped by train. 

•  The Minnesota Orphanage Museum in Owatonna tells stories of thousands of children who 

were sent to the Minnesota State School for Dependent and Neglected Children from 1896-

1945. A few miles south, Austin’s Spam Museum is a corporate museum that provides an 

entertaining look at the history of a company and its product, including its significant role in 

World War II. 

•  I-35 continues south, separating Clear Lake and Mason City, Iowa. Stop at the iconic beach-

themed Surf Ballroom in Clear Lake to see where Buddy Holly played his last concert and view 

displays of rock ‘n’ roll memorabilia. The Music Man Center in Clear Lake portrays the prolific 

career of composer Meredith Wilson. Seventy-six trombones adorn a wall, creating a festive 

mood. The Center’s Main Street recreates the movie’s “River City.” 

• Two miles off the beaten path, the Iowa 

Welcome Center and Dows Historic District 

showcase the past of a small agricultural 

town. Memorabilia are housed in this once 

busy depot built in 1896. This town of just 

530 has three buildings on the National 

Register of Historic Sites. 

•  Our final stop is just off I-35 in Missouri. 

The American Jazz Museum and the Negro 

Leagues Baseball Museum at 18th and Vine 

dually honor a historic Kansas City district 

and African American contributions to 

significant aspects of American culture. 

At each stop my mind raced through 

curriculum connections. I imagined engaging 

interdisciplinary activities ranging from short 

field trips to in-depth inquiry. I wondered if 

library media specialists and teachers in these 

I-35 cities take advantage of the potential these 

local resources offer for studying local history 

and the bigger picture of American history. 

Dows, Iowa, for example, offered possibilities 

for studying rural America, transportation, and 

communication as it once was. A blacksmith 

shop, mercantile, wagon museum, and former 

business building all had stories to tell. Now, 

though, it’s time for you to start thinking about 

what’s off your beaten path.

WHAT’S IN YOUR BACKYARD?

There is nothing better than beginning 

your own personal discovery of tangible 

and physical resources, including visits 

with people. After all, local history is about 

people and communities. Begin at your city 

or county museum. Make a phone call, look 

at the website, or stop by in person. The 

museum staff will be more than happy to help 

you. Quite likely there are resources just for 

educators that are unknown or underutilized. 

Be sure to visit the archives or research library 

to view items not on display. An elementary 
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Share your discoveries. 

Some library media 

specialists have created 

websites about local history. 

teacher called our county history center 

when I was volunteering. She was thrilled to 

learn how much the museum had that fit her 

curriculum. She was excited to learn she could 

even check out a suitcase full of artifacts for 

her classroom. 

Use the yellow pages! “Old fashioned” 

resources can still be helpful. That’s how one 

teacher found three local museums off the 

beaten path and within steps of one another. 

Take advantage of local visitor’s centers. 

They’re in the business of helping people and 

showcasing what their town has to offer. A 

visitor’s center volunteer in Holly Springs, 

Mississippi, told me about museums and 

antebellum homes I could see on a driving 

tour. I would have missed all of them if we had 

not stopped at the center. 

Be a tourist in your own community; 

discover local history in unexpected places. 

Walk if you can; take time to stop by places 

you drive by but do not pay attention to. 

Read the buildings’ plaques. What are the 

architectural details? Does the building 

have a small museum or display? A former 

knitting mill in my community is now used as 

office space but maintains lobby displays of 

sewing equipment, product ads, newspaper 

articles, and photos of workers. Look in other 

places as well. A middle school teacher found 

fascinating photos and documents on display 

in his community’s hospital. Little known 

exhibits like these tell the stories of our 

communities and the people who lived there. 

Explore your school’s immediate 

neighborhood. A social studies teacher 

discovered an old schoolhouse in a 

neighborhood park. It was ideally located 

for field trips and on-site learning. Some 

neighborhoods proudly have their own 

historical organizations. The historical society in Milwaukee’s Bay View neighborhood partners 

with neighborhood schools. Students learn about their community from the society’s resources 

and create information for tourists. Recent initiatives are described on the website cited in the 

reference list. 

Geocaching is a great way to make some serendipitous discoveries. Geocaching adventures have 

taken me to museums I had never thought to visit, statues, and a series of roadside markers in 

northern Wisconsin that explains the lumber industry.

Record your discoveries. Take photos. Keep an e-file or paper file filled with notes. What caught 

your eye? What will be especially interesting to teachers and students? A teacher in Boise, Idaho, 

knew that the city had a large Basque community, but didn’t know just how large and culturally 

significant it was until she spent time purposefully visiting historic districts, museums, cultural 

centers, and libraries. She recorded her discoveries and compiled a long list of resources. 

Share your discoveries. Some library media specialists have created websites about 

local history. Others tweet or blog. A Michigan teacher learned about mines and mining 

communities in the Upper Peninsula and blogged about them for her teachers. Use your new 

knowledge to become the expert for teachers and students looking for local history resources.

THE POWER OF PARTNERSHIPS

What’s in this for library media specialists? By expanding your awareness of local history 

resources, you increase your arsenal of ideas and potential for making curriculum connections. 

We’ll take a look at three collaborative curriculum activities.

1. Elementary School Students: Historic Downtown Walking Tour 

An elementary teacher and media specialist walked through their historic parts of downtown to 

identify examples of Victorian era buildings and architectural details they would ask students 

to discover on a class walking tour. Students were asked to look up and pay especially close 

attention to gargoyles and stained glass windows. The engaging walk was the culmination of 

a multi-week study of community history that met state history standards. During the walk, 

students recorded notes in a teacher-designed notebook and coloring book. Follow-up included 

sharing and coloring drawings of notable stained glass windows and architectural elements. 

Students gained a new perspective of their town. 

2. Middle School Students: Connecting to Family History  

One of my favorite projects was collaborating with a middle level teacher on a family history 

project. Many students and their families had generational ties to the community. Students 

began by interviewing a family member about their life and memories of “historical” events. 

Next, they researched local history resources in the media center to find additional information 

about local and national historical events the family member shared. They used timeline 

creation software to overlap the key events in the family member’s life with national and local 

history events. Students showcased their timelines and a personal family artifact during the 

project culmination. One student proudly shared her grandmother’s ticket to a 1957 Elvis concert 

in the area. One displayed his grandfather’s WWII Navy uniform. Another proudly showed a 

toy tractor when he shared his family’s farm heritage. The project had everything: meaningful 

research, technology, learning, pride, and community. 

3. High School Students: The Great Depression and the Recession of 2008  

A history teacher worked with his school library media specialists to help students use archival 

newspapers to learn about their community during the Great Depression. At the same time, many 

of the students and their families were suffering the impact of a recent economic recession in the 

United States. Students anonymously wrote about how their family was affected and compared 

what was going on now with what they learned about the 1930s. It was powerful!
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JUST OFF I-35: THE HERMANTOWN (MINNESOTA) SCHOOL ARCHIVES
Library media specialists sometimes preserve school history by archiving information 

about the school. This includes items such as newspaper articles; directories; school concert, 

play, or athletic event programs; photos of special events; oral interviews; videos; and, of 

course, yearbooks. The media specialist at a high school just off I-35 does this and also 

maintains a digital archive pertinent to the school and community. Whether it is a 1926-27 

report card, words to the school song, a page from the school’s first yearbook, or a tribute to 

fallen veterans, there’s a local history story! 

RESOURCES: JUST OFF I-35 AND MORE
American Jazz Museum: http://americanjazzmuseum.org

Anderson, Mary Alice. “Discovering Local History in Your Own Backyard.” Interacting with 

History: Teaching with Primary Sources. Kathryn Lehman, ed. ALA, 2014.

---. “Making Local History Live: A Collaborative Partnership with a Technology Base.” 

Multimedia Schools (Oct. 2003). 

---. “Where Can I Find Information about Charley Goddard?” Library Media Connection 

(May/June 2014). (Includes suggestions for accessing digital collections of local history 

resources.)

---. Random Thoughts: Change, Primary Sources & Other Stuff.  

http://maryalicea.wordpress.com (Blog includes local history posts.)

Bay View Historical Society, Educational Initiatives: www.bayviewhistoricalsociety.org/

educational-initiatives

The Clayton Jackson McGhie Memorial: www.claytonjacksonmcghie.org

Dows, Iowa: www.facebook.com/pages/Dows-Iowa/105479439485287

Hermantown High School Archives: www.hermantown.k12.mn.us/high/Library_Archives

Hinckley Fire Museum: http://hinckleyfiremuseum.com

Lake Superior Publishing Company: www.lakesuperior.com

Library of Congress: State Digital Resources; Memory Projects, Online Encyclopedias, 

Historical & Cultural Materials Collections: www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/statememory  

(A comprehensive portal to begin searching for local history resources from representative 

museums, libraries, and cultural institutions.) 

Minnesota Orphanage Museum: www.orphanagemuseum.com

Music Man Center: www.themusicmansquare.org

Negro Leagues Baseball Museum: http://www.nlbm.com 

Richard I. Bong Veterans Historical Center: www.bvhcenter.org

Surf Ballroom: http://surfballroom.com

A POWERFUL SCHOOL AND 
COUNTY MUSEUM PARTNERSHIP
I worked in a middle school in a 

community proud of its history. County 

History Center staff and I applied for a 

grant from the regional Library Agency. 

Funds were used for a multi-year project 

with three key components:

Bringing history to the school.  

We acquired artifact display cases to 

bring rotating displays of local history 

artifacts to the media center and paid 

for the reproduction of archival photos 

to display. Funds also paid the museum 

educator to speak to groups at school 

beyond the “normal” expectation. 

Archiving and acquiring resources.  

We purchased archival sleeves for 

significant or historic newspapers in 

the media center’s collection to help 

preserve them and make them more 

accessible for student use. A media 

center staff member was paid for 

additional time to create a database 

of key topics we knew students would 

research. Other funds were used to 

purchase multiple copies of resources, 

such as books about local history. 

Creating awareness. Funds provided 

website development time to help make 

digital resources more accessible and 

provide staff development to a small 

group of teachers. The grant has ended, 

but students and staff are still using 

the resources.

WRAPPING UP

Local history really does surround us. 

Resources are abundant and often found in 

unexpected places. Simply take the time to get 

off the beaten path to discover and learn. It 

won’t take long to see the exciting possibilities 

right in your own backyard.

Mary Alice Anderson is a former middle school media 
specialist in Winona, Minnesota. She teaches a course 
at the University of Wisconsin-Stout on using primary 
sources and writes about local history and other  
primary sources on her Random Thoughts blog,  
http://maryalicea.wordpress.com. She volunteers at the 
Winona County (Minnesota) History Center and is the 
author of “Discovering Local History Resources in Your 
Own Backyard,” a chapter in Interacting with History 
(Kathy Lehman, ed.), ALA, 2014.

Be a tourist in your own community; discover local 

history in unexpected places.


