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V-E Day in La Crosse County 
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Once the December 1944 German offensive in the Ardennes had been stopped and then rolled back, it 
was just a matter of time, and lots of hard fighting in the air and on the ground, until Nazi Germany was 
crushed between the irresistible forces of the Allies closing in from both the East and the West. There 
was already talk, and some strategic jockeying, about what post-war Europe would look like.  
 
This inevitability was also felt on the homefront early in 1945.  
 
At the end of March 1945, a committee of citizens in La Crosse created a plan to celebrate V-E Day or 
Victory in Europe.  The igniter was to be the La Crosse Tribune transmitting official word of the German 
surrender to the main fire station. The main fire station would send a signal to all the sub-stations, and 
"aerial bombs" (presumably large fireworks) would be launched from each fire station. One hour later, 
there was to be a victory parade starting from Market Square and ending in Riverside Park, where there 
would be speeches by Mayor Verchota and clergy, along with musical numbers and singing. Stores were 
to close immediately if the official announcement occurred before 5:30 p.m. If the announcement came 
after 5:30 p.m., stores would be closed the entire next day. Taverns were to close immediately, and they 
were to remain closed for 24 hours. Churches, on the other hand, would open immediately for 
individual prayers, and special church services would be held in the morning or evening. The Army made 
an official request to Wisconsin Governor Walter Goodland for the following: 

 "Prohibition of blowing victory whistles." 

 Programs in schools and factories to keep students and workers off the streets. 

 Emphasis on prayer and "thanksgiving for victory and a day of solemn observance." 

 Closing of department stores and taverns, and prohibiting the sale of alcohol. 

 Reinforcing police and fire departments with auxiliaries and reserves to keep order. 

 "Enlistment of active support of radio, newspaper, industrial plants, service organizations and 
other media for frequent and strong appeals to the public."1 

It appears they were afraid the celebration would get out of hand, but there was also the factor of the 
war against Japan that still had to be won.  
 
Just a few days later, the planned victory parade was scrapped. The committee had second thoughts 
about having a victory parade when only half the victory was won. They emphasized again that V-E Day 
should be "a solemn occasion" with the realization that it may take many more months, or even years, 
to defeat Japan.2 
 
The La Crosse Area Church Federation had its own strategy for V-E Day. As soon as the war in Europe 
was officially over, all churches would be open for "meditation and prayer." If the announcement came 
before 7:00 p.m., there would be "a union service of thanksgiving" beginning at 8:00 p.m. If the 
announcement came after 8:00 p.m., this service would be at 8:00 p.m. the following evening.3  
 
On Monday, May 7, 1945, at about 8:56 a.m. local time, the announcement came that Germany was 
giving up. For the soldiers on the front lines, their attitude was demonstrated by Bill Mauldin's cartoon 
of his war-weary GIs "Willie" and "Joe" hearing the news. Nobody wanted to be the last soldier to die in 
Europe. 
 

https://blogs.loc.gov/now-see-hear/2020/05/ve-day-take-one/


3 
 

 
 (La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 7, page 9) 

 
The La Crosse Telephone Corporation switchboard was immediately swamped with calls.  From 9:00 
a.m. to 10:00 a.m., 28 operators, two chief operators, and all the supervisors managed a flood of 15,200 
calls. Each operator handled an average of 546 calls in that first hour; a normal average was 300 calls per 
hour. The call volume was still high at 11:00 a.m.4 
 
In La Crosse, the aerial bombs were launched and went off as planned from the city fire stations. Church 
bells and chimes rang, and the organ at the First Congregational Church added to the fanfare with 
patriotic songs. La Crosse police and the Wisconsin State Guard blocked streets leading to downtown so 
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automobiles could not get through. There were "clusters of people on every street corner." One cocky 
youth boasted, "They must have heard I got my induction papers today." A man hoped that gas 
rationing would be eased. Another announced his intention to celebrate like he never had before, but a 
bystander shot down that idea by reminding him, "I don't know how you're going to do it. Everything's 
closed."  Many businesses, including taverns, and industrial plants closed for the day. Protestant 
churches opened immediately, and evening "union" services were held at the Congregational and St. 
John's Reformed churches on the south side and the Presbyterian church on the north side. Catholic and 
Lutheran  churches held their services in the evening too.5  All churches were "packed" with people.6 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 8, page 5) 
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All offices in the federal building closed, and the post office closed at noon.7 
 
Industrial plants had planned to remain operating during the day, but nobody's mind was on work. The 
management of Electric  Auto-Lite, Trane, and Northern Engraving decided to close before noon.8 
 
 

 
 

Workers at Electric Auto-Lite celebrate V-E Day 
(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 7, page 5) 

 
 
City schools had all-school assemblies to announce the news and conduct a commemorative program. 
At Central High School, the program consisted of Richard Coldren, John Jones, Ben Overton, Ronnie 
Gillmeister, and the Rev. Fred Hyslop, as well as the school choir. Logan High School's program featured 
Principal Carl A. Halmstad, Sea Scout Jerry Neuman, and Dr. C. O. Pederson of Trinity Lutheran Church.  
A special guest speaker was Logan graduate First Sergeant  Howard Blank who was on furlough after 
three years with the 32nd Division in the South Pacific. The board of education directed schools to 
dismiss students for the rest of the day. The La Crosse State Teachers College followed suit by canceling 
classes for the day. Students streamed out into the streets and toward downtown.9 
 



6 
 

 
 

Lincoln Junior High School students celebrate V-E Day 
(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 7, page 5) 

 
La Crosse Boy Scouts roamed the streets passing out V-E Day souvenir tags: "Don't forget America needs 
your energy for the big job still ahead." "Don't let celebration cause you to lose your head." "V-Day in La 
Crosse! Don't be destructive! There is still a war to be won."10 
 
The La Crosse Tribune put out a "V-E Extra" edition (see the front page above) with just news and no 
advertising. The newspaper did list the advertisers that had been scheduled to appear. The newspaper 
staff had originally planned a larger edition to celebrate the end of the war in Europe, but directives 
from government agencies and newspaper associations, and restrictions on the  supply of newsprint, 
precluded that.11 
 
In fact, the War Department insisted that "V-E" was a "'newspaper' term" in a memo that made the 
rounds in the Pentagon. To the people who ran the war, it was known as "R" day, meaning 
"readjustment" of their main effort to the Pacific Theater.12 The term "V-E Day" was coined in the fall of 
1944, according to the Library of Congress.13 

 
Company M of the Wisconsin State Guard was called out at 9:00 a.m., and they were at their assigned 
stations by 9:45 a.m. to help control the celebration. Captain Ted Garder commanded the group. They 
were served lunch and dinner at the local USO under the supervision of Mess Sergeant Ralph Larson. 
The Coast Guard Reserve relieved them at 2:00 p.m., but the State Guard was back on duty in the 
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evening operating in pairs and carrying nightsticks.14 Among them were R. Jaeger, Selmer Hogan, James 
Russell, William Eckart, and William Wolters.15 
 
The extra help keeping order was appreciated, but it appears to have been unnecessary. The La Crosse 
Police Department reported Monday evening was the "quietest in a long time. There was not a single 
call involving violence." Street barricades in the downtown area were taken down at 6 p.m.16 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 8, page 2) 
 
About the only businesses that remained open were movie theatres.17 Within a few days, movie 
theatres in La Crosse were screening the Army film "Two Down and One to Go," (alluding to Germany, 
Italy, and Japan) showing how the Army was going to redeploy to the Pacific Theater.18 
 
The Pacific Theater played a role in the range of emotion experienced by some individuals that day. Mrs. 
Archie Geiwitz of 1215 South 17th Street had a double reason to rejoice because she received the 
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official word that her son, Sgt. Francis Sawyer, had been released from a Japanese prison camp in the 
China-Burma-India theater. A man was in the La Crosse Tribune office submitting an article for 
publication when he heard the news. His apathetic reaction was understandable; the article he brought 
in told of his son's death on Luzon.19 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 7, page 1) 
 
The celebrations in other La Crosse County communities were similar in their content and character. 
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In far northern La Crosse County, Mindoro schools and businesses closed on Tuesday. The Lutheran and 
Presbyterian churches had special V-E  Day services.20 
 
The Rev. H. J. Wein of La Crosse addressed a crowded Holmen Lutheran Church on Monday evening. 
There were prayers, readings, hymns, and the girls' chorus of Joyce Johnson, Evelyn Skogen, Margie 
Stark, Dorothy Olson, Claudia Nelson, Constance Wall, Helen Larson,  and Joanne and Marian Haug.21 
 
The church in New Amsterdam had a service Monday evening. It was noted that there were eighteen 
stars on the church service flag representing men in both theatres of war.22 
 
West Salem had a quiet celebration. Schools let out and most businesses closed. The high school band 
played downtown over the noon hour. Attendance was good at the three churches in town for their 
special services. The fire siren, along with the ringing of church bells and the old fire bell, marked the 
official V-E Day on Tuesday.23 
 
It was virtually the same in Bangor. Business places closed at noon on Monday and Tuesday afternoon. 
Some churches had services on Monday evening or Tuesday morning. The editor of the Bangor 
Independent captured the mood of the day:  
 

Throughout the United States there seemed to be little disposition toward revelry or joyful 
celebrating. It seems as though the impact upon the emotions of the momentous events of the 
past month or so have drained people's emotions dry.  . . . We are tired mentally and dulled 
emotionally for the time being. In years to come we shall see these world-shaking events in 
sharper focus than we do now and in retrospect shall realize them more vividly than now.24 

 
Celebrations were subdued by  the grim reality that the job was just half done. The terrible battle for 
Okinawa had been going on for over a month with horrendous casualties on both sides. The Japanese 
gave no sign of giving up even as their Pacific empire was being hacked and sliced from the outside in. 
 
The editor of the La Crosse Tribune wrote: "Japanese defeat, utter and complete, is certain, but how or 
where it will come and the will of Japanese armies and people to continue the fight is beyond 
calculation."25 
 
Even though there were no advertisements in the V-E Extra edition of the La Crosse Tribune, the 
advertisements soon after expressed the essence of the moment. 
 
 
 



10 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 7, page 10) 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 8, page 12) 

 
Monday was for subdued celebration; Tuesday was back to war work.  
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