
 

 

Stanislaus B. Mateske 
Entrepreneur Extraordinaire 

 
On the popular television series Shark Tank, entrepreneurs pitch their products or services to multi-
millionaires hoping for an investment and a partnership that will launch their businesses to dizzying 
heights. Some of the guests on the show are bouncing back from hardship or earlier failures, and some 
come from an immigrant heritage that was propelled by the American Dream. 
 
The October 21, 1945, edition of the La Crosse Tribune marked the passing of a La Crosse man and 
entrepreneur who had overcome both his immigrant roots and great personal hardship on his way to 
becoming a successful businessman.  
 
Stanislaus Bernard Mateske was born in West Prussia on September 10, 1873.1 Although a section of the 
Prussian (German) empire at the time, the region of his birth was historically part of Poland. After World 
War II, all of what was West Prussia was incorporated into Poland. The majority of people living there in 
the 1800s spoke German.2 But the mother tongue for the Mateske household was Polish. Stanislaus 
Mateske’s formal education ended at the sixth grade.3 
 
From 1881 to 1890, there was a great wave of emigration from West Prussia, mostly to the United 
States.4 The Mateske family was one of those making the voyage to the United States in 1885, when 
Stanislaus was about 12 years old.5 By 1891, the family was living at 700 Kane Street in La Crosse.6 
 
Like so many immigrants with limited education and English as a second language, manual labor on 
farms and in factories was the only way for them to make a living in the United States. In 1891, 
Stanislaus Mateske and his father, Joseph, were both laborers.7 Stanislaus worked at the La Crosse Plow 
Works, 519 North 3rd Street, owned by Albert Hirshheimer, for several years. Then he worked as a 
mattress maker for Tillman Brothers.8 Fred and William Tillman had a wholesale and retail furniture 
business, as well as a funeral parlor, at 116-118 South 4th Street.9  
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700 Kane Street as it appears today 

 
(Jeff Rand, 2020 February 9) 

 
Joseph Mateske, father of Stanislaus, died on September 15, 1903.10 His widow continued to live at 700 
Kane Street, as did his daughter, Frances, who worked at the La Crosse Rubber Mills.11 
 
Meanwhile, their son Stanislaus, had married a woman named Eva around 1900. Their first child, a 
daughter, was born in 1901. Stanislaus and Eva Mateske made their home at 839 Gould Street (now 829 
Gould Street, an empty lot) in La Crosse.12 Their second daughter, Stella M., was born on July 6, 1905.13 
 
Over a five-year period when he was in his 30s and 40s, Stanislaus Mateske’s life seemed to fall apart.  
 
On March 15, 1913, his 12-year-old daughter, who had been an invalid since she was one year old, died 
in their home on Gould Street.14 
 
Stanislaus Mateske had left the Tillman Brothers business and had become a mattress maker for 
Advance Bedding company in La Crosse. Advance Bedding was located at 327 Front Street.15 It was while 
working for Advance Bedding that Mateske was injured on the job and left unable to work.16  
 
Had this happened after September 1960, Stanislaus Mateske would have easily qualified for Social 
Security Disability because of his inability to work. But this happened to him in 1916-1917, and the 
socioeconomic safety net was much smaller half a century earlier.17 His recourse at the time was to go 
before the Wisconsin Industrial Board to ask for compensation.18 He had a hearing to present his case on 
February 15, 1917, at the La Crosse County courthouse.19 At the same time, Mateske also petitioned the 
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La Crosse County Board of Supervisors for aid. His request was referred to the “committee on Poor and 
Insane and County Physician.”20 That committee decided that La Crosse County would grant Mateske, 
along with eleven others who had also petitioned, $100 per year for their disabilities.21 That was not 
enough to even begin to support himself, his wife, and daughter. 
 
Unable to work at a regular job and needing to generate income, Mateske started selling popcorn to 
employees at the La Crosse Rubber Mills. His business grew to the point that Mateske opened a small 
confectionary and grocery store at 1101 St. Andrew Street in 1918.22 The 45-year-old Mateske had 
moved back into his mother’s house at 700 Kane Street by this time.23 
 
Then there was another personal tragedy. On July 22, 1918, his 47-year-old wife, Eva Mateske, died of 
“complication of diseases.” Their daughter, Stella, was just 12 years old.24 
 
In 1919, it appears that Stanislaus Mateske had moved out of his mother’s house on Kane Street and 
was living above his store on St. Andrew Street, one block away.25 
 
The Mateske store was usually referred to as a confectionery, meaning it sold candy or pastries. His 
store was one of 22 establishments on the north side of La Crosse where one could buy locally-made 
Funke’s candies.26 But Mateske also carried other items for sale. He had a Class B liquor license to sell 
intoxicating beverages.27 He was a dealer for Thomas J. Webb coffee.28 There were 25 places just on the 
north side in in 1922 that sold Tri-State Ice Cream, and Mateske’s store was one of them.29 When the 
Independent Ice Cream Co., Inc. started production of its “smoother and richer” product, Mateske’s 
store became an outlet for the frozen treat.30 In the 1930s, the store was a dealer for Pure Food Ice 
Cream made in La Crosse.31 Adults and children alike could buy Wrigley’s Gum at Mateske’s store.32 
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Mateske’s store on the North Side was just one of many places in La Crosse that sold Funke’s candies 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1922 May 17, page 11) 
 
Besides coping with his disability and taking care of a pre-teen daughter, Mateske had extra difficulties 
in addition to those faced by any new business venture. 
 
In late May 1919, a bullet pierced the window of his store. Police theorized that it came from a rifle fired 
by some careless boys shooting in the marshes near the La Crosse Rubber Mills. Boys shooting rifles 
inside the city limits on the north side of La Crosse was a frequent problem at the time.33 
 
Robbers apparently viewed Mateske’s store as an easy target.  
 
On December 19, 1922, Mateske, accompanied by “his girl helper” and a customer, left the store at 6:00 
p.m. so he could eat supper at his mother’s house at 700 Kane Street. During the hour before his return 
at 7:00 p.m., some person or persons had pried open a locked back door and taken $70 from an 
unlocked safe.34  
 



 

 

A year later, Mateske’s store was robbed twice in just three days. On Monday night, December 17, 1923, 
a robber took between $12 and $15 after prying open a back door. Then on December 19, smashing the 
glass in a front door for entry enabled a robber to make off with all the cigars and most of the cigarettes 
in Mateske’s store. Mateske was so distraught on Thursday morning that he could not even speak to 
police investigating the crime.35 
 
While Mateske was away for lunch on the afternoon of September 13, 1926, a robber squeezed through 
an opening in the foundation of the building and crawled under the floor until he came to a trap door 
providing access to the store. Between $35 and $40 was missing from the cash register and safe when 
Mateske returned from lunch.36 This robber, however, was caught about a month later. R T. McNeil was 
nabbed after passing some worthless checks and given a chance to pay up; he sold his wife’s diamond 
ring to raise part of the money and used money stolen from Mateske for the rest. McNeil’s story of 
getting money from his mother to pay off the bad checks did not check out.  Then two employees of the 
La Crosse Rubber Mills identified McNeil as the man they had seen around the store about the time of 
the Mateske robbery.  McNeil had become acquainted with the store and the owner’s routine when he 
had installed an electric refrigerator there for a local company. A judge sentenced McNeil to 12-18 
months hard labor at the Waupun state prison.37 
 
An even bolder robbery occurred on November 8, 1928, at 7:30 a.m. Two men ordered a package of Bull 
Durham tobacco before one of them shoved a pistol into Mateske’s side while his partner took between 
$40 and $45 from the cash register.38 An alert La Crosse policeman arrested Jerry Williams, who had 
served time in the Idaho state penitentiary for manslaughter, just four days later. Williams confessed 
and pleaded guilty in La Crosse County court the next day.39 On November 17, Judge R. S. Cowie 
sentenced Williams to seven to fifteen years at the Waupun state prison.40 
 
Police caught one suspect after he burglarized four business establishments, including Mateske’s store, 
on the night of June 5, 1930. Mateske did not suffer any loss this time.41 
 
In these various robberies, the criminals usually did not bother with any cash less than a quarter. 
Pennies in the Mateske cash register survived a couple of robberies, and Stanislaus Mateske put his 
pennies to good use in January 1941. Mateske called the W. A. Roosevelt company office to say that he 
had the money to pay a bill that he owed. When a man from W. A. Roosevelt went to the Mateske store, 
he was presented with a ten-inch by two-foot box, weighing about 90 pounds, containing 12,500 
pennies as his payment. The Roosevelt representative summoned a truck.42 The newspaper article 
reporting this transaction does not give a clue as to whether this was an example of penury or spite. 
 
Fourteen years after his first wife died, Stanislaus Mateske married for a second time. His second wife 
was Florence Snedden of Rocky Mount, North Carolina.43 Mateske and Snedden, who as Florence King 
had been a music teacher in La Crosse before moving to North Carolina, were married on February 6, 
1932.44 They made their home at 1103 ½ St. Andrew Street, right next to Mateske’s store.45 
 



 

 

 
 

Mateske’s store sold ice cream 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1928 June 22, page 7) 
 
Stanislaus Mateske was also known as one of the pioneers in amateur radio in La Crosse. In about 1922, 
he had a ham radio installed in his store; Mateske was said to devote “every minute of his spare time” to 
radio work. Mateske learned Morse code at the La Crosse vocational school from Mrs. William R. Miller. 
He touted the commercial possibilities of radio and thought radio operators would be in great demand 
in the future. He even traveled to Janesville to give a presentation at the state school for the blind in 
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early 1923.46 His shortwave radio station was known as 9PJ [later W9pJ], and Mateske could exchange 
voice messages as far away as Kansas. Using the Morse code key, he could reach New Hampshire, 
Vermont, and the states on the Mexican Gulf.47 By 1925, there was a La Crosse Radio Association that 
held regular meetings.48 The club sent, received, and delivered non-commercial messages between 
people for no charge.49 When a blizzard during the winter of 1925-1926 knocked out most telegraph 
wires in the tri-state area, Stanislaus Mateske stayed up all night with the shortwave radio in his store 
receiving telegraph messages and relaying them by telephone.50 The La Crosse Radio Club held its 
annual outing on top of Grandad Bluff; besides enjoying food and fireworks, members erected 
temporary antennas for sending and receiving shortwave radio traffic.51 Mateske, ever the promoter 
and teacher of amateur radio, gave presentations and instruction on telegraphy to Boy Scouts, including 
Troop 7 at St. John’s Church.52 
 
Mateske operated his store at 1101 St. Andrew Street until 1941. He was 68 years old, and he may have 
wanted to cut back on his work hours. For the next four years, he ran a canteen selling food, snacks, and 
drinks at the Rubber Mills and Trane company factories.53 
 
Stanislaus B. Mateske died on October 20, 1945, at the age of 72. Funeral services were held at the St. 
John’s Catholic Church, and he was buried in the Catholic Cemetery. Mateske was survived by his second 
wife, Florence; daughter Mrs. Stella Leisgang of La Crosse; two grandchildren; a sister in Chicago, 
another sister in Akron, Ohio, and a brother in Minneapolis.54 
 
His widow, Florence, retained ownership of the store on St. Andrew Street until early 1954 when she 
sold it to Mathew F. and Dorothy Koelbl.55  
 
The Koelbl family converted the store into a tavern and operated Matt’s Tavern or Koelbl’s Bar there for 
the next 42 years.56 Mathew and Dorothy Koelbl owned it together until March 1978 when Matt Koelbl 
died.57 Dorothy Koelbl owned it until early 1990 when she sold the property to Thomas M. Koelbl.58  
 
After seven years of ownership, Thomas Koelbl sold the tavern to John R. and Jean M. Woods on 
December 18, 1997,59 with Jean Woods becoming the sole owner in 2003.60 Under Woods’ ownership, 
the tavern was known as Teddy Bear’s.61 
 
The Governmental Employees Credit Union of La Crosse ended up with the property in August 2014.62 
They sold it to TND Enterprises LLC on January 2, 2015.63 Later that month, on January 22, Duane and 
Tonia Genz opened Genzie’s Gameday Pub at 1101 St. Andrew Street.64 It is still in business at that 
location today. 
 
The home that Stanislaus and Florence Mateske lived in, at 1103 1/2 St. Andrew Street, no longer exists. 
It stood until 1963, and then it appears to have been demolished before 1964.65 A fence extending from 
the southeast corner of Genzie’s Gameday Pub surrounds the vacant area where this building would 
have stood. 
 



 

 

 
 

Genzie’s Gameday Pub at 1101 St. Andrew Street, the former location of Mateske’s store 
 

(Jeff Rand, 2022 February 9) 
 
Florence Mateske married Hugh Teawater in 1953. She was 68 years old when she died on July 8, 1956, 
in Jackson, Tennessee. She was buried in a cemetery in Camden, Tennessee.66 
 
The sub-headline of the La Crosse Tribune article about Stanislaus Mateske’s death was “’Blind Mike’ 
Known To Many Residents.”67 That is because Stanislaus Mateske had been blind for almost the last 30 
years of his life. He had raised a daughter, opened and operated a store to support himself, and become 
an expert in shortwave radio all without the benefit of eyesight.  
 
He had lost his eyesight while working in mattress manufacturing at the Advance Bedding company 
when he was about 43 years old. Mateske testified before the Wisconsin Industrial Commission that his 
eye began to itch when it was exposed to dust while he was working at a mattress stuffing machine. 
Mateske admitted that “he had been at a blind school for some time but that he could read at a distance 
of from 14 to 16 inches before he lost his sight.”68 No matter what the exact cause, losing his eyesight 
was a disability that he had to deal with the rest of his life.  
 



 

 

 
 

Stanislaus B. Mateske 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 October 21, page 1) 
 
How common was blindness in the United States in that era? The 1920 federal census noted 57,444 
blind people in the country. A special study by the Census Bureau in the same year, however, came up 
with 20,000 additional blind people in the United States. People working with the blind estimated the 
total should be around 100,000 people. After the 1930 federal census also failed to provide a reliable 
statistic, the Census Bureau dropped that question for good.69 
 
People like Mateske who became disabled due to job-related causes had to rely on whatever benefits 
their state or local governments offered and their own resources. Prevention of such work-related 
injuries was also the province of state and local governments until 1971. The Occupational Safety and 
Health Act of 1970 led to the creation of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), 
within the Labor Department, that year. It was the first nationwide regulation of working conditions to 
protect the health and safety of workers on the job.70 Although frequently criticized for its myriad of 
rules and regulations, OSHA seldom gets credit for preventing job-related deaths, illnesses, and injuries 
that would be an additional burden on taxpayers when those affected need economic assistance. 
 
Even though Stanilaus Mateske was not part of a larger historical event, nor did he brush shoulders with 
any famous person, he was a notable person in La Crosse’s history who should not be forgotten. 
Mateske was an immigrant who had to learn English, and then overcome a limited education and 
blindness in middle age to achieve his version of the American Dream. 



 

 

 
Jeff Rand 
Research & instruction librarian (Retired) 
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