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A Jesuit’s Memories of St. Stanislaus
Andrew Theising, from a manuscript provided by Madelynn Kester

St. Stanislaus Seminary’s “Rock Building” shown from 1933.
(US Public domain Library of Congress/Wikimedia Commons)

Madelynn Kester has held onto a small treasure for a long time. Her late brother, Gerhardt, was a
Jesuit priest who entered the seminary at St. Stanislaus back in the early 1960s. About 20 years
ago, he jotted down his memories of those years when Florissant was becoming a booming suburb
but St. Stanislaus was still an isolated farm on the edge of town. Madelynn preserved those pages
after her brother’s death, and now she has shared them with the Florissant Valley Historical Society.
An excerpt is provided in this article, but full copies of the manuscript have been deposited with
FVHS, Historic Florissant, and at Old St. Ferdinand’s for those who want to read the entirety. What
follows is her brother’s recollection of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962-1963 and it gives an
interesting glimpse into the isolation of life at the seminary.
“While we were in the novitiate, we had no radios, watched no television, had no magazines/
newspapers, no phone calls home, and very little contact with the outside world, even though it was
right around us. We did not hear of the Cuban Missile Crisis directly. One of the first signs was
when Richard Burtschi, who was some sort of reservist in the Navy, received a letter or telegram
from his unit. It was hand-delivered by a naval officer who drove up in a battleship gray Navy
“Chivvy” (as Dick called it) with a whip antenna. He pulled up in front of the Rock Building and
dropped off this message telling Dick he was to stay in contact with his unit, and that if he were
going to leave town for a weekend or something, he was to leave word where he could be reached.
We all thought this was pretty funny, because neither he nor any of us was going anywhere.
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Hold Your Next Event in a Historic Setting!
The three historic preservation groups have done a fine job in preserving Florissant’s historic structures. Many
of these are available to rent for your next business or social function! Family parties, book clubs, receptions, and
office parties will be all the more memorable when held in a lovely historical setting. It is a great way to support
these vital nonprofits!
Historic Florissant, Inc., makes the historic Gittemeier House available for your functions, as well as the historic
one-room log cabin near Tower Court Park. For info on these spaces, call 314-565-1468.
The Friends of Old St. Ferdinand offer the historic Old St. Ferdinand School building for a variety of special
functions. It is very spacious and there is plenty of parking available. For details, call 314-837-2110.
The Florissant Valley Historical Society is pleased to offer Taille de Noyer to rent for special functions. This
grand mansion is a beautiful setting for most any occasion. It sits on the McCluer High School campus. Call
_______________________________
314-409-9478 for
details.

Shrine Winter Gala
On Sunday, January 27, 2019, Old St. Ferdinand Shrine will be having our annual
Winter Gala. This year we will be at Norwood Hills Country Club and the dinner will
include a silent auction. This fund raiser will also help to kick off our “200 Year
Celebrations” starting with Mother Philippine coming to Florissant in 1819 and ending in
2021 with the 200th anniversary of our church.
We are celebrating all of the hard work the people of Florissant did to keep the Shrine
alive and thriving! Reservations are $125 and if you’re interested in coming please call
314-837-2110 or 314-420-5535. Deadline for the dinner is January 14.
As part of our celebrations, we are collecting recipes, photos and stories that
you have of the Shrine, to put together a cook book. We would love your help in
collecting these. Please send them to us!
Please come by to see the work we have done, including painting the school
house. Don’t forget the school house is available to rent.

The Friends of Old St. Ferdinand
#1 Rue St. Francois , Florissant, MO 63031
Phone: 314-837-2110 Website: www.oldstferdinandshrine.com
Email: oldstferdinandshrine@gmail.com
Shrine tours: Monday-Saturday, 9:00 a.m.-12 noon;
Gift Shop: during tour hours and Sundays, 1:00-4:00 p.m.
Visit the Bookstore: Saturdays from 9:00 a.m. to 12 noon
on the second floor of the old school house.
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HFI Benefit Dinner at Hendel’s Restaurant
Historic Florisssant, Inc., is accepting reservations to its annual Benefit Dinner on Sunday, March 24 at
5:00 p.m. $50 per person; cash bar. The event will be held at Hendel’s Restaurant, 599 Rue St. Denis in
Old Town Florissant. In addition to individual seats, tables of 4, 6, or 8 can be reserved. Please RSVP by
March 19. Checks made payable to Historic Florissant, Inc., may be mailed to 1067 Dunn Road,
Florissant, MO 63031. For more information, call 314-565-1468 or email historicflo@aol.com for more
information.
Proceeds from the event will help with ongoing restoration work at the Franz Gittemeier House. Exterior
repairs to the 150+ year old structure include exterior painting of the doors, windows, and soffit; plastering
and painting of the remaining rooms not addressed in 2018, flooring repairs and upgrades, and archival
supplies for the proper maintenance of the resource collections.
Historic Florissant, Inc., relies on donations and fundraising events to do its work. It is a 501(c)(3)
_______________________________
nonprofit
and donations are tax deductible as allowed by law.

Antoine DesHetres’ Encounter with Fame
The great 19th-century author Washington Irving may be obscure
to many students today, but we all know the characters he
brought to life through his stories, most notably sleepy old “Rip
Van Winkle” and the headless horseman in “The Legend of
Sleepy Hollow.”
He was already a literary star when he arrived in St. Louis on
his way to explore American Indian lands in 1832. It was here
that he met Florissant’s own Antoine DesHetres—brother of
Hyacinthe, who built many early structures in town.
Irving described Antoine as “a little, swarthy, meager French
creole” who was dubbed “Tonish.” He was a comical character
who was written into Irving’s book A Tour on the Prairies.
Tonish was one of the laborers on Irving’s expedition to the
Indian Territory.
When it came time to ford a river, Tonish fashioned a small
The author Washington Irving
canoe out of a dried animal skin. Irving wrote, “I found myself
(US public domain; Library of Congress/
Wikimedia Commons)
thus afloat on the skin of a buffalo…. To please the vanity of
little Tonish, I discharged my double-barreled shot gun, to the
right and left, when in the center of the stream.” The blasts
were answered with whooping and shouts from the shores “to the great exultation of the little Frenchman,
who took to himself the whole glory of this Indian mode of navigation.”
Irving’s Tour on the Prairies does not mention Florissant by name, but it does create a lively character of
one of Florissant’s early residents. The story was first published in 1835 and, to this day, it has never been
out of print. Antoine DesHetres’ comical character has delighted readers for over 175 years.
Read more at: http://www.historynet.com/washington-irving-tour-prairies.htm
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Fall House Tour a Sell-Out Success!

Some of the features seen on the 2018
house tour (clockwise from upper left): The
1 8 5 7 M o n t a i g n e H o u s e e n t r y, t h e
Montaigne dining room, the 1800 August
Aubuchon House, the Aubuchon bedroom
furniture on display in the 1860 Gittemeier
House. (HFI Photos)
Thank you to those patrons who purchased tickets to
the annual house tour, and thank you to the generous
homeowners who opened their homes to visitors!

Gittemeier Family Reunion Helped Connect Cousins
Descendants of Franz Gittemeier gathered October 21 at the house he built at 1067 Dunn Road for a joyful
celebration of their common ancestor. The surnames of Franz’s descendants include: Gettemeier, Keeven,
Behlmann, Moellering, Spring, Stroer, Nick, Timme, Gray, Greueloh, Vierdag, Hurt, Boos, Kohnen,
Stratman, Otten, Meyer, Burcke, Hartman, Winter.
Historic Florissant, Inc., provided family trees so
everyone could find their link to ancestor Franz. The Gittemeier Family Tree is posted on the Historic
Florissant website: www.historicflorissant.com if you would like to take a look.

4

In Memoriam: Connie Kraus
Connie Kraus passed away on October 6, 2018, at age
57. Connie was an active member of the Florissant Valley
Historical Society and a regular contributor to the
Quarterly. Her last article was published just days before
her passing. Connie loved her community and loved local
history.
She participated in historical reenactments and was very
active in faith organizations.
Connie was buried in
Wyaconda, MO. The Society extends its deepest sympathy
to Connie‘s relatives and friends.
The family chose FVHS as one of the nonprofits to which people could send memorials. The Society
gratefully acknowledges the following memorial donors: Margaret Connors, Linda and Mickey
Cornelius, Fred and Mary Kay Gladbach, Kenneth and Wanda Rhodes, as well as anonymous
donors. Anyone wishing to honor Connie in this way may still send a memorial to FVHS, Box 298,
Florissant MO 63032.

Tessons to Speak about Local History
Chester and Edith Tesson will speak at the next Gittemeier House Coffee Talk about their family‘s long
history in Florissant and local history in general. The Teson/Tison/Tesson name has been associated with
the Florissant area for generations. The event is hosted by Historic Florissant and is free of charge—
although donations are appreciated. Sunday, January 27 at 1:00

Bits and Pieces
THANK YOU FOR A SUCCESSFUL LUNCHEON: Thank you to the many participants who made
the annual holiday luncheon a success! The Society is grateful for the McCluer High School students who
helped serve the delicious meal: Rico Hill, Darion Daily, Demetrius Lee, Nevaeh Scales and special thanks
to their teacher, Madeline Mitchell Perry
PLAN TO ATTEND THE BOUILLON PARTY AT TAILLE! The Florissant Valley Historical Society
will host the Annual Bouillon Party at Taille de Noyer on Sunday, January 20 from 2 to 4 p.m. The Bouillon
Party is a French tradition practiced for many years in Florissant during the Christmas holidays. The
Buckhannon Brothers will entertain with old time “fiddlin" and the good old French tunes. Enjoy the
delicious Bouillon prepared in the old French way along with a variety of tasty snacks. Tickets are $10.00
per person and reservations are necessary. Call Vicky, 314-496-2319 or Mary Kay, 314-409-9478 or
send a check to the Florissant Valley Historical Society, P.O. Box 298, Florissant, MO 63032
The Florissant Valley Quarterly shares news and educational articles about local history, and is published four times
each year by the Florissant Valley Historical Society, Friends of Old St. Ferdinand, Inc., and Historic Florissant, Inc.
Mary Kay Gladbach, Editor
Andrew J. Theising, Managing Editor
www.florissantvalleyhs.com
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News from Historic Florissant, Inc.
NEW BOARD MEMBER: Historic Florissant Inc. welcomes its newest board
member, Sherlie McMillan (at left). Not only does Sherlie volunteer countless
hours sorting and organizing archival records, she also serves as Secretary of the
Historic Florissant Board of Directors. Sherlie shares a love for history and
supports historic preservation. We are fortunate to have someone of her caliber
and her level of commitment.
DONATIONS AT WORK: Your generous donations helped HFI accomplish
many projects in 2018, including repairing plaster walls, cleaning the gutters,
moving the Aubuchon furniture to the Gittemeier House, painting four rooms,
refinishing floors, purchasing archival supplies, covering printing costs for
house tour tickets and new brochures, as well as covering monthly expenses.
_______________________________
Thank you!

Landmark Profile: 695 North Jefferson Street
At the corner of Rue St. Louis and Jefferson
sits a wonderful landmark home.
The
Aubuchon-Herbst House is significant in two
very special ways.
First, it is one of the few 18th century houses
still standing. The core structure dates back to
Florissant’s founding in the 1780s/90s.
(Florissant is so very fortunate to have multiple
examples of its 18 th -century homes still
standing!)
Second, at its core is not just a log cabin, but a
vertical-log cabin. Many log cabins have the
logs laying flat and stacked on top of each other.
Early French builders stood the logs on end to
create walls, called poteaux sur sol (“posts on
sill”) construction.

Above, National Register photo c. 1978 (Missouri Dept. of
Natural Resources); Below, the house today (Image from
Google Street View. Google and the Google logo are
registered trademarks of Google Inc.; used with permission.)

In this style, the posts are stood on top of a sill
(like a stone foundation) rather than being
buried into the ground—which probably is why
the logs have lasted so long. The Buldoc House
in Ste. Genevieve is built in this fashion, as is
the ancient Holy Family Church in Cahokia.
According to the National Register nomination,
traces of this construction were still discernable
on the landmark’s interior at the time. This little
house is a treasure among the many historic
homes in Old Town.
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continued from page 1
“Then some people came to see the Rector from the office of Civil Defense. They told him they would like
to use the basements of the buildings as bomb shelters. They issued him a little white hard hat with a Civil
Defense decal on the front, a flashlight of the 6 volt lantern type, and they also gave him a Geiger Counter.
This was the most fascinating thing. I think they may have given him a set of instructions, but he had no idea
how to use it or what good it would be….
“They said we should be prepared to receive something like 4,000 or 5,000 people. So a long manualia
was laid on, and the [Junior Seminarians] had to spend a day cleaning up the basements, especially the
winery. They also began the process of filling with water the 1,000 gallon barrels that had been empty for
years. They put an ordinary garden hose in the top and the barrels were so dried out, they leaked almost as
fast as the water was going in. It was supposed to take from several days to a couple of weeks for the wood
to swell up and become water tight again. There were once supposed to be 70 or so barrels in the winery, but
by this time there were only 10 or 12 left, which were supposed to be the ones that were in the best shape.
“One of the things that was killing us was no news. The Novice Master and the other superiors thought it
best not to tell us what was going on, as it would be a distraction from our prayer and studies. I remember I
was in the second year novitiate and was dying to find out what the hell was going on, with all this
preparation of fallout shelters…. I was doing the [cleaning in the winery, garage, and power house]. While I
was in the power house, the meter reader came from Union Electric and I went over to see him as he was
writing down numbers, and I asked him “What’s going on?” He was astounded that I did not know, he said
there hasn’t been anything else on the TV or radio news in days but this business about Russian ships
approaching Cuba and Quarantine, whatever that means. He was rather excited and he told me flat out it was
really scary [for him]. Up until then I had not been scared, just curious, and then I was afraid I better not tell
anyone what I know, or they are sure to ask how I found this out, etc. etc.
“Others had made similar attempts [to find information]. When [a few seminarians] took an afternoon walk
on Sunday up Shackelford they stopped in the fire house and asked the same question I had asked the meter
reader. The firemen really gave them an earful. One fireman grabbed a newspaper and shoved it in front of
one of the novices and said, “Here, look at it, it’s all in there.” Then the novice had to say, “No, no—we
don’t read the newspapers.” The fireman was astounded. The novice was probably afraid that if word of his
having read a newspaper in the firehouse got out, or got back to the Novice Master, or his Socius, the
firehouse would be put off limits forever….
“Kind of the final chapter in the Cuban Missile Crisis was the following summer 1963, [when] we were all
given a one week first aid course on treating radiation sickness, and on what was contaminated, and what
could be eaten…. Besides extensive first aid instructions and how to recognize radiation sickness symptoms,
we were shown pictures of how to take the labels off of tin cans before opening them, and they were to be
washed and opened from the bottom end, etc. All different sorts of such precautions having been thought
through, [they] were printed up into pamphlets by the Government Printing Office and put into language
reminiscent of army training manuals. I particularly recall Walt Olson dutifully reading the pamphlet at us,
then commenting on the recommendations for cleaning strawberries.”
This is only a small sampling of Father Lehmkuhl’s memories. He goes on to recount life at the retreat Villa
in what is now St. Stanislaus Park, the maintenance of the seminary grounds, the vast amounts of Army
surplus that was kept there, and descriptions of the duties he and his fellow novitiates carried out—all
written with reverence and a sense of humor. The St. Stanislaus Seminary complex, sold by the Jesuits long
ago, is for sale at this time. The historic buildings and remaining acreage at 700 Howdershell Road are
offered for $5.2 million.
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Mark Your Calendar and Celebrate Our Local History!

JANUARY
14—Deadline to purchase Shrine Gala Tickets $125 each 314-837-2110
20—Annual Bouillon Party at Taille, 2-4 pm
27—Tesson Family Coffee Talk at Gittemeier House, 1067 Dunn Road,
1:00 pm. Free. Donations appreciated.
27—FOSF Winter Gala at Norwood Hills Country Club; dinner and silent
auction, with proceeds to benefit the programming at Old St. Ferdinand
Shrine.
(Please remember that Taille de Noyer does not offer regular
Sunday tours from January 1 to March 31.)
MARCH
24—Historic Florissant Benefit Dinner at Hendel’s. $50 per person; limited
seating. 314-565-1468 RSVP BY MARCH 19
APRIL
7—Regular Sunday Tours resume at Taille de Noyer, 1 to 4 pm

