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 MCHS NEWS FROM THE DIRECTOR 

Whoopee!!  Spring is on its way, and the mood down at the McLeod County 
History Museum couldn't be better.  Not only are we excited for the coming 
of green grass and singing birds, but we can proudly say that the Vern & 
Alyce Steffel wing has been completed, and is almost ready for viewing.  An 
official “Grand Opening” will be held from April 23rd-25th.  Prior to our big 
event, we are busying ourselves by installing displays.  We’ve set up a 
Whoopee John Band display, and are planning more.  We’ll have a homemade, 
scale model tractor, a remote control tractor/threshing machine, scale model 
barn, photos, and more personal effects of Vern and Alyce Steffel.  By 
summer’s end, we hope to have the room filled with artifacts donated by the 
Steffels, as well as a few of our own.  So, make sure to keep a day clear on 
your calendar this summer to come to the museum and check out our new 
exhibit made possible through the generosity of Vern and Alyce. 

In addition to our big news, we also have several events coming up over the 
next two months.  

On March 24th, we’ll be hosting our monthly “Breakfast Club” meeting.  
Keeping with our every other month discussion theme, March’s meeting will 
be a “roundtable” discussion.  Since Whoopee John and Old Time Music has 
been such a key topic at the museum lately, March’s discussion topic will be 
“Dance Hall Days”, a reflection on local ballrooms and dance halls from years 
past.  Who knows, maybe we’ll even talk about the Devil appearing at Lake 
Marion… 

On March 27th, the museum will be host to an event held by Thrivent 
Financial called “Keeping the Farm in the Family”.  Guest speaker, Sheri 
Fischer, will be talking about securing a financial future, avoiding transition 
obstacles, and coming up with transition strategies that will help farm families 
remain farm families well into the future.  Event details and RSVP date are 
available on page 11 of this magazine.  In addition, the museum will also be 
unveiling our “Legacy Wall” to all in attendance.  Funds have been secured for 
the Les Kouba Mural, and we will begin selling block space to have your 
family's farm, or ancestor’s memories preserved on the wall.   

On April 8th we’ll be hosting a “Youth Historians” event at the museum.  This 
is our youth group that meets at the museum to learn about the history of 
McLeod County.  April’s game will be a history version of Family Feud. 

As stated earlier, April 23rd, 24th, and 25th will be dedicated to the Grand 
Opening of the Vern and Alyce Steffel wing of the museum.  On the 23rd we 
are planning for some Old Time Music, sandwiches, cookies, and coffee.  
Admission is $2.00 per person and Vern Steffel will be in attendance.  The 
two following days, the addition will be open for viewing and light snacks and 
beverages will be provided. 

On April 28th, we’ll be hosting our monthly “Breakfast Club” meeting.  Our 
guest speaker will be Dave Wegscheid and he’ll be speaking about the Les 
Kouba mural that is being installed in the museum. 

 

Brian Haines - Executive Director 

 
  
 



It was the evening of September 22nd, 1974.  A crowd of about 1,000 people gathered at the Lakeview 

Ballroom in Avon, MN.  They were there to see Whoopee John, and to hear the trademark “Wooo—hooo—

hooo—hooo—hoooo”.  As the ballroom filled, and the crowd chatter grew, it wasn’t “Whoopee” John 

Wilfhart that was tuning up the band, but, rather, a St. Louis Park musician named Vern Steffel.  With his 

flannel lined beanie, and his white and green concertina emblazed with VERN 

on the front, Mr. Steffel began the next, and final, chapter of the legendary 

Whoopee John Band. 

For decades, the legendary “Whoopee” John Wilfhart toured the U.S. playing 

his brand of old time folk music—a mix of waltzes, polkas, square dances, 

schottisches, and more.  In one year he and his band played over 390 shows, 

more than there are days in the year.  He was a comedian, a showman, and a 

fine musician, yet, as happens in life, all good things must come to an end.  

On Thursday, June 15, 1961, the then 68 year old Wilfhart died suddenly at 

his home in St. Paul, MN.   

According to stories, on the day of John Wilfhart’s funeral, the Whoopee John 

Band was scheduled for a show.  Rather than cancel, however, the band 

played on with a replacement for John, and the drummer who happened to be 

his son.   
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Wilfhart’s death was one mourned across the music community, yet that didn't 

stop his music from being played.  For seven years, “Whoopee’s” two sons, Patrick 

and Dennis carried on the band.  In 1966, however, Pat died.  Dennis continued 

on for two more years before what appeared to be the curtain call, but as they say 

in the business, “the show must go on”, and it was with the gusto of this old 

saying that the Whoopee John Band was revived. 

In 1970, Minnesota musician, Vern Steffel, bought the rights to the band from 

Dennis Wilfhart, and in 1974, the Whoopee John 

Band Orchestra was reborn under his direction. 

In an interview conducted by Bill Diehl in 1974, Vern 

Steffel was quoted as saying I”’m not trying to be 

another Whoopee John, but I know there are 

thousands and thousands of folks who want to hear 

his music again—and that’s what we’re doing, 

bringing it back to them.  In fact, I can’t even go 

Yooo—hooo—hooo—hooo—hoooo the way 

Whoopee used to do.  I’m trying to get one of our sax 

players to do that, and he’s getting pretty good.  We, 

of course, use the familiar theme song, ‘The 

Mariechen Waltz’.  The band played its first date 

September 22 at the Lakeview Ballroom in Avon, 

Minnesota, and we drew a full house, about 1,000 

people.  And, you know, when we got all set on the 

stand and started to play that Whoopee John theme, 

some of his old fans got all choked up with tears in 

their eyes.” 

Vern Steffel was born at Olivia, Minnesota in 1929.  

Growing up on the farm, Vern had many great 

memories, but it was an occupation he never felt 

suited a young man like himself—Vern was a 

“tinkerer”, using his talents to build numerous devices that many did not have 

the skill to develop.  He even went so far as to build a working,1/3 scale 

model H Farmall tractor, using spare parts from a old model T.  

Though he was adept as an amateur engineer, it was music that he had a deep 

passion for—a love developed at an early age.  He received his first squeeze 

box as a young child and learned to play.  By the time he was a teen, Vern was 

becoming an adept musician and began going to barn dances where “old time 

music” was the music of choice.  It was around this time that he obtained his 

first real concertina.  It was not long after that he formed his own band and 

began playing locally. 

“I’m not 
trying to be 
Whoopee 
John, but I 
know there 
are 
thousands 
and 
thousands of 
folks who 
want to hear 
his music 
again—and 
that’s what 
we’re doing, 
bringing it 
back to 
them.  I can’t 
even go 
yooo, hooo, 
hooo, the 
way 
Whoopee 
used to…” 

The Show Must Go On 

Continued on Page 8 
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March 24—Breakfast Club—10:30am-topic is Old Time Music/
Dance Halls of McLeod County 
March 27—Keeping Farm in the Family with Thrivent 
(RSVP by March 25) 
 
 
April 8—10:30am New Historians Youth Event—Family Feud 
April 23, 24,25—Grand Opening of the Steffel Wing 
April 28—Breakfast Club-Dave Wegscheid speaking about Les 
Kouba Mural at museum. 

March 2020 
Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

29 30 31     

April 2020 
Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

   1 2 3 4 

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

26 27 28 29 30   



Do n a t i o n s an d Memor ia ls: 
March and April McLeod Magazine 

General Fund: 
Lu Jacobson; Justen Paulsen; in memory of Patsy Wright from Mary Rose and Kurt Iten,  

Arthur Kroeger; Wilson Learning Corporation, Diane Bishop, Alan & Joan Paymar 
In memory of Patsy Wright from Bev Wangerin, Jean Anderson, Kim Schutt; Judith L. Durfey  

Stacie Nelson and Peter Smith, Laura Prieve, Janice Menning and Karen Nelson; 
Carol Swan; Mary Blay; in memory of Patsy Wright from Gregory & Sarah Magnuson, 

Deborah & Todd Dolan, Kent & Shirley Miller and the Weisberg Family and Barb Peterson  
In memory of Al Zimmerman from Robert & Meryl Peters 

Legacy Mural Fund: 
Bruce Broderius; Hazel Sitz; Bev Baumetz; Form-A-Feed from Stewart; 

 Gary Schott; Ram Construction; Burich Foundation; Ian McDonald 

Legacy Farm Wall Fund: 
Darrol Bussler; Bev Baumetz; Nancy Radtke Marth 

Christmas Fund: 
Jean and Thomas Schwichtenberg; Marietta Neumann 

Archives: 
Margaret Hoffman; In memory of Patsy Wright from Bev Baumetz and Marlys Fredrick 

In memory of Dorothy (nee Merrill) Leclair from Marlys Fredrick 

Log Cabin Fund: 
In memory of Joe Murphy and Wallace C. Berger from Bev Wangerin: 

In honor of Ray and Carol Bayerl’s 60th Wedding Anniversary from Bev Wangerin 

Annual Support Drive Fund: 
Lyall Schwarzkopf ; Kay Nelson and Steve Cook   

New Members: 
Doug Ruzicka, Montrose, MN; Bonnie Ide, Hutchinson; 

 Kevin Kuenzel, Shorewood, MN; Linda Karkhoff, Hutchinson 

New Lifetime Members: 
Grant Baumetz, Hutchinson, MN 

 

 
Artifact Donation 

Arlen Axdahl; St. Paul's Lutheran Church; Barbara Dolezal; Mike Rathbun; Vern Steffel;  
William Schwarze; Amy Reus; Peggy Carls; Dianne Johnson; Joanne Kaczmarek;  

City of Hutchinson; Georgianna Wechsler Burkholder; Virginia Jerabek; 
Janice Schmeling; Gary Schott; Gladys McClendon 
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In 1951, Vern was drafted into  

U.S. military service.  After 

training, he found himself in 

Korea as part of the  war effort 

to thwart North Korean 

aggression and the spread of 

communism.  He served for 18 

months.  One thing that never 

left him was the music in his 

heart. 

Dec 31-1952 (letter home) 
Dear Ma, Dad, and Kids – Will 
write you a few lines the last day of this year.  The weather here is nice and tonight it 
is snowing.  I got a Christmas card from Joe…I should be home in April sometime.  
We need 38 points to rotate, and I’ll have 39…I heard some old-time music, the six 
fats (Six Fat Dutchmen) and some other one’s…Yours Truly, LuVern Steffel 
 
Feb 9th – 1953 (letter from Mom) 
Dearest Son – Must write you a few lines tonight…Got a letter from Dorothy today, 
she goes to dances all the time.  She might as well enjoy herself while she can…Dad 
and I went to town (to see Whoopee John) …I got in just in time to sit on a stool that 
was left.  Dad didn’t get in, they locked the door, were just so many (that) got in.  
“Whoopee” played for an hour.  He is a pill; he chews gum like a rabbit, then they 
played a song “Does spearmint lose its flavor on the bed post overnight”.  He said “I 
don’t know, I keep mine in my mouth” …Fat as a tub.  He played the concertina for 
just a few seconds at the start…Love Ma, Dad, and all. 
 
May 19 – 1953 (Letter from friend in Korea) 
Dear Steffel – I got your letter today.  I was surprised to hear from you.  We made 

another March order about a week after you left…They had a 16 man drop and 
Hughes just made it, he was the last one…I sure miss you and your music.  All I got 
left is the phonograph to hear.  Goodbye, Eddie. 

 

At war’s end, Vern returned home where he would meet Alyce Miller, his wife to be.  

The couple met on a double date.  Vern and a friend met Alyce and her sister.  The 

two shared a common bond in music.  Those who knew them would say it was a 

match made in heaven.  They married in1957, and together they made music for 60 

years 

Vern had many occupations over the years, but one thing that never left him was 

music. Through the 50s and 60s he played with several musicians as well as local 

bands such as the Jolly Musicians and Doug’s Concertina Band.  

In 1970, during a revival period of old time music, Vern, bought the rights to the Whoopee John Band.  

Together, he, Alyce, and 8 top tiered musicians began playing venues across the mid-west as “The 

Whoopee John Band Orchestra” 

An early fan of the band, and future drummer, Jay Johnson recalled the atmosphere of that first show.  He 

and a girlfriend went out dancing and noticed a poster promoting the first show of the band.  They went to  



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

the ballroom in Avon, MN and Jay was instantly hooked.  The band put on a great act, and by the third 

show, played at the Majestic Ballroom in Cottage Grove, MN.  It was standing room only. 

Over the years, Vern and Alyce poured their hearts into the band.   The first bus was manufactured by 

Vern, later buses were bought—Vern made all the repairs and maintenance himself. The uniforms were 

handmade by Alyce, and like any good “band-mom”, she could always find a solution to a “situation”.  She 

made sure the bandmembers were fed and would often serve dinner on the bus.  Vern led the band, and 

he was known for his knack in being able to choose musicians who were a good fit with the group, both 

socially and musically. 

New Years Eve was always special- everyone was always celebrating in the back of the van.  One ride 

home from Rochester during an ice storm-uphill-took one hour to go one mile-Vern spun tires enough to 

burn holes in the ice enough to get traction, did so over and over.  Then headed under a bridge, Vern 

drove the bus sideways, it was one of many times driving sideways on that trip.  To stay awake, Vern 

would put Vicks Vapor Rub on his eyelids.  Occasionally sleep would catch up, and you could feel the bus 

wiggle a bit.  A good Minnesotan pays for all the road, so sometimes they used all the road.  Vern could 

back the bus into a spot with mere inches on each side.   

They made a swarm of friends and acquaintances with the audience who came to the shows.  Often, they 

were invited to fans houses after the show for a light party.  In 1984, the band even toured in Bavaria. 

As with all good things, there must come an end.  By the mid 1980s, the popularity of “old time music” 

was beginning to wane.  Fewer people were coming to the shows, and bookings were getting harder to 

come by.  Seeing the end in sight, the Whoopee John Band looked to hang up their hats, yet requests for 

the band to play were still coming, and Vern Steffel and the Whoopee John Band complied, appearing by 

special request until 2004—it was an encore that lasted nearly 20 years. 

A former band member, upon reflecting on memories of the band said it best.  “We were selling nostalgia, 

selling memories and goosebumps for people who grew up listening to Whoopee John.  We sold 

wonderful memories, and made some along the way”. 

*Whoopee John memorabilia and bandstands are on display at the McLeod County Historical Society.  

They were donated by Vern Steffel, who made possible a new wing of the museum in honor of him and his 

wife Alyce.  
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A Budding Rivalry 
 
It was the late 1850s.  Though the exact date is not recorded, one can presume the event happened 
during a warm weather month, and on a pleasant day (you’ll see what I mean).  For the sake of a good 
story, and bearing in mind that I’m at the end of my rope in regards to winter, we’ll place this narrative in 
the spring of the year – on a lovely day with plenty of sunshine, songbirds singing, budding flowers on the 
prairie, and a temperature of no more or no less than 73 degrees.  It was on such a splendid morning that 
A. P. Fitch found himself driving his wagon toward Hutchinson. 
 
Hutchinson was, at the time, a town on the rise.  Its dirt streets were lined with several homes and 
budding businesses attractive to settlers looking for a place to lay down their roots.  Its founders were of 
New England stock, steadfast in their desire to promote the ideals of nineteenth century progressivism.  
They, along with several of the town’s co-founders and leading citizens, fervently worked toward securing 
a prosperous future for their community.  
 
A.P. Fitch did not live in Hutchinson, but on this day was compelled to take a ride into the town for the 
sake of attending a church service.  In those days, few frontier settlements had buildings designated as 
churches.  Most towns, as did Hutchinson, employed a circuit preacher who would travel from settlement 
to settlement and perform service in one of the larger community homes.  Oftentimes, guests were invited 
to a place at the host’s dinner table when the service concluded.     
 
Mr. Fitch was a relative newcomer to the area, and a first-time visitor to Hutchinson.  It just so happened, 
that on that day, the service was held in the home of Asa Hutchinson, one of the town’s founders and 
most prominent citizens.  Mr. Fitch was graciously welcomed by Asa, who with the utmost passion, 
promoted his community to the newcomer.  Asa did his best to elevate the town’s points of interest, 
applaud its potential, and even confided in Mr. Fitch the plans he and others had for advancing the town’s 
interests.  
 
The conversation continued at Asa’s dinner table, where Asa revealed to Mr. Fitch, that he and a group of 
committed town leaders had been meeting in private to hatch a plan that would wrestle the county seat 
away from Glencoe, McLeod County’s largest community.  Mr. Fitch listened closely, and with great 
interest as Asa revealed the details of their plan.   
 
With the dinner concluded, Mr. Fitch said his goodbyes and bid his gracious host farewell.  He began his 

ride back home, pondering the events of the day – the service, the meal, and the news of Hutchinson 

becoming the new seat of McLeod County.  Ordinarily, a guest in someone’s home would not divulge a 

private conversation with the host, but Mr. Fitch had other plans.  It’s likely that his return was made with 

a bit of haste.  Unlike the morning journey, A.P. Fitch did not take time to take in the soft springtime 

afternoon.  Instead, his mind raced.  He had to get home and share the news with everyone he knew, 

because after all, everyone he knew lived in Glencoe. 
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