
These visit materials are designed to help you extend learning from the 
classroom into the Log Cabin, and back into your students’ daily lives.  
Inside you will find questions, modeled on “Thinking Like a Historian,” 
to discuss before you arrive; things you can do during your free-play 

time at the museum; and activities that tie the visit to the curriculum 
standards and engage your students.

FALL

An Experience in Pioneer Living in WisconsinA 

LOG CABIN GROUP VISIT

Local Treasures Learning Initiative  
at Madison Children’s Museum



Autumn on the Wisconsin frontier was a time for harvesting and preparing for winter.  Families used 
scythes to cut down wheat.  Then they raked it into rows, bundled it, and brought it into the barn.  

There, it had to be beaten with a flail to knock the seeds from the chaff.  It was then winnowed by 
throwing it into the air so the chaff would blow away on the wind.  As you can see in this photo, even 
children were expected to help with harvesting.  From bringing water to the workers to raking the wheat 
into rows, every child had a job to do.

Families also had to harvest vegetables from the garden and prepare them to be stored in root cellars, 
or dried and hung over the rafters to keep the pests out of the food.  Any animals that could not be fed 
through the winter would have to be slaughtered, and the meat had to be salted, dried, or smoked to 
preserve it for the upcoming winter.

Making candles was still another seasonal task. Families needed candles to provide light in the cabin 
through the dark winter. Women and older girls had to make new or mend old warm garments for the 
whole family.  Many of the jobs that needed to be done to get ready for the long winter were too large for 
one family to do alone, so neighbors would often come together for a work bee or frolic.

Picture of wheat harvesting: 
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/whi/fullRecord.asp?id=9207&qstring=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.wisconsinhis-
tory.org%2Fwhi%2Fresults.asp%3Fsearch_type%3Dbasic%26keyword1%3Dscythe%26Submit%3DSearch
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Questions to Think About Before Visiting

Grades K-1
[Through Their Eyes, Change and Continuity, Using the Past]

* How are gardens today similar to pioneer gardens? In what ways are they different?

* What is important to remember about pioneer gardens in the fall? What is important to do for our fall 
gardens today?

* In what other ways did pioneer families get ready for winter? Why was preparing for winter so 
important? Why is it important today? 

* How do you think children in the past helped their families get ready for winter? How do you help your 
family get ready for winter today?

  
Grades 2-3  
[Through Their Eyes, Change and Continuity, Using the Past]

* Why is preparing for winter important? What were the tasks for pioneer families? What are the most 
important tasks today? In what ways are they similar? In what ways are they different?

* What kind of fall recreation did pioneer families enjoy? How are these activities similar to/different than 
those we enjoy today?

* What activities would you have enjoyed in the past?  Why?  What activities do you enjoy now? Why?

Grades 4-5
[Through Their Eyes, Change and Continuity,  
Using the Past]

* Think about Madison. What kinds of natural resources 
and human resources (work) do you think brought 
people to Madison while this was still Wisconsin 
Territory?  What brings people here today?

* How do you think autumn may have affected daily life in 
this very small and newly formed community? 

* How do you think living in a frontier community like 
Madison was similar to or different than living isolated as 
a lead miner or a farmer in southwestern Wisconsin?

* What advantages would you have in a community, even a 
small one?

* Compare the tasks of getting ready for winter in frontier 
Wisconsin to those of getting ready for winter today. 
How are the tasks of children similar to or different than 
those of the past?

* How has autumn-related recreation changed over time? 
Explain how your favorite outdoor recreation is similar to 
or different than it would have been like long ago.
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* Go to the Rooftop Ramble and look out at Lake Mendota.  
What is different about what you see this time of year than 
in other seasons?  What colors do you see in the trees and 
the water?  What are people on the street wearing?  Can 
you see any decorations on homes?  What do they look 
like?  What do you get excited about in the fall?

* In the Rooftop Clubhouse, ask a staff member what they 
do on the roof to prepare for winter.  Or watch a staff 
member working in the rooftop gardens.  In what ways is 
that different than or the same as what is being done in the 
Log Cabin? In what ways is that different than or the same 
as what you do at home?

* In the Art Studio, make a fall decoration in the “Nature Art” 
or the “Recycled Art” section.  Are the materials similar to 
those that would be used by the pioneers for decorating?  
What is similar?  What is different?

* Thinking about the things you saw today, what did you 
like best?  What did you find most unusual?  What activity 
interested you?  Explain to a partner why you liked it.  
Draw a picture or write a story about your favorite object, 
activity, or experience.

* Read the following excerpt from George Stoner’s memories. 
George was one of the first non-native children living in 
Madison. “It was no uncommon thing to step out on a 
frosty morning in the fall of the year and see from one to a 
dozen prairie chickens roosting on the cone of the house, 
while the surrounding oak trees would be full of them, and 
nearly as tame as domestic fowls”. Imagine you wrote that.  
Draw a picture or write about what it looked and felt like.

 Activities to Try During Your Visit

 Post-Visit Learning Ideas for the Classroom



Scythe: A tool used for cutting crops such as grass or wheat, with 
a long curved blade at the end of a long pole attached to one or 
two short handles

Flail: A threshing tool consisting of a wooden staff with a short 
heavy stick swinging from it

Wind Winnowing: An agricultural method developed by ancient 
cultures for separating grain from chaff by tossing it into the air; 
also used to remove weevils or other pests (see image above)

Chaff: The husks of corn or other seed separated by winnowing 
or threshing

Rafters: A beam forming part of the internal framework of a roof

Frolic:  A lighthearted entertainment or occasion; often 
associated with work-related activities

Root Cellar:  An underground pit or cellar, usually covered with 
earth, used for the storage of root crops and other vegetables

Cone (of a house): If a house had a round portion, this would 
refer to that cone-shaped roof on top.

    

Website about Ojibwe traditions for harvesting wild rice:  
http://www.manoomin.com/Harvesting.html

Activity about how native people lived and survived in Wisconsin: 
“Eating off the Land,” http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/textbook/pdfs/Activity04-1.pdf

Activity to learn about land use and the decisions we make: 
“Learning from The Land: Wisconsin Land Use,” http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/teachers/search.asp?id=103

George Stoner’s recollections of being a boy in Madison:  
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/turningpoints/search.asp?id=942

Image of one of the first cabins in Madison:
The Peck cabin, http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/turningpoints/search.asp?id=635

Glossary

Additional Activities and Resources
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