
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.

Local Treasures Learning Initiative  
at Madison Children’s Museum

WINTER

An Experience in Pioneer Living in WisconsinA 

LOG CABIN GROUP VISIT



W  inter on the Wisconsin frontier was a time for rest and relaxation.  It was also a time 
for visiting.  The roads that would be muddy in the spring and fall would freeze and 

get covered in snow.  This made travelling by sled or sleigh possible.  Sleighs or cutters 
were the fastest means for travel and because of the speed, bells were attached to the 
harnesses of animals to alert other travelers on the road.  

Families would spend most of this season indoors doing small chores like mending, 
whittling, sewing, knitting and storytelling.  The work that needed to be done outside 
was minimal but included feeding the animals and chopping wood.  Keeping the fire 
going all day and night was an important job as it was the family’s only source of heat 
and means for cooking.  It was the job of the boys in the family to make sure there was 
always enough wood cut and that the fire didn’t go out over night.  If it did, someone 
(usually a child) would have to take a container to a neighbor’s house and get some 
embers in order to restart the fire.

At night, families would gather around the fireplace before bed and tell stories, sing 
together, and use their hands to make shadow puppets on the wall.  Outdoor recreation 
included skating, snowshoeing, and sledding.  

A family in their yard during winter with a cow and haystack in the background 
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/whi/fullimage.asp?id=2382
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Questions to Think About Before Visiting

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

* What was winter like for pioneers?  What is it like for us?  What has changed?  What is still the same?

* How did pioneers travel in the winter?  How do you travel?  Where do you travel to?  Where do you 
think pioneers would have needed to go?

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

* What did pioneer children do to help their families get through winter?  What do you do to help your 
family get through winter?

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

* What would make winter really hard for the pioneers?  Do those same things make it hard for us?  What 
kinds of things would pioneers have to do to get through winter?  What do you do to make winter 
easier?  In what ways are those similar?  In ways are they different?

* What would pioneers do for fun indoors or outdoors in the winter?  How are those activities similar or 
different from those we do today?

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

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

2

* 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 winter may have affected the daily 
lives in this very small and newly formed community? 

* How do you think living in a frontier community, like 
Madison, in the winter was similar to and/or different 
than living isolated as a lead miner or farmer in south-
western Wisconsin?

* Compare the chores pioneer children did in the winter 
in frontier Wisconsin to the activities you do today.  
How are the tasks of the past similar to or different 
from those you do?

* How has winter indoor and outdoor recreation changed 
over time?  Explain how your favorite winter recreation 
is similar to or different than it would have been a long 
time ago.



3

* Go to the Rooftop and look over at the 
Capitol.  What is different about what you see 
this time of year than in other seasons?  What 
are people on the street wearing?  Can you 
see any decorations on the buildings?  What 
do they look like?  What do you get excited 
about in the winter?

* Look at the activities that are available for you 
to do and play with in Possible-opolis™.   Are 
any of them similar to what children would 
have played with a long time ago? What things 
are different? 

* Go into the Shadow Room in the Art Studio 
and make shapes out of your body.  How is 
that similar to making shadow puppets in 
front of the fire as pioneers would have done?  
How is it different?

 Activities to Try During Your Visit

 Post-Visit Learning Ideas for the Classroom

* 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 of write a story 
about your favorite object, activity, or experience.

* Read the following excerpts from memories of some of the earliest non-native people in Madison.  
The first was written by George Stoner who was a non-native boy growing up in Madison and who 
made friends with some of the local Native American children:

*  “In the winter of 1837-8, Vic Peck, myself and a few other little ‘Injun’ boys, were about all the play-
mates we had and to whom we became greatly attached. I managed when a boy, to master their 
language [Ho-Chunk] and could speak it with great fluency. Our principal source of pastime was in 
practicing with the bow and arrow, with which we became extremely skilled, but our favorite amuse-
ment was that of coasting down a steep hill side, standing erect on a narrow strip of board, six inches 
wide, and six or eight feet long, tapered at the front end to which a rope was attached. By pulling on 
the rope a runner was formed, and down we dashed with lightning like velocity without loosing our 
balance of falling overboard” (From George Stoner’s Memories from the Madison Journal, June 6-7, 



*  “The little colony of Madison did not lack for amusement . . . Mrs. Peck has given account of dances, 
euchre parties, turtle soup suppers, etc. with which the settlers whiled away the first winter in the Four 
Lakes wilderness. She and her brother-in-law, Luther Peck, were first-class violinists and the puncheon 
floor of the Madison House was worn smooth with the semi-weekly hops in which Virginia Reel, and 
Money Musk constituted the chief features of the impromptu program” (“Reminiscences of the First 
House and First Resident Family of Madison,” Wisconsin Historical Collections, Vol. XI (1869-72), pp. 343-
365).

*  Imagine that you are the person who wrote one of those.  Draw a picture or write about what it looked 
and felt like.

Sled: 
1.  A vehicle mounted on runners, used for carrying people 

or loads over ice and snow; a sledge
2.  A light wooden frame on runners, used by children for 

coasting over snow or ice

Sleigh:  A light vehicle mounted on runners and having one 
or more seats, usually drawn by a horse over snow or ice.

Cutters:  A lightweight, open, horse-drawn sleigh usually 
with a single seat that held two people 

Whittling:  the art of carving shapes typically out of raw 
wood or bone, using a small lightweight knife like a pocket 
knife

Embers:  A small piece of burning or glowing coal or wood 
in a dying fire

Euchre:  A card game for two to four players, usually played 
with the thirty-two highest cards

Weekly Hops:  Weekly dances or parties, often not pre-
scheduled

Virginia Reel: A lively American country dance performed 
by a number of couples facing each other in parallel lines

Money Musk:  A classic American contra dance, one of a 
group of dances frequently referred to as the “chestnuts.”

Glossary
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Learn about different forms of travel in early Wisconsin in “Wisconsin Travel, Then and Now”: 
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/textbook/pdfs/Activity04-3.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

Image of Asaph Whittlesay, a state legislator, preparing to walk from Ashland to Madison: 
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/whi/fullRecord.asp?id=36714&qstring=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.
wisconsinhistory.org%2Fwhi%2Fresults.asp%3Fsearch_type%3Dbasic%26keyword1%3Dwinter%26Submit
%3DSearch

Additional Activities and Resources
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