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The Fulton County Historical Society Fund 

In 1963, a group of Fulton County residents discovered courthouse books in a local landfill. The fact 

that the community’s history was being carelessly tossed out upset the community members and 

encouraged them to start an initiative to preserve the rich history of Fulton County. The result was 

the Fulton County Historical Society, with its 28 charter members.  

Jack Overmeyer and Barbara Allen were the first to take a stand to make the Historical Society an 

official entity. Jack also served as the first President of the organization.  

They began their mission by setting up displays in the courthouse to educate the public about the 

history of the community. In around 1970, Pete Terpstra and Ernie Hi were very instrumental in 

obtaining the donation of the Railroad Depot. This became the first Fulton County Historical Society 

Museum.  

The museum later rented rooms in the old high school until the early 90s, when it found a permanent 

residence at its current location.  

Over time, the museum has had many members, volunteers, employees, and interns who have been 

involved and contributed to the museum in numerous ways. There are now 15 board members, one 

from each township. Melinda Clinger is the only full-time employee, and there are 3 part time 

employees. Melinda is very devoted to the Historical Society and has worked at the museum since 

she was 14! 

There are three branch groups within the Historical Society, which meet several times a year: the 

Genealogy Section, the Potawatomi Trail of Death Association, and Fulton County Power Association. 

The museum’s expansive collection is made up of artifacts and various pieces of the area’s history 

that have been donated to the Historical Society. 

Some interesting pieces inhabiting the museum are the Baby Grand from the old Colonial Hotel, on 

which Duke Elligton and other musicians played, Mastodon Bones found on local farms, a picture of 

Otto Elmo Lincoln (a local resident who was the original Tarzan in a silent film), and a Japanese robe 

that Jack Mattice was given for representing the Generals who were involved in War Trials. 

There are many artifacts in relation to local horse and buggy doctors, Rochester College, Native 

Americans who once settled here, and the Civil War. The museum also houses a large collection of 

genealogical records. Local residents, as well as people from the area who now live all over the 

country, explore this section or call the museum for information. 

One very unique aspect of the museum is its Living History Village called Loyal, Indiana. The village 

represents the time span of approximately 1900-1925 with its historical buildings that have been 

moved to the location. The oldest building, however, is William Polke’s house, which was built in 

1832. Polke completed the survey for the Michigan Road and took part of the Native American 

removal in 1838. It is said that his daughter was married in his house and that William Henry 

Harrison, before he was President, attended the wedding! 
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The Village has other buildings, such as a round barn, an old Jail from Kewanna, and a blacksmithing 

shop, in which blacksmithing classes are taught on the second Saturday of each month. 

The Historical Society has several festivals to celebrate and commemorate the area’s historical 

events. The Trail of Courage began in 1976 as a project for some Eagle Scouts. The Eagle Scouts were 

doing research and found that the Trail of Death removal of the Potawatomi Indians from this area 

happened in 1838. Around 800 Native Americans were rounded up and marched to Kansas, and 

around 49 died along the way. The boys decided to put up a historical marker to commemorate the 

tragedy. 

Governor Bohen made a speech at that event and said that the Native Americans had a lot of courage 

in facing the removal. Originally, the festival had been called the Trail of Death Rendezvous, but 

after this speech, it became the Trail of Courage Living History Festival. The festival has been 

extremely well received, and participants began asking the Historical Society members to do a 

similar festival in the spring. Therefore, the Redbud Trail Rendezvous began, and it celebrates 

approximately the same time period.  

The Historical Society also puts on the popular Fulton County Historical Society Power Show. In 2003, 

the founding club organized and decided to feature a different brand of tractor each year. The most 

recent show featured Allis Chalmers Tractors, and they had about 700 pieces of tractors, equipment, 

etc. 

Among this group, the Lilly Pearl Square Dancing Tractors was formed. A group of men navigate the 

tractors to actually square dance! Four of them play the part of the men, and four of them dress up 

to play the part of the women. They perform regularly and have traveled as far as Lawrenceburg, 

Tennessee to put on a show. 

Yearly festivities help community members, as well as people who aren’t from the area, to learn 

about Fulton County’s history and about the work of the Fulton County Historical Society. 

The members of the Historical Society work diligently to preserve the history of Fulton County. Their 

efforts are supported by the Fulton County Historical Society fund, which was established by Lorene 

Rauschke in 1996 through the Fulton County Community Foundation. J. Frederick and Patricia 

Hoffman also created a fund in 1996 to benefit the Fulton County Museum. The fund is called The 

Hoffman Fund, and it honors the memory of Dr. George Hoffman, J. Frederick’s father, who was a 

mid-twentieth century physician in Rochester. 

Due to the hard work of the employees and volunteers of the Fulton County Historical Society, the 

remarkable history of this community will not be forgotten, and the museum’s collection will only 

expand as our history continues to unfold. 

 


