
 

 

 

March – April 2020 
 
As 2020 marks the 100th anniversary of Women’s Voting 

Rights and March is Women’s History month, a revisit to 

one of Frankfort’s outstanding female leaders seemed 

appropriate.  In fact, many residents today can recall this 

woman’s presence in their lives.  – ed. note 

 

Viola Ida Lankenau 
 

“There is no single person in our 

Community today who has influenced our lives 

more than Miss Viola Lankenow. (sic) She has 

been a third parent to most of us.” Alan 

Hedges wrote this letter as Viola Lankenau 

retired in May 1960.  He continued, “We have 

had friendly arguments with her and perhaps 

some not so friendly.  We have loved her and 

she has returned that love.  We have resented 

her and even have put tacks on her seat.  We 

have behaved in such a way that any other 

teacher would have given up, closed the books 

and gone home.  And undoubtedly this thought 

has crossed her mind many times in her 41 

years of teaching for many of us tried to make 

this a reality.  But with discipline, guidance, 

understanding and a whack on our little 

behinds she has controlled us and taught us to 

learn.  To this she has devoted her life.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7th grade Assembly program, May 27th, 1960. 

 

Students who attended Frankfort Grade 

School between 1918 – 1960 certainly knew 

Miss Lankenau.  She taught mostly third, 

fourth and fifth grades for twenty-four years.  

Appointed principal in 1942, she also taught 

sixth, seventh, and eighth grade.  Born in 1895, 

she came of age when few women attended 

high school much less graduated college.  With 

the help of mentors and community support, 

Viola found opportunities and training to 

become one of Frankfort’s major educational 

leaders of the twentieth century. 

 Viola moved to Frankfort at age five 

with her parents Kate Stellwagen Lankenau 

and Gerhardt Lankenau and her four sisters.  

Each sister, in turn, married into well-known 

Frankfort families; Lu (Mrs. Henry Breidert), 

Hilda (Mrs. Herbert Lambrecht), Elsa (Mrs. 

Edward Warning), and Beulah  



(Mrs. Fred Kolhagen). Viola remained single.  

She would later teach a brother, Floyd, as well 

as four nephews, two nieces, and two great 

nephews. 

 Viola graduated eighth grade with two 

classmates, Mrs. Bertha Neiland and Alfred 

Zechlin in 1910.  Their class motto was, “One 

old rooster, two old hens, Hurray for the Class 

of 1910!”  There was no local high school at 

the time and students who chose to attend 

Joliet High School would have to pay a tuition 

which was costly for many families at the time.  

Fortunately for Viola, Frankfort School 

principal Howard Craig thought she’d make a 

good teacher and taught her high school work.  

By taking a teacher’s exam at the Will County 

Superintendent’s Office, she received a 

second-class teaching certificate.   

 At the young age of 17, Viola began her 

teaching career at Rahm School, off Sauk 

Trail, in 1912.  Her starting pay was $30.00 a 

month while her class consisted of twelve 

students, grades 1-8, with some students being 

quite close to her age.  A buggy hitched up to a 

horse named “Daisy” took her to work.  After 

one year, she found herself at Storm School, 

one mile east of Cedar on Francis Road.  For 

that commute she road the interurban then 

walked two miles to and from Storm each day 

for an increased salary of $40.00 a month.  

Perhaps it was the daily four-mile walk that 

caused health problems that would bother her 

throughout her life.  For a brief time she 

attended classes at the Metropolitan Business 

College but public education continued to call.  

An opening at a school in Monee brought 

Viola back to education. 

 Indirectly, World War I helped bring 

Viola to Frankfort Grade School.  The start of 

the war brought local conflicts between 

German and non-German residents.  Two non-

German teachers were released which  

enabled the school to hire two local women 

with German backgrounds, Clara Krusemark 

and Viola, whose grandparents immigrated 

from Germany.  Upon her arrival, Viola found 

a frame structure built in 1870 at the cost of 

$5,000.00. Heated by a pot-bellied stove, the 

upstairs rooms taught grades 4-6 with the 

principal responsible for students in grades 7 

and 8.  Downstairs rooms housed students in 

grades 1-3.  There was no running water and 

two outhouses stood outside.  A new modern 

school opened in 1925. 

 Throughout her career, Viola attended 

classes to advance her educational 

certification, ultimately earning a Bachelor of 

Education degree.  As the twentieth century 

moved forward, so did requirements for 

educators. 

Perhaps war again, indirectly, intervened 

in her career.  With the Frankfort School 

principal leaving for another job and no 

replacement easily found, Viola was appointed 

principal in 1942.  Her tasks were many.  After 

teaching and supervising the school during the 

day, at night she hand-wrote daily records.  

The Board would not hire a requested secretary 

to help.  She continued to work outside the 

classroom with students who struggled.  

Greetings cards were sent to former students 

serving in the Armed Forces.   

 In reviewing the historical records, one 

cannot help but be impressed by this woman 

who seemed never to walk away from 

adversity and advocated for educational 

advancements.  Throughout her career there 

were battles with the School Board to improve 

the school.  Viola helped organize the Parent 

Teacher Association and bring the band into 

the school.  She encouraged field trips for 

students in all grades.  Even after retirement, 

she continued to substitute teach.  Her personal 



life must have had its own challenges as she 

cared for her invalid mother from 1945 – 1953. 

 Her service to her community extended 

beyond the school walls.  Viola actively 

participated at the Bobzin-Swinford American 

Legion Post 1098.  A member of St. Peter’s 

U.C.C., she sang in the choir, taught Sunday 

School and became Sunday School 

Superintendent in 1962.  She was a member of 

the Frankfort Women’s Club and the Delta 

Kappa Gamma education fraternity.   

 A school assembly and a “This is Your 

Life” event celebrated Viola’s retirement in 

1960.  The following year, the Chamber of 

Commerce recognized her for her outstanding 

community service.  The American Legion 

awarded her a “Citation of Recognition” for 

her work in education and volunteerism at the 

legion in 1968.  To paraphrase Alan Hedges, 

Viola Lankenau devoted her life to Frankfort. 

 

 
 

Sources:    

Viola Lankenau archives, FAHS 

Don Witt interview with Viola Lankenau, 

1973, FAHS 

 

 

Covid 19 Pandemic Rules 

 

Frankfort Illinois, like the rest of the USA, is 

currently going through trying times. We all 

need to practice social distancing and adhere to 

the Stay Home suggestions.  Our businesses 

are struggling under partial or full shut down. 

 
  

In  the Herder family there are several 

musicians.  Twice, five family members got 

together and put on a mini-concert of patriotic 

music performed from our lawn at Hickory St. 

and Nebraska St.  Several dog walkers and 

small family groups came by to briefly listen to 

the music.  WGN TV refers to these small 

performances as “Covid Concerts.”  

Throughout the Chicagoland area people stop, 

keep their distances, and for a few moments 

enjoy the music! 

 

 
  



There is another Herder Family tradition.  On 

Christmas morning they bring a few horses to 

town and ride through downtown to the delight 

of families and children behind their windows.  

This year in the midst of Covid 19 they 

duplicated this small display on Easter Sunday. 

The streets were virtually empty.  A few 

bystanders, some wearing masks, stopped and 

waved and the children indoors got the same 

thrill.  Frankfort Illinois remains a unique place 

to be. Sometimes it’s just a few simple things 

that keep it great! 

 

-John Herder 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Frankfort Preservation Foundation and 

Frankfort Area Historical Society Board 

wishes everyone stay safe and healthy.   

This too shall pass.  

We look forward to the day when the museum 

opens. 

 

 

The F.A.H.S. wishes to acknowledge the 

passing and celebrate the life of one of our 

most devoted volunteers, Joan Romanus.  She 

actively and selflessly volunteered for various 

activities throughout the years.  Our sympathy 

goes out to her family.   

 

Keep in Touch! 

 

Email us: 

FPF.FAHS@gmail.com 

 

The FAHS Web page: 

frankforthistoricalsociety.org 

 

Like on Facebook 

Frankfort Preservation Foundation 
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Museum Director Judy Schultz 

Newsletter Editor Marcia Steward 

Website Editor Kelly Renaud 

 

 


