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Dedication 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

John Conzemius 
Head Coach 
1951-1981 

 

I was born in the fall of 1955.  Coach John Conzemius had just completed his fifth season at 
the helm of the Wadena High School football team.  Coach retired after the 1981 season.  
That spring my first child was born.  A thirty-one-year coaching career spanning all or parts of 
four decades.  To me, and countless others, John Conzemius was synonymous with 
“Wadena football.”  Many of his players went on to compete at the college level including one 
who was All-Big 10 for the Minnesota Gophers and later, an NFL All-Pro for the Pittsburgh 
Steelers.  The story of John Conzemius’ journey begins here, in the 1950’s.  
 

The “WHS Football Scrapbooks,” for each decade of his tenure, are dedicated to coach 
Conzemius, a great teacher of both the game of football and of the lessons of life. 
 

Jebb Willis ‘74  
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The Beginning 
 

The Wadena High School football program started in 1903. 
The high school athletic teams’ nickname of “Indians” came 
from the town’s namesake, the great Ojibwe Chief Wadena, 
who lived in the later part of the 19th century. 

 

 
The Great Chief Wadena 
                    1885 
 
In the 1980’s the Wadena and Deer Creek school districts merged and the new WDC athletic teams’ 
nickname was changed to the “Wolverines.” 
 

The pages that follow are about the history of WHS football in the 1950’s.  In addition to this 
“Scrapbook” there are three separate “WHS Football Scrapbooks.”  One for the 1960’s and one for 
the 1970’s.  The first “WHS Football Scrapbook”, released in the fall of 2022, covers the first five 
decades, from 1900-1949. 
 

Rosters, records, team, and individual achievements are provided where possible. Accuracy has 
been a goal but cannot be guaranteed.  Feedback to provide missing information, or to point out 
inaccurate information, is encouraged.  Old memorabilia including team and individual player photos 
would also be appreciated.  
 

My primary sources of information have been from the Wadena County Historical Society as well as 
from the scrapbooks of former coaches and players. 
 

You may contact me at:   jebbwillis1955@gmail.com 
  

mailto:jebbwillis1955@gmail.com
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1950-1959 
  WHS       
  Season Records 

 

 

  

Fall of: Won Lost Tied Coach Conference Record 
All-Conference Honors 

1950 3 3 2 Helland Lake Region 2-3-1 
Unknown 

1951 3 4 0 

C 
O 
N 
Z 
E 
M 
I 
U 
S 

Lake Region 1-3-0 
J. Juen, H. Freeman, M. Koch 

1952 5 3 0 Lake Region 2-3-0 
Unknown 

1953 4 3 1 Lake Region 2-3-0 
Unknown 

1954 6 2* 0 Mid-State 3-1-0 
D. Skalisky, G. Goedel, B. Clark, D. Anderson. B. Freeman 

1955 3 3 2 Mid-State 0-2-2 
Unknown 

1956 3 5 0 Mid-State 2-2-0 
D. Burrows, J. Ortloff, H. Scott 

1957 5 4 0 Mid-State 3-1-0 
J. Ortloff, D. Conn, R. Walz, B. Tellers 

1958 4 5 0 Mid-State 2-2-0 
D. Halbmaier, R. Rickers 

1959 2 6 0 Mid-State 1-3-0 
G. Stofer, R. Les Miller 

 38 38 5 1950-59 Winning Pct – 50% 

*The 1954 team had two losses, each by 6 points.  A TD and a PAT away from a perfect season. 
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  1950 Season 
  WHS Record 3-3-2 

Lake Region 2-3-1 
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The Lettermen 
 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTE: The lettermen above include Dale Skalisky, middle row, fifth in. An 8th grader! 

          Captain John Nyberg 
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Wadena High School Football 
A “New Era” Begins 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

1951-1981 
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Looking Back 
In the thirty-one WHS football seasons from 1920 through 1950 Wadena had ten 
different head coaches, five in the 1940’s alone.  Most were hired right out of college to 
teach and to coach both football and basketball. 

Looking Ahead 
In the fall of 1951 WHS would find, yet again, another new coach.  This one just a year 
out of college. His first teaching and coaching job was in his hometown of 
Breckenridge.   “How long would this one last?” had to be on the minds of many WHS 
players and fans.  The answer to that question turned out to be, “31 years!” 

John Conzemius, the Breckenridge High School, and Moorhead State Teacher’s 
College star athlete was about to embark on to the next phase of his life.  Teaching 
and coaching at Wadena High School. 

Fortunately, his lovely wife Donna started a scrapbook.  She was diligent in keeping it 
up to date for the first 20 years or so.  But much like a family photo album, as the 
family grows the pictures taken seem to be fewer with time.  Having children and 
coaching high school football teams have much in common.  Each child is unique, as is 
each team.  However, the camera comes out less often by the time you have the 20th 
child, er…I mean football team.  The scrapbook pages don’t fill as fast.  That’s O.K.  
You love each one just as much as the others. 

I feel fortunate to have had access to Mrs. Conzemius’ scrapbook.  Let’s take a look. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



13 
 

1951 Season 
WHS Record 3-4-0 
Lake Region 1-3-0 

    Captain Juen  
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Kresien, Kupfer and Skalisky lead ground attack. 
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If you are not aware of what a big event homecoming was each fall, read 
the article below.  This was commonplace in the 1940’s through the 1960’s. 
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I almost forgot.  Wadena defeated Long Prairie 26-9 in that homecoming  football 
game.  Coach Conzemius led Wadena to a 3-4 record in his first season. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Snake Dance Later! 

  

 

  

 
   All-Conference Honors 
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1952 Season 
WHS Record 5-3-0 
Lake Region 2-3-0 
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The Lettermen 
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At some point, after the players show up at the 
start of the season, the coaches review 
expectations and rules.  A big set of rules labeled 
the “Training Rules” were applied state-wide to all 
athletic participants.  Coach Conzemius points this 
out to the Rotary Club in an effort to inform the 
community as to what has been disseminated to 
the team.  Below, left is the rest of what Coach 
told the Rotary Club.  Please read or jump directly 
to my commentary to the right. 

Commentary: 

The training rules listed are fairly standard.  
No smoking, no alcohol, no missing practice 
without permission.  And of course there is a 
curfew with different weeknight hours 
compared to the hours for the weekend. 

The odd training rule I see is,  

NO ROLLER SKATING! 

All I can come up with is perhaps in those 
days the roller rinks were frequented by 
young smokers and drinkers who were night 
owls..  Pool halls had that reputation for 
years. They might still, if you can find one. 

 
Here are some football players flaunting  
“Training Rule” #3.  And they even have 
 the gall to wear their football helmets!  
Probably Staples players! 
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The starting lineups 

 

 

 

 

WHS’s Freeman scores 23 of 35 pts in home opener. 

 

Wadena / Aitkin Starting Offense 
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                                           Lakes Conference Scoring  
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1953 Track and Field! 
So, the 1952 WHS football season comes to an end.  The 1952-53 
basketball season is next.  And of course, the 1953 track and field season 
will close out the school year. 

I happened to stumble across some clippings on the 1953 track and field 
team in Coach Conzemius’ scrapbook.  I thought you might enjoy them. 

Glenwood, Minnesota 
May 28, 1953 
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This was a good eye-opener as to the quality athletes that competed on the 
Wadena High School football team. Let’s look at the 1953 Wadena Indians 
football team with many of last year’s track & field stars returning to school 
for at least one more football season. 
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1953 Season 
WHS Record 4-3-1 

*Lakes Region 2-3-0 
Capt. Gary Davis                                                                                  Capt. Bill Erdman 

 

 
*Final Season in Lakes Region Conference 
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“Leaf Lakes Resort” 
Here we come! 

         

Left to Right 

Bill Larson – line coach 

Ed Hasbrouck – back coach 

John Conzemius – head coach  
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When the week at Leaf Lakes Resort was done it was time to get back home and get 
focused on the season that was about to soon start.  As preseason practices in 
Wadena were winding down, and anticipation was growing for the opener versus 
Aitkin, Supt. Tofte received a letter from the owners of “Leaf Lakes Resort.” See below: 
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 Three straight losses. 
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1954 Season 
WHS Record 6-2 

*Mid-State 3-1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Charter member of new Mid-State conference 

After having been a member of the very competitive Lake Region Conference for four 
years, the 1954 WHS football became a charter member of the five-school Mid-State 
Conference.  Wadena joined Aitkin, Crosby Ironton, Park Rapids and Staples.  The 
1954 football season’s final standings are below: 

 

 

Mid State 
Conference 

 

I was unable to find a 1954 team 
picture however, on the next page 
there is a photo of the 12 seniors. 
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Seniors on WHS 1954 team. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                   

                                                                      

                                                                        

  

                                                                                                                  

 

  

  

                                                              

L-R: Bill Larson, Ed Hasbrouck, 
Head Coach John Conzemius 
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Shearer to Clark 
for a 65 yard TD! 
 

 

 

 

 
12 extra point attempts this year, all 
missed.  The 13th attempt was 
different. 
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Next: 
Park Rapids Panthers 
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WHS was 2 TDs and 2 PAT’s away from being undefeated. 
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Dale Skalisky was a five-time letter 
winner for the Wadena High School 
football team.  He may be the only 
WHS student-athlete to have 
accomplished that feat. 
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1955 Season 
WHS Record 3-3-2 

Mid-State 0-2-2 
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* 
 
                                     
 

 

  

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

* This last “away” game of the season found coach Conzemius not only battling his 
alma mater, but trying to figure out how to stop their star running back, John’s brother, 
Dave Conzemius.  Above is most of the article. 
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John Campbell, future Gopher All-Big Ten 
selection and NFL (Steelers) All-Pro Team, 
recovered 3 fumbles against Park Rapids. 
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1956 Season 
WHS Record 3-5 

Mid-State 2-2 
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1957 WHS 

Season Record 5-4 
Mid-State 3-1 
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MSC frosh and WHS alum, 
Tom Smith ’57,is elected 
class president.  Smith held 
that position for four years 
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All Mid-State Conference 
First Team: Walz, Ortloff, Conn 

Second Team: Tellers 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



58 
 

1958 Season 

WHS Record 4-5 
  Mid-State 2-2 
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Wadena Led Perham 
Series Record: 12-0-1 
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Against Alex, from 1920-1958, 
WHS was 6-12-1 and 
outscored in those 19 games 
104-311. 

 
 

Notice the score in the 1921 game. 
Last game of the season.  Both teams 
undefeated and WHS unscored upon. 
Read below (score was 80-3): 
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Dick Halbmaier and Joan Ebner 
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          Sam Phillips 
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1959 Season 

WHS Record 2-6 
Mid-State 1-3 

 
 

 
 
 

 
  
  
 

 
 

 
 
 
  
 

    Rosters vs Perham 
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College Football 

& Items of Interest 
 

1950-59 
 

WHS Alum      College 
 

Don Campbell ’53 – Bemidji State College 
Dale Skalisky ’55 - Eastern Wash. College 
Gene Goedel ’55 - Moorhead State College 
Don Falldorf ’54 - Moorhead State College 
Don Conn ’58 - Moorhead State College 

Roman Walz ’58  - Moorhead State College 
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           Goedel (cont.) 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Goedel won letters in 
basketball and track.  At 
the time, he held the 
school record for the high 
jump, the 220-yard low 
hurdles and the 440-yard 
dash.  
 

IMPRESSIVE! 
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Dale Skalisky and Gene Goedel were teamates at WHS and at 
MSTC for two years.  Both were tremendous multi-sport athletes.  If 
you have not already, go to the WHS 1954 team in this scrapbook 
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1951 WPJ 
Bill Larson, coach, teacher, principal.  Marine. 
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                                                “Walk it off!” 
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1952 Training Rules 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Go to 1952 season and read more 
about this rather odd training rule. 
 

 

 

 

 

Between the 1952 and 1953 football seasons you can find out more about 
Wadena High School’s Region 6 Track and Field Championship. 
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Why Football Scrapbooks? 
 
In 2017 I did some research on three Wadena High School basketball players, from the 1950’s, that played for 
my dad Harold Willis (1955-64).  Upon completion of that I decided to work my way back in time as far as the 
archives would take me.  The result was the “Wadena H.S. Basketball Scrapbook 1900-59.”  After that I knew I 
had to do the same for what came after 1959.  Project #2 culminated in the “Wadena H.S. Basketball 
Scrapbook 1960-80.”  Neither have been a commercial success.  They were never intended to be money 
makers.  Their purpose is to bring back memories, or to confirm a dad’s or a grandpa’s claim of greatness in 
their youth.  Or at least be forced to modify said claims.  And ultimately, I want our Wadena sports history 
documented. 
 
I resisted the thought of doing something similar for Wadena High School football.  It is such a “long haul” 
process.  Time consuming and monotonous.  Besides I was a cross country runner in high school.  I loved 
football but wanted to be in shape for the basketball season.  Plus, I was not a very good football player.  Then 
I started to think about my youth and WHS football.  In 1966, at the age of 11 I was the “water-boy” for the 
high school football team.  My brother Greg was a sophomore on that team.  I loved being around those guys.   
 
Then my memory took me back a little further.  Dave Campbell* (’66) played for WHS in the falls of 1963-65.  
He lived on the corner of Dayton Ave and 4th St. SW, just a stone’s throw from the football field.  Behind his 
back yard was a playground and behind that, the Wadena elementary school.  One beautiful spring day I was 
at the playground alone.  I do remember very clearly sitting under a big tree in Dave’s backyard and talking 
with him.  Dave Cambell, quarterback.  He was a star football player, and he was talking with me.  He may 
have been my first sports hero.  It was then that I realized many of the guys that would be in this football 
scrapbook were sports heroes to the youth of their era.  In the 21st century it is more likely the youth of the 
day have sports heroes that make $100’s of millions of dollars.  That’s not a bad thing, it’s just a sign of the 
times.  I like the way it was when I was a kid, you could sit down and talk to your sports hero. 
 
Suddenly I had another reason for projects #3 and #4 (completed 2022:  
 

Project #3  - “The WHS Football Scrapbook 1900-49” 
 
Project #4  - “The WHS Football Scrapbooks, by decade, 1950-80” 

 
Jebb Willis 
Class of 1974 
 
*Dave Campbell’s brother John (’56) was All-Big 10 for the Gophers and an NFL All-Pro for the Steelers.  Dave’s sister Cathy (’55) is 

married to Wadena native Joe Krause (’55), contributor to the WHS Basketball Scrapbooks.  Don Campbell (’53) played at Bemidji 
State and later taught and coached football at Long Prairie. 
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Final Thoughts 
 

This all started so innocently.  In 2019 I just wanted to dig  up some facts about three WHS 

basketball greats from the 1950’s.  However, once I had that project completed, I could not 

stop.  Below are the “Scrapbooks” that have been assembled to date: 

-Wadena High School Basketball Scrapbook 1900-1959 

-Wadena High School Basketball Scrapbook 1960-1980 

-Wadena High School Football Scrapbook 1900-1949 

-Wadena High School Football Scrapbook 1950-1959 

-Wadena High School Football Scrapbook 1960-1969 

My tentative plan is to continue researching, documenting, and assembling the following, in 

the order in which they are listed: 

-Wadena High School Football 1970-1980 

-Wadena High School Track & Field 

-Wadena High School Wrestling 

-Wadena High School Baseball (and other spring sports) 

-Wadena High School Cross Country 

In the early 1900’s high school sports were limited to football, basketball, and track & field.  

Therefore, after completion of “WHS Football 1970-80,” track & field will be my last big 

project as it will also cover 1900-80.  The other sports listed above will go through 1980, with 

their starting date yet TBD. 

None of this is possible without the resources at the Wadena County Historical Society.  I 

encourage those of you interested the “WHS Scrapbook Collection” to buy (aka donate) one 

or more of your favorites.  100% of your donation goes directly to the WCHS. 

Thank you, 

 

Jebb Willis ‘74 

Spring 2023 


