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Neither Snow nor Cold 

can Stop Them   

By Jeff Wielert 

This edited account of a Fire Department Rescue is told by 

Jeff Wielert, a graduate of Hinckley-Big Rock High School, 

who now operates Bountiful Blessings Farm Produce with 

his wife, Kim, and family on McGirr Road, Hinckley. 

January 7, 1979 turned out to be a cold and 

snowy day.  Travel on rural roads was already im-

possible due to the deep and drifting snow.  I was 

19 at the time and a member of the Hinckley Fire 

Department.  Kim, my wife, and I lived just a half 

block from the Hinckley Fire Department in an 

upstairs apartment so I could respond quickly to 

emergency calls. 

Just before noon, the department received a call 

for help from the Hammet Family on McGirr 

Road, just over four miles north of Hinckley.  The 

roads were impassable so after some discussion 

at the fire station, the decision was made to re-

spond as quickly as possible on snowmobile with 

the essential first aid supplies and oxygen.  Mean-

while Assistant Fire Chief Jerry Bahl contacted 

Squaw Grove Road Commissioner Larry Hoffman 

and requested that every effort be made to clear 

the roads so emergency vehicles could get to the 

scene. 

The department had an old snowmobile for res-

cue purposes which I had sold them, and had 

built a sled to pull behind the snowmobile with 

our equipment.  Dean Phelps and I headed out on 

the sleds.  I was familiar with the landscape since 

my family farm was just down the road from  the 

Hammets.  Nevertheless, it seemed to take forev-

er to get there.  Dean and I got separated in the 

blowing snow and then my snowmobile stalled 

some distance from the Hammet farm.  Walking 

was impossible in the deep snow so I crawled on 

my hands and knees for quite a distance before 

reaching the farm. 

My evaluation of the patient, Ralph Hammet, de-

termined he was unconscious after a fall and 

suffered head 

injury.  I tried to 

stabilize him.  

Meanwhile an 

entire team of 

firemen, ambu-

lance personnel, 

road crews and 

a multitude of 

volunteers 

worked to move 

the snow and 

get the ambulance to the farm.  According to 

Jerry Bahl, there were 67 people involved in 

the rescue effort.   

However, the vehicle could get no closer than a 

quarter-of-a-mile from the Hammet farm.  Jerry 

Bahl, Joe Diedrich, Allan Wielert, Roger Klein, 

Roger Petschke, Earl Plapp and Roy Abell some-

how reached the farm.  At the fire station, Tom 

Vincent and Harry Christensen manned the radio 

and phone communications. 

It was now almost eight hours into the rescue.  A 

decision was made to try and move the patient to 

the ambulance.  After preparing the patient for 

the move and placing him on a toboggan, his 
(continued on page 2) 
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condition worsened.  Jerry Bahl quickly arranged 

with Mercy Hospital in Aurora for a helicopter to try 

to make a rescue.  This was before the days of Life-

Line and other Helicopter ambulance services.  

Many neighbors began preparing a landing pad for 

the copter by packing snow with their snowmobiles. 

The plan was to light up the landing spot with flares 

and vehicle headlights.  The helicopter pilot was to 

use coordinates from the Aurora Airport beacon but 

we later learned the light was not functioning at that 

time.  Somehow the pilot found the farm and landed 

successfully.  The rescuers slid Ralph through the 

deep snow to the helicopter. 

Since I was the first to observe the patient, I was se-

lected to fly with Ralph to Mercy Center in Aurora 

and explain my observations of the patient’s chang-

ing condition to the doctors.  Flying was much faster 

than crawling through the deep snow and we ar-

rived at the hospital before the other rescuers could 

made it from the landing pad to the Hammet house.  

With the patient receiving medical care, I was re-

lieved of my responsibilities.  The Aurora Fire De-

partment helped me get back to Hinckley for some 

much needed sleep.  After a shift change, I was able 

to get a ride to Kim's grandparents in Aurora where 

she was staying.  It took another two days before we 

could safely return to Hinckley.  

This rescue shows how good people come together 

in emergency situations working diligently and self-

lessly for the good of neighbors and friends.  I am so 

thankful to God for 

allowing me the op-

portunity to serve as a 

firefighter, EMT and 

Fire Department 

Training Officer.  My 

17 years on the de-

partment were some 

of the most rewarding 

years of my life.  May 

God richly bless and 

protect all those who 

serve and risk their lives for our community. 

Looking Back in History 
 
January 11, 1871: the Squaw Grove settle-
ment changed its name to Hinckley in hon-
or of Francis Hinckley who built the Chi-
cago and Iowa railroad line nearby. 
 
April 18, 1889: a tornado damages many 
homes and businesses including the tall 
chimney of the Tile Factory. 
 
May 17, 1911:  fire destroys Plapp farm 
implement store and township hall. 
 
September 8, 1936:  Squaw Grove Fire 
District formed but in 1955 changes its 
name to Hinckley Fire District.  

Upcoming Events: 

Board meetings are on the second Monday of the month 

at 6:30 p.m. in the Community Building 

April 27: HHS Dinner, Auction and Dance at the Fire Sta-

tion 

May 2: Give DeKalb County Day (on line) 

May 13: Annual Member meeting and Award Presentation 

The museum is open every Saturday from 10-3 p.m. or by 

appointment 

 

Board Members: 

President - Bob Pritchard 

Vice Pres. – Ron Klein 

Secretary – Denise Zartmann 

Treasurer -  Deb Appleby 

Curator – Julie Morsch 

Asst. Curator—Denise Zartmann 

At Large Members - Larry Norris, Kris Sellers 

Volunteering: 

If you would like to 

become more active 

in the HHS, contact 

Julie 815-739-4721 



 

 

SIGN MARKS THE SPOT 

The new look to the Historical Society Museum got its finishing 
touches with a sign welcoming visitors.  The original sign was 
stolen during the building re-
pair project so Pete and Anne 
Geroulis stepped forward to 
donate the new sign.  Pete was 
hired to replace all the win-
dows in the museum building. 

The sign was designed by Pat 
Finley, Big Rock, a graduate 
of Hinckley-Big Rock High 

School.  He has provided many signs for businesses over the 
years.  The metal bracket was shaped and donated by black-
smith Curt Wendt, Shabbona.   

Our thanks to Anne and Pete Geroulis who donated the new 
museum sign. 
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EXHIBIT TO FOCUS ON CHANGES IN RURAL AMERICA 

The Smithsonian Institute has prepared a traveling 
exhibit on the changes in Rural America that will be 
in the new DeKalb County Historical Center in Syca-
more from May 11 to June 22.  The Hinckley Histori-
cal Society is providing material for the exhibit and 
planning programs in Hinckley. 

The traveling exhibit will stop at 165 communities in 
28 states over the next six years to look at how rural 
communities have changed over the past century 
using pictures, objects, audio, film and discussions.  
Since 1900, the percentage of Americans living in 
rural areas dropped from 60 percent to 17 percent.  
Yet, Americans still rely on rural communities for 
the food and other resources that power the nation.  

Rural America’s prime attraction has always been 
land—locations to build homes, farms, businesses, 
communities, and to build a sense of worth.  Drain-
age tile made the land more productive by removing 
excess water so crops could flourish and provide big-
ger yields.  A Hinckley business capitalized on this 

need by manufacturing clay tile beginning in 1878.  
The company has changed its product line since then 
but Hinckley Concrete Products is still in operation 
and now marketing around the world. 

 

  Hinckley Tile Company circa 1903 

Items for Sale 

The museum has a number of books, cards and items for sale about Hinckley and DeKalb County.  The 

latest additions are t-shirts, hoodies, hand towel, cup and 30 oz. tumbler that show your pride in 

Hinckley.  Stop by to view the items on Saturdays from 10 a.m.-3 p.m. 



 

 

  

HELP MAKE A DIFFERENCE ON MAY 2 

 

The Hinckley Historical Society is again participating 

in the county-wide day of giving on May 2.  Donations 

made during this year's Give DeKalb County fundrais-

er could be the key to survival for some 

of more than 90 local organizations par-

ticipating in the event. 

During the 24 hours after the clock 

strikes midnight going into Thursday, 

donors can give back to their communi-

ty by visiting givedekalbcounty.org and 

making a donation to an organization of your choice. 

Ben Bingle, director of DeKalb County Nonprofit 

Partnership for the DeKalb County Community Foun-

dation, said donors also can visit the foundation 

Thursday at 475 DeKalb Ave. , Sycamore, IL with cash 

or a check, but the person who writes the check must 

be the person who drops it off.  He 

added that more than $614,555 was 

donated last year – a high-water 

mark for the event by a noticeable 

amount.   

The HHS received $13,050 last year 

from the event.  This year the board 

has identified a number of uses for donations includ-

ing a digital camera, shelving, completing its website 

and adding electric lights.   

JOIN US FOR A “HOT” TIME AT THE FIRE STATION 
Circle April 27 on your calendar and join us for the 

Hinckley Historical Society’s annual dinner and 

auction.  This year the event will be held at the fire 

station with music and dancing following the din-

ner and auction.  Contact Deb at 630-943-6658 

for reservations and to donate items for the auc-

tion. 

The HHS fundraiser is critical to operating our 

museum and helping preserve our past for the fu-

ture.  The society relies on donations of money 

and artifacts as well as volunteers.  If you would 

like to help greet visitors, share your stories about 

Hinckley, catalogue our collection or serve on the 

board of directors, call Julie at 815-739-4721. 

145 East Lincoln Avenue 

Hinckley, IL 60520 

HinckleyHistoricalSociety@gmail.com 

Phone: 815-739-721 (Julie) 

Facebook:  Hinckley Historical Society 

Time to renew your 2019 membership in the Hinckley Historical Society!  Individuals $15, family $25, and organiza-

tions $30. Send to P.O. Box 486, Hinckley, IL 60520.  Thank you.  
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