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“Passing freight trains still whistle at “Dead Man’s Crossing” for the grave of an unknown man who was buried along the tracks about a century ago.  Railroad workers and local groups maintain the grave site, which is in Columbia County between Portage and Wisconsin Dells.”

Town Of Lewiston—Oh, can you hear that lonesome whistle blow?


As they have for 100 years, passing trains still salute the anonymous grave along Highway 16 between Portage and Wisconsin Dells.  It’s marked by two thick oaks, which were planted into the newly dug grave, and a freshly painted white fence.


No one seems sure, exactly, who or what is buried there.  I heard stories that told of a hobo who was well-liked by the railroad men, a soldier who died aboard a train bound for home, and even a horse buried standing up.


The fresh paint and mowed yard, though show that locals still honor the unknown dead.


The person who knows the most about the grave is probably Edward Oeftger, 86, who lives nearby and tended this section of track for the old Milwaukee Road for 40 years.


“It happened before I was born,” says Oeftger, who was born in 1913.  But he heard the story from his father, Gus Oeftger, who worked 49 years for the railroad himself.


It seems, says Oeftger, that a young man from the Rio area killed himself on a hill above the tracks.  Oeftger says he doesn’t believe the man was a real hobo, although it’s possible he rode the train to his final resting spot, since the same set of tracks also run through Rio.


Two local farm girls, out to fetch the cows, discovered the body.


“I think there must have been some trouble in the family, because nobody came to claim the body,” Oeftger says.


So the section men for the Milwaukee Road took it upon themselves to give the man a decent burial.


“The section men buried him by the railroad, planted two oak trees on him and built a fence around him,” Oeftger says.


Over the years, the men assigned to that section of track also kept up the grave.  It wasn’t an official duty, he says, although they did sometimes request paint from the railroad.


“We did it on our own.” He recalls. It was just something we thought should be taken care of.”


In recent years, with the track now owned by Canadian Pacific, caring for the grave has fallen to local civic groups.  Last year, Donna Labrenz of Wisconsin Dells organized the local Kiwanis Club to paint the fence.  She knew about the grave from her husband, Herman, who once worked as a Milwaukee Road section man.  But she wasn’t sure who was buried there, either.


“Most of the old section men are gone,” Oeftger says, “and after they’re gone, nobody remembers anything.”


But the train whistles still blow as they rush past the twin oak trees.  And, Oefter says, “It’s still called “Dead Man’s Crossing.’”

