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Elmer E. Bertolaet —
Doctor To The Community

By Terry Tutton

Elmer E. Bertolaet was born in 1903 in
Milwaukee and grew up on a farm near
Manitowoc. Elmer’s ancestors were from
Alsace-Lorraine in northeastern France,
they moved to East Prussia which was a
part of Germany. Because they objected to
compulsory military training, they came to
the United States in the 1840's, a time
when many immigrants came to America.
They started in New York then traveled up
the Hudson River, took the Erie Canal to
Buffalo, then through the Great Lakes to
Milwaukee. Finally they went North about
80 miles and started a farm near
Manitowoc. Quite a number of immigrants
that came to the Palmyra area traveled this
same route from New York. ElImer went to a
one room grade school and then to
Manitowoc High School. In good weather,
he rode his Harley-Davidson motorcycle to
High School. When he was a senior in High

School he would pass the one room school
he attended and wave to the new school
marm, Edna Risch. He caught Edna’s
attention eventually and after he went to
Madison to Ag School, he and Edna were
married. After a year on the farm, a friend
of his, the son of the local Baptist minister
who was going to Medical School,
convinced Elmer to attend Medical School.
Their son, Frederick was born during this
time in 1928.

Dr. Elmer & Edna Bertolaet

After Medical School in 1932, Elmer was
offered a spot as one of the doctors in a
medical clinic in Eau Claire, Wisconsin.




However, as he and Edna were finishing
their packing for the move to Eau Claire
they received notice that the head doctor
who was in charge of the clinic had
committed suicide. He had invested heavily
in the stock market and when the market
crashed he had lost all of his money. The
clinic could not afford to hire new doctors
or perhaps even operate so Elmer was told
the offer was no longer available and not to
come. Fortunately, ElImer found out that Dr.
Joseph Keithley of Palmyra, wished to sell
his practice so he bought it and moved to
Palmyra. Elmer served not only the village,
but many of the folks in the surrounding
sprawling countryside. The Bertolaets
moved into the house (today 310 Maple St.)
next to the Keithley’s house. The house
occupied by the Bertolaets had been built in
the 1840’s on the corner lot of 4" and
Maple and was moved east to make way for
the lovely Victorian with the wrap around
porch built by the Keithley’s. Edna would
not move into the house until water and
central heat were installed. At first, a
waiting room and examining room were in
the front of the house but later an addition
was put on the back of the house for the
medical facilities. Being a doctor in those
days was a rigorous business. “Doc”
Bertolaet saw patients at his home but a
good deal of his time was taken up with
house calls to the patient’s home, many of
them in the country and as far away as
Rome. Country travel could be a real
headache during WWII because flat tires
were common and cars frequently broke
down. In one trip Doc had seven flat tires!

In those days there were few nursing home
facilities and most old folks lived at home
until they died. It was Depression time and
most folks had little or no money. Doc soon
discovered that people were not getting
prescriptions filled because they couldn’t
afford them so he bought drugs directly
from the pharmaceutical companies and
dispensed them to his patients. In those
days office calls were 50 cents and medicine
25 cents. Many patients couldn’t pay but
some would keep the Bertolaet family
supplied with wood, chickens, garden
produce or household furnishings instead of
paying their medical bills. Edna and young
Fred spent a lot of time plucking feathers
and canning food! Years later when Doc
retired from his practice, he burned over
$40,000 of unpaid bills. The telephone
operators in those days played an
important role in getting medical care to
people promptly. The technology was of
such a nature that the operator could listen
in on any call. They usually knew where Doc
was when he was on the road. People who
needed a doctor were often told by the
operator where he could likely be reached.
In appreciation for their work , Doc gave the
operators boxes of candy at Christmas time.
Doc saw in-patients not only in the hospitals
in Watertown, Elkhorn or Waukesha, but in
Milwaukee as well, where an occasional
patient of his was being treated.







