Bill Hilbert
Wauwatosa, WI 53213
My video Interview with Bill Hilbert, wife Maureen
and Bill’s Aunt Marian Rogan was conducted in
September 2000. I had no training as a historian or
writing an interview but was anxious to document
some of the history for SPLKA during our first time as
volunteer keepers. Interview Revised March 2014.
When I realized we had a visitor who spent many of
his childhood summer vacations at Big Sable Point
during the early 1940s, I quickly got my video
Bill and Maureen Hilbert and Bill’s Aunt Marian Rogan
camera and began taping memories from the
September 2000.
Hilberts. They just arrived in Ludington on the
Badger Express from Wisconsin to Michigan for their first returned visit to the Lighthouse since Bill
was a young child in 1949.
Bill’s Grandfather, George Rogan, was the 12th keeper of Big Sable Point Lighthouse from September
1, 1936 to July 2, 1949. He lived in the lower apartment and then was transferred to Frankfort in
1949. Following is a summary of the interview in Bill's own words:
My Grandparents were George and Theresa (Uschan) Rogan. George came from Austria to the United
States at the age of 17, Theresa came at the age of 14.

© Geraldine Thornton April 2014

Rogan Family Photo 1938-1939 L to R:
Elsie, George, Charles, Gilbert, Richard, Theresa wife of George and Theresa.

Theresa (Rogan) Zurich married to Nicholas Zurich with sons Jerry and Paul Zurich. Bill was born to
Tony and Elsie (Rogan) Hilbert in 1935. They had 2 children: George and Bill Hilbert.
The Rogans had another son George, who drowned at the age of about 4 years off the pier in
Milwaukee where our family lived at the time. All the Rogans had to learn to swim when we were
dumped off the boat in the middle of Lake Michigan.
Uncle Gill was in the 7th grade when he moved here. The children of the Lighthouse were boarded
out to schools in Ludington. Gill would walk to the state park and ride to school with two daughters
of the park ranger while the parents shared the driving expenses. While in high school he and his
friends would help Grandpa tend the light which at that time rotated. They often would play cards
until daybreak.
Uncle Gill and Aunt Marian who has joined us today for our visit were married in 1947. During their
first years of marriage Gill worked on a car ferry and enjoyed taking visitors from the State Park to
tour the top of Big Sable Point tower and often to Manistee for polka dances. I remember after Gill
had been married for several years he expressed many times how he wished mom and dad were still
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living here in the Lighthouse. What a unique
experience and privilege we all had as kids to live at
Big Sable Point. Gill was in the Marines until 1975.
Uncle Chuck (Charles) Rogan was one of the first
paratroopers to land on the shores of Normandy
France during WWII. He was with the 82nd airborne
and landed and helped secure a bridge and before
another group could relieve him, he was killed by small
arms fire.
When Grandpa made the Coast Guard he was a
“Handsome Dog”! When the Navy came in Grandpa
had all stifles on his sleeve. Grandpa became the Chief
Petty Officer over many lighthouses serving as a
keeper, the Coast Guard granted full service, which
meant Grandpa had 40 plus years of service. I believe
his yearly income was $1000.00 per year.
Bill then took a walking tour throughout the
Lighthouse and gave us a bit more memorable history,
which we found very interesting, even showed us
where the coal bin used to be in the basement.
The main gift shop was the living room with a potbelly
stove used for heat. There was no electricity and they
used kerosene lanterns and one bulb connected to the
generator, probably in the living room, and kerosene
lamps hung from the ceilings.

George Rogan Lighthouse Keeper
September 1936 - July 1949. George dressed
in his Navy Coastguard uniform pictured in
front of the Powerhouse.

The west gift shop was my grandparent’s bedroom and
there was a mirror on a pole outside to the north,
which would tell us if the light was still lit. If not, we
would have to run up the stairs and relight the light.
We always had to be careful to make sure the draft
vents were adjusted correctly to keep the wick burning.

The gift shop to the north was the kitchen, which also had a potbelly stove and I believe they cooked
with a woodstove. There was no indoor plumbing. We had a hand pump coming from a cistern for
washing dishes, laundry with a scrub board and I washed a lot of dishes as a young boy. The
clothesline was on the north side of the lighthouse.
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My fondest memories of the Light House
occurred during summer vacations.
There was no indoor plumbing. We had a
hand pump from a cistern located on the
south side of the lighthouse for dishes and
laundry which we washed on a scrub-board
and the clotheslines were on the north side
of the Lighthouse. One of my fondest
memories was they had a doghouse for
Teddy the dog and also had a pet crow. At
that time the beach was 200 yards out.

Family Gathering 1943-1944
Theresa Rogan, Nicholas and Theresa with sons
Second assistant Arthur Fichtner and Bill Hilbert

As a child of 9 –14 years, the first time I stayed here it was a
very foggy evening and not one of us had any sleep the
whole night! But soon, my most memorable times were to
make sure the light was always lit throughout the night and
to watch for fog.
My bedroom was the single room upstairs.

1946-1947
Bill Hilbert with his grandparents George
& Theresa Rogan traveling to Manistee or
Little Sable in their 1938-39 Dodge

Grandma Rogan enjoyed her life here and oversaw a lot of
the hard work which had to be accomplished. She had a
large vegetable garden on the north side of the Lighthouse
and there used to be big bushes next to the Lighthouse and
during the winter months she would do a great deal of
knitting and crocheting.

Many friends from other lighthouses visited often as my grandparents also visited their lighthouses.
We had many family gatherings over the years
which I still can picture in my memory.
Arthur Fichtner, 2nd Assistant from 18 April
1930 – 2 July 1949, lived upstairs and the 1st
Assistant Roy Robinette (17 Oct 1938 – 20 Feb
1943) lived down stairs. Years later, 1st
Assistant David Sauer 27 July 1943 – 2 July
1949 and family also lived downstairs. I
remember Mr. Fichtner did not pass his
physical due to poor vision.
We then all went to the top of the tower and
Bill shared more memories. I always wanted to
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Family Gathering 1937-1944
Tony Hilbert, Joe Uschan, Nicholas Zurich, Bill
Hilbert, Theresa Rogan, Jerry Zurich, Nick Zurich, &
George Hilbert

light the light. Early evenings we would fill the two gallon brass container with kerosene and carry it
up 130 steps, which usually lasted all night. We then poured the kerosene into a pressurized
container so we could pump it into the light.
Aunt Marian and Uncle Gill walked out here in the 80s on an Easter Sunday and could not believe the
condition of the buildings as their hearts were saddened. We are so grateful for the association and
count it an honor to preserve the history of Big Sable Point Lighthouse.

It was a Hell of a place to grow up!

2nd Assistant Arthur Fichtner & wife
Keeper George Rogan & Theresa
1st Assistant Roy Robinette & wife
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The following photos are from many good times spent with family and friends at Big Sable Point
Lighthouse in the 1940s.
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Dolores (Dolly) Lusnig Schetski
3224 West American Drive
Greenfield, WI 53221
414-281-9178
dschetski@brasslight.com
Frank Schetski Son
Frank53215@yahoo.com
Dolores likes to be called Dolly so throughout my written
Interview I will refer to Dolores as Dolly. Dolly and her
son, Frank Schetski had been planning a trip to Michigan from Greenfield, Wisconsin on the Badger
for the past two months to visit Big Sable Point Lighthouse to renew old memories from Dolly’s
childhood days.
My parents, Frank and Frances Lusnig, were best friends with George and Theresa Rogan. George
Rogan was the keeper at Big Sable Point Lighthouse from September 1, 1936 through July 2, 1949.
George and Theresa were also my godparents.
I spent every summer vacation at Big Sable Point
Lighthouse at the age of 4 to 10 years old. Every year we
planned our summer vacations on Lake Michigan and as a
child I remember we never went any other place but Big
Sable Point Lighthouse. I grew very tired of the many trips
when I gathered with the Rogan children, Billy and George
Hilbert, and Cousins Jerry and Paul Zurich. It really wasn’t
much fun because I was the only girl.
I can remember whenever the car ferry pulled up to the
shores of Wisconsin I was once again going to the
lighthouse! I automatically knew what my first meal was
going to be and I didn’t like it! Yuck! “Knoedel
Dumplings”! An assortment of leftover meats ground up
and made into a dumpling (a popular Austrian or
Slovenian dish). Oh! how I hated those dumplings!
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I remember sleeping upstairs in
a rather large room with all of
the other kids, probably on the
floor. We children had fun
running up the tower stairs and
running around the deck. My
mother use to be so scared that
one of the children might fall.
My mother Francis and Theresa Rogan

My mother Francis, Dad (Frank),
and Bill Hilbert

Every night the men of the lighthouse, George Rogan, my dad, and Mr. Robinette would go down to
Lake Michigan and put their nets in the water. They all waited patiently for the next morning when
the nets would be loaded with Lowyer fish. It was the
women’s job to clean them. They were long black and
slimy but very good to eat. The fish were boiled and then
melted butter was poured over them. They were very
similar to what we today call “poor man’s lobster”.
Theresa was an excellent cook and would sometimes
spend the whole afternoon cooking up the Lowyer fish.
I vividly remember there was a large garage which sat
behind the lighthouse. Every Saturday evening, men from
town would come with their instruments and they had a
very loud band. The children were not allowed to attend,
but we sat near the windows and heard all the hooting
and hollering outside. The grown-ups were having lots of
fun!
George and Theresa were angels, very good to me. I now
only wish I could have experienced these times later in my
years, for I would have cherished every one of them
dearly.
Dolly and Frank took a walking tour of the entire longhouse and reminisced. In the lower apartment
was a small room off the kitchen which is now an office. I think this might have been a storage room
for canned goods in the early years.
“What a fabulous day I have had by visiting Big Sable Point Lighthouse once again!”
On Dolly’s return to Greenfield she will look through some of her old photos to see if there might so
some photos to donate to the lighthouse.
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We truly welcome Dolly and Frank to return for another visit. All of the photos in this Interview were
donated by Dolly.
Submitted by:
Big Sable Point Lighthouse Historian
Gerry Thornton

Bill Hilbert, George Rogan, Theresa Rogan, and Francis
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