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Renee’s companion in academic pursuits was her brother Cliff. “My brother Cliff and I went through high
school together,” she recalled. Cliff graduated from high school and went to work building roads through
President Roosevelt’s WPA program. Renee was the only one of her siblings to go on to college, at Winona
State Teaching College. “Wally graduated eighth grade and that’s as far as he went. Wilfred—we called him
Bill—worked as an electrician’s apprentice. He became very good very quickly as an electrician, and that’s
how he earned a living. Clifford was the first one to go to high school. He was just 18 months older than me.”

“I’m going to date that girl”

When Renee graduated from high school and was accepted at Winona State, a neighbor named Al Rupp
drove Mom to Winona in his pickup truck. Art Jackman wanted to drive her to school, but he only had a
motorcycle. All freshman females at the college had to live in a woman’s dormitory. “I earned my dormitory
fees washing and ironing shirts for 20 cents an hour for Art Jackman’s mother, who ran a boardinghouse. That
was back in the days when you starched white shirts. I washed the shirts, dipped them in starch, dried them,
sprinkled them with water, and wrapped them up before ironing them. It was hard work. In addition to doing
people’s laundry, Renee worked in the reference department of the library to put herself through school.

When Renee was a sophomore, she participated in a pageant to welcome incoming new students to the
university. In the audience that day was Charles Gholz. Charles had spent his freshman year at Iowa State
University, but transferred to Winona State his sophomore year. Musician and conductor Hal Leonard, who
Charles knew from his hometown, suggested Charles could work his way through college as an assistant
director of Leonard’s band, which was based near Winona State.  

“I was on stage in the pageant, and Charles said to the man seated next to him in the audience, ‘I’m going to
date that girl,’ and Bernie said, ‘You can’t, she’s my girl.’ He was right. I was Bernie’s girl—very seriously. I had
been introduced to his family. I was the sponsor for his younger sister’s confirmation. I’d been dating Bernie
for a year. But Charles was a very enthusiastic suitor.”

Charles and the rest of the Hal Leonard Band played dances almost every Saturday night around Minnesota
and nearby states. “He used to say he could make music on anything that had holes. He played clarinet, flute,
and saxophone. I played clarinet too. That’s how my husband and I got to be together all the time. My
husband taught clarinet at Winona State Teachers College and I started from scratch. Fortunately, I could read
music, but I had never played an instrument before.”



“We were poor, but everybody was those days. It was during the Great Depression. So we did a lot of walking
for our dates. I remember Hal went by us while we were walking one time and he sang, ‘I Need Thee Every
Hour.’”

Keeping a Secret

“I was Catholic back then, but by the time I was nine years old, I could not accept the Catholic beliefs. They
didn’t make sense to me. But of course I was living at home so I went to Catholic church. I used to go to the
Methodist Church when my family wasn’t around. 

When I met my husband, he was Methodist and I was Catholic, and he was willing to become a Catholic so I
would marry him. He went to the Catholic church for six weeks to study and he said, ‘Renee, I’ll become a
Catholic, but I don’t believe this stuff.’ I said, ‘Don’t.’ We’ll just go elope and get married. We couldn’t be
married in the sanctuary of the church because he wasn’t catholic but we were married in the sacristy of the
church instead.”

“We met in September we were married the next June,” Renee said. Renee and Charles were both 19 at the
time. “But we had to be married secretly. We eloped. We went to Wisconsin to get married because in those
days a married woman was not allowed to go to a state college. I never knew why. So we didn’t tell anyone
we were married. The band played all over Minnesota and Iowa and one of the times they were going to play
in the next town past my husband’s hometown of Worthington, Minnesota. They were going to play in Sioux
Falls, South Dakota. By that time, they had a big bus to sleep in. I went with them because they were going to
stop in Worthington and Charles wanted his family to meet me. I had never met them before we were
married, so I was happy to meet them. When we met them we’d been married for a year. When my husband
told his family I was his wife, my father-in-law assumed I was pregnant, but I wasn’t! My family didn’t find out
until the following summer.”

Renee and Charles were determined to keep their secret until Renee earned her teaching degree and found a
job. “It really mattered to me because I wanted to teach, and I did. 

Her former suitor Art Jackman was stunned when Renee married Charles Gholz instead of him.  He thought
that Renee had come to Winona specifically to marry him.

“I find teaching very satisfying”

“My first job was in a one-room school where I had everyone from five-year-olds to eighth graders. It was in
hill country—Oak Ridge, Minnesota, eight miles up from Winona. I had 21 students. I had to teach the
five-year-olds who would turn six during the year to read and I had to prepare the eighth-graders for state
exams. In Minnesota, you couldn’t graduate from grade school without passing state exams. Teaching so
many levels required organization, and I used my students to help. A sixth-grade girl was pretty good at
listening to the first-graders read, and the second- and third-graders often had things together. I was a very
strict disciplinarian. My advisor at Winona had said, ‘Renee, you go ahead and take that job but you’ve got to
be a strict disciplinarian.’ And by golly I was.”

Renee’s story to be continued in next week’s edition of Connections.


