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By Edward Vipatasilpin
Early Life

Robert Gerlach was born on November 29, 1896 in the town of Rhine, Sheboygan
County, Wisconsin to German immigrants Henry and Anna Gerlach.! He had four siblings:
sisters Elsie (1893) and Leta (ca. 1900), and brothers John (ca. 1906) and George (ca. 1909).
Robert’s grandfather, William, emigrated from Germany in 1851.% His arrival coincided with the
first and smallest of four major waves of German immigration to Wisconsin in the nineteenth
century. Most came from southwestern Germany as farmers who had suffered from crop blight
or fled following political upheaval. William Gerlach was among the first of what became, by
the 1890s, four million German Americans in Wisconsin or about 35 percent of the state’s

population.*
Military Service

When the United States entered the First World War, Congress passed the Selective
Service Act of 1917 that required all men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-one to
register for the draft.” To register, Robert reported his birth year as 1895, shown here in his draft
registration card.® He entered the Army on May 28, 1918 and trained at Camp Grant in Illinois

until being released from service as a private on November 27, 1918.”
Post Service Life

Gerlach’s wife, Evelyn Bell Rehm, was born on May 17, 1901 in Sheboygan to Herman —
also a German immigrant — and Emma Rehm.® Robert and Evelyn met around 1923 in Kohler,
Wisconsin. Robert’s older sister, Elsie, threw a dinner party in December of that year, her
brother and Evelyn attended. This event may have played a role in the formation of their
relationship.” By May 21, 1926, they had married, shown here in the local newspaper

announcement.'® Nearly nine months later, on March 5, 1927, Evelyn gave birth to their
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daughter, Joy Evelyn Gerlach.!! Robert worked as a photo engraver in Sheboygan to support his

family.'?

By 1940, the Gerlachs lived in Sheboygan, where the average monthly rent in 1940 was
thirty dollars. Robert worked forty hours a week as a laborer earning $1,400 that year. He earned
above the average salary of $956 a year for men.'> Meanwhile, Evelyn took care of their

daughter and their home.'*

In April 1942, shortly after the United States’ entry into World War 11, the federal
government instituted the Fourth Registration, known as the “Old Man’s Draft,” which measured
the industrial capacity of the US male citizens between the ages of forty-five and sixty-four.'?
Robert registered for this draft.'® He did not serve in the military in the Second World War, but

he contributed to the war effort by donating money to the Sheboygan Citizens War Fund.!”

In their later lives, Robert and Evelyn lived in multiple states. In the early 1950s, they
moved to Des Moines, Iowa, where they lived well into the early 1970s.'® In Des Moines, Robert
continued his work as a photo engraver.!” They moved down to Citrus, Florida sometime in the
1980s where Evelyn died on February 17, 1988, at the age of eighty-six.?’ They had been
married for over sixty years. Two years later, in July 1990, their daughter Joy died at the age of
sixty-three in Alachua, Florida.?! Both Evelyn and Joy, thanks to their father’s military service,
were eligible to be buried at Florida National Cemetery in Bushnell.?> Following their deaths,
Robert moved back to Wisconsin where he lived out the remainder of his days in Waupaca until
his death on February 17, 1993 at the age of ninety-six.** He was subsequently interred at the
Florida National Cemetery in Bushnell on March 5, 1993, joining his wife and daughter.?*
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