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·-she had to forego-college in - - -Wilder's then. ~-tH:laugh 
order to help put food on the ter-in-law, Bonnie W~lder, many 
table, so t.1pon gractuation from years !~ter would write and ~~o­

"Lowell High Schoo~ tn 1923, WU- duce Spindle City $is,ters,. a 
der joined,her father atthe mill. musical •~out Lowell s mll_ls 

"My son was a lieutenant col­
onel of the ROTC at Lowell 
Tech," she continued. "He came 
home one d·ay and said he 

"Your mother stood at the and the girls who worked in 
door· when you came with tlie them, 
pay envelope and just took it," 
Wilder said, recalling how the ' 'Radio ministry' 

needed a girl for the Grand 
IL..au&.UIIR..i~.Q&,,..a' •·:v.a.eoit.Ul ... lkol,~p,,o 

ramjly helped each other 
'through economic hardships. 

Fo s atler her·marriage 
c-fo e Low~ll Hijh School 
sweet art, Dona Wilder, who 
was a i,d~generation operatot 
of the Wilder Grain Co., the cou­
ple bought a house iJll Warren 
Avehwe •in Chel~llford and 
.moved 'in on July 4, 1933. 

'Chicken coops' 
r 
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,. Their desire was "to live in the 
· country," Wilder said, a descrip­
tion that aptly applied to Chelm­
sford in those days with its 

From 1972 to 1975, Ethel Wil­
der had a Sunday morning 
"radio ipinistry" in Lowell, for 
which the Greater Lowell Coun­
cil of Churches presented her a 
commemorative plaque. 

Once -she preached a sermon 
about volunteering at Hope Con­
grega iona Church in Lawr­
ence. 

Fund-raising efforts were 
dift"eren in the old days, too. 
Wilder r.emembered. "You had 
to put the bag under ~~e mat­
tress, because there wasn't a 
bank in ·chelmsford,'-' she said. 

B3( the late 1950s, Wilder's 
._ _ _ _ _____________ volunteer expertise resulted in 

.. horses, chicken coo?s, anct 8 surprising turn of events. 
roosters crowing 1 n th e Wilder received a telephone 
moDronninagld." had told her that he call saying: "They need an ex-

ecutive house mother to open 
didn't want her working for the first women's dormitory at 
mone .,Wilder said, but encour- Lowell State College," she said 
aged her to be active as 8 volun- in a recent interview. 
teer "to reach her potential!' 

Wilder's mother-in-law made 
her initial volunteer effor~s 
possible by offering to babysit 
and suggesting that Ethel serve 
at the YWCA. Since then, _her 
service has been wide-rangu~g. 

Then Lowell State President 
Dani Leary explained: "You'll 
1la .. he . gro-ceries and 
handle the girls' food money ($4 
a weel~)•ent for each of30 girls)." 

She said she also "set up the 
plan for them to do the work, 
such as washing dishes, helping 
with the meals ahd cleaning." 

"I was 52 years old and had 
never paid into Social Secur­
ity," she said of her lack of 
"paid" experience. Neverthe­
less, "the next day, Dr. Leary 

you.'" . 
"They've been married 19 

years and have two sona," i • 
der said. 

Even more surprising than 
the Lowell State Job offer was 
another overture. When she was 
62, Tewksbury Hpspital Super­
intendent Thom,-s J. Saunders 
asked her to be t11e institution's 
first professional director of 
volunte~r services. 

''I started taiking to the 
church women," Wilder told of 
recruiting volunteers for the 
hospital, which included units·4 

for the treatment of alcoholics, 
the mentally ill, unwed mothers, 
crippled children and the chro­
nically ill. "We needed people 
mostly at noon to feed the pa­
tients." 

In addition, Wilder coordin­
ated charitable efforts by 
women's groupll to make and 
donate items, such as 500 color­
ful afghans for lap robes. "I had 
no budg,t at alt I had to go out 

. and find the workers." 
Among her memories from . 

Tewksbury are four watercolor 
paintings of dancing clowns on 
her bedroom wall. The clowns 
were by "Tony," a 55-year-old 
alcoholic who died of a liver ail­
ment ·shortly after he finished 
the paintings. 

Wilder also recalls working 
for five years in the crippled 
children's unit where she taught 
painting, music and games. A 

"The greatest joy of my hfe 
was staying with the March_ of 
Dimes until the Salk vaccme 
was perfected," Wilder said. "In 
1955 approximately 4,000 peo­
ple ~ere stricken with polio in 
Massachusetts," whereas there 
was ''just one incident after . 
everyone was inoculated." 

She called being chosen 
chairman of Woman's Day for 
the 300th anniversary celebra-

hired me ... My volunteer work ~ ------~ 

tion in Chelmsford in 1955 "the 
thrill of my life." 

Among her other fond memor­
ies is her stewardship at the 
Lowell YWCA from 1942 to 1945, 
"when we sent the girls ·up to 
Fort Devens to dance with the 
soldiers - and I was the 
chaperone." 

Another YWCA activity was 
the Ind tr· Girls b "for 
young women w o 1dn 't go on to 
high school to work in the mills," 
she said. 

The Lowell General Hospital 
Auxiliary, which Wilder 
headed, also "held teas for the 
mill girls, exposed them to the 
nicer thi " · 

, was my college degree and my 
foot in the door." 

For the next 18 years, until 
she retired at age 70, Ethel Wil­
der was a working woman, earn­
ing a pension that today pays the 
rent for her three-room apart­
ment, five years after her hus-
band died. · 

The first 10 were sp~nt as the 
dormitory's daytime house 
mother. She was known as 
"Mother Wilder" to her charges. 
"I've had many wonderful let­
ters from the girls over the 
years, telling me -0f their mar­
riages and children," she said. 

One of thtse girls, in fact, 
would become her daughter-in­
law, due largely to Mother Wil­
der's match-making talent. 

"Bonnie c~me into my dormi­
tory and was there two or three 
months as a live-in student. And 
I said to one of the house 
mothers, 'There's a girl that I 
would like for a daughter-in-

. law.' C,ll\lh/1~1 P ,l.~d 

special memory is of tlie " 1 
g· -learned to paint with 
the magic marker held between 
her toes." 

Last year, Wilder served as 
president of the women's fel­
lowship at the Chelmsford Cen­
tral Congregational Church. 

As a former president of the 
Chelmsford Historical Society, 
she remains active in that orga­
nization. On the second and 
fourth Sunday afternoons of 
each month, she serves as a 
guide at the Barrett-Byam , 
Homestead and is also the 
"chairman of the house" at the 
town's museum located on Byam 
Road. ' 

• rve really had a rich, full 
life," Wilder said. "My bigge~t 
hobby now is putting togethl 
these scrapbooks and alb m , 
making a life history for eaf h f 
.my children, picture albums for 
• I • : 
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"I have keP.i scrapbooks ever 
since ·t was -a little girl. If my 
childreniwant to return these to 
the organizations after I'm gone, 
it would be a history," she sai~, 
referring to albums devoted t~ 
each of the organizations sbE • served. . 

'I have kept scrapbooks ever since I was a 
little girl. If my children want to returf3 these 
to the· organizations after I'm gone, ,t would 
be a history, ' . 

" , ~ - Ethel Wilder 
Lifelong volunteer 

Two of her children, Nancy 
DziczekandJohn Wilder, reside 
in Chelmsford and have joined 
their mother in volunteering for a.:.....:--~---...:..a:------..,.........,. ........ ~-.----~~~= 
the historical society. Her old­
est daughter, Elizabeth Tewk­
sbury, lives with her family in 
Charlottesville, Va. 

Wilder also has one grandp 
daughter &l\d five grandsons. 

-Long 7record 
CHELMSFORD - Ethel Wilder 

has served as a volunteer for the 
following organizations. 

- Chelmaford Hlatorlcal 
looletv1 15 years on the board of 
directors; four years as president. 

- Lowell Goodwill lndu•• 
trlea: 25 years on the board of · 
directors, two years as president of 
women's auxiliary. 

- Tewkabu,v Hoapltah 
Twice appointed to the board of 
trustees , eight years director of 
volunteer services. 

- Greater Lo.,•11 YWCA: 
25 years on the board of directors, 
four years as president. 

, - March of Dlmea: 18 years, 
several of t~ose as chairman for the 
Mothers' March in Chelmsford. Also 
chaired drives for the Am~rican 
Red Cross and American Cancer 
Society. 

- Lowell State C 11•1•1 1 O 
ye~as house mother for first 
wo 's dormitory. -,. 

Chel"'aford RWb1te1111 
Party: tinttnce chai an. 

- ChelJnaford Community 
Chest: general chairman. · 

- Lowell General Koapltal 
Women'• Gulld1 president. 

· Greater Lowell Church 
Women United: president. 
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Ethel Wilder's 

volunteer wOrk 

Ethel T. Wilder holds the silver bowl presented to her by the 
diaconate of the Central Congregational Church in Chelms-
f_ord. • (Photo by John Lawlor) 

CHELMSFORD - Mrs. Don­
ald (Ethel) Wilder, one of the 

•town's most senior volunteers, 
· celeb~ated her 87th birthday this 

IT'S sprin_g. · 
She read the scripture of the 

day at the Central Congragation­
al Church. The diaconatefresent­
ed her with a silver bow for her 
60 year,s of service and friends 

and relatives and members of the 
congregation celebrated with a 
cake at the church's coffee hour. 

Her family, includµig, Skippy 
and Charles Tewksbury from 
Virginia, Nancy and Gene Dz­
iczek and John and Bonnie 
Wilder of Chlemsford had a 
catered party to celebrate the 
birthday. 
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