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This is a short story about a passionate,
caring man and the contributions he made
during his lifetime. William Wellisch lived his
life with robust involvement, fighting for the
rights to express freedom, curiosity, and
protection for the least among us. His great
capacity to express empathy and to act on
that emotion is what set him apart from the
ordinary.
Bill or Will, as many knew him at
different times in his life, was born in Vienna,
Austria on July 3,1938. His father, Max
Wellisch (January 27, 1898 to January,
1973), was born in Lackenbach, a small
Jewish settlement in what was AustroHungary where he spoke both German and
Hungarian. Bill’s mother was named Zelda
Schanzer (April 26, 1907 to April 13, 1980),
born in Jazlo, Poland. Both parents became
US naturalized citizens in 1945.
Bill was multi-lingual throughout his
life, as well, and spoke German and Spanish
besides English, often teaching English along
his travels. Bill left Europe with his parents in
1940 on the vessel, Vulcania, and was listed
in the February 19, 1940 Transport Census
Index as Hebrew. They were the last to leave
before the Nazis stopped such migration from
Jewish families. They located in Minneapolis,
Minnesota where Bill was given special
language lessons to remove his German
accent and to learn to speak English. Bill was
an only child. His legal documents show no
middle name, but he did use J. or Jeremiah
later on in life….William J. Wellisch.
Many of Bill’s extended family
members were killed in camps during the
Nazi occupation. This was a very personal
and painful subject for him to discuss. He
carried a deep wound in this regard. This

February 13, 1966 in Caracas, Venezuela
Written on the back of the photo was indicative of Bill’s
humor….”Hell of a great guy ain’t I, even if I am 20lbs
under regular weight and am losing the battle of the
hairline. Clean living will do it to you every time.”

!
!affected his desire to fight for justice and to

understand the human psyche more
thoroughly.
Bill’s resume shows that he got a BA
Degree in 1959 from the University of
Minnesota in Sociology, as well as a BA in
1965 in Secondary Education. In 1968, Bill
obtained a MA Degree from the University of
Missouri at Columbia in Sociology. Also, he
had finished his course work for a Doctorate,
but never did the dissertation. This set the
scene for his professional experiences as a
teacher at the college level in social science,
social psychology, criminology, and death
and dying.
Bill loved to read, discuss, and write
as indicated by his library. At the center of his
core beliefs was his lifetime involvement in
social and political goals to promote human
rights abuse awareness, and later on in life
his love for animal rescue. He had a
sensitivity for people imprisoned in poverty
and for those in circumstances where
arbitrary and brutal laws left them politically
oppressed. (As documented in the Red
Rocks Journal, November 13, 1978).
Between 1977 and 1984, Bill was a volunteer
with Amnesty International.
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When Bill was 21 years old, he was
arrested in Minneapolis for purposely
violating a city park ordinance by distributing
circulars and pamphlets on Loring Park
property. It was all over the Minneapolis
newspapers in 1960. Bill attempted to make
his arrest a test case for unconstitutionally
abridging rights of free speech and assembly.
He did not get a permit to set up his soapbox.
Bill was represented by the ACLU, and it
looks like he won his case. The Minneapolis
City Attorney, Charles W. Sawyer, wrote the
following in his brief to the court: “…the law
constitutes a restraint of free speech.”
Municipal Judge Donald T. Barbeau ruled
that the ordinance was, in fact,
unconstitutional on grounds it “deprives the
defendant of his constitutional rights and
freedoms without due process of law, and
abridges his privileges and immunities as a
United States citizen, both of which constitute
a violation of the fourteenth amendment.”
It seems like William Wellisch was
always in the newspapers. The Minneapolis
Morning Tribune documented Bill’s itch to
travel as a vagabond on February 3, 1962.

Bill took a 12,000-mile, 17-month hitchhiking
trip through Europe, the Middle East, and the
United States at that time. He had a passion
for adventure and loved to travel. His
passports showed such places as Greece,
Yugoslavia, Israel, Italy, Germany, United
Kingdom, Switzerland, Portugal, Turkey,
Belgium, Holland, Canada….to name only
the stamps I could read.
When Wellisch got to Roswell, New
Mexico in December of 1962, again he was
in the local newspaper. He called himself a
“professional vagabond” for the readers. He
taught English there in Mexican schools and
then moved on to New Orleans, Louisiana.
While in New Mexico, he tried to search for
an old friend who was in the Air Force, Allan
Wayne Schwartz, which is why he was in the
newspaper.
In 1978, while teaching for
Community College of Denver, Red Rocks
Campus in Golden, Colorado, Wellisch took a
year’s leave to travel again to Central and
South America. He visited such countries as
Nicaragua, Panama, Mexico, the Dominican
Republic, Venezuela, down to Brazil and all
countries in between. I now own a multitude
of trays with slides of these travel adventures
and hope to catalogue them in the future.
Wellisch acquired one of the most
extensive collections of antique Molas from
the Kuna Indians of the San Blas Islands
(Panama), as well as other primitive artifacts
and textiles. He cherished these art pieces as
a love for other cultures and peoples of the
world and displayed them in his home for
many years. They were his treasures. After
his death in 2015, his friends and fans
distributed these treasures in memory of their
love for him.
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Photo to Left: Minneapolis, 1962…On His Way
A note attached to the bottom of this photo reads as
follows: “The broad grin is strictly for the benefit of the
photographer. Try standing out on a cold highway for a
few hours and see how happy you feel! Wellisch is
obviously seeking a ride on US Highway 61, which took
him from Memphis, Tennessee through western
Arkansas to St. Louis, Missouri. Note the shoes.”
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Wellisch described his traveling
adventures as “intoxicating.” He had spent
four years in community development
programs in Mexico, Venezuela, and western
Colorado before going to teach at Red Rocks
Community College in 1970. Wellisch
travelled as a native, living simply, taking the
cheapest ways to travel in buses, the back of
a truck, sleeping in modest hotels, and eating
in markets. He even slept in a jail cell to save
money. Other times he “slept on church
steps, along highways, and a city park in
Vienna, on the floors of third-class trains, in
haystacks, flophouses, and youth
hostels.” (Minneapolis Morning Tribune,
February 3, 1962)

Antique Two Color, Hand-stitched Mola from the
Kuna Indians of the San Blas Islands,
Panama, Collected in 1978-79…
Owned by Sharon La Pierre from an exhibit of artifacts
and photographs Wellisch displayed after his travels.
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One thing Wellisch never talked much
about was his marriage and divorce to Judy
L. Wellisch (1942). They were married on
April 6, 1968 and divorced in 1972 or 1973 in
Denver, Colorado. After an exhaustive search
for any records, none could be found. Bill
kept in contact with her throughout the years
and called to check on her right before he
died. She got Alzheimer’s and was unable to
talk with him sometimes. Judith had a
daughter from a previous marriage, and Bill
adopted her legally. She kept the Wellisch
name, but he never talked about her.

In later life, Bill became a wonderful
advocate for animal rescue with an
international directory of individuals who
saved hundreds of lives. He brokered
animals to be rescued, to be put into foster
care and adopted, or rehabilitated. His efforts
included older animals, injured animals, and
neglected animals. This became his purpose
and ultimate life’s passion and calling. We
both shared this ambition.
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ON A PERSONAL NOTE
!William Wellisch
was part of “The Gang of

Six.” We all taught together for over 11 years
at Community College of Denver, Red Rocks
Campus in Colorado. We were each others’
families. We called him Bill. We sat at lunch
and dinner together between classes,
laughing, eating, and harassing each other,
as well as the administration. We felt lighthearted and teased each other beyond
normal. We all loved it and cherished each
other without ever saying the words. We
hugged a lot.
This biography is part of a book I am
writing currently about memorable people…
individuals who lived life to the max because
of a burning desire for adventure or who
made extraordinary contributions with a
sense of humility. Fame was never the
reason for doing things for these kinds of
individuals. Bill Wellisch was one of those
very humble men who most people never
really knew. He never bragged about his
accomplishments and never talked about
himself, his struggles, his pain, his honors.
His internal passion was to do good and to
explore the common environment of life
between cultures, and he did exactly that in
his lifetime, touching the hearts and souls of
many students, people, and animals.
The last time I visited Bill in the
nursing home before he died, I was beyond
depressed to see him like that. I thought I
would never get those pictures out of my
mind. It tormented me. But, when I sat down
to write about him while everything was fresh
in my thought, it became a blast to read his
materials, to experience his travels through
his words, to know him more deeply from his

Page 3 of 9

!

documentation in scrapbooks. His stories and
photographs brought back wonderful
memories of my own world travels and
collected artifacts, something we both
shared. He and I also shared the passion for
animal rescue for many years. We shared the
pain and joy of making societal changes
through legal battles for equality and justice,
as well.
I feel honored to have known this man
and to have called him a friend. He will be
missed. He is on another journey now where
none of us can follow. I am sure he will
document everything for us when we get
there.

Whenever I called Bill on the phone,
he answered….”William Wellisch here!”
Thus, the title of this story.
The journey I have taken here with
Bill’s memorabilia has strengthened my life’s
work and understanding of myself. That was
an unexpected gift.
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It’s been a pleasure, Bill….
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The Gang of Six, May 31, 2015
Community College of Denver, Red Rocks Campus, Golden Colorado
From Left to Right: Tom Nielsen (pottery), Diane Jowell (pottery), Don Coen (painting), Susan Arndt (drawing),
Sharon La Pierre (basic design and fiber design), Bill Wellisch (sociology)
A party was held before Bill’s surgery allowing us to let him know how much we cared and to support his decision to
have brain surgery. If was our way of celebrating his life while he was still with us.
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Above Photo: January, 1962 in St. Louis, Missouri

Right Photo: November 13, 1978,
Red Rocks Journal
Community College of Denver
Red Rocks Campus
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December, 1965, William Wellisch’s parents
Max and Zelda Schanzer Wellisch
Minneapolis, Minnesota
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1940 Travel Document to US for Zelda and William Wellisch…Notice the Nazi stamp in the left hand corner.
When Bill’s parents became naturalized US citizens in 1945,
he was automatically naturalized because he was under 16 years of age.
He was almost 2 years old when they emigrated to the US.
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Bill’s Business Card….Notice his motto…
“Bear witness: never remain silent.”

Bill and Judy on their wedding day
April 6, 1968
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Minneapolis Star, June 23, 1960
This is a significant article in that it tells how Wellisch evolved over time and why.
He states, “My parents know what it is like to live in a police state….They were embarrassed by my
arrest, but think I’ve accomplished something constructive.”
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2010, Edgewater, Colorado, Bill Wellisch with his rescue dogs
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