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INTRODUCTION

WHEN YOU SAY YOU’RE FROM WISCONSIN, you usually get a slight nod of recognition. But mention a particular Wisconsin city, like Menominee or even Madison, and people outside the state may draw a blank.

For people from Wisconsin, however, the state’s name brings to mind a singular place with unique qualities. Even if much of our landscape has begun to resemble the rest of the country—parking lots, strip malls, interstate highways, housing subdivisions—there is still something different, even remarkable, about this place. Wisconsinites are unmistakably proud—though in a modest, stereotypically Midwestern way. They don’t need to tell you that Wisconsin is better—they just know it, even as they graciously allow other places to boast their superiority.

I first visited and now live in the state. My parents grew up in Illinois and, like all good Illinoisans, often vacationed in Wisconsin in the summer. Even after they moved to a town just outside Seattle, Wisconsin remained their summertime destination. When I was a child, my Wisconsin was rolling hills, fireflies, farms, blaring tornado sirens (though I had no idea what they were), and lightning that cut across the sky in an angry gash. It was the flashy, touristy charms of the Wisconsin Dells, the quiet grace of Taliesin, the bewildering collections of jewelry, dolls, and pipe organs at the House on the Rock, and the truly bizarre Don Q Inn with its theme rooms, barber chairs in the lobby, and rundown passenger plane out front. It was water towers with town names painted on the side—proclaiming themselves to the fields and surrounding towns—and cemeteries located right in town. And it was unlike anything I knew back home in Redmond, Washington.

I came from a place rich in natural beauty—the Cascade Mountains, Puget Sound, the towering evergreen trees. Wisconsin is not generally considered quite as magnificent, but this humbler landscape, whose idiosyncratic charm more than makes up for what it lacks in grandness, grabbed hold and never left me. Perhaps that is why I now call Wisconsin home.

Everything I do now is a product of this place and its past: from the produce and cheese I buy at the farmers market to the roads I travel on my bike to the giant pretzel I order at Mader’s German Restaurant in Milwaukee. I am the beneficiary of all the people and traditions and landscapes of Wisconsin. Wisconsin’s history is a record of all that has happened here, two hundred years ago and two minutes ago. We can read it not just to find the big events and famous names, but to find ourselves as well. History is what we see no matter where we look.

Natural and human histories are intimately and inseparably intertwined in Wisconsin. Wisconsin’s landscape has been used for centuries by different people for different purposes: first for subsistence by Indians, then for fur trading, and then for fishing, shipping, logging, mining, farming, manufacturing, and tourism. Wisconsin could claim to be many things—the land of beer, manufacturing, and water parks—but it has chosen to be “America’s Dairyland,” calling to mind a pastoral wholesomeness of green grass and grazing Holsteins. Wisconsin also boasts a rich political history, symbolized most strongly by Bob La Follette and the Progressive Party but also by the state’s role in the history of the Republican Party and by the “sewer” socialists who ran Milwaukee in the early twentieth century.

While we tend to think of American history as beginning in the east in 1620, particularly in Plymouth, Massachusetts, and moving westward, Wisconsin’s story reminds us that our nation’s history was shaped not only by what happened in seventeenth-century Massachusetts, but in seventeenth-century Green Bay. Wisconsin’s story is unique, but it is also part of a larger American narrative of development and change.
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GEOGRAPHY OF PLACE

ALL HISTORY HAPPENS IN SOME PLACE. The names, facts, and dates in history books sometimes leave the impression that the past exists only on paper and between two covers. But the past is all around us, and Wisconsin is the site of more than one hundred centuries of human history. When we cross a bridge or hike in any of our parks, we share the space once traversed by Jesuit missionaries or French fur traders. On at least one morning during the past fourteen thousand years, Native Americans pursued game just outside your window. Less than a mile from where you’re sitting, a pair of surveyors made notes about the landscape one hundred and fifty years ago, as they laid out the boundaries of suburban roads, city blocks, and rural farms.

Human history exerts an effect on place. In turn, the nature of a place, its physical landscape and climate, affects what can or cannot happen there. Wisconsin is bordered on the east by Lake Michigan and on the west by the Mississippi River (mostly). To the north and south it is bounded not by natural features but by human imagination: a line run across the prairies by surveyors in 1832 separates us from Illinois, while another line run in 1847 divides us from Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. The eastern lakeshore is generally low and sandy or marshy, with only a few harbors deep enough to handle large ships. The western edge of our state is formed of immense bluffs overlooking the Mississippi, punctuated by steep ravines, or coulees. The southern border runs mostly through nearly flat, fertile land watered by sluggish, shallow rivers. The northern boundary crosses through dark forest, relieved by high wetlands and eventually by the lakes that draw thousands of tourists each summer.

These four principal habitats—eastern lowlands, southern prairies, western valleys, and northern forests—overlap and blend into one another in the interior. From east to west in the southern part of Wisconsin, the rich prairie becomes increasingly hilly, until, west of Madison, few large tracts of perfectly level land can be found. The northern forest is quite dense above a line from Green Bay to Minneapolis. It becomes gradually thinner as one travels southward, until it gives way to open lands along a line roughly from Green Bay to Prairie du Chien. Many unique, smaller landscapes, such as the Door Peninsula and the Kettle Moraine, intersect the four major ones.

Human history happened first in Wisconsin’s river valleys, which provided easy transportation, nutritious soil for growing food, and diverse habitats for game animals and birds. The rivers tend to flow either northeast into the Great Lakes or southwest into the Mississippi. In many places one can stand on a ridge between two streams, one headed for the icy waters of the North Atlantic and the other for the sultry swamps around New Orleans. Besides the Mississippi, several other rivers have helped shape Wisconsin history. The state is bisected north to south by the Wisconsin River, which starts in the forest near the Michigan line at Lac Vieux Desert and runs south to Portage, where it veers southwest before emptying into the Mississippi. Other important waterways that flow into the Mississippi are the Black, the Chippewa, and the St. Croix rivers in the northwest, and the Rock River in the south. The most important rivers running in the opposite direction are the Fox, the Wolf, and the Milwaukee, which empty into Lake Michigan.

Today’s rivers, lakes, and landforms are largely the result of glaciers drifting slowly down from the north during successive ice ages. Glaciers, some of which were as much as a mile thick, repeatedly bulldozed the state. The last of them was the Laurentian Ice Sheet, whose petallike lobes stretched over northern and eastern Wisconsin about seventeen thousand years ago. In their wake, glaciers left heaps of debris called moraines, thin soil—good for trees but not farming—and thousands of orphan glaciers that melted into lakes. Minnesota may be the “Land of Ten Thousand Lakes,” but Wisconsin has more than fifteen thousand, ranging in size from the 137,708-acre Lake Winnebago to one-and two-acre springs. The southwestern third of the state was untouched by these glaciers, however, leaving unique rock formations such as the Wisconsin Dells, Devil’s Lake, and the Baraboo Hills. This so-called “driftless area” contains many ancient landscapes that Wisconsin’s native peoples have considered uniquely powerful and important.

[image: images]

ANCIENT PEOPLES

People always occupied Wisconsin. The Menominee and Ho-Chunk each preserve ancient narratives that place them here long before written records. In Kenosha and Crawford counties, archaeologists have found the remains of mastodons bearing evidence of human hunting dating from about 12,300 BCE. Members of these communities of First Americans, known as Paleo-Indians, followed the retreat of the glacial ice northward across Wisconsin. They developed a nomadic lifestyle that allowed them to follow the flow of game and changes in the availability of plants and other resources as they moved from place to place. They had to be shrewd and adaptable to survive changing social and environmental conditions while retaining their strong ancestral legacy. Paleo-Indian stone tools from 5000 BCE have been unearthed throughout the state, and sophisticated copper implements slightly later in date have been collected in northern Wisconsin.

The “Woodland Tradition” (700 BCE to ca. 1300 CE) was the first culture to make pottery, domesticate plants, and build earthen burial mounds in Wisconsin. Between 600 and 900 CE, they adopted the bow and arrow, began raising corn, and buried their dead in effigy mounds that resembled birds, mammals, or people.

[image: images]

The effigy mound builders usually laid their dead in small pits or on carefully prepared surfaces, with the mounds built over them like grave markers. Sometimes the graves included an object such as a cooking pot or an arrow, but more often they contained no goods at all.

Some archaeologists and Native Americans believe that the effigy mounds symbolized spirits of the sky, earth, and water: each mound group was a picture of the Late Woodland universe, sculpted out of earth. Many of the animals depicted in the mounds were associated with important clans or groups of related families. These clans may have existed a thousand years ago. By building the mounds together, these mobile and sometimes scattered communities reinforced their social and religious ties.

[image: images]

About 1000 CE, people from the vicinity of present-day St. Louis moved to Wisconsin, forming the “Mississippian Culture.” They came from a very different cultural background than the effigy mound builders. The Mississippian Culture lasted roughly from 1000 to 1200 CE in Wisconsin. The Mississippians traded pottery and other goods throughout the Mississippi Valley; at Aztalan in Jefferson County and near the city of Trempealeau, they built fortified towns consisting of an open plaza surrounded by platforms and enclosed within a wooden palisade. Although not everyone settled into semipermanent villages at first, the presence of even a few settled villages created difficulty for mobile neighbors. Unable to pass freely from place to place, mobile groups had to choose between fighting, moving, or settling down themselves. Evidence suggests that conflict increased: some human bones dating to this period have been found embedded with projectile points and marked by stone knives.

Creating palisades and more permanent housing required substantial cooperative effort. More labor was also devoted to corn horticulture for feeding growing populations. Between 900 and 1000 CE some communities began to sculpt the earth not into effigy mounds but into ridged fields or garden beds. Food production, home building, and community improvement all tended to discourage mobility. People were reluctant to leave an established village and start all over again in a new location unless forced to do so. Formal village cemeteries replaced effigy mounds, and the Effigy Mounds Culture gradually transformed to accommodate its new social and economic environment.

But even as the culture disappeared, the mounds remained, puzzling early white settlers, who were reluctant to accept that American Indians were their creators. For most of the nineteenth century, the question of who built the mounds was debated in the press with more energy than rational judgment. An unidentified Mormon writer, for example, proposed in 1845 that the mounds had been built by people who would eventually move on to Mexico and establish the Olmec civilization. In the late 1840s, Wisconsin scientist Increase Lapham spent several years mapping and investigating effigy mounds for a monograph issued by the Smithsonian Institution. Finally, in 1894, an exhaustive survey proved beyond reasonable doubt that earlier Native Americans were indeed the people who had created the mounds, though doubters remained (for instance, an article on the “vanished race of mound builders” appeared in a Madison newspaper in 1906).

The Mississippian people left Wisconsin about 1200, succeeded by a culture known as the Oneota, believed by scholars to be the direct predecessor of today’s Indian nations. The Menominee, Ho-Chunk, and Dakota (Eastern Sioux) appear to be descendants of the Oneota and were already here when other tribes arrived in the region. The earliest of these migrating tribes were the Ojibwe (Chippewa), who came to Lake Superior from the eastern Great Lakes about 1500. In the mid-1600s, warfare with the Iroquois Confederacy over fur pushed the Sauk, Meskwaki (Fox), Potawatomi, Mascouten, Kickapoo, Ottawa, Miami, and Huron into Wisconsin from their homelands in Ontario, New York, Ohio, and Michigan.


The arrival of these new tribes strained the resources available to the Menominee, Ho-Chunk, and Ojibwe. Competition for food and furs caused frequent combat and shifting alliances among the tribes. The arrival, in the seventeenth century, of white Europeans—bringing war, disease, and new technology—would further transform these traditional cultures within roughly fifty years, from 1640 to 1690.
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FORTUNES MADE OF FUR

EARLY EXPLORERS

WHEN FRENCH AND ENGLISH OFFICIALS saw Spanish ships returning from the Americas filled with gold, they too wanted riches from the New World. Within a generation of Columbus’s 1492 voyage, both countries were exploring the northern reaches of the continent. Later, at about the same time as the Pilgrims stepped ashore in Massachusetts in 1620, French explorer Étienne Brûlé is believed to have skirted the shore of Lake Superior (1622–23). He left no record of his trip, however, so the distinction of being “first European explorer” in Wisconsin usually goes to Jean Nicolet. An interpreter for Samuel de Champlain, the governor of New France, Nicolet had, like Brûlé, been sent west in search of a water route to the Pacific. In 1634 Nicolet landed at Red Banks, near Green Bay, where he met the Ho-Chunk. He did not find a route to the Pacific, but he did find a very rich source of furs. The French could make a handsome profit off the furs obtained from the Ho-Chunk if they could be brought back to Montreal for shipment to France. There, the furs would be made into the finest beaver hats. Further contact with the Ho-Chunk was prevented, though, by the Iroquois attacks of the mid-seventeenth century, which pinned the French in Montreal and Quebec and drove their potential Indian trading partners west of Lake Michigan.


When hostilities had ceased, more than twenty years after Nicolet landed, Europeans returned to Wisconsin. Explorer Médard Chouart Des Groseilliers and his partner, long believed to be his brother-in-law Pierre-Esprit Radisson, spent 1654–55 in Green Bay. They returned to Montreal in 1656 with a flotilla of Indian canoes loaded with furs, having fought their way through Iroquois attacks both coming and going. On their second voyage to the Chequamegon region of Lake Superior, in 1659–60, Des Groseilliers and Radisson built the first French fort in Wisconsin near Ashland. (Unprepared for the difficult conditions on the Wisconsin frontier, they also nearly starved to death on the headwaters of the Chippewa River.)

MISSIONARIES AND TRADERS

Furs were not the only prize to be had in North America. The quest for Indian souls also brought missionaries. The first Jesuit missionary, Father René Menard, arrived in Wisconsin in 1660, wintering on Keweenaw Bay in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula and setting out in the spring for a village of exiled Hurons near the headwaters of the Black River, northwest of modern Wausau.

Some missionaries and traders formed close working relationships on the Wisconsin frontier. For example, Radisson and Des Groseilliers had returned to Montreal not only with furs but with news of a great south-flowing river—a potential new trade route to the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean, where the French also had settlements. This inspired the explorer René Robert Cavelier La Salle to send teenaged interpreter Louis Joliet and Jesuit priest Jacques Marquette to investigate in 1673. The coupling of God and mammon would not last, though. The Jesuits, who opposed the excesses of the fur trade, including drinking and carousing with Indian women, were expelled in the early 1700s, and the French soldiers, who guarded the lucrative Wisconsin trade routes, held power until late in the century.

Marquette and Joliet crossed Wisconsin in the summer of 1673 in search of the great river. When they stopped to consult with the Menominee Indians about their plans, the Indians did their best to dissuade them. According to Marquette’s May 1673 journal entry, the Indians warned that “the great river was full of horrible monsters, which devoured men and canoes together; that there was even a demon, who was heard from a great distance, who barred the way, and swallowed up all who ventured to approach him.” Undeterred, Marquette and Joliet pressed on, traveling thousands of miles into the North American interior and confirming that the river Des Groseilliers and Radisson had first reported did indeed drain into the Gulf of Mexico. Marquette’s journal, which described many of Wisconsin’s natural features and Indian inhabitants, includes the first use of the word Wisconsin, which he transcribed as Mescousing. Historians have puzzled over its meaning for years. The most authoritative study of the name concluded that it was the French version of a Miami Indian word for the Wisconsin River and likely meant “river running through a red place”—probably a reference to the red sandstone that characterizes much of the river’s shoreline.

BEAVER TRADE

From 1650 to 1850, Wisconsin’s economy revolved around fur. Before the French traders arrived, Wisconsin’s most valuable animals were white-tailed deer, catfish, wild turkey, and freshwater mussels. They had supported human communities here for twelve thousand years. But after 1650 beaver was king.

Waterproof beaver skins could be pressed into felt for hats that kept the wearer both warm and dry. From Moscow to Rome, the demand for beaver hats remained high for more than two hundred years. Those who could supply beaver pelts stood to grow rich. Merchants in Montreal shipped anything Indians would buy and demanded beaver skins in return. Trade goods included metal knives, awls and kettles, steel flints for starting fires, guns and ammunition, alcohol (which, though officially prohibited, was supplied steadily through the black market), woven woolen blankets, and porcelain beads for jewelry. These trade goods would be shipped into the interior for storage in regional warehouses in settlements such as Michilimackinac (present-day Mackinaw, Michigan), on the strait between Lakes Huron and Michigan, and then redistributed to smaller trading posts at Green Bay, Prairie du Chien, and La Pointe on Madeline Island.

In the fall, traders would advance guns, ammunition, and other supplies to Indian hunters on credit, and in the spring the hunters would return to pay off their bills in furs—a system that kept most Indian hunters in permanent debt to their French employers. The traders would pack large canoes with thousands of pounds of pelts for the trip back to Montreal, and beavers caught in Milwaukee or Minocqua would end up on the heads of customers in Paris or London. Military garrisons were established throughout the Great Lakes to make sure that trade goods came in and pelts went out with as little interruption as possible.
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WILD RICE

In addition to fur, wild rice was a valuable item for barter. Indians have harvested rice in Wisconsin for hundreds of years. It was an immensely important commodity, particularly for the Ojibwe and Menominee who lived in the areas where it grew. The Menominee even took their name from the Indian word for wild rice (manomin) and were often referred to as the “Wild Rice People” by Europeans. Traders, explorers, and missionaries valued wild rice because it was a compact and nutritious food source for long trips in the Wisconsin interior. The virtual imperishability of wild rice helped the Indians stave off famine during the long winters.

Wild rice differs from true rice—it is actually a cereal grass, like wheat, that grows in shallow lakes and streams. Before Indian life had been transformed by white settlement, the fur trade, and land cessions, entire communities would move to the lakeshore in time for the fall wild rice harvest. Each family worked in a group. A man poled two women out to the family’s section of the lake in a canoe. There the women, armed with two sticks, would bend the rice stalks over the canoe and knock off kernels until the canoe was full. On shore, the rice was dried in the sun or parched over low fires. After it was dried, it would be bounced—what some called “dancing the rice”—to separate the kernel from the hull. Finally it was tossed higher in the air: the wind took the lighter chaff, while the people caught the rice in wide, flattish baskets.

Though wild rice is now considered an unpredictable crop due to its susceptibility to frost, high water, disease, and insects, Wisconsin’s grain fields were once so abundant that they posed navigational problems for early European explorers—the wild rice stalks can grow as high as seven feet above the water. Little wonder, then, that Father Marquette hired guides to lead his expedition through the upper Fox River in 1673.

As a staple of the Indian diet, wild rice also provoked inter-tribal warfare, as various communities fought to protect territory containing prolific stands of rice. The Sioux of northeastern Minnesota and the Great Lakes Ojibwe bands battled for more than a century over access to the rich wild rice territories of northern Wisconsin. In one such battle, which occurred in 1806 at Mole Lake, in Forest County, between the (victorious) Sokaogon band of Ojibwe and the Sioux, nearly five hundred people were killed.

By the 1720s a chain of French trading posts arced across the interior of the continent from Montreal through the Great Lakes and down the Mississippi past St. Louis to New Orleans. Wisconsin sat directly in the center, a major conduit for the wealth of the Mississippi Valley to flow toward Quebec. The river route from Prairie du Chien up the Wisconsin River to Portage and then down the Fox River through present-day Oshkosh, Neenah, and Appleton to Green Bay was the interstate highway of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

ATTACKS, RETRIBUTION, AND SHIFTING ALLIANCES

For most of the eighteenth century, the tributaries of Lakes Michigan and Superior, especially in Wisconsin, Minnesota, and western Ontario, supplied the furs that made Europeans rich. The interior fur trade was so profitable that the English tried to win Indian suppliers away from the French. The result was clandestine attacks, retribution, open warfare, and a tangle of shifting alliances. From 1700 to 1730, the Meskwaki (Fox) and the Mascouten were in open rebellion against the French, who showed little mercy in suppressing their adversaries. In 1712, for example, the French killed nearly fifteen hundred members of these tribes during the siege of Detroit alone.

Between 1755 and 1763, the French and English fought pitched battles from Pennsylvania to Quebec. These battles decided the fate of the continent. In 1755 Wisconsin’s first permanent white settler, Charles de Langlade, led Great Lakes warriors against the British (including a young officer named George Washington) on the site of present-day Pittsburgh. In the end, the French lost when Montreal fell to the British in 1760. The resulting chaos helped the Ottawa chief Pontiac to unite tribes from Kentucky to Wisconsin in a campaign aimed at driving all white governments back to the Atlantic. English troops newly arrived in Green Bay, Detroit, Mackinaw, and other western posts were surrounded by thousands of Pontiac’s warriors and captured or killed. Most Wisconsin tribes remained neutral, however, though the Wisconsin Ojibwe backed Pontiac and engineered the successful sneak attack on Fort Mackinaw. Peace was finally declared in 1763 and English was spoken in “Ouisconsin” for the first time.

Scottish fur trader Alexander Henry was one of the first Britons to visit Wisconsin. His 1765–66 account of the Ojibwe shows the effect of a century of colonialism on a proud and independent nation. Arriving at an Ojibwe village near Chequamegon Bay, Henry found “fifty lodges of Indians there. These people were almost naked, their trade having been interrupted, first by the English invasion of Canada and next by Pontiac’s war.” The men told Henry that unless they received goods on credit, their wives and children would surely perish.

Several Wisconsin tribes—such as the once-powerful Ho-Chunk and Meskwaki—had been reduced to tiny fractions of their precontact size. In nearly all Indian communities, material life, gender roles, religious practice, daily tasks, and social structure had all changed. Stable agricultural communities broke apart, as people who for hundreds of years had engaged only in seasonal hunting now became full-time hunters and wandered far and wide in pursuit of beaver. Indian women, the elderly, and children clustered around trading posts, where they caught European diseases and were often exploited. Epidemics were reported among large groups of Indians who came together to trade in 1666, 1676, 1683, 1701, 1757, 1762, and 1783. Indians and Europeans also created families together, generating a mixed-race class of offspring known as Métis that blurred the lines between French, British, and Indian families.


For the British, who controlled the trade even after the American Revolution, Wisconsin Indian hunters provided a major source of income: in 1767 a third of Mackinac furs came through Green Bay. The trade thrived for a generation, and new outlets sprang up around Wisconsin (the first white settlement at Milwaukee was a tiny fur trade post started in 1795 by Jacques Vieau). Overhunting, however, gradually caused the fur trade to shift farther west, and by 1840 most furs were being shipped either from Hudson Bay to London or from Oregon to New York by sea. Wisconsin’s fur trade era was over.
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FROM TERRITORY TO STATEHOOD

WHEN THE FLEDGLING UNITED STATES took legal possession of the Wisconsin Territory at the close of the Revolutionary War in 1783, hardly anyone seemed to care. The new government had more important priorities than the remote Wisconsin frontier. The area’s few white residents spoke little if any English and looked not to Philadelphia and Boston for role models but to Montreal and Paris. The vast majority of Wisconsin residents were Native Americans, who needed good relations with both English and American fur companies to survive.

The creation of the United States did have one effect on Wisconsin—or at least laid the groundwork for the future Wisconsin. Before the ink had even dried on the U.S. Constitution, representatives of the thirteen states tried to figure out how new states might be added to their union. As a result, the Second Continental Congress adopted the Ordinance of 1787, commonly called the Northwest Ordinance (the Midwest was then known as the Northwest).

THE NORTHWEST ORDINANCE

The Northwest Ordinance facilitated expansion chiefly in four ways. First, it authorized a provisional government for the vast territory northwest of the Ohio River that the United States had obtained at the end of the Revolutionary War. Second, it detailed a method for making new governments out of that territory—the rules under which the Wisconsin Territory would be formed almost fifty years later, in 1836. Third, it guaranteed a bill of rights to inhabitants of the new territories and prohibited slavery in them. Finally, it outlined a way to survey and denote the new lands so that they could be sold to settlers. This last provision was probably drafted by Nathan Dane (for whom Dane County was named) and Rufus King, although it followed fairly closely a system proposed by Thomas Jefferson three years earlier. It would profoundly influence Wisconsin settlement patterns. Although the survey of the territory began only in 1832, the 1787 rules provided the guidelines.

The survey provision called for teams of surveyors to hike across the land, measuring it into six-mile squares as they walked. These squares, called townships, were counted westward from a point on the Ohio/Pennsylvania border. The surveyors then subdivided each township into thirty-six one-mile-square sections, and then divided each of those into four 640-acre quarter sections, and so on, dividing and dividing the land down to the lot where your house sits. The surveyors would keep notes on the main features of each section. These notebooks were used to draw township maps, which would be kept in local land offices to help sell the land to new owners.

THE WAR OF 1812

In 1812 the United States declared war on Great Britain and few Wisconsin residents paid any more attention than they had in 1776. But when hostilities erupted and the British captured Mackinac Island on the straits separating lakes Huron and Michigan, both Indians and frontier settlers chose sides. As a general rule, Wisconsin’s French residents and Indians usually sided with the British rather than the Americans, though many struggled to remain neutral. Support for the United States tended to come from the few American traders who had straggled up the Mississippi River from Illinois and St. Louis.


Those traders were led by William Clark, U.S. Superintendent of Indian affairs at St. Louis and co-commander of the Lewis and Clark Expedition of 1804–06. Hoping to keep the upper Mississippi fur trade out of British hands, in 1814 Clark and his crew built Fort Shelby on St. Feriole Island at Prairie du Chien. Fort Shelby would be the site of Wisconsin’s sole participation in the war of 1812. On July 17, 1814, about sixty American soldiers were inside the fort when the British arrived from Mackinac via Green Bay. The British attacked with a force of about 150 regulars and four hundred Indians. For several days, the two sides half-heartedly tried to keep beyond reach of each other’s guns, until the British managed to take the sole American gunboat out of action and lay siege to Fort Shelby. The Americans capitulated on August 9. On August 20, the British moved in and renamed their captured prize Fort McKay. The fort remained in British hands for only a few months, however, until December 1814, when both sides agreed to the restoration of territory captured from the other. Prior to withdrawing from the Northwest in 1815, retreating British forces burned the fort.

For Wisconsin, the most important legacy of the War of 1812 was the American realization that the northwestern frontier and its fur trade needed protection. As a result, over the following decades the government established a series of military outposts that stretched from Canada to the Gulf Coast. Three forts were constructed in Wisconsin: Fort Howard (1816–53) at Green Bay; Fort Winnebago (1828–53) at Portage; and Fort Crawford (1816–56) at Prairie du Chien. Besides offering protection to settlers, these early military posts sponsored much civilian activity. Many enlisted men found themselves building roads, constructing bridges, farming produce, cutting lumber, surveying town lots, or escorting travelers. The forts also served as political and judicial centers, and the presence of the military, particularly the officers and their families, helped set the social tone of the early settlements by promoting education and Christian religion and by hosting social gatherings for soldiers, traders, and settlers.

NATIVE AMERICANS AND THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

To Native Americans, the forts represented both commercial opportunities and military oppression. To the frontier French, some of whom had been in place for several generations, the posts were unwelcome intrusions that brought military commanders and settlers hostile to French land claims and customs. To Yankees and Southerners relocating westward, the forts were cherished bastions of civilization in an unfamiliar wilderness.

In addition to the U.S. military, American explorers were also afoot in Wisconsin in the early nineteenth century. Major Zebulon Pike passed through Wisconsin on his 1805 trip to find the source of the Mississippi. Fifteen years later, another expedition set out for the same destination by way of Detroit, hugging Lake Superior’s shore. Michigan territorial governor Lewis Cass set out with scientist Henry Schoolcraft and young James Doty (the future second territorial governor and architect of Madison’s selection as capital) as secretary. They also intended to assess the condition of the Ojibwe Indians and investigate the reported mineral deposits on the Keweenaw Peninsula of upper Michigan.

Mineral wealth in the southwestern part of Wisconsin was luring thousands of people up the Mississippi River into Grant, Crawford, Iowa, and Lafayette counties. In 1822 the federal government began issuing licenses to mine in southwestern Wisconsin on land they believed had been ceded by the Sauk Indians in an 1804 treaty made in St. Louis. In the 1820s, as it became clear that the land contained significant mineral wealth, U.S. officials hurried to wrest control of the area from its native inhabitants.

In August of 1825 thousands of Indians from Wisconsin tribes gathered in Prairie du Chien. Territorial governors William Clark of Missouri and Lewis Cass of Michigan facilitated discussions that produced a general treaty of peace among all the tribes. Although it granted no land to the United States, the treaty of 1825 opened the doors for talks with individual tribes—talks that were intended to take control of Indian land. Between 1829 and 1833, the first four of these talks transferred U.S. title to all lands south of the Fox-Wisconsin waterway, and in five more councils over the next fifteen years the tribes ceded nearly all of the rest of Wisconsin to the U.S. government. Most tribes were coerced to move to new lands west of the Mississippi or confined to reservations. In a single generation, under the pressure of overwhelming military force, people who had inhabited the area for centuries or millennia lost all rights to their native lands.

More than seventy treaties were negotiated with Wisconsin Indians between 1804 and 1854. Though white negotiators always granted compensation for ceded territory, they took advantage of their Indian counterparts, and the compensation was often minimal. “We are ignorant of the way you measure land,” said a Menominee chief during the negotiations at a council in Green Bay in October and November 1832. “We do not know what you mean by the acres you speak of. What is it?” U.S. negotiators could be equally ignorant: they negotiated and signed more than one treaty with Indians who lacked authority to speak for their nation.

The most dramatic event in the process of treaty and deal making came in 1832, when a portion of the Sauk Indians who resisted removal were met by an overwhelming and unmerciful military machine. An 1804 treaty negotiated in St. Louis had led government officials to believe that they had secured the right to open Sauk lands east of the Mississippi to settlement for a mere $2,500. Chief Black Hawk (Ma-ka-tai-me-she-kia-kiak) and a substantial portion of the community, on the other hand, considered the 1804 treaty invalid, believing that the two negotiators had never had the authority to speak for the whole nation. The Indians, therefore, continued to inhabit their village of Saukenuk near the mouth of the Rock River, where they had lived since the mid-eighteenth century.

A quarter century later, lead was being profitably mined in the Rock River region, and thousands of settlers were swarming to the region without regard for treaties or the land’s original owners. Keokuk—another Sauk chief and Black Hawk’s principal rival—along with other Sauk leaders thought it was futile to resist the massive white military force. They had complied with an 1829 government order to move across the Mississippi in return for enough corn to get through the winter. But when the government failed to honor its promises concerning this move, a group of about 1,200 Sauk who favored resistance turned to Black Hawk as their leader and returned to the Illinois side of the river in 1832, planning to re-occupy their homeland and harvest their corn.

There, Black Hawk’s band was met by the Illinois militia. The Sauk fled east up the Rock River valley. Throughout that summer, Black Hawk’s warriors tried to hold off the soldiers while leading their people back to the Mississippi. During their retreat, several attempts to surrender were ignored or misinterpreted, and supplies of food and water repeatedly ran out. Many very young and very old people died of hunger, thirst, or exhaustion. Warriors skirmished with the Wisconsin militia just often enough to keep them at bay, but these engagements also kindled fear in the hearts of settlers and a desire for revenge in the minds of soldiers.

At the urging of her husband, Colonel Charles Bracken, during the Black Hawk War, Sarah Bracken had fled her home in Wisconsin for the safety of Cynthiana, Kentucky. In a letter to her niece on July 21, 1832, Bracken wrote, “The country is in a dreadful situation, no business of any kind going on, no crops making the people all in Garrison, a great many murders perpetrated, and distress of every kind that can be imagined…I have heard from there since the army was on the march in great number and I hope will scare the savages out of the country with out any more bloodshed.”

Finally, on August 1, 1832, the surviving Sauk reached the Mississippi at the mouth of the Bad Axe River, below La Crosse. Rather than crossing to safety, however, they flew one final surrender flag. The Americans rejected it, leaving the Sauk warriors caught between a gunboat in the river and pursuing troops on the bluffs. The next day, in the cruelly misnamed Battle of Bad Axe, the soldiers massacred most of the surviving men, women, and children. The gunboat fired indiscriminately on defenseless swimmers as they attempted to retreat, until the Mississippi ran red with blood. Small scattered groups, including Black Hawk, hid after the battle in the wilderness or in hunting camps of sympathetic Ho-Chunk. After the rebuke of his council on the night of August 1, Black Hawk left his followers and surrendered to authorities at Fort Crawford. Of the twelve hundred people who had crossed the river with Black Hawk in April, only about 150 survived.
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The message was clear to other Indian leaders: refusal to accept U.S. terms would lead to slaughter. With this sword dangling over their heads, the Ho-Chunk, Sauk, Fox, Potawatomi, and Ottawa soon gave up their lands east of the Mississippi and left the state (though many Ho-Chunk and Potawatomi later returned). By 1840 most of Wisconsin belonged to the United States rather than to its original inhabitants. The Menominee had already given up much of their territory to the Oneida, Munsee, Brothertown, and Stockbridge nations, which had relocated to Wisconsin from their homelands back east in the 1820s. In 1854 the Lake Superior Ojibwe bands ceded ownership of the northern forests (but retained rights to hunt and fish in them forever) and U.S. control over Wisconsin was complete. In his 1833 autobiography, Life of Ma-ka-tai-me-she-kia-kiak or Black Hawk, Black Hawk admonished, “Rock River was a beautiful country. I loved my towns, my cornfields, and the home of my people. I fought for it. It is now yours. Keep it as we did.”

A NEW TERRITORY

White settlers rushed onto land left vacant by Indian removals. Wisconsin’s population in 1820 was estimated at 1,444. From 1788 to 1800 Wisconsin had been part of the original Northwest Territory. Thereafter it was considered part of Indiana Territory (1800–09), Illinois (1809–18), and Michigan Territory (1818–36). New territories were created from old and the most populous ones became states. By 1836 Wisconsin’s population had passed 10,000, making it eligible for its own government.

James Duane Doty, a land speculator who was then Wisconsin’s representative in the Michigan legislature, led the effort to make Wisconsin a territory in its own right. On July 4, 1836, the Wisconsin Territory was born. The act of Congress creating it permitted only free white males to vote or hold territorial office. President Andrew Jackson appointed Henry Dodge governor, with responsibility to conduct a census, hold elections, and convene a territorial legislature.

Dodge acted quickly to organize the new territory’s political machinery. The first census was taken in August 1836 and found only 11,683 non-Indian residents between Lake Michigan and the Dakotas. Elections were held on October 10 to choose delegates to a territorial convention. That meeting opened on October 25, 1836, in a chilly wood-framed building at Belmont, in the lead-mining region, the most populated area of the state at the time. Among the delegates’ first actions was choosing a capital.

Doty, meanwhile, had traveled to the land office in Green Bay in April 1836 and, with a partner, purchased the 1,000 acres where downtown Madison now stands. He soon found a third partner, who put in another 360 acres, and the trio formed a corporation with 24 shares worth $100 each. On his way to Belmont that fall, Doty engaged surveyor John Suydam to quickly assess the site and map out a hypothetical city. If the territorial delegates chose it for the capital, Doty and his partners would earn a windfall by selling town lots to settlers and speculators.
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On November 23, 1836, the delegates began to debate nineteen possible sites, each of which had advocates like Doty who hoped to get rich quickly. Doty lobbied aggressively for votes, however—even sending a wagon to Dubuque to fetch buffalo robes that he then handed out to the freezing legislators—and apparently promising choice Madison lots to undecided voters at discount prices. Madison’s uncontroversial location and Doty and Suydam’s attractive map of a modern city (named for a much-admired founding father who had just died) also helped attract votes. When the dust settled on November 28, the territorial legislature had chosen Madison for its capital.

Government surveyors had already laid out the township and section lines, but now the city proper had to be laid out. For this, Doty hired a young New Yorker named Franklin Hatheway, and in the summer of 1837 the city began to take shape on an isthmus between two lakes. The capitol grounds were established atop its highest hill, major streets were laid out, buildings were erected, and speculators as far away as New York and Washington bought lots. On their investment of $2,400, Doty and his two partners ultimately brought in $35,510.
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Over the next decade the Indian tribes in Wisconsin continued to cede land, which the U.S. government surveyed. Farmers from eastern states and immigrants from Europe swarmed onto it in search of a better life. Territorial governors appointed in Washington (including Doty, Wisconsin’s second territorial governor) and legislators elected by residents were kept busy authorizing road and canal companies, overseeing new banks and private corporations, and chartering public improvements. The population exploded from 11,683 in 1836 to 155,277 in 1846, enough for Wisconsin to meet the minimum requirement for statehood—60,000 free inhabitants—suggested by the Northwest Ordinance of 1787.

Political leaders and businessmen, often one and the same, had been pushing for statehood for most of Wisconsin’s territorial existence. Statehood would give politicians both personal and political benefits by increasing their scope of power and influence. Businessmen would benefit from a more efficient and cohesive government, which could more effectively attract investments to aid Wisconsin’s economic development. But statehood would be more difficult to achieve than anyone imagined.

STATEHOOD

The first four attempts at statehood were defeated. Finally, in 1846, a strongly Democratic territorial legislature under Governor Henry Dodge pushed through a referendum that received overwhelming majority support. While Wisconsin seemed set for a quick transition to statehood, the process of drafting and ratifying a state constitution soon proved unexpectedly complicated.

In the fall of 1846, 124 elected delegates met in Madison to prepare a constitution. Though most of the delegates were Democrats, they consisted of several warring factions that argued for ten weeks before finally agreeing on a draft. Convention delegates focused on the economic and social problems of the time, especially those having to do with banks and paper money. Influenced by President Jackson’s conviction that coinage rather than paper money was the only safe currency and the popular idea that legislatures were easily bribed by banks, anti-bank delegate Edward G. Ryan of Racine drafted an article that effectively prohibited all commercial banking in Wisconsin. Ryan’s proposal forbade the legislature from creating or authorizing banks, banned all banking-related activities, and allowed the circulation of paper money only in denominations less than twenty dollars. Ryan’s article passed by a vote of 79 to 27.

The convention concluded in December of 1846. Far more advanced and progressive than other states’, Wisconsin’s proposed constitution included a number of controversial articles besides that on banking. The 1846 constitution allowed immigrants who applied for citizenship to vote (in many other states property ownership, not just citizenship, was a requirement to vote), granted married women the right to own property (women were often considered property themselves in other states), and (perhaps most significantly, and despite strong objections from politicians) made the question of black suffrage subject to popular referendum.

These provisions excited spirited debate. Racine attorney Marshall Strong thought Wisconsin had gone mad. Objecting to the terms allowing women to own property, Strong lamented during the debates, “When the husband returns at night, perplexed with care, dejected with anxiety, depressed in hope, will he find…the same nice and delicate appreciation of his feelings he has heretofore found? Will her welfare, and feelings, and thoughts, and interests be all wrapped up in his happiness, as they now are?…The effect of this law upon the husband, upon the wife, upon the children, and upon all the domestic relations will be most fearful.” Few citizens were satisfied with the entire draft of the constitution. Each region of the territory reacted differently to these issues, but enough opposition surfaced to defeat the constitution and black suffrage in April 1847.


A new convention met in December 1847 and drafted a more widely acceptable and moderate constitution in only seven weeks. Using the results of the April vote to guide them, the delegates prepared a document that omitted any mention of women’s property rights or black suffrage. Suffrage was given to white native-born men, immigrant men who had declared their intention to become citizens, and Indians who had been declared U.S. citizens. The legislature would also be allowed to charter banks after submitting the matter to popular vote. Wisconsin voters accepted the new constitution in March of 1848, and on May 29, 1848, Wisconsin became the thirtieth state.
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CALLING WISCONSIN HOME

“WISCONSIN IS MOST FAVORABLY SITUATED not only for agriculture, but also for manufacturing and commerce. Nearly all her territory lies in the Mississippi Valley, which is the garden spot of the world,” proclaimed the popular guidebook Northern Wisconsin: A Hand-Book for the Homeseeker. Albert G. Tuttle, who had come west from Connecticut in the 1840s to investigate Wisconsin, concurred in a series of letters to his wife in 1847: “The natural resources of Wisconsin are almost unlimited and nothing is wanted but the hand of cultivation to make it the garden of the world.” He finished, “There is a softness and beauty in the landscape which is indescribable and which the hand of art will fail to improve.” How could anyone resist?

IMMIGRATION

Clearly many could not. Between 1836 and 1860, people flooded into Wisconsin: the population increased from 11,000 to 775,881. Some of these settlers came from the eastern United States; others came from Europe. The first immigrants tended to settle in the southern parts of Wisconsin. Economic and social changes in Europe, coupled with natural disasters such as the potato blight in Ireland, had increased many Europeans’ discontent and desire to emigrate. Writer and social reformer Margaret Fuller visited Milwaukee in 1843 and could hardly miss the city’s explosive growth. “The torrent of emigration swells very strongly towards this place. During the fine weather, the poor refugees arrive daily in their national dresses all travel-soiled and worn,” she wrote. “Here, on the pier, I see disembarking the Germans, the Norwegians, the Swedes, the Swiss.” By 1850 one-third of the state’s population was foreign-born.

Of the more than 100,000 foreign-born Wisconsinites in 1850, only 48,000 could claim English as their native language. Nearly one-half of these English speakers were Irish. Of the non-English-speaking immigrants, the Germans were by far the most numerous. Nearly 40 percent of Milwaukee’s population was German-born; with them came beer gardens, shops with German signs and German goods, German foods, and authentic German culture. Norwegians constituted the second largest group, followed closely by Canadians of primarily French descent.

Between 1852 and 1855 the Wisconsin Commission of Emigration actively encouraged the settlement of European immigrants in Wisconsin. Immigrants were seen as the fuel for the state’s growth. The Commission published pamphlets extolling the state’s virtues in German, Norwegian, Dutch, and English and distributed them throughout Europe as well as in eastern port cities. Advertisements encouraging people to come west also appeared in more than nine hundred newspapers. However, in 1855 rising antiforeign sentiment, primarily directed at Irish Catholics, led to the dissolution of the Commission.

The demise of the Commission did little to deter immigrants. The foreign-born population continued to increase, largely due to the propaganda produced by land speculators, who worked hard to sell their land holdings, and due to the efforts of the immigrants themselves, whose letters home encouraged friends and family to join them.

Carl de Haas helped recruit many of these immigrants. A young German schoolteacher, de Haas settled in Calumet, Wisconsin, in 1847. Impressed with what he found upon his arrival, de Haas decided to write his own guide to encourage others to immigrate to his new home. While many Europeans tended to view reports from the United States with suspicion (and rightly so, as most were advertising pitches from railroads and land companies), de Haas’s Nordamerika, Wisconsin, Calumet was widely regarded as trustworthy. Its honest recounting of de Haas’s personal experiences helped other German immigrants plan their own voyages. De Haas sensibly advised immigrants, for example, to prevent theft by keeping their eyes on their baggage until stowed by customs officials. He also recommended bringing food along for the boat ride, as most shipboard food wasn’t very good.
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Whether as a result of books like de Haas’s, letters from family and friends, or the strongest inducement of all—land—people traveled over sea and earth to make their homes in Wisconsin. As the nineteenth century progressed, not just Irish, Germans, and Norwegians but also increasing numbers of Finns, Danes, Italians, Swedes, Belgians, Swiss, Bohemians, Czechs, and Poles called Wisconsin home.

Yankees quickly rose to dominance on the Wisconsin frontier, partly because they knew the mechanics of land surveys and sales and often had a line of credit to get them started and also because they had seen the transformation of the land from wilderness to world market many times before. Taking possession of town sites, water power, and some of the best farmlands, they became the entrepreneurs, speculators, lawyers, editors, ministers, and leading politicians. By imposing their institutions, ideas, and customs on Wisconsin, many Yankees could feel as though they had never left home.

British immigrants, particularly English and Scottish, easily assimilated into Yankee culture. Enterprising, aggressive, and relatively well educated, they were less likely to settle in ethnic enclaves and were more likely than other European immigrants to be businessmen, merchants, or other professionals. The single largest British group to come to Wisconsin, the Cornish, were an exception, settling in an ethnic island of miners in the lead region of the southwest. But with the decline of mining, the Cornish did readily assimilate to farming and other small-town occupations.

Of the English-speaking immigrants, the Irish were the most easily identified, largely because they were poor and Catholic. Unlike other immigrant groups, the Irish did not move immediately westward after arriving in the United States: the average Irish immigrant had spent seven years in the United States before moving to Wisconsin. Most Irish did not come to Wisconsin for the chance to farm; they shared the Yankee readiness to move on if the price was right or the opportunity for something better appeared. Many Irish worked in the lead region both in the mines and in support industries such as lumbering, smelting, and rail construction. Irish were to be found in nearly any town that had seen the construction of a plank road, canal, or railroad. Others settled in the southeastern counties and in the city of Milwaukee, where they worked as laborers, domestics, and artisans. Although they did not consciously settle in separate ethnic communities, they were often ghettoized in urban areas by their poverty and faith.

Like the Irish, Germans were widely dispersed, settling readily into both city and countryside across the country. Wisconsin held particular appeal for its land and familiar climate. Most entered in three major waves between 1845 and 1900, spurred by political, social, and economic upheavals in Europe. The earliest groups came for largely religious and political reasons, while those who migrated after mid-century were primarily farmers, artisans, and laborers. Germans tended to settle into and form ethnic enclaves, creating schools, churches, and other community organizations based on German culture and identity.
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Norwegian immigrants usually came from a farming background and, like the Germans, sought a place on the land. Highly responsive to books promoting America, most Norwegians first came to the Rock River valley of Illinois and spread northward into Wisconsin; by 1850, an astonishing 70 percent of the Norwegians in the United States were clustered in Wisconsin. Norwegians tended to settle in colonies representing their own districts and dialects. Accustomed to working hard on marginal lands, they took whatever land was left, including hills and swamps, and turned it into productive farms. Yankees tended to view Norwegians with derision, referring to them as “Scandihoovian Indians.” In the territorial council, Marshall Strong declared in 1847 that “he had seen Norwegians living without what other people would have considered the most absolute necessities of life, burrowed so to say in holes in the ground, in huts dug in the banks of the earth.” To Yankees, the Norwegians’ chief virtue was their tendency to isolate themselves.

Europeans and Yankees were not the only people who saw their future in Wisconsin. One of the most interesting developments in the 1820s was the emigration of several Indian communities. The Stockbridge-Munsee band of Mohicans, part of the Oneida nation, and the Brothertown community (a group of Pequot, Niantic, Montauk, and other coastal peoples who’d been given refuge by the Oneida in New York) all came to Wisconsin to escape exploitation in the East. They secured land in northeastern Wisconsin from the Menominee and Ho-Chunk and established new communities on the frontier.

TRANSPORTATION

The increase in population intensified the demand for better transportation. Immigrants came to Wisconsin by ship, steamboat, railroad, horseback, and wagon. Improving transportation would help encourage the mass migration westward. Transportation routes and ease of access, particularly from the port city of Milwaukee, also often spelled success or failure for towns that were already fighting for the county courthouse, the hospital, and the state university. The opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, connecting the Great Lakes with the Atlantic Ocean, made some in Wisconsin eager for canals and harbors of their own to connect the Great Lakes with the Mississippi River.

Transporting agricultural products, people, lead, and other goods to and from lake ports offered big financial rewards to Wisconsin’s settlers, businessmen, and promoters. Sending products down the Mississippi was a long and costly route, often troubled by periods of low water. Towns on the lakeshore received many new immigrants, but unimproved harbors often caused boats to bypass Wisconsin towns and continue on to Chicago. The citizens of Racine, Milwaukee, Kenosha, and other towns lobbied Congress for money to build better harbors, but their requests usually went unanswered.

Lacking both a railroad and the means to build one, a group from Green Bay proposed the construction of a portage, or passageway, between the Fox and Wisconsin rivers as an avenue of internal transport. An 1839 federal survey estimated that overcoming the serious obstacles to building a portage, including the rapids of the Fox River, would cost upwards of half a million dollars. Although the Fox River Improvement Company (as the group behind the portage plan came to be called) was granted land to sell by Congress to raise money for the project, the work progressed slowly, and in the end, the route proved too long and winding to be of much use.

At the same time, another canal was underway in Milwaukee. In 1838 Byron Kilbourne promoted the construction of a canal from Milwaukee to the Rock River to provide a continuous water route from the lead region in the southwest. The canal got no farther than some docks on the Milwaukee River before the legislature withdrew all support from the Milwaukee and Rock River Canal Company in 1841. Because competition and financial constraints severely limited the capabilities of many harbor improvement and canal construction projects, steamships on the Mississippi River and Great Lakes continued to play an important role in bringing both settlers and goods to Wisconsin.

In the late 1840s railroads eclipsed most talk of canals in Wisconsin. Railroads had proven themselves in the East, and in the early 1840s, there was already talk of uniting the Atlantic and Pacific oceans with a continental railroad. A line across Wisconsin would provide a means for moving produce, consumer goods, and people that was independent of uncertain water-and roadways. Moreover, many businessmen and officials saw railroads as a way to draw the various regions of the state together in a common interest. Railroads would also encourage and facilitate further settlement.

The opening of Illinois’s Chicago-Galena railroad stirred the Wisconsin legislature into action. In 1847 the legislature authorized a line from Milwaukee to Waukesha that was later extended to the Mississippi. The first train ran from Milwaukee to Waukesha on February 25, 1851. By April of that year trains were running briskly—one passenger train and one freight train daily. Rather than waiting for a railroad to come to them, town officials in Prairie du Chien took matters into their own hands and asked the legislature to charter a line from Madison. In 1857 the first east–west railroad from Lake Michigan to the Mississippi was complete. Soon after, a line from Milwaukee to La Crosse opened, and other lines were extended north from Chicago.

Though Wisconsin did not become an important link in the Atlantic–Pacific rail system, railroads provided farmers with better prices and expanded marketing opportunities by offering a more reliable way to transport products to eastern markets—both factors told immigrants that a profitable future was possible in Wisconsin.
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