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The 1992-1993 Volume of the Intensive Architectural and Historical Survey of the City of Portage
I had the occasional privilege of working with the citizens of Portage to contribute to the city’s written history over the years between 1981 and 1998.  I first came to Portage in 1981 to complete an architectural and historical survey of Ward I in the City for the Army Corps of Engineers (McKay 1981).  John Afinson, a historian with the Army Corps Office in St. Paul, administrated the project.  He directed me to  Frederica Kleist who worked tirelessly to preserve and inform her fellow citizens about the historical importance of the Portage Canal and the city-wide historical development (See Kleist n.d., 1983; 1984; 1987; 1993). 

In 1992-1993, I returned to Portage to conduct and prepare: “An Intensive Historical Architectural and Historical Survey of the City of Portage, Columbia County, Wisconsin” (The Survey) that provides the text for this work (see McKay 1993).  A National Park Service grant-in-aid  channeled through the State Historical Society of Wisconsin partially funded the project.  Local matching funds were provided by  the Portage Area Chamber of Commerce, the sponsoring agency, Portage Canal Society, Wisconsin Power and Light, General Telephone of Wisconsin, and private contributions, donated primarily as services.  The East Central Wisconsin Planning Commission and the Portage Public Library offered assistance with the drafting of maps and the location and copying of large amounts of library materials.  Kathy Taylor provided administrative direction and other much needed assistance.  Numerous individuals in the community also contributed their time to the project.

Conducted between late July 1992 and January 1993, the field survey examined the standing buildings, sites, and structures within the corporate limits of the City of Portage (Appendix A, Maps 1-2) except those located in the previously nominated Society Hill District (Appendix A, Map 3). It identified approximately 1100 properties.  Although The Survey noted the known Native American and historical archaeological sites within and adjacent to the city, the project did not investigate archaeological resources.  Each property in the survey was recorded on the Historic Preservation Division inventory cards and the first two pages of the intensive survey forms.  The forms provided a physical description of the property and black and white photographs taken in 1992 and 1993.  This investigation in conjunction with the research permitted evaluation of National Register eligibility for each property and the definition of potential National Register districts.  This process counted 60 individually eligible properties and 426 properties in the ten proposed historic districts, a total of 486 properties.  The Survey documented the themes that convey the historical story associated with Portage’s historical properties.  The products resulting from this investigation, the survey forms and inventory cards with photographs, maps, The Survey, and district forms describing potential districts were deposited with the Division of Historic Preservation, State Historical Society of Wisconsin.

The work efforts in 1992-93 also included the preparation of two National Register district nominations: The Portage Retail Historic District, the business area downtown (Appendix A, Map 4), and the Portage Industrial Waterfront Historic District, the historic industrial area across the canal (Appendix A, Map 5) (McKay 1993b; 1993c). The National Register of Historic Places is an official listing by the National Park Service of significant historical, architectural, cultural, and archaeological properties generally fifty or more years of age.  The Portage Retail District includes 85, primarily business properties, and the Portage Industrial Waterfront contains six industrial and wholesale trade properties.

Additional work in Portage between 1993 and 1999 included the nomination of the Henry Merrell House in 1993 (McKay 1993d) and the Church Hill National Register Historic District in 1995 (Appendix A, Map 6) (McKay 1995), the completion of a walking tour brochure for the downtown in 1994 (Taylor and McKay 1994), and research and development of text for the State Historical Society of Wisconsin marker commemorating Ketchum’s point in 1999 (McKay 1999a).  The preliminary research and text for a canoe guide to sites along the Wisconsin River near Portage were also developed in this period.  The Portage Canal was documented in 1999 through the preparation of the Historic American Engineering Record (HAER) document (McKay 1999b).  Fred Galle copied selections from his invaluable collection of historic photographs for inclusion in the HAER document.  Doug Bergen and Tom Goschl of the Studio in Polo, Illinois, photographed the existing canal and copied drawings of the Portage Lock and Canal from the Regional Office of the National Archives in Chicago.

Repositories for Research Materials
Historical research for the preparation of The Survey occurred simultaneously with the architectural survey in 1992-1993.  Intended to facilitate the evaluation of individual property and district National Register significance, this research fulfilled two goals.  First, research addressed the documentation of specific properties within the two district nominations in 1993. This research identified dates of construction, building function, and at least initial and major property ownership for these properties.  It  provided limited documentation for some properties outside the districts.

Secondly, the historical research provided materials for the discussion of the themes addressed in the text of The Survey.  The themes discussed in the report paralleled those devised by the Historic Preservation Division's Cultural Resources Management in Wisconsin publication (Wyatt 1986: 3 vols.).  The themes addressed in The Survey and this text are transportation, settlement, commerce, industry, agriculture, religion, education, government, social and political movements, entertainment and recreation, and architecture.  Discussions of individuals significant to the city’s history have been added to the original work in chapters 13 through 16 and additional research was conducted for the themes discussed in chapters 2, 4, 9 and 10.

Research in Portage examined materials in the Portage Public Library, the Courthouse, City Hall, and in some private collections.  The Portage Public Library's Local History Files provided numerous files of materials collected over a long period.  Newspaper clippings from local papers including the Democrat, Wisconsin State Register, and the Portage Daily Register constituted much of this material.  Between 1959 and 1975, Dorothy McCarthy periodically contributed articles entitled "Tales of Old Portage" to the Portage Daily Register that documented the lives of its citizens and its buildings.  While some mistakes do occur in these contributions, they provided an important starting point for further research and documented oral information that is not otherwise available.  On each clipping, the library cited the name of the newspaper and its date but not the page or column number.  Thus, newspaper citations in the text lacking these two later pieces of information were drawn from these files.  Additional materials included historic photographs such as streetscapes of residential, business, and industrial areas, public buildings, and the Portage Canal; reminiscences (e.g., Mohr 1952; Purdy n.d.); and several historical pamphlets resulting from the centennial and bicentennial celebrations in Portage.  The files also contained topical essays from Portage's history written by Ms. Helen Rhyme's high school students in the Portage Public Schools.  Because they drew most of their material from oral sources, students preserved significant oral information (Portage Public School 1948-51).

The Portage Public Library also displays a partially accurate 1882 bird's eye view of Portage (Stoner 1882).  The Portage Library maintains a collection of published works and reports including local and state histories, miscellaneous reports by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, city business directories (Chapin 1870; Moore, S.H. & Co. 1908-09; Voshardt 1910; Smith-Baumann Directory Co. 1929-30), the proceedings of the city common council meetings during the 1930s and 1940s, the 1868 and 1901 versions of the city charter, nineteenth and twentieth century maps, and microfilm copies of Portage's newspapers.  This collection also includes studies compiled by O.J. Gabriel Peters to promote federal deep channel projects along the Fox-Wisconsin Waterway (Peters 1926a; 1926b; 1928; 1930; 1948; Madison Capital times 1952). 
The Portage City Hall offered current property ownership information and city tax assessment rolls maintained by Columbia County and dating between 1863 and the 1940s (Columbia County Treasurer 1863-) in the Treasurer’s Office.   The Engineer’s Office maintained the 1957 city maps drawn from aerial views used as a base map for the architectural survey (Aero Service Corporation 1957) and the city plats used as a base map for the district maps (Portage, City of 1978).  Additionally, the Register of Deeds in the Columbia County Courthouse maintained a dated listing of historic city plats (Columbia Co. Register of Deeds 1849-1950).  Some land transfer information, the deeds and mortgages, are also at the Register of Deeds Office in the courthouse and were used for tracing ownership for some individual properties.

Because of the time limitations of the project, only a small number of informants were interviewed and limited private collections in Portage were examined.  Frederica Kleist (Kleist 1993) of the Portage Canal Society maintains a large collection of materials relating to the Portage Canal.  Clinton Daugherty preserved many of the papers and some of the objects associated with the operation of Graham's Drug Store (Daugherty 1992).  David Eulberg (Eulberg 1993), owner of Eulberg's: The Store for Men in the business district and a descendant of the owners of the Eulberg Brewing Company, a major industry in Portage, provided considerable data on the businesses of the Portage's retail district.  Research was also completed for a State Historical Society of Wisconsin marker recognizing Frederick Jackson Turner's contributions to interpretation of American History.  This investigation required the examination of several property abstracts of title belonging to private residents along West Franklin and Cass and the utilization of the records of the Columbia County Title Company.  Fred Galle’s large collection of historic photographs of Portage and its vicinity provided an invaluable resource when examining individual properties, their yards, and streetscapes.

The State Historical Society of Wisconsin maintains considerable data relating to the history of Portage.  Its Archives and Manuscripts Division preserved nineteenth and twentieth century maps illustrating Portage and adjacent Fort Winnebago (see especially Sanborn-Perris Map Co. 1885-1929); school and church histories collected primarily by the Wisconsin Historic Records Survey (1942), the Works Progress Administration (1941-42), and the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (1915-30; 1922-48; 1922-55); the Works Progress Administration card file (1936-42) of WPA projects including those in Portage; manuscripts copied from the National Archives relating to the construction of Fort Winnebago (U.S. Department of War 1819-36; 1830-66) and the building of the Agency House (Kinzie 1832); a small collection of Andrew Jackson Turner’s papers (Turner 1868-1904); the 1865 and 1868 account books of Conrad Collipp, the owner of a Portage brickyard (Collipp 1865, 1868); the papers of John Olin containing a brief reference to John Nolin's work in Portage (Olin 1906-09); the Register of the Portage Eating House that contained advertisements for Portage businesses from 1868 and 1869 (Farnham and Vivian 1868-69); papers pertaining to the Fort Winnebago and Duck Creek Plank Road (Fort Winnebago and Duck Creek Plank Road 1851-74); several reminiscences of Portage (Schultz 1959; Smith n.d.); the property records of C.H. Pettibone, an early developer in Portage (Pettibone 1856-99); and a pamphlet and news clipping file referenced in the text by paper and date.

The State Historical Society of Wisconsin Archives also preserved manuscripts relating to the Portage Canal.  The papers of the Fox and Wisconsin Improvement Company (1829-51) that initially excavated the canal also included miscellaneous papers of companies founded in the 1830s that initiated the development of the project.  The collection entitled Correspondence and Letter Books, Special Topics of the Wisconsin Governor’s (Wisconsin Governor 1840-1914) incorporated miscellaneous documents relating to the development of the canal until the 1870s.  The papers of the Wisconsin Public Service Commission provided data on the more recent structures that span the canal.  Although the State Historical Society of Wisconsin preserves most of these papers, a majority of the relevant papers are indexed and available on microfilm at the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources in Madison (Wisconsin Public Service Commission 1954-65).  Some additional recent materials were examined at the Fish Hatchery Office in Madison.  In addition, the Library of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin and the Wendt Engineering Library and Memorial Library of the University of Wisconsin-Madison maintained contextual histories providing background information about canal and railroad transportation, the Army Corps of Engineers, and the technology used to construct canals.

The Library Division of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin housed several Portage and Columbia County histories (Butterfield 1880a; Columbia County Historical Society 1982; Ogle 1901; Jones 1914; Works Projects Administration 1938); several published histories relating to Portage by A.J. Turner (Turner, A.J. 1896; 1898a; 1898b; 1903; 1904); the published works of Turner's son Frederick Jackson Turner (e.g., Turner, F.J. 1883; 1889; 1963 [1893]); Portage newspapers on microfilm (Wisconsin State Register 1861-1946; Portage Daily Register 1886-; River Times 1850-53; Independent 1855-57; Democrat 1877-1919); federal population census materials with industrial schedules for 1850 through 1880 on microfilm (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1850-1920); compilations of the Columbia County census (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1853; 1864; 1872; 1883; 1895; 1901; 1913; 1921; 1932; 1943); city, county, and state business directories (Hunt 1853; Smith, Du Molin & Co. 1857-58; Platt 1873; Mahen and Eckstein 1885; Rockwood and Goodell 1886; Wright 1890; Polk, R.L. & Co. 1884-1927; Farrell 1917; Hunt 1853); considerable data on Portage's early development garnered from the Collections and Wisconsin Magazine of History of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin; and a collection of obituaries maintained in the Wisconsin Necrology.

Government Documents of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin held the serial set that contained the reports of the federal agencies to Congress including the annual reports of the Chief of Engineers and other reports relating to the activities of the Army Corps (U.S. ACE [Reports] 1839-1963).  These reports document the Army Corps’ studies concerning the feasibility of waterway development along the Fox and Wisconsin rivers beginning in the late 1830s and its operation of the waterway between 1872 and 1961-1962.  Government Documents also included proceedings and laws, joint resolutions, and memorials about Wisconsin’s involvement in the development of the Portage Canal until 1872 and state ownership of the property after 1962 (Wisconsin, State of [Laws] 1848-; Wisconsin, State of [Journal of Proceedings] 1848-).

The Visual and Sound archives preserved collections of photographs primarily illustrating the retail and industrial areas of Portage, its churches, and schools and copies of views of Fort Winnebago (Wisconsin Visual and Sound Archives n.d.).  The Historic Preservation Division maintains a site or card file (Wisconsin HPD 1966-) documenting properties recorded by the 1974  survey conducted by the State Historical Society of Wisconsin and the 1992-1993 survey sponsored by the Portage Area Chamber of Commerce.  The Division also has copies of the 1992 National Register nomination of the Society Hill District, the two 1993 National Register district nominations, the Church Hill District nomination, and other individual nominations (Wisconsin HPD 1970-1995).  A separate series of state site files contained sheets documenting known archaeological site locations in and near Portage.  The compliance files documented federal actions relating to properties in Portage.  Files also preserved information on Wisconsin architects (see Wisconsin HPD n.d.b; Williams ca. 1900).

By the late 1960s, the community recognized the historical significance of the Fort Winnebago and the Portage Canal as the focus of the city’s early development and the link of two early, major transportation corridors across the state, the city sponsored historical and archaeological studies to understand and preserve their remains.  In 1967-1968, Frank and Stein Associates of Lansing undertook a feasibility study for the reconstruction of Fort Winnebago and restoration of the Portage Canal for the Governor's Portage Canal Implementation Committee.  Incorporating archaeological testing near Fort Winnebago (Freeman and Brandon 1967), a preliminary records check by Charles Cleland, and an examination of the canal and locks, the study concluded that both these projects were then feasible and provided a preliminary approach (Frank and Stein 1967; 1968).  The Museum Division of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin preserved the artifacts and notes recording the historical archaeological excavations conducted by the State Historical Society of Wisconsin at Fort Winnebago in 1967 (Freeman and Brandon 1967; see also Frank and Stein 1968, part I).

Additional cultural resource studies conducted in Portage and its vicinity and available at the Division of Historic Preservation include George Bartnick’s (1979) report for the Environmental Protection Agency entitled: A Study of the Water Treatment Facility for the City of Portage.  It summarized known cultural resources for Portage that predate 1860.  As it planned the replacement of the Wisconsin River levees, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers initiated cultural resource studies of the area.  The project area included the Wisconsin River from approximately Lewiston downstream to the Interstate 90-94 Bridge, portions of its tributaries including Duck Creek and the Baraboo River, and part of the upper Fox River basin (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 1983).  Philip Salkin (1979; 1980) conducted a two-phase archaeological survey in 1979 and 1980 entitled respectively: Historic Portage: A Brief Literature Search on Cultural Resources and A Literature and Records Search on the Cultural Resources of the Portage Area.  To provide a context for his study, the literature search included resources not only in the City of Portage but also in the towns of Lewiston, Pacific, Fort Winnebago, Caledonia, and Dekorra.  These two works focused primarily on the known Native American, contact, and early European archaeological sites in and near Portage.  The historical and architectural survey by McKay in 1981 described a reconnaissance survey of Ward 1 and provided a preliminary cultural context for the survey area (McKay 1981).  The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' more technical report of 1983 summarized these three studies and focused on the alterative approaches to the reconstruction of the levee system along the Wisconsin River.  The main cultural resource affected by the levee project was the Portage Canal.

Additional cultural resource projects included William Meindl’s 1991 assessment of structures associated with the Upper Fox Waterway entitled: Upper Fox River Intensive Architectural-Historical Survey: Final Report (Meindl 1991). The report’s scope included the Portage Canal as well as the Upper Fox. The Society Hill National Register District, a middle and upper class residential neighborhood located west of West Wisconsin Street, was entered on the National Register of Historic Places in 1992 (Wisconsin HPD 1970-93 [1992]).  Working for the Portage Landmarks Society, Carol Cartwright nominated the district because it represented a high concentration of fine examples of nineteenth and early twentieth century high style and vernacular architecture.  It also included the homes of some of Portage's most prominent businessmen.  Because Cartwright carefully described the architecture and development of this neighborhood, The Survey did not include district's domestic architecture in any detail.  Finally, in 1993, John Vogel conducted a survey of architectural resources affected by the proposed removal of the subway viaduct placed over DeWitt and under the Soo Line Railroad along the north side of Portage for Ayres Associates.  His report entitled: Survey of Cultural Resources: Soo Line at USH 51 examined sixteen properties (Vogel 1993).

The 1998 HAER documentation of the Portage Canal located resources in repositories at Green Bay, Appleton, and Chicago. The Green Bay Area Research Center at the University of Wisconsin-Green Bay archived such primary materials as the Improvement Enterprise Records of the Green Bay and Mississippi Canal Company that provided information about the construction and operation of the Fox Waterway.  The James E. Bambery papers included a series of monthly and annual reports about the operation and care of the canal and Fox Waterway in addition to a collection of earlier papers (Green Bay and Mississippi Canal Company 1848-1909; Bambery 1866-1960).  Three boxes of papers at the Outagamie County Historical Society in Appleton contained miscellaneous manuscripts relating to the Green Bay and Mississippi Canal Company that owned the canal prior to its transfer to the Army Corps of Engineers.  The company continued to exist into the 1970s.  The records pertained to property transactions and operations of the company (Baer 1893; Byllesty, H.M. & Company 1926; Day and Zimmerman, Inc. 1828; Fox and Wisconsin Improvement Company 1866a; 1866b; Fox River Navigation Company 1895-1911; Green Bay and Mississippi Canal Company 1866; 1872; 1877; 1973; Hooper 1920; Martin 1851).

The National Archives and Record Center in Chicago also maintains materials relating to the construction of the Portage Canal, particularly maps and designs of the 1890 Winnebago Lock and the 1926 Portage Lock (U.S. ACE, Chicago District n.d., 1873-1928; U.S. ACE, Milwaukee District 1926c).  The regional archive also holds the 1926-1928 Journal of Construction of the Portage Upper Locks, a daily log of the building of the Portage Lock (U.S. ACE, Milwaukee District 1926-28).  The St. Paul District in St. Paul has copies of the construction files and specifications for the Portage Lock and the associated correspondence file originally prepared and maintained by the Milwaukee District Office.  The Portage Historical Society maintains the photographic record of the 1926 to 1928 construction of the Portage Lock by M.E. White and Company (Porter 1926-28).  Additional documents retrieved at the regional archive were entitled: The Fox River Subprojects for Operations and Civil Works Project Construction (U.S. ACE, Milwaukee District 1940-53) and offered limited information about repair and construction activities along the canal after 1940.  Records documenting the extensive repair of the Winnebago Lock in 1936 were not located.  The Federal Archive in Washington, D.C., also held several early charts relating to the investigations at the Portage Canal in 1839, 1867-68, 1874, 1876, and 1890.  Most of these documents are also available in the annual report of the Chief of Engineers.
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     � The Sanborn-Perris Maps for Portage were published in 1885, 1889, 1894, 1901, 1910, 1918, and 1929.


     � This work is on microfilm 5491, reel 2811, at Room 443, the Memorial Library, University of Wisconsin, Madison.


     � Prior to 1908, the reports are included in the Serial Set for the U.S. House and Senate and references provide the Serial Set number, document number, year, and page.  After 1908, the reports were located in their own series.  In this case, the reference states the year, part number, and page.
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