
Figure 1. This is one of the first images of La Crosse, Wisconsin. The sparsness of 
the image reflects the rather desolate nature of this frontier town.  Basically a 
trading outpost at the confluence of the La Crosse, Black, and Mississippi Rivers, 
the town becomes, through the rivers and the rails, a booming metropolis.  
(Courtesy of the Wisconsin State Historical Society) 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, La Crosse was well 
situated to become a thriving commercial hub in the Middle West. 
Like many other communities that took root and bloomed in the 
region, its environment determined its economic potential. Most 
important, the settlement sat at the meeting point of three rivers: 
the Black, the La Crosse, and the Mississippi, that linked its 
residents to a larger world and paved the way for local commercial residents to a larger world and paved the way for local commercial 
growth.4 Following these waterways, La Crosse loggers gained 
access to the fertile timberlands of northern Wisconsin, while local 
merchants sold and purchased their wares in river ports to the 
north and south. As La Crosse’s lumber and merchant based 
economy began to economy began to flourish, more and more American and European 
migrants flocked to the settlement in search of fame and fortune. In 
1853, one local newspaper reported that the town’s population, 
which had numbered just a handful of traders a decade before, had 
spiked to 548 residents.5 Moreover, a rough outpost of just a few 
rickety buildings in the 1840s had blossomed into a bustling 
merchant community home to groceries, dry goods stores, taverns, merchant community home to groceries, dry goods stores, taverns, 
law offices, apothecaries, and an assortment of other shops and 
trades.6 By the early 1850s, La Crosse’s riverine advantages had 
defined it as a western town on the make.



Figure 2 This lithograph from 1873 illustrates the transformation of La 
Crosse from a frontier town into a thriving metropolis.  The boom to this 
community is the arrival of the railroad in the mid-ninteenth century.  Al-
though there are no locomotives present, the presence of the railroad is 
clearly felt.  This is illustrated by the presence of both the railcars on the 
barge in the foreground, as well as the tracks which run along the 
left-hand side of the image. In the background is the presence of a 
bridge.(Courtesy of the Library of Congress)bridge.(Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

portion of the total capital required to lay new track and run 
trains, it was often just enough to cover the cost of local 
construction and may also have provided city inhabitants 
with a sense of ownership of the road. This twisting tale of the 
politics of public railroad politics of public railroad financing in nineteenth-century La 
Crosse offers some tantalizing clues about how hinterland city 
dwellers may have had a profound, yet often overlooked, 
impact on the creation of a vast railroad network in the 
Middle West.
    In the end, La Crosse’s common council took advantage 
of state policies to help tie their river city into the iron web 
that became a sturdylattice work for the emerging Midwest-
ern economy.By the 1880s, Wisconsin lawmakers had 
granted local politicians and business leaders vital finan-
cial powers that helped them draw new rail-roads to town 
and forge critical ties with Milwaukee, Chicago, and other 
important markets to the east and west.54 As a result, the 
amount of freight flowing into and out of the city by rail

54. In 1885, these railroads included the Chicago, Milwaukee, and 
St. Paulwhich first entered La Crosse in 1857; the Green Bay and 
Western, which entered the city in 1876; the Chicago, Burlington 
and Northern; and the Chicago and Northwestern, which both 
began operationsin town in 1886. These railroads often began as in-
dependent lines with different names and many were purchased 
and renamed as part of larger networks. Doering, “Grand Excursion 
La Crosse,” 101-3. La Crosse,” 101-3. 



using state-sanctioned financial power, La Crossers helped transform 
their remote frontier outpost into a busy commercial hive and one of 
the most important mercantile communities in the Mississippi River 
Valley. In this case, La Crosse’s municipal government was a driving 
engine of railroading and capitalism before 1900.



Figure 3 This image of La Crosse illustrates the influence that both the 
railways, and access to a river outlet had on the rising metropolis. In 
this particular image you can see a locomotive awaiting a delivery to 
take goods into the interior.  After the American Civil War, towns like 
La Crosse would grow more and more prosperous and economically 
viable in large part to the advent of the railroad. 
(Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

increased. Between 1879, when the city’s Board of Trade 
began tabulating local commerce, and 1900, total freight re-
ceived in town in-creased from 150,600 tons to more than 
294,000 tons.55 Aside from boosting business, these rail-
roads attracted migrants to La Crosse. Be-tween 1865 and 
1890, the city’s population increased from just 5,000 to 
25,000.56 And when these people made their way west, they 
built new businesses and diversified city commerce. In 1890, 
La Crosse was home to factories that employed 8,000 work-
ers and produced goods worth $16 million.57 The city was 
also physically larger than it had been in the middle of the 
century. Ultimately, by using state-sanctioned financial 
power, La Crossers helped transform their remote frontier 
outpost into a busy commercial hive and one of the most im
portant mercantile communities in the Mississippi River 
Valley. In this case, La Crosse’s municipal government was a 
driving engine of railroading and capitalism before 1900.



One journalist urged the council to “Let the citizens vote on 
giving aid, and at the same time vote which route they wish to 
open. Do something at once, or be surrounded. And do it 
boldly, promptly, liberally, then good will come and profit 
follofollow.”91 Council members were just as eager to resolve the 
issue. On May 18, a special committee of aldermen reported to 
the full council that only one of the compa-nies, the La Crosse, 
Viroqua & Mineral Point, could actually finish the line. The 
committee also encouraged the full council to submit the 
railroad funding question to a public vote.92

    For reasons that remain sketchy, however, the common 
council re-fused to act on this recommendation. This decision 
baffled many journalists. A writer for the La Crosse Daily Dem-
ocrat noted in September that the council had done nothing to 
boost the road: “No election has been ordered and the whole 
project is likely to fall through, and only by the negligence of 
our common council...This delay of the Council is sapping our 
citycity’s greatness.”93 And almost a year after the initial railroad 



Figure 6  While the railroad did bring propserity to La Crosse, it also brought along 
a certain amount of risk.  Many railroad moguls did not ensure that proper safety 
measures and other regulations were adhered to, especially if it would result in a 
lowering of the comapny’s profits.  This caused severe alarm amongst the citizens 
of La Crosse, who feared accidents, like this one New Salem 
WWisconsin in 1912, and their unfortunate consequences.  These fears were the im-
petus for the civil governemnt to get involved and enforce maintenence codes and 
safety regulations. (Courtesy of La Crosse Tribune: File Photo) 

   La Crossers shared many of these concerns. They knew for exam-ple, 
that train engines and cars were terribly dangerous vehicles that could 
easily maim or kill innocent people.59 During one particularly ghastly 
two-month period near the end of 1870, local railroad work-ers suffered 
a variety of agonizing job-related injuries, from amputated legs to 
smashed hands.60 Running trains also imperiled domestic an-imals and, 
in turn, the livelihood of La Crosse farmers. In 1870, one city newspa-
per reported that a doomed calf that had tried to out-run a moving train per reported that a doomed calf that had tried to out-run a moving train 
car “was caught by the cow catcher, which killed the careless animal in 
the most approved manner of the Sandwich Islanders, by taking his 
heart out slick and clean, apparently doing no injury to any other por-
tion of the body. The body lay at one side of the road, and the heart in 
the centre of the track and kept beating for some seconds after it left the 
body.”61  

59. For an excellent account of railroad accidents and liability law in Progressive-era 
America, see Welke, Recasting American Liberty. 
60. “Hand Badly SmashedBy a Ca60. “Hand Badly SmashedBy a Car,” La Crosse Evening Democrat, October 27, 1870, 
4; “Accident-Leg Broken,” La Crosse Democrat, November 14, 1870, 2; “Railroad Ac-
cident,” La Crosse Republican, November 26, 1870, 3; “This morning as the train,” La 
Crosse Republican, December 10, 1870, 2; “Fearful Explosion,” La Crosse Evening 
Democrat, December 12, 1870, 4; “There has been two accidents,” La Crosse Evening 
Democrat, December 23, 1870, 4.
61. “On Monday as the morning passenger train,” La Crosse Evening Democrat, 
November 17, 1870, 4. 
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