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THE advent of railroads had a marked influence in developing the resources of the 

county.  The first to enter it was the Milwaukee & Mississippi Railroad which was built 

through Whitewater and beyond as far west as Milton during the year 1852.  This road 

was continued to Stoughton in 1853, and through to Prairie-du-Chien in 1856.  It was 

afterward known as the Milwaukee & Prairie-du-Chien Railroad till merged into the 

Chicago, Milwaukee & St.  Paul Railway.  It is now designated as the Prairie-du-Chien 

Division of that road.  Whitewater was the first town in the county to derive advantages 

from railroad facilities, which in connection with the manufacturing enterprises that 

centered there soon after, made it the leading village of the county, both in size and 

commercial importance, and it has maintained its supremacy ever since. 

 

This road was first incorporated as the Milwaukee & Waukesha Railroad Company and 

was organized, November 23, 1847.  At that time, its terminus was undecided.  The 

Milwaukeeans were only seeking to open some more reliable avenue than the muddy 

roads of those days provided with the interior tributary country.  The charter was 

subsequently amended, empowering the company to build the road to the Mississippi 

River, in Grant County, and its name changed to the Milwaukee & Mississippi Railroad 

Company.  After many trials on the part of the projectors of the road, it was completed to 

Waukesha in 1851.  The money of the company realized on bonds of the City of 

Milwaukee, was expended on this twenty miles, and for farther extension the directors 

depended largely on subscriptions and loans of town credit along the line of the proposed 

road.  The location of the route at that time was to be deter mined not so much by the 

engineers as by the amount of subscriptions and aid that could be obtained along within 

hailing distance on either side of a direct line to the Mississippi.  It was said that the 

directors were ready to build the road in any direction from Waukesha that led away from 

Lake Michigan and toward Grant County, provided sufficiently liberal local inducements 

were held out.  Strong efforts were made to establish the route south of its present 

location through Mukwonago, East Troy, and thence on to Janesville, nearly over the line 



PUBLIC DOMAIN - may be freely distributed, for non-profit use only. 

 
2 

of the old stage road.  Neither the advantages nor disadvantages of a railroad were then so 

well understood as they have come to be since that time.  Sentiment was far from 

unanimous in its favor among the inhabitants of the towns along the proposed route at the 

outset, and, as the subject was discussed, a strong feeling of opposition was developed.  It 

was claimed that the immense travel over the highway would cease, that the tavern 

business would be ruined and the villages along the line would cease to flourish; that 

there would be no further use for horses, etc., etc.  - in fact, they gave the innovation the 

cold shoulder, and allowed the road to be built farther north, through Eagle and Palmyra.  

They, however, sought to hold the travel and traffic over the old route by improving the 

thoroughfare.  A plank road was projected over the whole route, and built from 

Milwaukee as far as Mukwonago.  The efforts of the conservatives did not avail against 

the railroad, and the main travel and traffic over the thoroughfare fell off, being diverted 

to the railroads as soon as they were built, leaving the old stage road deserted, except by 

the stage and mail lines, which still go over it together with the local travel.  Thus the 

fears of the old tavern-keepers were realized through the competition they feared, 

although its route was not established through their towns.  In a certain way, this early 

victory re-acted disastrously to the towns.  The sudden growth of Whitewater after the 

railroad reached that point, created ‘a revulsion’ of popular feeling, and the advantages of 

railway communication came to be as much over-rated as they had been formerly 

decried.  So, when the project was broached to build a line from Milwaukee to Beloit, to 

pass through East Troy and Troy, crossing the old stage road, but not running parallel 

with it, it found the Troy people as well as others along the line, all too ready to further 

the project by loaning the credit of the towns, or by the still more imprudent means of 

personal subscriptions or loans, secured by mortgages on their farms.  The litigation that 

grew out of the railroad farm-mortgages and the hardships they brought upon the farmers 

all over the county before they were finally wiped out, would, if fully detailed furnish 

ample material for a chapter, and a record of bad faith on the one side and credulity on 

the other almost unparalleled in business history.  It is sufficient here to explain the plan 

and workings of the farm-mortgage system, as it came into vogue as a means of building 

railroads through the new country, and the outcome of it at a later day when the day of 

payment came. 

 

As it is well known, when the railroad fever first began to rage in Wisconsin, there was 

absolutely no surplus capital in the State.  It was, therefore necessary to raise the capital 

at the Eastern money centers, which could easily be done if by any means a margin of 

home capital could be raised sufficient to guarantee the Eastern capitalists from ultimate 

loss.  This was effected through various methods - by obtaining stock subscriptions from 

those most directly interested in the road; by obtaining stock subscriptions from counties 

and towns along the proposed route, for which municipal and county bonds were paid; 

and by the more reprehensible means of inducing individual farmers to subscribe for 

stock, mortgaging their farms on five or ten years time as security for their ultimate 

payment for the stock taken.  With these in hand, the directors would issue bonds, on 

which annual or semi-annual interest was to be paid the bonds running a series of years, 

giving as security the municipal bonds, the farm mortgage bonds and all the rights and 

franchises of the road.  On these bonds thus secured, money was raised (often at ruinous 

sacrifice), wherewith to build the roads.  Some were pushed to completion, others were 
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abandoned, half finished, and a few were scarcely begun.  It is believed that in every case 

the roads were sold or went into the hands of the bond-holders, when built, not one of 

them being now owned or controlled by the original stockholders.   

 

These roads were, many of them, started during the years 1852, 1853, 1854, and 1855.  

Those finished before the close of 1856 are now running under the control of new 

owners.  Those in process of construction when the financial panic of 1857 paralyzed 

business, and brought all enterprises requiring money to a stand-still, have never been 

built.  The municipal bonds, as well as the farm mortgages, had, however, all passed into 

the hands of Eastern money-lenders, and after years of litigation, they were decided by 

the higher courts to be valid, and payment enforced, whether the railroad for which they 

were given had been built or not.  When it is stated that nearly half the farms in the 

county were mortgaged, and that two of the principal roads projected through the county 

were never built, the injustice, and, in some cases villainy, of the transaction is apparent.  

For years, this cloud of debt, incurred without consideration, and the payment of which 

was enforced in accordance with law, but in violation of right and equity, hung over the 

county and overshadowed its prosperity.  Some farmers lost their homes and many toiled 

for years before the encumbrances were removed.   

 

Having thus given an outline sketch of the processes by which the roads were built or 

begun, the history of the railroad system of the county can be given without further 

digression.   

 

From 1853 to 1855, three lines were projected through the county, viz, the Wisconsin 

Central, diagonally across the county from the southeast to the northwest corner; the 

Milwaukee & Beloit, from the northeast to the southwest corner, and the Racine 

Janesville & Mississippi, extending from east to west through the center of the county.  

Of these three roads only one was completed before the panic of 1857.   

 

The Racine Janesville & Mississippi Railway Company was chartered in 1852.  The route 

as originally laid out was in nearly a direct line from Racine to Janesville, and passed 

through the northern half of Lyons, Geneva, Delavan, and Darien, touching the village of 

Delavan.  Though local inducements held out, the route was changed before the road was 

built.  Beloit became the first objective point, instead of Janesville, and the course was 

deflected north to Elkhorn.  These changes were effected through the energetic efforts of 

the enterprising citizens of the towns named.  Elkhorn subscribed $20,000-$15,000 in 

bonds and $5,000 in individual cash subscriptions; Delavan subscribed $25,000 in bonds; 

Beloit and vicinity succeeded in drawing the road from Janesville to that place by a large 

issue of bonds to aid in its construction.  Farm mortgages were resorted to before it was 

finished to Beloit.  The road was completed to the eastern border of the county in 1855, 

and through to Beloit during the following year.  This was the first general railroad-

communication established through the county.  In 1859, the road passed into the hands 

of the bondholders, and the original stock became worthless.  The road was completed to 

Freeport that year, and subsequently built to Savannah, thence to Rock Island.  In 1866, 

the road was sold by the bondholders, and a new organization effected under the name of 

the Western Union Railroad.  A controlling interest was purchased a few years after by 
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the Chicago, Milwaukee & St Paul Company, which has since operated it as a division of 

its road, designated as the Southwestern Division.  The Eagle Branch road from this road, 

running from Elkhorn to Eagle, and connecting with the Chicago, Milwaukee & St.  Paul 

Railroad at that point was built in 1869.  It passes through La Fayette and Troy.  It was 

built by the Western Union corporation, and is a part of that road, but like the main trunk 

road, is a part of the Chicago Milwaukee & St. Paul system.  Although the aid given this 

road never brought any direct return to towns granting it, the object was attained.  The 

road was built and the general enhancement of the value of property along the line, with 

other benefits derived from it, if computed, would far exceed the individual and 

municipal losses sustained in its establishment.   

 

The Wisconsin Central Railroad Company was chartered in March 1853.  The leading 

spirits of the organization were residents of Elkhorn, and the officers of the embryo 

railroad were at that place.  Le Grand Rockwell was the first President; Edwin Hodges 

was Treasurer; and Messrs. Winsor and Smith, attorneys.  The Board of Directors took in 

citizens favorable to the project all along the line of the road, with a fair proportion of 

Elkhorn men.  Otis Preston and George Bulkley, as well as Rockwell and Hodges, were 

on the board; also Rufus Cheney of Whitewater, C. M. Baker, of Geneva, and other 

leading citizens of the county, whose names are not remembered.  The charter 

empowered the company to construct a railroad from the terminus of the Fox River road, 

at the State line, at Genoa Village, to some point on the head-waters of Lake Superior.  Its 

proposed connection with Lake Michigan was with Chicago via the Fox River road to 

Elgin, Ill., thence to Chicago over the Chicago & Galena Railroad.   

 

The route through Walworth County passed diagonally through the county from Genoa in 

the extreme southeast corner through the villages of Geneva, Elkhorn, and Whitewater, in 

the northwestern corner.  Thence, in nearly a direct line via Jefferson and Portage, it was 

to take to the woods and come out on Lake Superior at some point near where Superior 

City is now situated.   

 

The project at once became extremely popular, and liberal subscriptions in money were 

made and bonds issued by the towns to give it a start all along the line as far as Jefferson, 

in Jefferson County, which was to be the first resting-point in building before extending it 

farther north.  Whitewater, Elkhorn, and Geneva, all issued bonds in aid of the enterprise 

-  Geneva, $25,000; Elkhorn, $15,000; Whitewater, $40,000.   

 

The work of building the road did not progress with the vigor shown by the directors in 

raising the stock.  Considerable grading was done at various points along the line as far as 

Whitewater, and the rails were laid as far as Geneva, in June 1856.  Then the panic of 

1857 overtook it, and the enterprise fell into a state of confusion and insolvency.  The 

offices and books were transferred to Whitewater, when the company dragged out a 

sickly corporate existence for a few years in vain endeavors to raise funds to revive it, 

and then gave up the ghost, leaving only a heritage of blasted hopes, unfulfilled pledges, 

the unfinished road-bed and eighteen miles of railroad, with its corporate name and 

franchises to show that it once lived a plausible dead-beat life, and drew its sustenance 

from the too credulous inhabitants of the county.   
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The history of the completed portion of the road, from Genoa to Geneva, and the hand 

Geneva took in the Central Railroad game, is given in “Simmons History of Geneva” as 

follows:  

 

“Many, if not a majority of our citizens, preferred a connection with Racine or Kenosha, 

but some believed that a direct line to Chicago would prove most beneficial to the 

interests of the village.  That, at all events, was the best we could secure, and it seemed 

just within our grasp.  Consequently our capitalists directed their means and their 

energies to the construction of that road.  The same year an act was passed authorizing 

the towns along the road to issue their bonds in aid of its construction.  Under this 

provision, a special town meeting was held August 21, 1855, and a vote passed by a 

majority of fifty-seven, to issue bonds to the amount of $25,000, payable in twenty years 

with 8 per cent interest, to be exchanged for stock of the road.  The bonds were issued 

accordingly on the 27th of February, 1856.  This was considered a glorious opportunity to 

get something for nothing, as the bonds would pay for the stock - and the stock would in 

turn pay the bonds - and the dividends would pay the interest.” 

 

-ooOoo- 

 

“In June of this year the long expected railroad was completed to the eastern boundary of 

the village, and a great jubilee was held upon the occasion of the arrival of the first train 

of cars from Chicago.  Trains immediately commenced running daily to and from Elgin, 

in connection with the Chicago trains on the Galena road, and great benefits were 

anticipated from the opening of this communication with that great mart of the West.  A 

heavy job of grading through the hill in the east part of the village remained to be 

completed before the rails could be extended to the permanent depot grounds at the head 

of Broad street, and, as no great delay was anticipated, there was no inducement for any 

one to build warehouses for the reception of produce at the temporary stopping-place, and 

consequently but little was purchased to be shipped over the road.  In 1857, A. Ferguson 

and James Simmons erected the red warehouse which stood near the depot grounds until 

the spring of 1873, purposing to use it for storing grain and produce; but on the arrival of 

the railroad at that point, it was rented and used for a depot.  Shortly before this, a great 

financial crash had put a quietus upon nearly all railroad projects, and it was only by the 

aid of subscriptions among the citizens that the cars were brought into our village.  For 

several years they continued to visit us regularly, the travel and freight constantly 

increasing, notwithstanding the general stagnation of trade through the country, and the 

failure of crops, and we began to realize some of the benefits we had so long anticipated, 

but some time in the fall of 1860, they ceased coming.  The road being laid with the old 

style of iron, in long flat bars spiked to wooden stringers, previously used on the Galena 

road, had become out of repair, and business on so short a route was hardly sufficient to 

warrant any extensive outlay for its improvement.  For some two years after the trains 

ceased to run, a flat car was operated by a pair of horse or mule engines under the 

superintendence of Ben Fish and others, during which time one of the ‘engines’ jumped 

the track and broke its back, and the other was compelled to go it alone.” 
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“In October 1867, the holders of the bonds issued by the town in aid of the Wisconsin 

Central Railroad, submitted to our electors a proposition to accept half the face of the 

bonds in full satisfaction.  Our people knowing that they had received no value for them, 

and believing that they were neither morally nor legally bound to pay them, almost 

unanimously rejected the proposition.  The decision proved unfortunate, as the bonds 

subsequently fell into the hands of unscrupulous parties, who have succeeded in 

overcoming all our defenses and recovered their ‘pound of flesh’.” 

 

In 1871, the citizens of Geneva obtained a charter under the name of the State Line & 

Union Railroad Company, C. M. Baker, President.  The charter authorized them to 

construct a road from the State line at Genoa, to Columbus and onward to some point on 

the Fox or Wisconsin River, at or between Sauk City and Berlin.  The company 

contracted with the Chicago & North Western Railway Company to construct the road 

over the grade of the old Central, which had been in disuse since 1860, to the village they 

leasing the road to that company for ninety-nine years.  The road was thus completed a 

second time to Geneva, July 26, 1871, thus renewing her railroad connection with 

Chicago, after an interim of eleven years.  This branch has been run to that point since its 

construction to the present time.  That the old Wisconsin Central was considered a totally 

defunct institution is shown in the fact that its name (Wisconsin Central) was ruthlessly 

appropriated in June, 1871, by the Portage Winnebago & Superior Railroad Company, 

and is still retained by it.  Its franchises, right of way, road-bed and whatever else was left 

of the old wreck, is now claimed by the Chicago Portage & Superior Company, under a 

sale on foreclosure of a mortgage.  The company was chartered by the Illinois Legislature 

in 1872.  The route is intended to be an air-line from Chicago to the southern terminus of 

the old Central at Geneva, thence, under its franchises, over the old road-bed through 

Walworth and Jefferson Counties in a direct line to Duluth.  Under the stimulus of land 

grants in Wisconsin, considerable work has already been done in Northern Wisconsin as 

well as in Illinois, and it is not improbable that, after the lapse of thirty years under this 

company, the rails may yet be laid along the old line, and the sanguine hopes and 

visionary schemes of the projectors of the old Central become a reality to the later 

generations.
1
 

 

The Milwaukee & Beloit Railway was chartered in 1854 or 1855.  It was a Milwaukee 

enterprise.  The offices of the company were there.  Horatio Hill, of that city, was the 

President.  Of the directors, a majority of them were Milwaukee men.  It was proposed to 

run the route in nearly a direct line from Milwaukee to Beloit, passing in a southwesterly 

direction through East Troy, Troy, Elkhorn, to Delavan, thence over the route of the 

Racine & Mississippi road through Darien, and Allen's Grove, to Beloit.  It was a feasible 

railroad project for Milwaukee, and running in a direct line through a rich farming 

country, held out plausible hopes of being a paying road, if built.  Having raised 

sufficient cash capital among its Milwaukee friends to give it a start, the ordinary 

                                                 
1
 Since the text was written, a transfer of $1,000,000 paid-up stock of the Chicago Portage & Superior 

Railway Company to the Chicago St.  Paul Minneapolis & Omaha Railway Company; operated to transfer 

the land grant also to the latter-named Company, which apparently, will not best serve its own interests by 

building the road so long hoped for by the people of Walworth County, to wit, from Chicago, by Way of 

Geneva, Elkhorn, and Whitewater, to Jefferson or Portage. 
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methods of obtaining aid from the towns along the road, and by farm-mortgages were 

resorted to.  The farmers along the whole line through East Troy, Troy, La Fayette 

Elkhorn, and Delavan, were thoroughly canvassed, and almost a clean sweep of farm 

mortgages in those towns was made.  It was the old story - considerable grading done, 

some bridges built, the road nearly ready for the rails, the crash of 1857, credit gone, a 

struggle for a few years and a total collapse.  The road was never built, and thus far no 

successor has appeared upon the scene of its ruin, to renew the enterprise, as in the case 

of its unfortunate companion in tribulation the Wisconsin Central.  Every dollar of stock 

subscribed proved a clear loss.  The farm-mortgages had not all been disposed of at the 

time of the financial collapse in 1857, and as it was impossible to negotiate loans on them 

East, during the long period of depression that followed, many of them were sold to 

Western money-lenders in lots to suit purchasers and at prices to suit the emergencies of 

the occasion.  They gradually floated into strong hands and payment in full was enforced 

through the courts, when compromises were not effected.  The poor farmers, in addition 

to the injustice of being forced to submit to legalized robbery, were subjected to the bitter 

chagrin and helpless humiliation arising from the knowledge that the holders of the 

mortgages, with whom they were forced to settle, had, in many cases, doubled their 

money by the nefarious speculation.  It is no wonder that, remembering the bitter 

experiences of twenty years ago, an undercurrent of bitterness toward railroad 

corporations prevails among the farmers even to the present day.  In addition to the roads 

already mentioned, two others have just entered the boundaries of the county.   

 

The Kenosha & Beloit Railroad Company was incorporated in 1853, to build a road from 

Kenosha to Beloit.  The route was afterward changed to Rockford, and the road became 

known as the Kenosha, Rockford & Rock Island Railway.  It runs west through Kenosha 

County, striking the State line at Genoa.  It was finished to that place in 1862.  Like all 

other railroads of that time, it failed, and was sold out on foreclosure.  It is now a part of 

the Chicago & North Western system and is designated as the Kenosha Division of that 

road.  The Chicago & North Western Railway Company, after various discouragements in 

its infantile struggles for existence, under various names and diverse charters, both in 

Wisconsin and Illinois, got consolidated and fairly on its feet under the name it now bears 

in 1855.  In 1856, the Wisconsin Division was completed to Janesville, passing through 

Sharon, the southwestern town of the county.   

 

The railroad connections and communications which have grown out of the efforts, 

labors, and sacrifices of thirty years are summarized as follows:  

 

The Chicago Milwaukee & St.  Paul Railway, (South Western Division) passes through 

the towns of Lyons, Geneva (the northern part), Elkhorn, Delavan, and Darien.  There are 

within the county on this road six passenger and freight stations, viz, Lyons, Springfield, 

where stage connections was made with Geneva Village, Elkhorn, Delavan, Darien and 

Allen's Grove.  Two passenger and two freight trains pass over the road East and West 

daily.  The Eagle Branch, connecting with the road at Elkhorn, passes through La Fayette 

and Troy.  It has three stations in the county – Peck’s Station, in La Fayette, and Mayhew 

and Troy Center, in the town of Troy.  A mixed train freight and passenger, passes over 

the road each way daily.   
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The Chicago & North-Western runs three trains through Genoa to Geneva each day.  The 

village of Sharon, situated on the main trunk line of the Wisconsin Division, has all the 

facilities of the most favored stations on that well-appointed and well-managed road.  

Three passenger trains pass daily, going north and south.   

 

Telegraphs were established along the lines of the railroads nearly as soon as they were 

built, and offices established at every depot.  In addition, a telephone line is completed 

from the office at Mayhew Station to East Troy, which is the only point lying off the 

main lines having telegraphic communication. 

 

-ooOoo- 
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