
Local Railroad 
History

How the Railroads influenced the 
Development of Mukwonago and 
the Surrounding Area



The First Railroads 
in Wisconsin 
The first railroad projects in Wisconsin vied for 
funding with highways and even major canal 
digging ideas. Villages fought over being on the 
lines which resulted in some meandering, even 
erratic actual track paths.  In 1847 the Milwaukee 
Waukesha railroad was conceived and completed 
by 1851.  However, the charter was converted to 
the Milwaukee Mississippi RR with terminus in 
Grant County. In one plan, Mukwonago was 
going to be on the itinerary, but it was not to 
happen. By the late 1850’s, many others were in 
progress.  There were some detractors, those 
that feared the horse would be outmoded and 
stagecoach inn keepers that were on the older 
plank roads.  An early investor, Byron Kilbourn, 
was accused of bribing state legislators for favor 
for his projects, to the tune of $900K!



The First Railroad in Mukwonago (Almost!!!)

In the 1850’s, a group of investors sold bonds for the 

construction of the Milwaukee and Beloit Railroad from 

Milwaukee to the southwest part of the state passing through

Mukwonago and East Troy.

The local populace heartily supported the railroad for commerce, 

especially farmers who mortgaged their farms and threw all their

savings into the venture.  It is estimated that half of the farms in 

Walworth County were mortaged due to the railroad.

The project failed with the Panic of 1857, and many people lost  

life savings and their farms causing a severe malaise and recession.  

Mukwonago was set back economically for several decades.

“If one desires to see a Mukwonago farmer dance like a toad on a hot griddle, it is only necessary to coax him to a secluded 
spot and whisper, ‘Milwaukee Beloit Railroad.”  Quote from The History of Waukesha County, 1880, page 761.



After the Panic, Wisconsin 
Railroads Proliferate

Between 1860 and 1870, many railroads 
were built throughout Wisconsin creating a 
network with such names as:

• Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul

• Kenosha and Beloit

• Wisconsin Central

• Western Union

• Wisconsin Valley

• And many more….

But all missed Mukwonago.



Finally in 1873, the Wisconsin 
Central comes to Mukwonago as 
the lines bifurcate the State.

- Incorporated in 1870, this railroad was to 
connect the northwest of the State with 
the Southwest.

- Mukwonago was now connected with all 
cities on this path, most notably Waukesha 
and Burlington.



In the 1890’s this leg was invested in by the 
Soo Line.  Some Photos:







Derailment 
Clean Up on the 
Soo Line.  Soo 
Line was the 
phonetic 
shortening of 
the Sault Ste. 
Marie Railroad 
company name.   
Photo by Arthur 
Grutzmacher 
about 1900.



U.S. Railroads have a long history of financial 
struggles, mergers, stock sales and intermingled 
ownerships all used to cope and compete.

• The Soo Line assumed full ownership of Wisconsin Central by 1911.

• Canadian Pacific held controlling interest in the Soo Line and 
Wisconsin Central as early as the 1930’s.  Wisconsin Central Ltd. re-
emerged as a company in 1954.

• Today, Canadian National runs mixed freight through Mukwonago.

Wisconsin Central -> Soo Line-> Canadian Pacific-> Canadian National



The Milwaukee Electric Railway & Light Co.
                       T.M.E.R. & L. Co.

In 1907, with much fanfare, the Milwaukee Electric Railway & 
Light Co. ran a spur from Big Bend to Mukwonago and East 
Troy.

This allowed visitors to travel by rail from Milwaukee to the 
local resorts on Phantom and Beulah lakes and helped bolster 
transportation of locally made goods.  Milk, lumber, grain and 
other products could move more expeditiously along these 
lines.  A spur was also run to the Soo Line tracks as well.

TMER&L Co discontinued operation south and west of Hales 
Corner in 1939, but the leg from Mukwonago and East Troy 
continued to operate until 1960 as the Municipal East Troy 
RR. 

Ironically, the tracks were laid on portions of the roadbed of 
the ill-fated Milwaukee Beloit Railroad from the 1850’s.





The Dousman Marlboro & Southern Railroad 
nicknamed the “The Tibby Line” to haul marl.
                               1909-1914
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