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American urban landscape began to' take the shape of the modern metropolis 

shortly after the Civil War. Urban population was growing at an unpresidented 

rate, with a massive influx of imnigrants canning to the United States. Towns 

grew into cities and cities grew into metropoli. Cities indurstrialized, with a 

large metropolitain work force. Cities came to be characterized as overcrowded, 

dirty, and crime ridden. American city planners thought escapes fran the city, 

within the city, were essential in providing a means for recreation, good health, 

and a means to reduce crime. 

Influential men such as Frederick Law Olrrk~tead and Daniel Burnham instilled 

an American parks movement that transfonned the urban landscape to as we know 

it today. Olmstead, co-developer of New Yorks Central Park, believed in keeping 

a close relationship to nature. He also believed open spaces relieved urban anxiety 

and strengthened a sence of community, for this was a place that all social classes 

could be represented. Daniel Burnham, founder of The City Beautyful Movement in 

the late 1800's, created inner city public spaces along with European Beaux Arts 

style architecture. Burnham's vision of civic centers, parks, boulevards, and 

new transportation systerrL~ were ment to make cities more attractive, but financial 

problems kept many of his plans fran ever materializing. 

Most American cities have a cammo~ spatical sequence, or processional quality 

to them. This interior organization is shaped by the variety of open spaces 

within the city. Parks are fo:rmed, not at randan, but at areas which signal a 

change in scale or function of a given area. For example, an open space or park 

would be constructed between a commerical and a resedential district, to seperate 

them. Parks would be fo:rmed to mark the end of one area in the city, while also 

marking the beggining of a new one. In La Crosse, for example, traces of this pro­

cessional quality exists when one looks at the downtown area. Riverside Park 
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seperates the Mississippi river fran 'the downtown business district. The down-

town district is separated fran the residential districts by Cameron Park, 

Burns Park, the w.w. T .c campus, and the marsh, almost encircling the downtown 

area. While an interior organization in reality could be very hard to find. 

Many times cities may have plans for a park but are ditched because of the 

business interests of the city for example, or maybe the proposed land is used 

to build low incane housing instead. The remarkable thing about parks are not 

so Im.lCh that they are created in the first place, but the fact that they con-

tinue to exi..c;t. 

Another important purpose of parks are to preserve the natural resources 

distinct to that specific area or city. For example, the park in Pittsburgh 

where the Allegheny, Monongahela and ,Ohio rivers meet, or the Great Falls 

of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers in Louisville KentuckY. In La Crosse, 

Grandad Bluff Park or Pettibone among others are also obvious areas where parks 

were created to preserve the natural terrain. 

The Frederick Law Olmstead of La Crosse, was John Nolen, a landscape 

architect fran Massachusetts who also designed the park system for Madison. 

Nolen saw the unique topography of La Crosse and took advantage of it. His 

goals were to "reflect and preserve the characteristic and topographical features 

of La Crosse, to constitute a whole, each part having relation to every other 

part, together forming a comprehensive, well-distributed system in which the 
z 

needs of each section were adequately and fairly provided for." Nolen en-

visioned a plan in which all his parks were to be connected by parkways or 

boulevards and all leading to Levee Park (now Riverside Park) . On May 15 

1908 the Carmon Council of La Crosse, established a Board of Park Cannissioners, 



and in 1911, the La Crosse Park syst~ employed paid park supervisors to gen-

erate and organize games for the children over summer vacation and' the Christmas 

holiday. 

The rest of this report will get into rrore detail about specific parks 

in La Crosse. Darrin will write a brief history on 15 randanly chosen parls, 

and Larry will go into rrore detail of five rrore notable parks in La Crosse: 

Grandad Pettibone, Myrick, Copland, and Riverside. 



Summary and Conclusion 

The Progressive Era, at this tline, is happening on a national and local 

level. The Progressive Era was one where there was a general movement to create 

a better society. Largly middle class Americans set the stage for many legislative 

actions which set into law environmentally beneficial acts. President Roosevelt 

had a reputation as a conservationist, adding around 150 million acres to 

our national forests, and in 1908, called the governers of the staes as well 

as 500 natural resource experts to " [ toncieve a plan for resource management, 

ordered for growth rather than mere preservation of nature as it was.J•.3 

Parks in a city aan be said to be a social and economic indicator of the 

city itself. Generally, if cities are doing well economically, and are progressiv 

in their social works, they generally ialso have a very good parks system. Parks 

were designed for public use, to escape the city, relieve urban anxiety, and 

strenghen the sense of community within the community. 
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THE HISTORY OF THE LA CROSSE PARK SYSTEM 

A park is an area of land 'or water set aside for recreation, 

education, or for the preservation and enjoyment of natural beauty 

or a historical or scientifically important site. Public parks are 

created and administered by city, county, state, provincial, or 

national governments. They ra~ge in size from tiny vest-pocket parks 

within city blocks to huge national parks covering thousands of acres. 

Private parks are frequently theme or amusement parks, presenting 

exhibitions or entertainment centered on a particular theme for 

which an admission fee is charged. 

Public parks are a development of the 19th and 20th centuries. In the first 

half of the 19th century, parks acquired by the public solely for public use 

appeared in some of the towns of England and continental Europe. Agitation for 

similar action in the United States by such men as Andrew Jackson lbwning, 

Washington Irving, and William CUllen' Bryan resulted in the establishment of 

Central Park in New York City in the ~ 850 's. Central Park is considered the 

first large, predesigned landscape park established in America. Its 

designers, which included Fredrick Law Olmsted and Calvert vaux, set 

the pattern for park development that was followed for more than a 

century. 

Such parks consisted of large areas of turf, trees, lakes, and 

streams, arranged to form a pleasing natural scene in contrast with 

the crowded conditions of the city. The beauty of nature provided 

a serene atmosphere conductive to quiet contemplation and relaxation. 

These parks were located in various parts of cities and were connected 

by a system of parkways and boulevards. Such parks became the ideal 

city park system in the late 19~h and early 20th centuries. 



At this time such midwestern cities as Chicago, Kansas City, and 

Minneapolis were building elaborate park systems. Also at this 

time other smaller cities began incorporating park systems, one of 

these cities was La Crosse. 

On May 1 5, 1 908 the common council of La Crosse created a Board 

of Park Commissioners to start finding land suitable for parks (Nolen, 

p.3). The park commission felt they should select property that was 

naturally fitted for park uses. This land was mainly found in areas 

near the bluffs and Mississippi River. 

On November 18, 1908 the citizens of La Crosse resolved in a 

mass meeting in favor of the adoption and execution of a plan of 

park improvement that would beautify the city and minister to the 

comfort and pleasure of all the citizens (Nolen, p.4). They also 

resolved at this time to set up a special tax for the first time 

to be set apart from other tax money and spent by the park commission 

for park purposes. Up until this time only a small amount of money 

was appropriated each year for the care of parks. This care basically 

only consisted of cutting the grass and trimming the trees and the 

work was done under the supervision of the Board of Public Works. 

Plans were laid out to make the park system comprehensive, 

including city squares, equipped and supervised playgrounds; small 

and large parks and scenic reservations all of which was to be 

connected together by parkways or boulevards. The park system was 

also not set up to just meet the demands of all the people in all 

parts of La Crosse at the time, but was set up to reasonably anticipat 

the needs of the future. 

By 1912 there had already 'been eight areas set aside for parks. 

They were Pettibone, Myrick, Burns, Cop·elqnd:, PO.w.ell, .. River.side,:· ·- · -, 

Grandad Bluff, and Hixon Forest, 



Now I will write about roughly fifteen parks that are a little 

less known to the average citizen. I will also tell when they were 

developed and who don~ted or purchased the land, along with there 

location and some points of interest about a few parks. 

First of all there is Me~orial Field, which was formerly named 

Fairground Football Field. This land was purchased by the city in 

1885 and was originally intended to add onto Myrick Park. It was 

used by the La Crosse Interstate Fair for 66 years ending in 1957. 

The grandstand was erected in 1924 (La Crosse Park System, p.14). 

The land known as Cameron Park, located at the southeast corner 

of 4th and King streets, was purchased by Peter Cameron in 1847. 

He deeded the land to his brother Daniel in 1850, but the deed was 

incorrectly registered as a "Public Square". So over the years both 

the city and Cameron laid claim to the land and several court battles 

followed. Cameron finally won in 1899 and in 1903 the land was named 

Cameron Park. A Ten Commandments plaque was placed in the park in 

1964, but in 1985 great comnt~oversy over this plaque started and 

the city was sued to remove it (La Crosse Park System, p. 4). 

Burns Park, located at the northeast corner of 7th and main, 

was developed in honor of Tim~thy Burns, one of La Crosse's first 

citizens and once Lieutenant Govenor who once owned the land. It 

officially became a park in 1908, but was a public square since 

1852 (La Crosse Park System, p. 3). 

Powell Park, formerly kn6wn as the West Avenue Playfield is 

located at the southwest corner of West Avenue and Jackson Street. 

It was originally made a year~round facility including game fields, 

a skating rink, and a small park-like area for the recreation of 

children's parents. It illustrated the park commissions interest 

in playgrounds for children. The land was purchased from Dr. George 



and Dr. Will Powell in 1909, qne year after the Board of Park 

Commissioners was created and 'was part of the plan to establish 

a comprehensive park system (La Crosse Park System, p. 23). They 

offered the park as a memorial to their brother Frank. At Powell 

Park there is a fountain that 'has a white beaver carved on the base. 

This is a memorial to Dr. Frank Powell who once healed a critically 

ill daughter of Sioux Indian Chief. The Indians then gave him the 

name of "White Beaver". He was also made chief medicine man of the 

Winnebego tribe in 1876. 

Hixon Forest was purchas~d in 1912 for the city of La Crosse 

by a group of private citizens headed by Mrs. Frank Hixon who then 

donated much of the land and it was named after her. This is the 

largest land area under the park department control and is now 

maintained as a forest preser~e and wild life sanctuary (Board of 

Park Commissioners p. 5). 

Houska Park was created to give the south end of the city a 

park much like Pettibone Park.' In 1909 the entire tract of land 

known as Isle La Plume was gi~en to the city by the John Paul Lumber 

Company and the C.L. Colman Lumber Company and was made into a park 

in 1937. In 1947 the name changed from La Plume Island to Houska 

Park. It was formerly the site of one of the major saw mills in 

La Crosse (La Crosse Park System, p. 9). 

Also several beaches are under control of the 'Park Commission, 

one of these is the Black River Beach. In 1946 the Council Committee 

approved the dredging of this beach and in 1947 it was opened to 

the public (Board of Park Com~issioners, p., 9). 

Red Cloud Park, located at 520 Powell Street was formerly 

called Indian Hill Park and wa's the site of the last indian village 



in this area. In 1953 develop~ent of this park as a picnic area 

began. In 1957 it was renamed'iRed Cloud Park, dedicated after 

Corporal Red Cloud of the Unit~d States Army. During the Korean 

'qar he alone held off the enemy during an attack with a machine gun 

until death, saving the life of his entire company. Between 1887-1890 

"Buffalo Bill" Cody owned part of this park area (La Crosse Park 

System, p. 25). 

The Trane Park, located at the northeast corner of South 15th 

street and South Avenue, was d~veloped in 1954 with $35,000 being 

donated by the Trane Company iri honor of Reuben Trane and his 

family (La Crosse Park System, 1 p. 30). 

The land of Bluff View Pa~k, located at 28th and Jackson, was 

acquired by the city in 1957 fdr the school board. Planned use for· 
«P 

for this land was for a future ielementary school but it ended
11
being 

a park and the school was built elsewhere (La Crosse Park System, p.2) 

The land now known as Weigent Park, located between 15th and 

16th streets is the site of the old Central High School. It was 

vacated in 1967 and in 1975 the city of La Crosse approved its 

development into a park (La Cro:sse Park System, p. 32). 

The Civic Center Park was ~eveloped in 1980 as part of the 

Harborview Project (La Crosse Park System, p. 6). 

Wittenberg Park, located at 2900 George Street, is the most 

recent park developed in La Crosse that I could find. It was 

developed in 1982 and named after Henry Wittenberg, a 30 year board 

member (La Crosse Park System, p.33). 

Goosetown Park, otherwise known as Forest Avenue Park, is located 

at 19th and La Crosse street. It is known as far back as 1880 as 

lover's lane. In 1985 it was d¢signated a historical site (La Crosse 

Park System, p. 8). 
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