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Children’s books showcased at Aug. 1-2 fair

PARCHED
When Wauwatosa battled
 for Lake Michigan water

 
By DAVE VOGEL

dmvogel@wi.rr.com

T here was a time when Wauwatosa posted 
signs at city entry and exit points boasting 
of its good schools and artesian well water.

With dramatic geographic growth through 
annexation in the early 1950s, artesian well water no 
longer was a selling point. Private wells were running 
dry or being tested and found unsafe for drinking in 
areas new to the city.

Wauwatosa was desperate for Lake Michigan water 
that Milwaukee was selling to every other adjacent 
suburb. But Milwaukee singled out Wauwatosa in its 
refusal.

This is a look back at the passionate fight over that 
water, Wauwatosa’s ultimate victory, and the anticlimactic 
capping of city wells 50 years ago.

The city’s first water works was installed in 1897 on 
Blanchard Street. It was piped through solid rock 1,350 feet 
deep and produced a flow of 450,000 gallons a day. In the 
pumping station, which still stands, two boilers powered 
two pumps to send the water from the well to a tank 160 
feet above the top of the well. The Blanchard Street well was 
more than sufficient for a city with a population slightly 
above 3,000.

As the city grew, more wells were dug. But a 1959 city 
report said the water table had been receding seven feet a year 
for several years.

“It has been obvious since 1950, and particularly so since 
the annexation in 1953, that a different and more reliable 
source of water must be found to serve Wauwatosa,” the 
report said. 

Early signs of contamination were detected in 1956 in 
private wells in the Park Ridge neighborhood southeast of 

Mayfair Road and Capitol Drive. Some residents and officials 
blamed Milwaukee, which was dumping waste at an old 
Works Progress Administration quarry in nearby Currie Park.

Fruitlessly, Wauwatosa officials worked with other suburbs 
to find ways to create an alternative water utility or metro-
politan water commission.

Finally, in November 1956,  Wauwatosa Mayor William 
B. Knuese petitioned the Public Service Commission (PSC), 
asking that it order Milwaukee to sell water to Wauwatosa.

“Over my dead body unless there is a political consolida-
tion of Milwaukee and Wauwatosa,” said Milwaukee Ald. 
Matt Shimenz. 

While Wauwatosa was thirsting for Milwaukee water, 
Milwaukee was searching for new sites to dump its waste. 
It owned the former Wauwatosa Stone Co. quarry at 3342 
N. 100th St. and wanted to use it for “sanitary fill.” Wauwa-
tosa aldermen said that would be OK as long as Milwaukee 
provided water to homes north of Burleigh St. where shal-

Wauwatosa’s artesian water wells were inadequate by 1950, but  Milwau-
kee refused to sell Lake Michigan water until the Public Service Commis-
sion intervened in April 1958. 

Children’s books from the Victorian era through 
the 1960s will be featured at the 29th annual 
Firefly Art Fair at the Kneeland-Walker House 
& Gardens from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Saturday, 
Aug. 1, and Sunday, Aug. 2.

Besides the historical exhibit inside the house, 
expect the same fun, food and shopping event 
that the Wauwatosa Historical Society (WHS) 
has hosted for the past 28 years. 

Stroll through the elegant gardens and shop cre-
ations of about 90 Midwestern artists. Then, relax 
and enjoy live music, sip a beverage and feast on 
tasty sandwiches and home-baked desserts.

Admission is $4 for WHS members and is free 
for children 12 and younger.

If you can donate homemade pies, lend chil-
dren’s books or work a shift, please contact the 
WHS office. 
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A MILESTONE YEAR FOR 
KNEELAND-WALKER HOUSE

Celebrate our past and invest in 
our future by making a donation 
to the Kneeland-Walker House 
Long-Term Maintenance Fund. 
Your donation will help to ensure 
that the house will be able to 
continue serving in grand style 
for another 125 years. 

The first 80 donors of $125 
or more will be 
invited to a special 
candlelight night 
celebration at the 
house on Friday, 
Dec. 4. Our 
goal is to raise 
$125,000 by the 

end of the year. 
Watch for more details in His-

toric Wauwatosa and at the WHS 
website.

It is because of the vital support 
provided by dedicated members 
and donors that WHS has been 
able preserve the Kneeland-
Walker property and use it as its 
headquarters where the society  
collects, protects and shares price-
less evidence of Wauwatosa’s past.

 Your tax-deductible member-
ship or donation will ensure that 
our stories, and those of our 
ancestors, are told for generations 
to come. 

LITTLE RED STORE PUTS
AN OLD SPIN ON SUMMER 

As harvesting kicks the farmers 
market into high gear, our Little 
Red Store also steps up its pace 
Saturday, Aug. 8, offering walking 
tours, a spinning demonstration 
and sales of homemade pie and 
coffee. Choose between the walk 
or the spinning, both at 10:30 
a.m. The spinning demonstration 
will be by Robin Mello. The Vil-
lage walking tour, free for mem-
bers, takes about an hour.

SAVE DATE FOR FRIENDS
OF GARDEN RECEPTION

Let us know if you can make it 
to the annual Friends of the Gar-
den reception from 6:30-8 p.m. 
Wednesday, Aug. 19. (The rain 
date is the next evening.) Besides 
admiring the beautiful gardens, 
you may also want to join in on 
a friendly game of bocce ball or 
croquet. 

R.S.V.P. to the WHS office. 
Please consider a donation of $10 
per person or $18 per couple.
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IF ONLY MONEY 
GREW ON TREES
The ailing Norway maple 
that graced the front of the 
Kneeland-Walker House for 
the past 125 years recently 
was cut down and replaced 
with an Autumn Blaze maple.  
Losing the Norway was sad 
and costly. The tab for removal 
and replacement was $3,000. 
So far, we’re as pleased with 
the level of donations flowing 
in — more than $900 — as we 
are with the beauty of the new 
tree. (See back page for photo.) 
But we still haven’t got it made 
in the shade, so please contrib-
ute if you haven’t already.

CELEBRATING

125
YEARS
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low wells had been contaminated by 
Milwaukee’s Currie Park dump. Still, no 
deal.

While Wauwatosa struggled in 1956 
to provide water to homes and business-
es near Mayfair and Bluemound roads,  
Milwaukee County was about to drill a 
deep well to serve the new zoo property.

In its  petition to the 
PSC, Wauwatosa claimed 
that Milwaukee had shut 
off service to one customer 
whose house straddled the 
municipal borders. Officials 
also said the state AFL-CIO 
had sought Milwaukee water 
for its headquarters at 6333 
W. Bluemound Road. and that 
Milwaukee had refused service 
unless Wauwatosa permitted 
annexation of the property.

The petition also noted that 
more than 200 Wauwatosa 
homes already were getting 
Lake Michigan water under a 
1908 agreement in which the 
county ran water mains west 
on North Ave. and south on 
N. 83rd St. to serve county 
institutions.

Probably because of jag-
ged boundary lines created 
in annexation battles, Wau-
watosa noted that its water 
works served seven Milwaukee 
homes.

PSC hearings on the Wauwa-
tosa petition dragged out more 
than a year.

Milwaukee Mayor Frank 
Zeidler criticized suburbs for 
annexing land without the 
ability to supply water to its 
new areas. With Milwaukee 
water, he said, the suburbs also 
would draw industries away 
from Milwaukee. 

“How about becoming part 
of the city politically?” Zeidler 
asked. “You want city services 
without paying taxes.”

The PSC finally acted in April 1958 
with an emergency order that Milwau-
kee immediately begin selling Wauwa-
tosa up to 2 million gallons of water a 
day. 

The PSC also directed Milwaukee to 
immediately start enlarging and improv-
ing its water facilities to service Wauwa-
tosa permanently.

Milwaukee’s Common Council voted 
to appeal the ruling, but Zeidler vetoed 
the council resolution.

In his 2005 book, A Liberal In City 

Government, Zeidler wrote:
“In August of 1958, the suburbs 

finally broke the back of Milwaukee’s re-
sistance to selling water to the suburbs. 
The sudden change occurred because 
the Public Service Commission, which 
was dominated by Republicans, ordered 
Milwaukee to sell water to Wauwatosa 
on the grounds that Milwaukee was a 
water utility and therefore had to serve 
Wauwatosa. 

“... The aldermen and I were in favor 
of fighting the PSC order at first. 
However, I was advised by an assistant 
city attorney that if Milwaukee lost its 
challenge of the order, the city could 
be sued for damages, which might run 
into the millions of dollars. I felt that 
the PSC order would be sustained not 
on its merits but on the political power 
of the suburbs and then we could be 
sued. Based on the advice of the city 
attorney’s office, I ultimately vetoed a 
Common Council resolution challeng-

ing the PSC order.
“I also came around to feeling that 

Milwaukee should serve Wauwatosa 
with water because the lethargy and 
indifference of the Wauwatosa city 
government about furnishing water 
to its own citizens was so great as to 
jeopardize the health of the metropoli-
tan area. The Wauwatosa government 
was a clever one politically, but terribly 
poor administratively in furnishing vital 

services. It always seemed to 
be looking for a free ride on its 
neighbors.”

The first connection to Mil-
waukee water was at 64th and 
Center streets, which helped 
the older parts of the city but 
not the newly annexed area. 
There wasn’t enough water 
pressure to serve the northwest 
and southwest areas. Besides, 
Wauwatosa lacked a grid of 
water mains in the new areas. 

With the flow of Milwaukee 
water on the horizon, residents 
of the new areas were reluctant 
to spend hundreds of dollars to 
drill wells, so well water woes 
rolled into the 1960s.

Throughout the water war, 
Wauwatosa was experiencing its 
most rapid growth ever. May-
fair Mall opened in the fall of 
1958. Its stores were served by 
a deep well that pumped  1,500 
gallons per minute. In the face 
of a west side water shortage in 
1963 — four wells along Fisher 
Parkway were found to be con-
taminated — Mayfair offered 
to sell water to the city.

In his book, Zeidler reflected  
on Milwaukee’s battles with the 
suburbs:

“During the period of 1948 
to 1960, almost everything 
the city feared about the water 
works and metropolitan devel-
opments came to pass.”

 After eight years of bitter 
name calling and litigation, 
the two cities finally ratified a 

contract in December 1962.
At less than six miles from the lake, 

Wauwatosa was closer to its water 
source than some areas newly annexed 
by Milwaukee. 

In phases, water mains were extended 
and elevated reservoirs were built, 
including the imposing reservoir at N. 
114th and W. Burleigh streets that is the 
largest in the state.

It has been 50 years since anyone in 
Wauwatosa relied on wells for drinking 
water.

WATER, FROM PAGE 1

HISTORIC WAUWATOSAWWW.WAUWATOSAHISTORICALSOCIETY.ORG PAGE 3, JULY 2015

The Blanchard Street 
water works was 
built in 1897. William 
Knuese (left) was 
Wauwatosa mayor 
from 1943 to 1964. 
He died in 1979 
at age 78.  Zeidler 
(right), Milwaukee 
mayor from 1948 to 
1960, died in 2006 at 
age 93.



MODEL OF OLD HIGH SCHOOL 
DONATED TO SOCIETY

Lucy Klein of the Wauwatosa High School class 
of 1916 was so nostalgic about her alma mater 
that she created a scale model of the building and 
presented it to school officials when she attended 
her 50th anniversary reunion in 1966.

The model recently was rediscovered, and stu-
dent Austin Hammond suggested it be donated 
to the historical society. Hammond, 16,  volun-
teers in the school’s archival room as well as at the 
historical society.

Wauwatosa’s first high school, which also served 
elementary students, was built in 1871 on the site 
of what today is Wauwatosa East. In 1906, high 
school students moved into the red brick building 
depicted in the model. It was at the northwest cor-
ner of Milwaukee and Wauwatosa avenues, now 
the site of Lincoln Elementary School’s gym. After 
a bigger school was built in 1931 at the northeast 
corner of Wauwatosa and Milwaukee avenues, the 
old building was called “the annex” and was con-
nected by a tunnel so students could get to classes 
without crossing the street. The 1906 building was 
demolished after Longfellow Junior High moved 
to the northwest corner of North and Wauwatosa 
avenues in 1956.
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A scale model of the second building used as Wauwatosa’s high school was 
created by a member of the class of 1916. It recently was rediscovered by 
student Austin Hammond (right). He and Sarrah Oliver (left), a librarian at 
Wauwatosa East High School, gave the model to WHS.
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