BACKGROUNDER

About the Milwaukee, Lake Shore & Western Railway Company

A railroad that helped develop the state of Wisconsin

In 1888, passenger Coach No. 63 with its Colonna interior was delivered to the Milwaukee, Lake Shore & Western. It likely visited many of the cities, villages and towns between Milwaukee and Ashland, Wisconsin.

At this time, the Milwaukee, Lake Shore & Western Railroad encompassed almost 800 miles of track and became one of the state's pioneer railroads, serving first the lake shore, and then playing a prominent role in opening Wisconsin to the forest trades then into Michigan's Upper Peninsula where iron ore fields were discovered.

Like many railroads of its day the Lake Shore was comprised of a number of smaller predecessor lines. The earliest line, the Manitowoc & Mississippi was intended to connect Manitowoc with the Mississippi River. Construction that began in June 1855 was completed to Menasha before financial difficulties and the Civil War halted westward construction before trains began to run.

In 1866, the Appleton & New London Railway Company was incorporated and utilized some of the Manitowoc & Mississippi roadbed to build from Menasha to Appleton. The line eventually reached east to Manitowoc and then west to New London in 1876.

Although most railroad builders were oriented toward westward construction, the Milwaukee, Manitowoc & Green Bay railroad was created to serve communities along Lake Michigan in a north‑south direction. That line completed construction between Milwaukee and Sheboygan in 1873. After overcoming more financial difficulties these two railroads were combined into Lake Shore line in 1876.

A manager with art appreciation

The Lake Shore line's president was Frederick William Rhinelander of New York. Rhinelander, for whom the city in northern Wisconsin is named, was also the president of the New York Museum of Art. Under his guidance the railroad expanded west and northwest to Clintonville, Eland, and Wausau then north to Rhinelander, Eagle River and State Line (which later became known as Land O' Lakes).

A railroad that defined the state

The Milwaukee Lake Shore & Western Railroad was mostly built in advance of settlement. Consequently the railroad played a major role in developing communities and establishing Wausau as a major forest products center.

The railroad reached Watersmeet in Michigan's upper peninsula simultaneously with the discovery of iron ore. The railroad then built west through Gogebic, Bessemer, Ironwood, Hurley and Ashland. The Lake Shore line then constructed the first iron ore docks in Ashland in 1885. As the docks were constructed iron ore was being stockpiled all along the line.

In 1889, as the Colonna‑designed Coach No. 63 carried passengers along the Lake Shore's rails, the railroad's traffic and revenues were increasing rapidly. The railroad was accumulating 800,000 annual passenger miles and 1.2 million freight miles.

The mix of freight in 1889 depicted the railroad's success at defining the area's economic resources:

Mining: 
1,050,000 tons

Forest products
650,000 tons

Manufactured goods
175,000 tons

Agricultural products
48,000 tons

Miscellaneous
23,000 tons

Animals
10,000 tons

There were a number of notable branch lines on the Milwaukee Lake Shore & Western Railway. The Two Rivers branch extended five miles from Manitowoc. The Oshkosh branch extended 22 miles from the mainline at Hortonville. The Wausau branch from Eland was extended to Marshfield in 1891. There were numerous smaller branches, but one was significant because it was a leased segment. The line between Clintonville and Oconto was built by another railroad, the St. Paul Eastern Grand Trunk Railway, with plans to extend west to St. Paul, Minnesota. Those plans never materialized.

Railroad consolidation continues

In 1893, the Lake Shore line was sold to the Chicago & North Western Railway system netting Mr. Rhinelander and his fellow New York investors a handsome return on their investment and railroad management initiatives. Meanwhile Lake Shore car 63 continued to carry passengers under Chicago & North Western colors into the next century.
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