
Karst Springs Water Sources in Southwestern Wisconsin: An Historical 

Perspective 


Sarah L. Kemp and Michael J. Day 

Abstract 
Many of the world's springs occur in karst landscapes, where they exemplify the termination of underground flow systems. Karst 
springs are a common landform feature in southwestern Wisconsin and represented an important source of water to early European 
settlers. The overall goal of this study was to assess the influence and importance of springs on settlers' decisions about where to 
build their houses in the Platte River watershed, Grant County, Wisconsin. The analysis consisted of three parts: the examination 
of historical documents dating from' 1829 to 1928, field observations, and spatial analysis derived from five maps dating from 1842 
to 1895 . The hypothesis that earlier houses were built close to springs and later houses were built further from springs was tested 
through the use of Atlas GIS. The spatial analysis used to test this hypothesis was the percentage of houses within two hundred 
meters ofa spring, the mean house distance from the closest spring and a correlation test. The percentage ofhouses within 200 meters 
ofa spring decreased, but only slightly. The mean house distance from a spring, expected to increase with time, decreased with time. 
A weak correlation existed between spring and house densities. However, historical documents and field observations verified the 
use ofsprings by early settlers. Although the analysis was not definitive, the cumulative evidence supports the contention that spri.ngs 
were an important source of water to the early European settlers of southwestern Wisconsin. 

Introduction 

Throughout time people have used springs as an 
important water source, yet little attention has been 
paid to the history of water use and its management. 
Historically, water management has involved different 
water sources and a variety of transport and use 
strategies. In ancient Greece, households relied on built 
cisterns, fed by rainwater, or excavated wells for 
bathing, cleaning, watering houseplants and domestic 
animals . "For drinking, their preference was to carry 
water from the nearest flowing fountain or spring" 
(Crouch 1993 33). Karst geology provided an ex
cellent reservoir for drinking water " ... which could 
either be used directly or tapped for long-distance 
waterlines" (Crouch 1993 74). Karst springs were 
important sources of water for many ancient cities 
(Crouch 1993). 

In much more recent history, springs were 
important in the settlement ofNorth America. In karst 
areas ofKentucky and Missouri, for example, pioneers 
of the 1700s and 1800s favored land where springs 
were located. In one Kentucky example, a particular 
home was located just below a cave spring because of 
the "... good supply of spring water for family and 
livestock, and for the aesthetic appeal of the setting" 
(O'Dell 1993 325). In the karst ofMissouri, Clendenen 
(1973 72) noted that houses were" .. . more often than 
not constructed within twenty-five yards of a spring". 
Although many major cities in the United States in the 
early 1800s piped water to residences, people still 
bought spring water from water carts on the street 

(Pigman 1938). 
Water was abundant in southwestern Wisconsin 

during early European settlement, with springs, 
streams, and groundwater as potential water sources. 
The presence of water was one aspect of the physical 
landscape which influenced settlement. In Images of 
Wisconsin's Settlement Frontier, Rosen (1990) 
evaluated settlers' impressions of the environment. 
She examined those aspects ofthe physical and cultural 
landscape which influenced people's decisions about 
house location in the Upper Mississippi Valley Lead 
and Zinc Mining District. Aspects of the physical 
environment identified as influences included the 
availability of prairie sod, stone, and timber for 
construction, timber for fuel and windbreaks, level 
land, outcrops for shelter, availability of pasture land, 
and available water supply, especially springs (Rosen 
1990). 

This research focused on the influence of springs 
on settlers' decisions about where to build their houses. 
The general hypothesis, tested by using written 
historical documentation and field observation, is that 
springs were an important source ofwater for domestic 
and agricultural use in southwestern Wisconsin. More 
specifically, it is also hypothesized that earlier houses 
were built close to springs, and that later houses were 
constructed further from these prime sites. Statistically, 
the following three hypotheses were tested: 1) that the 
percentage of houses within 200 meters of a spring 
decreased with time (from 1842 to 1895), 2) that the 
mean house distance from a spring increased with time 
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and 3) that a correlation exists between spring and 
house densities for each map year. Five historical maps 
of Grant County from 1842 to 1895 were used to test 
these specific hypotheses (Hoffman 1995). 

Physical Setting 

Springs in southwestern Wisconsin are part of a 
large assemblage of karst landforms developed in 
Paleozoic carbonate rocks (Day et al 1989). Many of 
the springs north ofthe Wisconsin River are associated 
with the Ordovician age Prairie du Chien Dolostone, 
which overlies the upper Cambrian sandstone, and 
ranges in thickness from 40 to 240 feet (12 to 73 
meters). In Grant County this dolostone is exposed 
typically in the basal slopes of deeper valleys. Above 
the Prairie du Chien Dolostone is the St. Peter 
Sandstone, a discontinuous stratigraphic unit, whose 
thickness ranges from 40 to 320 feet (12 to 98 meters), 
and which is a permeable sandstone and a primary 
aquifer (Heyl et al 1978). 

Two more dolostones of Ordovician age overlie 
the St. Peter Sandstone: the lower is the Platteville 
Dolostone, and the upper is the Galena Dolostone. The 
Platteville formation contains brown or grayish 
limestones and dolostones varying in thickness, from 
west to east from 20 feet (6 meters) to 80 feet (24 
meters) (Heyl et al 1978). The Galena Dolostone, the 
most widely exposed in the study area, is typically 225 
feet (68 meters) thick and gray or yellowish-buff 
colored (HeyJ et al 1978). 

Grant County's topography consists of two 
unequal sloping sections divided by the Military Ridge, 
the highest landform in the area (Figure 1). The south
ern slope extends from the Military Ridge to the 
southern boundary of the county. The northern slope, 
which extends from the Military Ridge to the 
Wisconsin River, is shorter and steeper, and contains 
many dissected tributary streams. No lakes occur on 
either slope. The general topography of the county 
resembles a "hip roof' with two slopes of unequal 
lengths (Schafer 1932). 

The rivers of the northern slope flow into the 
Wisconsin River, which then empties into the 
Mississippi River. On the southern slope the Grant, 
Little Grant, Platte, Little Platte, Sinsinawa, and 
Menominee rivers drain into the Mississippi River. 
The Platte and Little Platte rivers and their catchment 
areas constitute the Platte River watershed which 
encompasses the study area for this research (Figures I 

and 2). The southward flowing streams are longer and 
more branched than the northward flowing streams, 
and many originate from springs (Smith and Ball 
1971 ). 

Karst Springs 

Springs are part of the dynamic movement of 
water within the hydrologic cycle. Groundwater sys
tems involve stages of recharge, storage, movement, 
and discharge, and these stages are influenced by the 
geology, topography, climate, and land use of an area. 
Discharge removes water from storage and may occur 
naturally or through human activities (Drescher 1955). 
Natural water springs represent one form of discharge 
and are a common landform in southwestern Wiscon
sin. Most of the largest springs in the world occur in 
karst landscapes, where they represent the termination 
of underground flow systems (Ford and Williams 
1989). One geologic factor which promotes the 
development of groundwater springs in southwestern 
Wisconsin and elsewhere is the presence ofunderlying 
impermeable rocks which cause springs to form at the 
base of the karst rocks (Jennings 1985). 

Springs can be classified in many different ways 
according to their outflow, hydrological control 
function, or geological condition. Springs generally are 
divided into five major types: gravity, periodic, 
intermittent, artesian, and subaqueous springs (Jennings 
1985; BogJi 1980). Gravity, or free draining springs 
flow without any significant hydrostatic head from 
cave entrances or through interstices between rubble 
(White 1988; Jennings 1985). "... the karst rock 
slopes towards and lies above the adjacent valley, into 
which karst water drains freely under gravity" (Ford 
and Williams 1989 156). Gravity springs can be 
divided into two types: hanging and contact (Ford and 
Williams 1989). 

The springs in southwestern Wisconsin are 
predominantly contact gravity springs, developed 
where permeable carbonate strata overlay less per
meable strata, promoting spring discharge from the 
base of the carbonates at the foot of hill slopes. Studies 
ofthe springs ofsouthwestern Wisconsin include those 
by Heller (n.d.), Hedges and Alexander (1985), and 
Saunders (1987). 

According to a 1958-1962 sUlVey by the Wiscon
sin Department ofNatural Resources, there were 2,278 
springs in Grant County (Smith and Ball 1971), the 
majority being located near the headwaters of rivers 
with small discharges. Springs were abundant im
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Figure 1. Major Watersheds o/Grant County 
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mediately to the north and south of Military Ridge and 
in the steep, wooded northern part of the county 
(Figure I). The largest discharge springs were in the 
wider valleys at lower elevations closer to the mouths 
of the rivers (Wisconsin Conservation Department 
1962). 
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fifteen springs with discharges over 500 gallons (1892 
liters) per minute and four springs with discharges over 
1,000 gallons (3785 liters) per minute. However, the 
majority of springs had discharges ranging from two 
gallons (7.6 liters) per minute to under 100 gallons 
(378.5 liters) per minute. The total discharge of the 
2,278 springs in 1958-1962 was 63,114 gallons 
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Figure 2. Upper Mississippi Vaney Lead and Zinc 
Mining District, Southwestern Wisconsin 
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(238,886 liters) per minute (Wisconsin Conservation historical Upper Mississippi Valley Lead and Zinc 
Department 1962). Mining District, which also included parts of adjacent 

Iowa and Lafayette Counties (Figure 2). Native Ameri
Historical Settlement cans were the first to mine lead in this area, and the 

lead deposits found in the carbonate rocks influenced 

The study area in Grant County is part of the early European settlement. Following a treaty with the 
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Sac and Fox peoples in 1815, extensive lead mining 
began as land became available to European settlers 
(Wilgus 1927). Although early mining focused on 
shallow excavations from sinkholes and crevices, caves 
were the most important source oflead ore, and as lead 
ore sources were depleted from near the surface it 
became necessary to dig deeper using explosives and 
shafts to remove the lead (Reeder and Day 1989 1990). 

Wisconsin's first mining camps were established 
in 1824 at Hazel Green and New Diggings. The 
popUlation of the Mining District grew rapidly, from 
200 in 1825 to 1,000 in 1826, to 10,000 by 1828 
(Wilgus 1927). Lead production reached its highest 
levels in the 1840s and peaked around 1845. Interest 
in mining zinc ore began about 1859 as the market for 
zinc grew (Schultz 1986). Agriculture also became 
important to European settlers after 1846 when the 
government authorized the sale of mineral lands. The 
supplies of lead were largely exhausted by the end of 
the 1800s and the primary occupation of residents was 
farming (Rosen 1990). 

The first European settlers in the Mining District 
in the early 1800s came mostly from western European 
countries and from other parts of the United States to 
mine lead. According to the 1850 census, in the lead 
district only four percent of immigrants were non
English speaking, with the bulk of the foreign-born 
population from Britain, Ireland, and Canada. Those 
native to the United States came mostly from Illinois, 
Ohio, New York, and Pennsylvania (Schafer 1932). 

Miners congregated around lead mines, smelters, 
and shipping centers . Farmers required many of the 
same resources that miners required, particularly water 
and timber. For agricultural purposes, " .. . farms were 
usually prairie and timber, prairie adjacent to timber, or 
wooded . .. very lightly" (Schafer 1932, 118). Upland 
prairie tracks often were not purchased until a settler 
could afford lumber for building, to buy distant tracts 
of timber for firewood, and to dig wells to reach a 
water supply (Schafer 1932). 

... there were reasons why the early 
farming pioneers did not wish to make 
farms out of prairie land exclusively. 
Such farms . .. would commonly lie at a 
distance from running water, . . . and 
they would be lacking in necessary 
timber for building, fencing, and fuel. .. 
. a true upland . .. had to be made good 
by the pioneer farmers, first by hauling 
water, and then by drilling wells to 
depths offrom 150 to 400 feet, installing 

pumps and windmills or gas engines. 
(Schafer 1932, 18,121-122) 

By 1860, a second European wave, including 
German and Scandinavian immigrants, became farmers 
and settled in prairie lands not taken up by earlier 
pioneers, where they were required to dig wells for 
their water source (Sauer 1963; Schafer 1932). The 
1880s and 1890s were marked by net emigration from 
southwestern Wisconsin. As the population decreased, 
farm production increased proportionally more in the 
hill and valley areas than in the upland prairie areas 
(Schafer 1932). 

Methodology 

The general objective of this study was to assess 
the significance of springs as a rural water supply for 
nineteenth century settlers. Three approaches were 
employed to meet this objective: an examination of 
historical documents, field observation of spring sites, 
and a spatial analysis of five historical maps. 

An investigation of historical diaries, bibliogra
phies, and accounts was performed in order to evaluate 
the importance of springs on early settlers ' decision 
about where to build their houses. Twenty-five histo
rical documents, dating from 1829 to 1928, from the 
Wisconsin State Historical Society and the University 
ofWisconsin-Platteville were examined in a search for 
written evidence of the use ofsprings as water sources 
(Hoffman 1995). 

Field observations were performed to assess 
physical evidence of the use of springs as water 
supplies. The 1958-1962 Grant County spring survey 
(Wisconsin Conservation Department 1962) provided 
the location of 630 springs in the Platte River 
watershed. Fifty-five springs, or 8.7 percent of the 
total springs in the study area were examined with the 
field location of all but two springs correlating with the 
map locations (Hoffman 1995). 

In order to examine the spatial relationship 
between the location of houses and the location of 
springs in the Platte River watershed study area, the 
following maps from the Wisconsin State Historical 
Society were used: Map of Grant County, Wisconsin 
Territory, (1842), Map of Grant County, Wisconsin, 
(1857), New Map ofGrant County, Wisconsin, (1868), 
Atlas of Grant County, Wisconsin, (1877), and Plat 
Book of Grant County, Wisconsin, (1895). Grant 
County was selected for the study because of the 
availability of this set of county maps at the Wisconsin 
State Historical Society and the availability of the 
1958-1962 spring survey by the Department ofNatural 
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Figure 3. Spring Locations, Platte River Watershed 
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Resources. Atlas GIS software was used to digitize following objects: ... II. All springs of 
house and spring locations and to analyze the spatial 
distribution of houses in relationship to the spring 
locations over time. All springs were mapped under 
the assumption that at the time of settlement all springs 
could possibly have been used as a water supply. 
Figure 3 shows the distribution of springs in the Platte 
River watershed (Hoffman 1995). 

Statistically, three hypotheses were tested using 
the spring and house location data: I) the percentage of 
houses within two hundred meters ofa spring decreases 
with time, 2) the mean house distance from the closest 
spring increases with time and 3) a correlation exists 
between spring density and house density for each map 
year. Three analyses were performed to test these 
hypotheses. First, a count was made of all the houses 
within a two hundred meter radius of a spring for each 
map year and each township. A two hundred meter 
radius was used because one historical documentation 
stated that two hundred meters was the travel distance 
from house to spring. Second, the mean distance from 
houses to springs was derived for the study area for 
each map year and each township . All houses were 
included from each map. It was difficult to know if the 
same house on one map was the same house on the 
successive map because of the inaccuracy of historical 
maps (Hoffman 1995). Third, a Spearman rank corre
lation test was performed to determine if there was a 
correlation between spring and house densities for each 
map year. 

Results 

Historical Documentation. Strong evidence of the 
importance of springs as water sources can be dis
covered, particularly in the earlier accounts of Euro
pean settlers in southwestern Wisconsin. These records 
attest to the influence of springs on settlers' decisions 
about where to build their houses. Eleven of the 
twenty-five historical accounts from the Upper 
Mississippi Valley Lead and Zinc Mining District 
commented on the importance of springs as a water 
source (Hoffman 1995). 

R. W. Chandler (1829) produced a map of the 
Mining District designed to encourage pioneers to 
settle and to mine the lead there. In the narrative 
included on the map, Chandler states: "Springs of the 
purest water are to be found in abundance." It was also 
important for surveyors to note springs in the field. A 
surveyor's manual used in I 850 reads: 

Enter in their proper place in the field 
notes of your sUlVey, a particular 
description and exact location of the 

water and whether fresh, saline or 
mineral, with the course and width of the 
stream flowing from them. 

(Baruth 1979 12) 

A document by W. R. Smith describes several 
farm locations favored by the early settlers. "Between 
Hincklin's and Parish's farms, ... there are some old 
cabins; . . . this place was an encampment of Governor 
Dodge during the Black Hawk war, and here are found 
several fine springs, and much excellent timber" (Smith 
[1838] 1975 47) . "The improvements of Mr. Parish 
are extensive . . .. Besides the fine springs near his 
dwelling-house, a number of pure fountains break out 
from the sides of the hill near his furnace, . .. and give 
him an excellent and never failing water power; this is 
one of the heads of Blue River" (Smith [1838] 1975 
47-48). John Messersmith's ".. . farm is in the best 
cultivation; . .. his advantages of wood, natural 
meadow, fine springs of water, plenty of lime stone, 
and excellent mill powers, ... all render the farm ... 
amongst the most eligible for a capitalist of any in the 
country" (Smith [1838] 1975 50-5 I). "On the side of 
the [Blue] mound, about one hundred feet above the 
prairie, with a gentle ascent to the location from the 
plain below, lies several pure springs of delightful 
water; here is the dwelling-house; ... " (Smith [1838] 
1975 52). 

Other sources also show the importance ofsprings. 
"The first dwelling spoken of stood in the sequestered 
vale of Jerusalem, near the spring of the same name, 
which bursts forth here, and which for many years was 
the village [Mineral Point] watering place, or fountain" 
(History ofIowa County, Wisconsin 1881 656). In the 
present location of Dodgeville "... it is generally 
acknowledged that Ezra Laramie and a man by the 
name of Putnam, with a few other pioneer miners, .. . 
were located here just below the spring, and had 
thrown up two small log cabins, where they lived in a 
crude state of civilization" (Crawford and Crawford 
1913 2 I 5). " . .. George Ferguson's house, ... was 
located, apparently, at the big spring near where the old 
Champion home now stands" (Carter 1959 28). In 
Grant County along the Mississippi River is a ghost 
town named Sinipee where there is a stone house next 
to a spring, which cascades from a sandstone wall 
(Stark 1977). 

An account by Thomas Sheldon shares his 
recollection of his family's house location: 

Old settlers generally built near a 
spring. But our spring was about forty 
rods from the house, down a hill. 
The first time we saw the hill John and 
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Township 

Table 1. Spring and House Densities (per km2) 

Area Springs 
(km2) 

1842 

Houses 

1857 1868 1877 1895 

Clifton 93 1.50 0.06 0.24 1.37 1.26 1.33 

Ellenboro 93 0.50 0.00 0.12 1.03 1.22 1.29 

Fennimore 31 2.20 0.00 0.06 1.03 1.19 1.00 

Harrison 93 0.60 0.04 0.14 0.70 1.94 1.45 

Liberty 93 0.70 0.00 0.14 1.19 1.00 1.37 

Lima 93 0.70 0.05 0.02 1.38 1.66 1.40 

Paris 93 0.50 0.03 0.14 0.99 1.44 1.04 

Platteville 93 0.50 0.03 0.0 1.47 1.68 1.51 

Smelser 93 0.50 0.01 0.04 1.71 1.27 1.20 

WingviUe 31 1.60 0.00 0.35 1.35 1.10 1.10 

I said 'Good for sliding in winter,'forgetting 
that we would have to carry up the hill the 
water for drinking, cooking, and washing. 
Since one could could see no farther where 
the house was placed, I cannot understand 
why father did not build it beside the spring. 
But the road ran forty rods off, and 'bein' as 
it was a lonesome place,' he thought to 
make the most of the road for company. 

(Sheldon 1928 412) 

Maude Gill (1868 - 1952) describes her childhood 
home in southwestern Wisconsin at the end of the 
1860s, referring to a well near the comer of the house 
and providing evidence that wells too were dug and 
used during this time period. Additional evidence also 
documents reliance on springs as a water source. In 
Pioneering in the Wisconsin Lead Region , Theodore 
Rodolf describes the purchase of land from a ". . . 
regular squatter . .." who has broken in the land and 
built a log house, log stables, and " . . . a good spring 
house" (Rodolf 1900). In a collection ofcontest papers 
written by high school students in Dubuque, Iowa in 
1924, three students write about their grandparents and 
their use of springs; one was used for domestic 
purposes at home, another provided water for a school, 

and the third was used to supply a brewery (Lucille 
1924; Schafbuch 1924; Ward 1924). These accounts 
document the role of springs as important water 
sources for domestic, agricultural, and commercial use 
during nineteenth century European occupancy of the 
Upper Mississippi Valley Lead and Zinc Mining 
District. 
Spring Uses. Field evidence further substantiates past 
and present use ofsprings for a variety ofpurposes. In 
the study area field observations revealed several 
different types of spring houses which once protected 
the farm's source of water and provided places to keep 
food and milk cooL Some structures were built directly 
into the sides of hills often employing stone walls, 
while others were constructed of timber. At some 
locations only a cement foundation remained where 
once a spring house stood. One spring flowed directly 
under the house at the Pendarvis Historic Site in 
Mineral Point. Nine percent, or five of the fifty-five 
springs examined in the study area showed definite 
evidence of settlers' past use of springs as demon
strated by old stone spring houses and foundations of 
spring houses which are no longer standing. Also, 
thirty-one percent, or seventeen ofthe fifty-five springs 
examined in the field, currently provide water for Iive
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Table 2. Number and Percentage ofHouses Within 200 m 

Township 
I 

1842 1857 1868 1877 1895 Town 
Total 

Town % 

Clifton 

Ellenboro 

Fennimore 

Harrison 

Liberty 

Lima 

Paris 

Platteville 

Smelser 

Wingville 

02 02 35 24 31 

NA 02 06 12 15 

NA 00 09 15 08 

00 01 04 13 17 

NA 02 12 11 11 

00 01 14 14 16 

00 01 05 09 09 

01 NA 09 09 07 

00 00 15 05 02 

NA 03 09 09 09 

94 

35 

32 

35 

36 

45 

24 

26 

22 

30 

23.7 

10.3 

31.4 

08.8 

10.5 

10.7 

07.1 

06.0 

05.6 

24.8 

Year Total 

Year % 

03 12 118 121 125 

12.5 11.8 11.8 10.4 11.6 

++++++++ 


Township 

Table 3. Mean House to Spring Distance 

1842 1857 1868 1877 1895 Town Ave 

Clifton 

Ellenboro 

Fennimore 

Harrison 

Liberty 

Lima 

Paris 

Platteville 

Smelser 

Wingville 

404.6 676.2 445 .5 486.9 

NA 643.0 807.8 766.9 

NA 783.1 429.6 420.5 

920.2 671.8 700.8 733.7 

NA 825.6 798.0 761.0 

368.6 944.1 571.1 573.0 

1528.0 808 .8 1114.7 1071.3 

854.1 NA 762.2 715.8 

1310.4 1035.1 731.2 712.5 

NA 410.0 425.3 352.9 

464.7 

698.0 

469.5 

642.2 

853.6 

602.1 

1072.9 

715.3 

747.9 

416.2 

495.6 

728 .9 

525.7 

733.7 

809.5 

611.8 

1119.1 

761.8 

907.4 

401.1 

Year Ave 897.7 755.3 678.6 659.5 668.2 
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Table 4. Results ofthe Spearman Rank 
Correlation Test 

Year Correlation 

1842 -0.11 7 

1857 0.419 

1868 -0.085 

1877 -0.514 

1895 -0.282 

houses, and currently thirty-one percent of the springs 
provide water for livestock. Although the historical evi
dence of nine percent is small, collectively, the 
historical and contemporary evidence provides baseline 
data about the use of springs as sources of water for 
domestic and agricultural uses . 

Spatial analyses of the historical maps were 
employed to test the relationship between house 
locations and spring locations (Table 2) . The percen
tage of houses within two hundred meters of a spring 
did decrease, but only slightly over time, and with the 
exception of an increase from 1877 to 1895. The 
decrease was not significant enough to support 
statistically the hypothesis that the percentage ofhouses 
within two hundred meters of a spring decreased with 
time. The majority of townships had an increase in the 
number of houses within two hundred meters of a 
spring for each map year, with a noticeable increase 
from 1857 to 1868, and a slight increases from 1868 to 
1895 . The higher percentage of houses within two 
hundred meters of a spring occurred in the northern 
portion of the study area where spring density was 
highest. 

Testing the second hypothesis revealed that the 
mean house to spring distance did not increase with 
time, but rather decreased with time (Table 3). The 
mean house to spring distance by year for 1868, 1877, 
and 1895 suggests that there was little change in the 
mean distance over the period represented by those 
years . The mean house to spring distance is smaller in 
the northern townships of the study area where the 
spring density is highest. 

Testing the third hypothesis demonstrated a 
negative correlation for each map year except the 1857 
map (Table 4). Also, the results of the Spearman rank 
correlation coefficient show a weak correlation 
between spring and house densities. Several factors 
may have played a part in the inconclusive results of 
the map analysis. It is possible that the inconclusive 
results were influenced by the limited size of the study 
area. Also, the use of a 200 meter radius around the 
springs may have been too large to provide significant 
results. Other components of the landscape, such as 
roads, property boundaries, and other water sources, 
were not taken into account because of the limited 
scope of the study. However, these components may 
have been important contributing factors in the deci
sions settlers made about house locations. 

Limitations of map projection and scale, the 
double counting of houses and the historical accuracy 
of spring and house locations could also have 
contributed to the inconclusive results. 

In summary, this study attempted to demonstrate 
a relationship between rural house locations and spring 
locations. The hypothesis that houses were built close 

stock (Hoffman 1995) . Throughout southwestern 
Wisconsin, springs continue to be utilized for a variety 
of purposes, particularly stock watering, but also for 
domestic consumption, fish fanning, and ornamental 
and recreational purposes. 
Spring and House Densities. According to the 1958
1962 Grant County spring survey (Wisconsin 
Conservation Department, 1962) the majority of 
townships have a similar spring density with the 
exception of Clifton, Fennimore, and Wingville 
townships (Table 1). More springs are in the northern 
townships of the study area, and densities are higher. 
In the southern townships the number of springs 
decreases, and densities are lower (Table 1) (Hoffman 
1995). Table I also shows the house densities for each 
of the townships by year. 
Map Analysis. The results of the spatial analyses of 
house and spring locations using the five historical 
maps and the Grant County spring survey are provided 
in Tables 2, 3 and 4. Table 2 shows the percentage of 
houses within two hundred meters of a spring by 
township and year. Table 3 provides the mean house to 
spring distances for each township and year (Hoffman 
1995). The results ofthe Spearman rank correlation test 
for each map year are found in Table 4. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

Eleven of the twenty-five historical documents 
examined, or forty-four percent, contained written 
evidence of the importance of springs as water sources 
to the early settlers of southwestern Wisconsin. This 
provides significant indication of support for the 
general hypothesis that rural houses were constructed 
close to springs which were used for water supply. 

Similarly, field observations also support the 
general hypothesis. Nine percent of the springs 
examined in the study area have remnants of spring 

38 




to springs was supported generally by written historical 
evidence and by field observation of historical and 
current use ofsprings. Although the spatial analysis of 
the five historical maps was not definitive, the 
cwnulative evidence indicates tha t springs were indeed 
an important source of water to the early European 
settlers of southwestern Wisconsin. 
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