Black River Falls

Early History of Black River Falls

The earliest accounts of settlement on the Black River date back beyond the memory of the oldest inhabitants
who left any historical records. Legend asserts French and Spanish explorers traveled to the Black River in
the 1600’s & 1700’s. Indians controlled the land here until 1838, when they ceded it to the United States
Government.

A fur traders post was located in Black River Falls at least by 1795. John Blair, on of the traders here, attained
the advanced age of 111 when he died at his home here in May 1868. He was one of the older persons to
have lived in Wisconsin.

The finest stand of white pine in Wisconsin was located along the Black River. The earliest record of attempt
to log this timber is related in a diary kept by one of the loggers, Willard Keyes, who came with Constant
Andrew’s expedition in 1819. Keys implied others were logging here that year and the previous year.

The first farm began in 1839 near Melrose by Robert Douglas. Jacob Spaulding started the second farm in
Jackson County in 1849. It was located just west of Black River Falls near the present Senior High School.

Black River Falls has been permanently settled since August 1839 when an expedition of 20 men, including
Jacob Spaulding, came here to log. Spaulding is credited with being the founder of Black River Falls. The
crew built a sawmill at the mouth of Town Creek. This property was sold to Mormons who improved and
operated the mill property until their leader, Joseph Smith, was killed in 1844. Spaulding repurchased the
property at that time.

In 1849, Jacob Spaulding, with two others, was commissioned to lay out a state road from Prairie Du Chien to
Hudson, designated to go through Black River Falls and Eau Claire. This was later called the “Chippewa
Overland Stage Route.” For a number of years, William T. Price, who also owned the state line from La
Crosse to Black River Falls, owned the stage line. He served in the Congress, as did two others from Black
River Falls, Merlin Hull and Lester Johnson.

A Post office was established here in 1850, mail arriving by stage, via Monceville in Trempealeau County.
Steamboats were the mode of transportation on the Mississippi and stagecoaches met the boats to deliver and
receive freight for Jackson County.

Jackson County was established in 1853 and Black River Falls was designated the County Seat. Jackson had
been a part of Crawford and La Crosse Counties. Black River Falls was incorporated as a village in 1866 and
then became a city in 1883.

Iron mining was first attempted in 1855-56. Transportation was costly and after several disastrous failures,
mining was abandoned. Again in 1883-92, mining of ore at Furnace Mound was semi-successful. The
taconite plant was at Iron Mound, seven miles east of the city, and was one of the major employers of the
County until 1992. Now it has been redeveloped as “Wazee Lake.”

The West Wisconsin Railroad reached the area in December 1868. This railroad was later sold to the Chicago
& North Western. The Green Bay and Western Railroad also served Jackson County and was built through
the county in 1873-74.

On October 6, 1911, a huge flood destroyed the Black River Falls business area. Over 42 acres of land and
80 stone, brick and wooden buildings washed away. The business area was rebuilt on the old site.



