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The Emerson East neighborhood is an “east isthmus” neighborhood: it  lies within the strip of land 
between  Madison's  Lakes  Mendota  and  Monona.  It  is  one  of  Madison's  older  residential 
neighborhoods, though east isthmus neighborhoods closer to Lake Monona were settled earlier. Until 
the Yahara River was straightened and its channel deepened, the land on this side of East Washington 
Avenue was too wet to be built on. Emerson East developed in tandem with Madison's industrial base, 
providing blue collar and managerial workers a place to live and raise their families. It has affordable 
housing, green space, a few neighborhood businesses, an industrial area, easy access to transportation, 
and a splendid view of the State Capitol Building. 

The neighborhood derives its name from the two schools located within its boundaries: East High and 
Emerson Elementary.  Officially, the Emerson East neighborhood is bounded by the Yahara River, East 
Washington Avenue, North Street, Commercial Avenue, and the railroad yard that adjoins Pennsylvania 
and Packers Avenues.  This area includes Demetral Park, Graaskamp Park, and Kelliher Athletic Field.

This walking tour covers some of the more historically significant places in the neighborhood. At a 
moderate pace, it will take about an hour and fifteen minutes. It begins and ends at the Yahara River 
bridge on East Washington. Of course, you may begin and end at any point. There are parking lots at 
Burr Jones Field and Demetral Park, and bike racks at several places along the way.

 



Brief History

The area now included in the Emerson East neighborhood lies within Section 6 of Wisconsin Township 
7N, Range 10E (Blooming Grove.) In 1837, the General Land Office recorded the sale of three-fourths 
of Section 6 to Charles Wilson, a New York state land speculator, while the remaining quarter was sold 
to James Duane Doty and his business partner Stevens T. Mason. After buying much of the land on 
Madison's isthmus, Doty persuaded the territorial legislature to select Madison as the state capital. He 
went on to become territorial  governor of Wisconsin (1841-1844),  and later  territorial  governor of 
Utah.

The 1873 Dane County plat book shows most 
of the land of the current Emerson East 
neighborhood owned by a “W. Nelson,” and 
the property seems to have remained in the 
hands of the Nelson family until it was 
subdivided in 1907 as “Madison Square.” One 
of the selling points of Madison Square was 
that it would be free of saloons (though of 
course there were saloons within easy walking 
distance.) The neighborhood filled in over the 
next few decades, with much of the 
development happening in the 1920's. Many of 
the residents were employed in such industries 
as the Gisholt and Fuller & Johnson machinery 
companies (on the 1300 and 1400 blocks of 
East Washington), the French Battery 
Company in the Union Corners area, and the 
Oscar Mayer meat packing plant on Packers 
Avenue. As the number of residents increased, 
so did neighborhood businesses, particularly 
along East Washington Avenue and at the 
corner of East Johnson and North Streets. 
Many of the corner lots on those streets were 
used by small neighborhood businesses, such 
as groceries, bakeries, and butcher shops.

As early as 1939, newspaper real estate ads identified the location of houses as in the “Emerson East 
High district”  or  “near  Emerson,  East  High.”  In  the  1980's  there  was  an  Emerson  Neighborhood 
Association. After a period of inactivity, it was revived as the Emerson East Neighborhood Association 
in 1995.

A Portion of the 1873 Plat Map for Blooming Grove  
Township





The Yahara River Parkway

The Yahara River was known to early settlers as the Catfish River, a stream meandering through the 
marshy land between “Fourth Lake” and “Third Lake.” It was straightened in 1849 to provide water 
power for Leonard James Farwell's Madison Mills near the current Tenney Park Locks. In 1855, the 
legislature  officially named it  the Yahara,  after  a Ho-Chunk word for “catfish.” At the same time, 
“Fourth Lake” became “Lake Mendota,” and “Third Lake” became “Lake Monona.” (By the way, the 
legislature's understanding was that “Yahara” was pronounced with three short a's, “Ya-HAR-a,” rather 
than “Ya-HAIR-a.”)

In 1903, the Madison Park and Pleasure Drive Association introduced a plan to further straighten and 
deepen the Yahara and to create a parkway along its banks. They engaged the services of the pioneering 
Prairie School landscape architect Ossian Cole Simonds. The current parkway extends along the banks 
of the river between Lakes Mendota and Monona, and follows as much as possible the spirit of the 
Simonds plan. The parkway is on the National Register of Historic Places. The Friends of the Yahara 
River Parkway does on-going restoration and enhancement work.

The current Washington Avenue bridge over the Yahara was built in 2007 as part of the reconstruction 
of  the  avenue.  It  was  designed  to  reflect  Prairie  School  architecture  and  to  include  bicycle  and 
pedestrian access to the parkway.  It replaced the Steensland Bridge, a 1905 gift to the city from Halle 
Steensland, an insurance executive and honorary Norwegian consul.  There  is a historical marker about 
the  Steensland  Bridge  near  the  bicycle  path  northwest  of  the  current  bridge.  The  building  of  the 
Steensland bridge made this part of the city more accessible from downtown Madison, and was a major 
spur to development of the area.



Burr Jones Field

Madison attorney and and later Wisconsin Supreme Court Justice Burr W. Jones created Madison's first 
public playground in 1903. It was on the corner of East Washington Avenue and Livingston Street. 
Later development plans on East Washington Avenue caused the city to ask Jones' permission to move 
the playground, and for a while it was near the current site of Breese Stevens Field. Finally, in 1929, 
Burr Jones Field was moved to a former trash dumping ground on the Yahara that had been reclaimed 
with help from the East Side Business Men's Association. One of the earliest regular users of Burr 
Jones Field was the Madison Curling Club, which erected a facility in the northeast corner in 1931. It 
remained there until 1997, when it was demolished. The Madison Curling Club moved to a new facility 
in McFarland. Though there is no longer playground equipment at Burr Jones Field, it  is used for 
organized and informal sports, such as soccer and Ultimate Frisbee.

“Fiore” Shopping Center

The shopping center at the corner of East Washington Avenue and First Street stands on or near the site 
of  Madison's first sewage treatment plant. That plant, built in 1898-99,  used an ineffective treatment 
system that resulted in pumping raw sewage into the Yahara River, and was quickly shut down. The city 
hired a university professor, F. E. Turneaure, to design a new plant using the new microbial digestion 
method. It was built next to the old plant in 1901 and was more successful, but it became overloaded by 
1907.  It was replaced by a plant in Burke township.

Madison coal dealer A. J. (“Tony”) Fiore built Madison's first “super market” grocery at this site in 
1939, after seeing a similar grocery when he was in Chicago on a coal-buying trip. In 1962, the Fiore 
family tore down the grocery to build a shopping center that  included a Piggly Wiggly grocery,  a 
Rennebohm drug store, and other commercial tenants. The grocery store eventually became a Sentry 
which  closed  in  September,  1993.  Even  though the  neighborhood and  Fiore  management  tried  to 
recruit a new grocery store, the space remained vacant for over a year. It has since housed a variety of 
other businesses. Though it is no longer owned by the Fiore family, neighborhood residents still think 
of it as the “Fiore Shopping Center.”



East Washington Avenue  (1900 Block)

Before you cross First Street, notice the “Support Your Local Artists” mural on the side of Tranquil 
Tattoo, one of the few pieces of public art in the neighborhood.

There was limited settlement along East Washington Avenue between First and North Streets as early 
as 1895, though extensive development really didn't start until the building of the Steensland Bridge, 
and the platting of the Madison Square development in 1907. Most of the structures on the street date 
back to the 1910's and 1920's. Shops developed on corners, with residences filling the rests of the 
block.

Avenue Apartments, 1954 East Washington Avenue

In  1892,  Madison  built  its  Contagious  Hospital  (”Pest  House”)  at  the  current  site  of  the  Avenue 
Apartments.  This  was  a  hospital  for  people with smallpox,  scarlet  fever,  and other  communicable 
diseases, and was located in a relatively isolated area that was still inside city limits. It was a grim and 
dangerous place, in which patients suffering from one disease were at high risk of being infected with 
another. 

Finally the city agreed to replace the building with a new contagious hospital. Although many Madison 
doctors wanted it close to Madison's general hospital, opposition to building it in a residential area 
caused the new hospital to be built on the same property. The new building would occupy land that had 
been plowed in 1916 with one of the first tractors in the Madison area to provide space for a War 
Garden. The new hospital  was designed by the Madison architectural  firm Claude & Starck.  J.  H. 
Findorf and Son were the general contractors. Ground was broken on April 21, 1924. In 1953, Madison 
General Hospital began accepting patients with infectious diseases, and the contagious hospital building 



was leased to the Wisconsin Neurological Foundation for treatment of people with disabilities. In 1990-
91, the Madison Mutual Housing Association redeveloped it into affordable housing. The Wisconsin 
Society of Architects gave the Design Coalition a merit award for the redesign, calling it the best new 
housing project of 1991. The Avenue Apartments, and later additions, are now owned by the Madison 
Development Corporation.

In back of the Avenue Apartments is Graaskamp Park, a playground named after James Graaskamp, a 
University of Wisconsin professor who advocated bringing social and environmental concerns into the 
use of urban real estate. Graaskamp had been paralyzed by polio as a young man, and the playground, 
dedicated on October 15, 1989,  is the first in the state to be designed to be accessible to children of all 
abilities. 

East Washington Avenue (2000 and 2100 Blocks)

A 1911 city atlas shows the the land in the 2000 block between East Washington Avenue and East 
Mifflin Street as undeveloped and belonging to a Mrs. Carey. In 1919, Miss Margaret Carey allowed 
the land to be used for World War I Victory Gardens, and in August, 1921, the Ringling Brothers and 
Barnum & Bailey Combined Circus set up on the block. In May, 1929, the Paul E. Stark Company 
bought the block from the Carey estate, graded the high land on one corner that had previously made 
development difficult, and built eleven houses by the end of the year. Carey Court runs parallel to East 
Washington between Second and Third Streets. Residents on Carey Court  have a long tradition of 
planting flowers in the narrow terraces in front of their houses.

The building at 2038-2040 East Washington housed a grocery store under several names (Universal 
Grocery Store, Kroger's, Seeliger's, Soberg's, Lietzke's and Avenue Superett) and Branton's drug store 
from the early 1930's through the early 1960's. 2100 East Washington began as Seeliger's meat market 
in 1925, then became a grocery, and then Mrs. Bowen's bakery. It has been a beauty parlor since the 
early 1960's.

From the 1920's through the mid-1940's, 2150 East Washington 
Avenue was a  candy store  serving the East  High students.  In 
1947,  it became “Tower Lunch,” which it remained through the 
1960's.  After  a  brief  period  as  “Giuseppe's  Pizza  Parlor,”  it 
became the “Church of the Helping Hand” in 1975. This was run 
by the  Rev.  Ted Wagner,  a  mail-order  minister  who collected 
surplus and outdated food  to distribute to whoever wanted it, no 
questions asked. After he died in 1993, the building fell into such 
disrepair that in 2001 its owner was fined $17,600 for building 
code violations, which was viewed at the time as a record for the 
city. New owners have since refurbished the building.

East High School

In  1921,  overcrowding  at  Madison  High  led  the  Board  of 
Education  to  purchase  a  three-block  parcel  between  East 
Washington Avenue and East Johnson Street owned by George 
Steinle for an “east  side high school.” Perhaps the parcel was 



still available because of its features: a high sandy hill strewn with boulders, a swamp and a clump of 
oak trees. Frank Riley, a Madison architect, was hired to design the building, including the distinctive 
tower. Rather than name the new school after any prominent figure from Madison's past, the East Side 
Citizens Association recommended that it be named “East Side High School.” The school opened in 
September 1922 with an enrollment of 700 students. Unfortunately, a railroad strike meant that there 
was little in the way of furniture or laboratory equipment, and the school began on a half-day schedule, 
since all the cafeteria tables were being used in classrooms. Foster Randle was principal from 1922 
until he retired in 1954.  

In 1979, Milton (“Milt”) McPike was named principal. A former boxer and professional football player, 
he built a rapport with students that called out the best in them, and is widely credited with turning a 
troubled East High around.  In 1990,  Reader's Digest  named McPike one of 10 "American Heroes in 
Education."  He retired in 2002, but continued being active, serving on the University of Wisconsin 
System Board of Regents and heading a Dane County task force on gangs. In 2005, the East High Field 
House was named after him. He died in 2008.

East Washington Avenue (2300 and 2400 Blocks)

The corner of East Washington Avenue and Sixth Street was another 
commercial area at a time when people walked to the grocery store. The 
building  on  the  west  corner  was  the  Ullsvik  grocery  store,  which 
specialized in Norwegian foods,  from 1933 through 1982. The building 
on the east corner, now housing a barbershop, was the site of the Cirves 
Electric  shop  in  the  1930's.  It  later  housed  the  Golden  Shears 
barbershop, which now uses only part of the building.

The  18-unit  Victory  Arms  Apartments  (2420-2428  East  Washington 
Avenue) were built in 1944. They were built with materials available during the war, mainly concrete. 
This created apartments that were easy to heat and cool, and quiet. At one time, Victory Arms was  the 
only “big” apartment complex on the east side. Victory Arms is still regarded as a model for good 
design and scale for the future development of this part of East Washington Avenue. 

Assumption  Greek 
Orthodox  Church, 
11 North 7th Street

There has  been  a  church at 
this  site  since  1923, 
beginning with the East Side 
Tabernacle. In the 1940's and 
1950's  it  was  the  Bashford 
Methodist  Church,  which is 
now  on  North  Street.  The 
Assumption Greek Orthodox 
congregation  held  its  first 
services  in  this  building  on 
Orthodox Easter  (April  21), 



1954. Jimmy Demetral, for whom Demetral Park is named, was one of the founding members of the 
congregation, as were many other prominent members of Madison's Greek-American community. The 
interior of the church features icons by local artist David Giffey. For two days in July, Assumption 
Greek Orthodox Church sponsors Greek Fest, a two-day street festival featuring Greek food and wine, 
music, and dancing. It is one of the annual highlights of life in the Emerson East neighborhood.

Union Corners

One  of  the  earliest 
structures  east  of  the 
Yahara  was  the  infamous 
Union  House  on  the 
northeast  corner  of  East 
Washington  Avenue  and 
Milwaukee Street, near the 
site  of  the  present  Malt 
House.  During  the  Civil 
War, the Union House was 
where soldiers from Camp 
Randall  went  to  spend 
their pay, far from the eyes 
of  Madison  civilians.  It 
was  the  kind  of  place 
where, in 1865, an escaped horse thief might be killed with his own gun after the building had been 
surrounded by a sheriff's posse or, in 1928, a couple gallons of illegal liquor could be found. 

In 1922, Otto Naffz established the Union Pharmacy on the corner where Red Letter News now stands. 
The pharmacy building also had offices for a physician and a dentist. When the street was widened in 
1950, his building was razed and replaced with a building that housed, at various times, a department 
store, lawyers, an optometrist, a tax service, a day labor contractor, and briefly, the Madison Accordion 
Center. Red Letter News, a dealer in erotica, has been at this site since 1979.

A Kohl's supermarket had been across the street for many years. After it closed in 2003, its land and the 
adjoining land occupied by the former Rayovac battery plant was slated for redevelopment as a large 
mixed use development called “Union Corners.”  After years of community meetings to develop a 
proposal that would bring new life to the corner, a bad real estate market put the project on indefinite 
hold in 2007. In 2010, the City of Madison bought the property with funds set aside for “land banking.” 
The intent is to sell the parcel for development providing integrated, mixed-use, sustainable land use.

North Street

Now turn left onto North Street The corner of East Washington and North was one of the earliest settled 
areas in the neighborhood. Madison city directories list residents here as early as 1901. A business 
called Nelson's Hall was listed at 17 North Street in 1902.



The church on the corner  of North and Mifflin 
Streets  began  as  the  East  Side  English 
Evangelical  Lutheran  Church  in  1931.   It  has 
been part of the Wisconsin Rescue Mission since 
1975.

If  you look to  your  right  at  the corner  of  East 
Johnson  and  Dayton  Streets,  you  can   see  the 
Madison  East  Shopping  Center  on  East 
Washington Avenue. This shopping center houses 
the  Hawthorne  Branch  of  Madison  Public 
Library,  a  Walgreen's  drug  store,  and  other 
neighborhood services.

The corner of East Johnson and North Streets has 
been a retail center since the 1920's.  The large 
building  now housing  the  Dept.  of  Corrections 
was  once  the  site  of  Stevens  Dairy  Bar 
(established 1942), and in the 1960's and 1970's Stevens House of Gifts. 

On  the  other  side  of  the  street  from the  corner  of  North  and Upham Streets  is  Bashford  United 
Methodist Church, which is in the Eken Park neighborhood. This church was built on land that once 
was a garden used by Morizo (“Happy”) Suzuki, a Japanese-American truck farmer to grow vegetables 
and greens that he delivered to Madison grocers on a chain-driven cart. He died in 1953.

Next to the church is the Old Fire Station No. 8 Museum. Fire Station No. 8 was opened in 1949. After 
it closed, it was bought by Mike Fuss, a former firefighter and official historian of the Madison Fire 
Department.  The  museum  also 
includes a display of Milwaukee 
Braves memorabilia It is open by 
appointment.

Commercial Avenue

Turn  left  onto  Commercial 
Avenue.   Here  you  will  find 
housing  and  small  businesses. 
After the filling station, you will 
find  an   entrance  into  Demetral 
Park. 

Demetral Park 

Demetral  Park  is  another  of 
Madison's  reclaimed  former 
landfills. It was named for Jimmy 
Demetral,  Madison's  world 



championship wrestler and tireless fund raiser for children's charities, in honor of his 75th birthday in 
1967. 

Between 1996 and 2000, Demetral was repaired to contain contamination from the landfill. Some of 
the features resulting from that reclamation are evident throughout the park. One of the two small 
berms near the corner of Commercial and Packers has a contains plantings maintained by neighborhood 
residents. The large berm near the shelter is being maintained in native prairie plants through the efforts 
of  people  in  the  neighborhood  and  periodic  controlled  burns  sponsored  by  the  Emerson  East 
Neighborhood Association.  The maintenance plan and first controlled burn were funded by a City of 
Madison Neighborhood Grant. Scattered through the park, you will find equipment to monitor and 
release the gases produced by the landfill. Bird houses (white) and bat houses (black) on tall poles were 
installed  by the  neighborhood in  2007.  Through the  efforts  of  neighborhood dog owners,  a  small 
neighborhood off-leash dog park was established in the northwest corner in 2010.  Dogs who use the 
park must be accompanied by a responsible human, and must have a dog park tag as well as a license,

From the top of the large berm, you can see the Oscar Mayer plant. Across Packers Avenue from 
Demetral Park is Madison College's Technical Center.

Kelliher Field

The fenced green space across Sixth Street from Demetral Park is Kelliher Field, East High's athletic 
practice area. It was named after Wayne (“Knobby”) Kelliher, who was East's head football coach from 
1969 through 1996 , and its head baseball coach from 1973 through 1996. Legally it is part of Demetral 
Park, although it is administered by the Madison Metropolitan School District.

Emerson School

Continue two blocks on North Sixth Street, until you reach East Johnson Street. Turn right and go a 
half block to Emerson School. The Emerson School building was completed in 1919, and began as a 
junior high school. It 1930, it pioneered in the use of classroom radio in the city, with the principal 
delivering  lectures,  educational  radio  programs,  and  study-time  music  from  his  office  into  the 
classrooms.

East Johnson Street

Turn  around  and  walk  west  on  East 
Johnson Street.

James  Reeb  Unitarian  Universalist 
Congregation is named after a Unitarian 
minister from Boston who was murdered 
by segregationists in Selma, Alabama, in 
1965. It has occupied 2146 East Johnson 
Street  since  1995.  Prior  to  that,  the 
building  housed  a  t-shirt  printing  shop 
and  before  that,  a  vending  machine 
company.



2202 East Johnson Street was the home of one of the neighborhood's longest running businesses, the 
Ziebarth Sheet Metal Shop, which occupied the site from 1927 through 1976, and then continued as the 
Olson Sheet Metal shop. The badly-deteriorated building has been demolished and has been replaced 
by a sandwich shop.

The building at 312 North Third Street originally housed the Schoelkopf automatic door manufacturing 
company. (You can see the name “Schoelkopf” above its entrance.) In the 1960's, it became Air-Lec 
Industries,  specializing  in  garage  doors.  In  the  1970's,  it  housed  Madison Area  Technical  Center's 
Apprenticeship Center, and later, it was Stransky Printing. It now houses a variety of businesses.

Pennsylvania Avenue

East Johnson Street joins Pennsylvania Avenue, long an industrial area. Much of the property on the 
north  side  of   Pennsylvania  Avenue  belongs  to  the  Hooper  Corporation,  construction  company 
specializing in utilities work such as power and sewer lines. 

Along south side of Pennsylvania  between North First  and North Second Streets  is  a  green space 
known informally as “No Name Park.”

The  Scanlan-Morris  Company,  a  maker  of  hospital  furniture,  was  once  one  of  Madison's  major 
industries. It has since become part of Ohio Medical Products, which is now part of GE Healthcare. 

Past the Scanlan-Morris building, you can see the entrance to the Wisconsin and Southern train yard. 

First Street

At the corner of North First Street and Johnson Street is the city of Madison's Fleet Service Facility. 
The yellow brick building at 212 North First once housed the equipment for Madison Well No. 3, 
which was drilled in 1928. Well No. 3 was abandoned and sealed in 2007, after tests showing elevated 
levels of carbon tetrachloride, iron, and manganese in the water that it provided. The building is now 
used for storage.
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