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Barton Salisbury builds timber
dam, sawmill and feedmill
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Barton Salisbury to Alvin and
Robert Koenig

History of the Newburg Dam and Mill
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The Milwaukee River was a clear, fast moving,
and wild river. It provided game fish, wild ducks
and other wildlife, as well as water power for the
settlers. The earliest European settlers in the
Newburg area recognized the river’s water power
potential. The Milwaukee River bent in a gentle
arc in this area. A natural channel split from the
river and ran across the bottom of the arc before
rejoining the river at the other side, creating a
crescent-shaped piece of land known today as
Firemen’s Park. The swift current of the natural
channel was an ideal site for a mill powered by
water.
In the spring of 1848, Barton Salisbury, the
village’s founder, built a log dam across the main
river and a rough head gate across the natural
channel. The dam was about 135 feet long and
stood approximately 8 feet tall. Approximately
1,200 feet downstream, he built a saw and feed
mill. The feed mill included two 42 inch turbines
and one 26 inch turbine, while the saw mill was
powered by two 42 inch turbines and one 20 inch
turbine. The dam produced a “head” of water of
about 12 feet, which created enough power to
turn the water wheels that then turned turbines
in both mills. Both mills provided an impetus for
village development as the township began to be
settled.

By the turn of the century, the mills were owned by
Alvin and Robert Koenig, who also ran the village’s
cider press and blacksmith shop. The milling
business declined in the village as the farmland
in the area was converted to other uses. One of
the mills ceased operating in 1903. The problems
of running a mill continued through the years.
The spring would bring wash outs and ice would
damage the dam and/or head gates. In 1912,
the original timber dam washed out. The Koenig
brothers acquired the water rights, and rebuilt the
dam spillway and head gate in concrete. A 1934
inspection report noted that the spillway was in
poor condition and was cracked in several places.
The remaining mill continued to operate until
1939. After the last mill closed, the Koenig
brothers maintained the side channel for the local
fire department, who used it as a water source
for fighting fires. In the winter of 1942, harsh
conditions caused ice to break through a 20 foot
section of the dam. The damage was repaired using
earth, rubble, and telephone poles (also downed
by a winter storm). In 1947, the head gate broke
and was rebuilt by the local fire department. The
rubble spillway continued to hold, and a concrete
cap was built on the top of the dam in 1958.
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By 2011, the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources had identified several structural safety
concerns and ordered the Village of Newburg to either repair or remove the dam. In 2011, Ozaukee
County and Village partnered on a dam removal project to improve fish passage and remove the Village’s
liability. Contractors first removed steel gates on the two dewatering culverts to lower the impoundment
water level. Then, approximately 2,300 cubic yards of sediment behind the dam was then removed to
minimize sediment transport during the dam removal. Following sediment removal, the dam structure
was fully removed using a variety of heavy equipment. The project also included extensive restoration
activities including native tree and prairie plantings, the installation of an osprey nest platform and the
creation of multiple public access amenities including a new multi-use recreational trail in the location
of the old raceway. Funding for the project was provided by a grant from the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA)
and a grant from the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) Dam Removal Program.
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The Milwaukee River provided a rich source
of fish and game, transportation, and water
power to early settlers, as well as a historical
water source for fire suppression. In 1957, the
Newburg Fire Department (NFD) installed two
steel gates at the culvert openings penetrating
the dam to divert significant water flow through
the raceway, providing a continuous water
source for the fire department to pump water
directly into fire trucks.
Dam ownership was transferred from the
Koenig brothers to the NFD. On September
26, 1991, the NFD then transferred ownership

to the Village of Newburg due to ongoing safety
and maintenance issues. With consent from the
Village, the NFD still used the raceway as a water
source and built a dry hydrant (non-pressurized
system) from which fire trucks could pump
directly.
The dry hydrant was removed during the dam
removal project as the former raceway was
turned into a new multi-use recreational trail.
Four new dry hydrants were installed directly in
the Milwaukee River as part of the overall project.
Two are located near the former raceway exit,
and the remaining two are located downstream
adjacent to Fireman’s Park.
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