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First, they gave the city power to prevent rail engines and cars from 
blocking traffic on city streets. Second, they gave the council the legal 
clout to force railroad corporations to keep their local property and 
works in good repair. Third, lawmakers entrusted aldermen with 
authority to compel railroad corporations to build and mend railroad 
crossings and to ensure that these safety measures would protect 
pedestrians.69 Together, these new measures augmented the city’s 
traditional po-lice authority. In amending the city charter in 1883, 
state legislators fundamentally redefined the relationship between 
municipal govern-ment and big railroad corporations and guaranteed 
that the issue of local railroad regulation would remain a top priority 
for the city’s politicians and for its residents in the decades to come.

La Crosse council members eagerly embraced this new regu-
latory power in the 1880s.70 In 1885, attorneys representing two
railroads—the Chicago, Burlington and Northern and the Chicago and

69. Wisconsin, Legislature, An Act to amend the charter of the city of La Crosse
and to confer certain additional powers upon the common council of said city, Laws
of Wisconsin (Madison, WI, 1883), 855–57.

70. La Crosse’s common council first issued an ordinance granting a railroad
corporation—the Green Bay and Minnesota Railroad Company—the right to build
a line in the city in 1876. The legislation, however, did little more than dictate
where the line would run and protect the city from liability claims filed by angry
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Figure 5- A Tangled Network. LaCrosse reaped the advantages of its burgeoning rail 

network, while it accepted the disadvantages associated with railroads. The map 

above highlights one of the disadvantages of rail- traffic. The tracks run through the 

center of the town and cross many streets in the process. It became increasingly 

apparent that the city would need to mediate conflicts between the residents of 

LaCrosse and the railroad companies. Murphy Library, University of Wisconsin 

LaCrosse.
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