Fagle Heights

Thomas D. Brock

Eagle Hcights,l a high promontory on the south shore
of Lake Mendota, is a unique natural area of great charm
and value. It is also of considerable historic interest.> Com-
manding one of the best views on the south shore of the
lake, Eagle Heights was visited often by Native Americans,
aswitnessed by the extensive effigy mounds on the property.
Despite its distance from the city, in the 19th century,
sailors, swimmers, hikers, anglers, skiers, and skaters were
all attracted to the Picnic Point area, of which Eagle Heights
is a natural extension.

According to the recollection of one early resident:

Mendota was a lonely, fascinating waste little used. There
was not even the University Drive to enliven its shores.
Above Eagle Heights the bald eagles still screamed, and
one never passed that way without one of the family
swooping down from the hill and circling round the boat
in graceful curves.

During the present century, extensive changes in the
university and the city have affected the Eagle Heights/Pic-
nic Point area, and some portions have been changed
drastically. Fortunately, the vagaries of history have left the
Eagle Heights promontory virtually unscathed, and since
the area is now firmly under university ownership, its con-
tinued protection can be assumed well into the 21st century.

The George Raymer Farm and Drives

The Eagle Heights area and nearby lakeshore frontage
was acquired in 1887 by George Raymer, publisher of the
Madison Democrat newspaper and a prominent citizen.® Ray-
mer lived in a large house on Langdon Street at approxi-
mately the location of the present University of Wisconsin
Memorial Union, but also ran a substantial farm at Eagle
Heights. Raymer was a member of the Board of Regents of
the University of Wisconsin and served two years as its
President.’
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Early in his ownership of the property, Raymer developed
a system of dirt roads, including one leading up to the high
point of Eagle Heights (sometimes called the “Eagle’s Nest”).
The north/south road that Raymer built from University Bay
Drive along the east side of his property was the first part of
what the Madison Park and Pleasure Drive Association would
later call “Lake Mendota Drive”. Although Raymer’s roads
were private, he willingly opened them to the public. Thus, for
many years, the commanding location of Eagle Heights could
be reached by carriages, and later also by automobiles. The
remnants of some of the roads winding up to the promontory
are still visible.

Years later, when the Madison Park and Pleasure Drive
Assocation had become very successful, and its president, John
Olin, was much lauded for his vigorous and astute leadership,
George Raymer wrote a short letter to the local newspaper
reminding people of his role:

“Well, Jud,” said Mr. Raymer to the Gleaner [a newspaper
columnist], “I see that the Journal has published another
inspired account of the origin of the Park and Pleasure Drive
association. There has existed in my mind for a long time a
sort of dreamy impression that many years ago I buill, at a
cost of five or six hundred dollars, some two or three miles of
drive upon Eagle Heights farm, and it was used by several
hundred carriages each summer for at least five years before
the Park and Pleasure Drive association had an existence;
that it was almost wholly due to this drive that the public
subscribed the funds needed to build a drive across the bay to
connect it with the University drive, and out of this grew the
present system of drives of the Park and Pleasure Drive
association. This impression exists to the extent that for a
number of years this was called the Raymer Drive, and even
now it is infrequently so called, despite the many very painful
efforts of Park and Pleasure Drive publications and the
inspired newspaper articles to disabuse the public mind of
early habits. This belief of mine would seem to be all wrong,
judged by all the written history, but there remains the fact
that the greater part of that original drive, winding around
through the woods up to the top of Eagle Heights is not now
and never was any part of the system of the Park and
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Portion of the 1890 plat map for the Town of Madison, showing the location of the George Raymer froperty.
University Avenue (then called Sauk Road) is in the lower part of the picture, south of the railroad tracks.
University Bay Drive passes north through the Isom and Breitenbach prroperties.

The George Raymer farm, about 1910, looking southwest. State Historical Society of Wisconsin, WHi (D486) 134.

Pleasure Drive association, although still used quite as George Raymer's largess was quite significant in the early
much as any of the drives about the city. But, Jud, what years of the Madison Park and Pleasure Drive Association. He
was the name of that man who said, with more truth than also donated as a park a narrow ravine about half way along
elegance, that all written history is one big lie!” Well does Raymer Drive that descended to a small beach:
t“iw Clenmpr S er of passing over and writing up tfhe We are all familiar with the beautiful ravine on Mr.

‘Raymer Drive,” long before the Park and Pleasure Drive ; he Ra hich
SO s i Exirteiize. | Raymer’s farm east of t ymer woods, through which Lake

Mendota Drive passes. Mr. Raymer has generously offered to
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