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Historic powerhouse full of potential 
WATERTOWN — Mention 

a spiral staircase in this 
city and the first thought 

is the Octagon House. 
Built on a hill in 1854 by John 

Richards as a promise to his 
bride-to-be, the home's three 

stories and its cu-
pola are accessed 
via a staircase that 
winds through the 
center of the build-
ing. 

Richards, who 
arrived here on 
foot in 1837 as one 
of the city's first 
settlers and who 

would become the first lawyer in 
Jefferson County, designed the 
home to include central heating, 
running water and ventilating 
systems, something nearly un-
heard of at the time. The bricks 

BARRY 
ADAMS 

used to build the house were 
hauled from Milwaukee over 
the Plank Road, which had been 
completed a few years earlier. 

But just down the hill from the 
Octagon House and the nation's 
first Kindergarten building is 
a spiral staircase that for more 
than 100 years has been largely 
obscured from the public eye. 

It's located in the brick and 
concrete powerhouse building 
that towers along the west bank 
of the Rock River and is adjacent 
to the dam. Unlike the Octagon 
House, the powerhouse's spiral 
staircase is in the southwest cor-
ner of the rectangular building 
and connects the basement to 
the second floor. Accessing the 
third floor is an arduous adven-
ture up a steep metal staircase 
that more resembles a ladder, 
one that would never meet 

modern building codes. 
But the powerhouse, which no 

longer generates electricity, is 
up for sale and could be an ideal 
structure for condominiums, a 
restaurant, brewpub or maybe 
all three, since this city of more 
than 24,0 0 0 people has glaring 
need for all of the above. 

"It's just really well built. It's a 
bunker," said Art Lenius, who has 
owned the property for the past 
20 years. "And it's nice because 
your neighbor is Tivoli Island, so 
you're never going to have neigh-
bors anywhere. It's a beautiful 
fit." 

The powerhouse building is 
nowhere near among the oldest 
buildings in the city but its prom-
inence along the river has made it 
one of the more identifiable. 

Please see WISCONSIN, Page A5 
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Art Lenius, owner of a historic hydroelectric powerhouse on the Rock 
River in Watertown, walks past the building he is trying to sell, which 
he believes may be best used for condominiums. The powerhouse, 
constructed in 1909, is no longer used to generate electricity. 
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Nearly four years after the po-
lice killing of George Floyd, civil 
rights advocate Leslie Redmond 
posed a question to a panel of 
speakers Friday: What progress 
have we seen in the fight for ra-
cial justice, and what significant 
challenges remain?

Attorney and civil rights ac-
tivist Nekima Levy Armstrong 
noted that the four Minneap-
olis police officers involved in 
Floyd’s murder were prosecuted 
and convicted, which she called 
a “sign of progress.”

“Around the country there 
have been a number of police 
officers who have been held 
accountable under the law and 
years ago that wouldn’t have 
happened,” she said.

But, Levy Armstrong added, 
“we have to make sure we’re not 
asleep at the and we’re not com-

fortable … a lot of folks here and 
elsewhere want to quickly move 
on as if George Floyd was never 
murdered, as if racial justice had 
never happened, and we have to 
be the vanguard of change and 
stand up for what is right.”

Hundreds gathered Friday in 
Minneapolis for a day of remem-
brance hosted by the nonprofit 
Win Back to honor Floyd and to 
reflect, heal and rally against ra-
cial injustice. Saturday marks the 
four-year anniversary of when 

4 years later, a mixed record
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Minister JaNaé Bates prays with other faith leaders during an interfaith 
service at City Hall in Minneapolis Friday marking the upcoming four-year 
anniversary of the murder of George Floyd.

Minnesota attorney 
general says he sees 
‘middle of a backlash’

MITCHELL SCHMIDT
mschmidt@madison.com‌

Former President Donald 
Trump on Friday offered his 
“Complete and Total Endorse-
ment” to state Rep. Janel Brandt-
jen heading into her August pri-
mary with state Sen. Dan Knodl.

Trump, who previously 
backed Brandtjen’s 2023 cam-
paign against Knodl, in a post 
on his social media site Truth 
Social described Brandtjen, 

R-Menomonee 
Falls, as a 
“proven fighter” 
and someone 
who has “consis-
tently defended 
constitutional 
freedoms and 
fought for free 
and transparent 

elections in Wisconsin.”
Brandtjen has become one 

of the Assembly’s most prom-
inent election deniers, despite 
recounts, court decisions and 
multiple reviews affirming that 
President Joe Biden defeated 
Trump in Wisconsin by almost 
21,000 votes.

She also previously served as 
chair of the Assembly elections 
committee, a position she used 
to provide a platform for con-
spiracy theorists and deniers of 
the results of Wisconsin’s 2020 
presidential election. Citing a 
lack of trust in Brandtjen, As-
sembly Republicans voted in 
a closed meeting in 2022 to no 
longer allow her to participate 
in the chamber’s GOP closed 
caucus.

“Wisconsin needs leaders 
who will empower constituents 
to hold their elected officials ac-
countable,” Trump continued 

Trump 
supports 
election 
denier
Brandtjen vs. Knodl  
in primary for Senate
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place markers 
signifying U.S. 

service members 
killed in military 
action, Saturday 

along Atwood 
Avenue at Olbrich 

Park as part of 
the Memorial 

Mile display 
sponsored by 

Madison’s chapter 
of Veterans for 

Peace.
Right: Volunteers 

work on the 
display, which 

will remain along 
Atwood Avenue 
until Saturday.
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‌WATERTOWN — Mention 
a spiral staircase in this 
city and the first thought 

is the Octagon House.
Built on a hill in 1854 by John 

Richards as a promise to his 
bride-to-be, the home’s three 

stories and its cu-
pola are accessed 
via a staircase that 
winds through the 
center of the build-
ing.

Richards, who 
arrived here on 
foot in 1837 as one 
of the city’s first 
settlers and who 

would become the first lawyer in 
Jefferson County, designed the 
home to include central heating, 
running water and ventilating 
systems, something nearly un-
heard of at the time. The bricks 

used to build the house were 
hauled from Milwaukee over 
the Plank Road, which had been 
completed a few years earlier. 

But just down the hill from the 
Octagon House and the nation’s 
first Kindergarten building is 
a spiral staircase that for more 
than 100 years has been largely 
obscured from the public eye. 

It’s located in the brick and 
concrete powerhouse building 
that towers along the west bank 
of the Rock River and is adjacent 
to the dam. Unlike the Octagon 
House, the powerhouse’s spiral 
staircase is in the southwest cor-
ner of the rectangular building 
and connects the basement to 
the second floor. Accessing the 
third floor is an arduous adven-
ture up a steep metal staircase 
that more resembles a ladder, 
one that would never meet 

modern building codes.
But the powerhouse, which no 

longer generates electricity, is 
up for sale and could be an ideal 
structure for condominiums, a 
restaurant, brewpub or maybe 
all three, since this city of more 
than 24,000 people has glaring 
need for all of the above.

“It’s just really well built. It’s a 
bunker,” said Art Lenius, who has 
owned the property for the past 
20 years. “And it’s nice because 
your neighbor is Tivoli Island, so 
you’re never going to have neigh-
bors anywhere. It’s a beautiful 
fit.”

The powerhouse building is 
nowhere near among the oldest 
buildings in the city but its prom-
inence along the river has made it 
one of the more identifiable.

Historic powerhouse full of potential
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Art Lenius, owner of a historic hydroelectric powerhouse on the Rock 
River in Watertown, walks past the building he is trying to sell, which 
he believes may be best used for condominiums. The powerhouse, 
constructed in 1909, is no longer used to generate electricity.
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The facility was constructed 
in 1909 just to the north of the 
original dam that was made of 
dirt and timbers in the 1840s by 
settling Bohemians. In 1847, the 
Rough & Ready Mill opened and 
could grind 80 barrels of flour a 
day, while on the opposite side 
of the 300-foot-long dam on 
the east side of the river stood a 
sawmill, according to Watertown 
Historical Society documents. 
The grist mill burned in 1888 and 
ultimately was replaced with a 
powerhouse owned by the Wa-
tertown Electric Company. 

The existing powerhouse, 
now owned by Lenius, was con-
structed in 1909 by the Water-
town Gas & Electric Company 
at the same time that the dam 
was moved just to the north 
of the original dam site of the 
1840s. The project included an 
11.5-foot-high dam, with the 
38-foot-wide and 94-foot-long 
powerhouse rising 85 feet from 
the river bottom and holding two 
large water wheels, a generator 
and transformer connected to 
the Kilbourn Dam in what is 
now Wisconsin Dells. Electric-
ity from both dams was used to 
power the Inter-Urban electric 
railway line from Milwaukee to 
Watertown that began operating 
in 1908. 

"The entrance of the In-
ter-Urban railway marks another 
period in Watertown's prosper-
ity, and it means much to our 
city's advancement;' the Water-
town Gazette newspaper wrote 
at the time. 

The powerhouse has had a 
number of owners over the years 
but hasn't produced power for 
decades. 

The asking price on the pow-
erhouse building is $449,000 
but should not be confused with 
an adjacent smaller brick build-
ing owned by Tom Reiss. For 
years, the local businessman, 
who owns power generating 
stations around the country, 
has been generating power at 
the dam and at the city's other 
dam, located downstream along 
South Water Street. The sale 
of the powerhouse by Lenius 
includes land and the large, dor-
mant and empty powerhouse 
but does not include the smaller 
powerhouse building, owned 
by Reiss, or the dam, which is 
owned by the city. 

Lenius put the powerhouse up 
for sale in 2023. There have been 
several lookers but so far, no 
takers. Ryan Wagner, the listing 
agent for the property, says it 
would be difficult to find a simi-
lar property anywhere. 

"The history of it is amazing. 
It'd be so cool if somebody did 
something," Wagner said. "As a 
broker, every chance Watertown 
has to create a development to 
bring housing is good. Housing 
brings people, and the more 
things we can do to attract de-
velopers to the community, the 
better." 

Pieces of history 
Lenius is no stranger to old 

buildings. Over the past 41 
years, the Watertown native has 
built his business, Restoration 
Specialists, working on scores 
of historic structures including 
homes, commercial buildings 
and churches. He owns a former 
lumberyard on South Water 
Street that was converted years 
ago into retail market spaces and 
just recently purchased a four-
story brick building constructed 
in 1902 along the railroad tracks. 
Lenius has an industrial park 
filled with warehouses next to 
his home north of the city, col-
lects cuckoo clocks and has more 
than 60 vintage cars and pickup 
trucks. 

When the Highway 26 bypass 
was constructed around the 
city, it was Lenius who bought 
the clubhouse of the displaced 
Watertown Outboarders. Le-
nius moved the structure to his 
property north of Watertown 
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Realtor Ryan Wagner, left, and Art Lenius, owner of the former hydroelectric powerhouse on the Rock River, stand outside the third floor. The property 
is listed for $449,000 and is one of the most recognizable buildings in Watertown. 
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• 
An original metal spiral staircase is the primary means of access between 
floors of the historic hydroelectric powerhouse in Watertown. This view is 
looking down into the basement. 
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All of the generating and other equipment has been removed from the 
powerhouse, located next to the upper dam in Watertown. This view of 
the second floor shows the steep staircase to the third floor. 
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The former powerhouse in Watertown offers up scenic views of the Rock River. 

ei.a WATCH: A tour of the 
historic Watertown 
powerhouse NEWSVU 
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and continues to eye historic 
buildings. 

"They're well built. They can 
be neglected, but it doesn't take 
much to bring them back," Le-
nius said. "The catch is knowing 
how to do it, which I learned 
from a lot of old guys that did 

" 
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' 

this kind of work. That was my 
Ph.D. I made it through high 
school. That was it." 

Lenius had grand ideas when 
he purchased the powerhouse 
about 20 years ago, cleaned 
out the junk, fixed the roof and 
added some retaining walls to 
shore up the driveway. He spent 
$35,000 on architectural plans 
to convert the building into 
10 condominium units, two of 
which would be located on the 
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third floor. The plans also called 
for underground parking and 12 
parking spaces outside. He and 
his wife had visions of living in 
one of the top floor condos, but 
time got away from him. 

Lenius spends his winters at 
his oceanfront home in South 
America and says it's time for 
someone else to preserve the 
history of the powerhouse. 

"It's a neat old building and 
it's got a lot of potential," he 

4 

said. "I ended up doing other 
big projects and now I'm 62, 
so something's got to give. I'm 
never going to get to this now. 
I've been trying to do it for 20 
years, but it's time for someone 
else to do it." 

Barry Adams covers regional news 
for the Wisconsin State Journal. 
Send him ideas for On Wisconsin 
at 608-252-6148 or by email at 
badams@madison.com. 
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WATERTOWN HISTORICAL SOCIETY PHOTOS 

Left: A crowd gathers along the Rock River in 1909, the same year the powerhouse on the Rock River was completed. Middle: In this undated aerial photo, the Octagon House can be seen 
in the foreground with the powerhouse located down the hill along the Rock River. Right: The top of the powerhouse in Watertown continues to offer up stunning views. This image was 
taken in 1909. 
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The facility was constructed 
in 1909 just to the north of the 
original dam that was made of 
dirt and timbers in the 1840s by 
settling Bohemians. In 1847, the 
Rough & Ready Mill opened and 
could grind 80 barrels of flour a 
day, while on the opposite side 
of the 300-foot-long dam on 
the east side of the river stood a 
sawmill, according to Watertown 
Historical Society documents. 
The grist mill burned in 1888 and 
ultimately was replaced with a 
powerhouse owned by the Wa-
tertown Electric Company.

The existing powerhouse, 
now owned by Lenius, was con-
structed in 1909 by the Water-
town Gas & Electric Company 
at the same time that the dam 
was moved just to the north 
of the original dam site of the 
1840s. The project included an 
11.5-foot-high dam, with the 
38-foot-wide and 94-foot-long 
powerhouse rising 85 feet from 
the river bottom and holding two 
large water wheels, a generator 
and transformer connected to 
the Kilbourn Dam in what is 
now Wisconsin Dells. Electric-
ity from both dams was used to 
power the Inter-Urban electric 
railway line from Milwaukee to 
Watertown that began operating 
in 1908. 

“The entrance of the In-
ter-Urban railway marks another 
period in Watertown’s prosper-
ity, and it means much to our 
city’s advancement,” the Water-
town Gazette newspaper wrote 
at the time.

The powerhouse has had a 
number of owners over the years 
but hasn’t produced power for 
decades.

The asking price on the pow-
erhouse building is $449,000 
but should not be confused with 
an adjacent smaller brick build-
ing owned by Tom Reiss. For 
years, the local businessman, 
who owns power generating 
stations around the country, 
has been generating power at 
the dam and at the city’s other 
dam, located downstream along 
South Water Street. The sale 
of the powerhouse by Lenius 
includes land and the large, dor-
mant and empty powerhouse 
but does not include the smaller 
powerhouse building, owned 
by Reiss, or the dam, which is 
owned by the city.

Lenius put the powerhouse up 
for sale in 2023. There have been 
several lookers but so far, no 
takers. Ryan Wagner, the listing 
agent for the property, says it 
would be difficult to find a simi-
lar property anywhere.

“The history of it is amazing. 
It’d be so cool if somebody did 
something,” Wagner said. “As a 
broker, every chance Watertown 
has to create a development to 
bring housing is good. Housing 
brings people, and the more 
things we can do to attract de-
velopers to the community, the 
better.”

Pieces of history‌
Lenius is no stranger to old 

buildings. Over the past 41 
years, the Watertown native has 
built his business, Restoration 
Specialists, working on scores 
of historic structures including 
homes, commercial buildings 
and churches. He owns a former 
lumberyard on South Water 
Street that was converted years 
ago into retail market spaces and 
just recently purchased a four-
story brick building constructed 
in 1902 along the railroad tracks. 
Lenius has an industrial park 
filled with warehouses next to 
his home north of the city, col-
lects cuckoo clocks and has more 
than 60 vintage cars and pickup 
trucks.

When the Highway 26 bypass 
was constructed around the 
city, it was Lenius who bought 
the clubhouse of the displaced 
Watertown Outboarders. Le-
nius moved the structure to his 
property north of Watertown 

and continues to eye historic 
buildings. 

“They’re well built. They can 
be neglected, but it doesn’t take 
much to bring them back,” Le-
nius said. “The catch is knowing 
how to do it, which I learned 
from a lot of old guys that did 

this kind of work. That was my 
Ph.D. I made it through high 
school. That was it.”

Lenius had grand ideas when 
he purchased the powerhouse 
about 20 years ago, cleaned 
out the junk, fixed the roof and 
added some retaining walls to 
shore up the driveway. He spent 
$35,000 on architectural plans 
to convert the building into 
10 condominium units, two of 
which would be located on the 

third floor. The plans also called 
for underground parking and 12 
parking spaces outside. He and 
his wife had visions of living in 
one of the top floor condos, but 
time got away from him.

Lenius spends his winters at 
his oceanfront home in South 
America and says it’s time for 
someone else to preserve the 
history of the powerhouse.

“It’s a neat old building and 
it’s got a lot of potential,” he 

said. “I ended up doing other 
big projects and now I’m 62, 
so something’s got to give. I’m 
never going to get to this now. 
I’ve been trying to do it for 20 
years, but it’s time for someone 
else to do it.”

Barry Adams covers regional news 
for the Wisconsin State Journal. 
Send him ideas for On Wisconsin 
at 608-252-6148 or by email at 
badams@madison.com.
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An original metal spiral staircase is the primary means of access between 
floors of the historic hydroelectric powerhouse in Watertown. This view is 
looking down into the basement.
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Realtor Ryan Wagner, left, and Art Lenius, owner of the former hydroelectric powerhouse on the Rock River, stand outside the third floor. The property 
is listed for $449,000 and is one of the most recognizable buildings in Watertown.

All of the generating and other equipment has been removed from the 
powerhouse, located next to the upper dam in Watertown. This view of 
the second floor shows the steep staircase to the third floor.

The former powerhouse in Watertown offers up scenic views of the Rock River.

WATERTOWN HISTORICAL SOCIETY PHOTOS‌

Left: A crowd gathers along the Rock River in 1909, the same year the powerhouse on the Rock River was completed. Middle: In this undated aerial photo, the Octagon House can be seen 
in the foreground with the powerhouse located down the hill along the Rock River. Right: The top of the powerhouse in Watertown continues to offer up stunning views. This image was 
taken in 1909.

WATCH: A tour of the 
historic Watertown 
powerhouse  


