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Historical Notes 
        

The Plank Road 
 

 Established in 1849, 

the Racine & Rock River 

Plank Road Company “rolled 

out a carpet of planks” to 

encourage the farmers of 

southeastern Wisconsin to 

bring their wheat to the 

Racine harbor on Lake 

Michigan.  At the peak of the 

“plank road craze,” over a 

hundred loaded wagons 

traveled east each day during 

the harvest season.  Travelers 

paid toll at a gate about every four miles.  Inns sprang up along the route to accommodate 

farmers and teamsters overnight after each day=s journey.  However, by the mid- to late 1850s, 

newly-built railroads replaced the plank roads as the most efficient routes for transporting goods. 

Thriving new towns grew up along the rail lines, and more distant communities such as 

Yorkville and Rochester became little more than place names on the state map. 

   

 

The Underground Railroad 
 
 Richard Ela of Rochester was involved with the Underground Railroad.  According to 

local history, Ela=s washhouse at the river=s edge was a haven for fugitive slaves.  His large white 

house and the old Union House still stand in Rochester.  A tunnel at the Union House, now 

Chances Restaurant, is also said to have been used by escaping slaves in the years prior to the 

Civil War.   A.P. Dutton of Racine used his warehouse to hide fugitives seeking ships for 

Canada.  The Madison was 

one of the “floating stations” 

on the Underground 

Railroad.   Because the plank 

road was the quickest route 

from Rochester to the harbor 

in Racine, some slaves must 

have made their way to 

freedom past the Mather and 

McEachron properties.  



 

 

Yorkville Township 
 

 Plank Road Summer is based on the history of Yorkville, a township in central Racine 

County.  While the characters and events are fictional, the authors have used surnames familiar 

to the community and have included historical incidents.  

  

The McEachron farmhouse and the Mather Inn still stand in Yorkville.   A tollgate once 

stood at the edge of the McEachron property.  In addition to sheltering teamsters and travelers, 

the Mather Inn served as a community gathering place, and general elections were held there in 

1852.  Today many of the 1850s farmhouses along the route of the plank road are owned by 

descendants of the first settlers.  The fields and pastures feature burr oaks reminiscent of the 

great groves that dominated the landscape one hundred and fifty years ago. 

    

 In a small marbled ledger containing the minutes of the Waites Corners School Board 

meetings through the 1850s, the names “Waite” and “McEachron” appear often as officers of the 

board.   The Waites Corners School served local children for more than 100 years before 

merging with the Yorkville School, where the authors received their first eight years of 

education. 

  

 Gravestones in the two churchyards mentioned in Plank Road Summer bear the names of 

the township=s early settlers.  In the Methodist cemetery along the old territorial road, the 

tombstone of the first emigrant from Cornwall honors him as “the Cornish Pioneer.”  Several 

McEachrons are buried in the old Scotch Settlement cemetery.  Although the church was torn 

down in the 1970s, a replica of the Scotch Settlement church can be seen at Stonefield Village in 

Cassville, Wisconsin.  The furnishings in the sanctuary would have been familiar to later 

generations of McEachrons.   

 

Racine County Fair 
 

 After the first Racine County Fair was 

held west of the Mather property, Senator Philo 

White praised Racine County=s agricultural 

exhibits as superior to those at the State Fair in 

Janesville.  Richard Ela won a Wisconsin 

Agricultural Society Award in 1852. That event 

is commemorated on a plaque in a park along 

the Fox River near the site of Ela=s factory in 

Rochester.  Racine=s newspaper, The Daily 

Advocate, reporting the county fair of 1853, 

stated that “Mr. Case was doing business with one of his splendid and powerful threshing 

machines” where “the oats came threshed and clean from the machine as fast as two men could 

take care of them.”  Horse racing was also recorded as one of the events of early fairs. 


