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This Chapter is a compilation of the 
most prominent issues and opportu-
nities facing Sun Prairie during the 
drafting of the plan update in 2018 
and 2019.  

Bristol & Main Redevelopment Site

M ajor  Issues  & 
Oppor tunit ies
The description of Issues and Op-
portunities in a comprehensive 
planning process establishes the 
basis for many of the policies and 
actions that follow. Chapters 3-9 
each begin with a description of the 
most prominent issues related to 
the topic of the chapter. This Chap-
ter is a collection of those issues 
and opportunities that came up the 
most in comments, discussion and 
debate. The issues summarized in 
this chapter are the current issues  
for the City in 2019.

»» Community Growth & Identity
»» Balanced Neighborhoods
»» Urban Design Quality
»» Bike & Pedestrian Facilities
»» Public Transportation
»» Home Affordability
»» Workforce Limitations
»» School District Partnership
»» Coordination With Neighbors
»» Sustainability Challenges
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Communit y  Growth & Ident i t y
Sun Prairie has approximately 34,000 residents today, headed to 
40,000 in the next 10 years due to regional growth. Most residents 
favor growth, but there are concerns about loss of character and 
the neighborhood impacts of larger, multi-unit housing projects.
The Plan’s response: seek balanced growth coordinated with in-
vestments in public services (e.g. schools), and a mix of infill de-
velopment and incremental outward expansion. Continued invest-
ments in cultural traditions and the celebration of local history will 
orient the Sun Prairie identity as growth continues.  
See the Housing and Land Use Chapters (Chapters 7 and 9).

Balanced Neighborhoods
Sun Prairie’s newest and oldest neighborhoods feature a mix of 
housing types and some small-scale commercial uses too. Neigh-
borhoods from 1950-2000 often lack that balance, having high 
concentrations of certain housing types, resulting in school equity 
problems.
The Plan’s response: encourage balanced neighborhoods in 
growth areas and allows for neighborhood infill in certain circum-
stances that will improve neighborhood balance over time. Neigh-
borhood associations and neighborhood plans are encouraged 
with support from the City’s Planning Department.
See the Housing and Land Use Chapters (Chapters 7 and 9).

Urban Design Qual i t y
Commercial uses and larger, multi-unit residential buildings can 
conflict with lower-density neighborhood areas unless buildings 
and sites are designed with care to avoid negative impacts.
The Plan’s response: offer specific design strategies for various 
building types and locations, especially when close to single-fam-
ily homes. An update of the zoning ordinance is recommended, 
with a focus on physical design guidance.
See the Housing and Land Use Chapters (Chapters 7 and 9).

Bike & Pedestr ian Faci l i t ies
Community feedback included strong support for investments in 
infrastructure for safe walking and biking. There are currently few 
on-street bike lanes and routes, and many gaps in the pedestrian 
sidewalk/path network.
The Plan’s response: describe the need for various on-street and 
off-street improvements and call for an Active Transportation Plan. 
The Sidewalk Policy is reaffirmed with minor changes to support 
more predictable decisions about when they will be added along 
existing streets.
See the Transportation Chapter (Chapter 8).
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Publ ic  Transpor tat ion
The City has been actively seeking more effective public transpor-
tation resources for several years, and desire for transit was rein-
forced in feedback during the current planning process. An initial 
Metro Transit commuter route connecting to downtown Madison is 
already scheduled to begin service in 2019.
The Plan’s response: encourage efforts to ensure the success of 
the commuter transit service, and then build on that success over 
time to meet the needs of more people in more places. The land 
use plan encourages higher-density development in places that 
can be most readily served by transit.
See the Transportation Chapter (Chapter 8).

Home Affordabi l i t y
Housing prices have been rising quickly in recent years and they 
continue to rise faster than incomes. There is a particular short-
age of units affordable to households earning 30% of the county 
median income. Employers are concerned that housing costs are 
limiting local workforce availability.
The Plan’s response: prioritize the creation of a detailed housing 
action plan, and an Affordable Housing Fund to support a variety 
of possible programs and incentives that can support affordability 
for rental and ownership housing. The Plan also encourages the 
development of housing types that limit cost such as smaller lots, 
smaller units, and attached units.
See the Housing Chapter (Chapter 7).

Workforce L imitat ions
The City would like to attract employers in growing industries that 
offer family-supporting jobs, such as information technology, bio-
technology, health services and insurance. Employment in the City 
has been growing, but hiring in all industries is currently a chal-
lenge due to the strong regional and national economy.
The Plan’s response: focus on workforce attraction and develop-
ment and take a holistic approach, including investments in tran-
sit, housing, parks and recreation, schools, and workforce training. 
Strong communications practices by economic development staff 
and readiness to use targeted financial incentives will help the City 
grow employment in desirable industries.
See the Economic Development Chapter (Chapter 6).

Madison Metro

Single-Family Home

Workforce Development Event
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School  Distr ic t  Par tnership
The Sun Prairie Area School District serves a large area, in-
cluding parts of Madison and the surrounding towns. Continued 
growth has resulted in community approval for new schools, in-
cluding a second high school. Though they are separate govern-
mental entities, the health of the school system is closely tied to 
the health of the City.
The Plan’s response: emphasize the importance of good com-
munication, including semi-annual meetings between City and 
School District leaders and staff. The Plan’s focus on balanced, 
walkable neighborhoods is also important to student and school 
success.
See the Intergovernmental Cooperation Chapter (Chapter 5).

Coordinat ion With Neighbors
As the metropolitan area grows, so does the need for coordina-
tion between adjacent jurisdictions. Sun Prairie neighborhoods 
abut neighborhoods in Madison, Windsor, Bristol, Burke and the 
Town of Sun Prairie, presenting challenges and opportunities to 
maintain infrastructure and meet resident needs efficiently.
The Plan’s response: direct the maintenance and update of in-
tergovernmental agreements to help guide these relationships. 
Strong collaboration is specially identified with the Town of Burke 
in preparation for when the City absorbs parts of the Town in 
2037. Cooperation among northeast metro area communities on 
public safety services is encouraged.
See the Intergovernmental Cooperation Chapter (Chapter 5).

Sustainabi l i t y  Chal lenges
Sun Prairie exists within global economic and environmental 
systems, and the City and its residents make decisions every 
day that have impacts on the environment. Some residents con-
tinue to express concerns about how local conditions affect and 
are affected by changes in the global climate, including more 
frequent large rainfall events.
The Plan’s response: include a Sustainability Commitment to 
consistently consider the short-term and long-term impacts of 
local decisions on the economy, on the natural environment, and 
on the social vibrancy of the City. Policies and actions that ad-
dress things like efficient resource use and reduced environmen-
tal impacts are highlighted.
See all chapters.

Sun Prairie Schools

Vi l lage of 
Cottage Grove

Town of  Sun 
Prai r ieCit y  of 

Madison

Town of  Burke

Vi l lage of 
DeForest

Vi l lage of 
Windsor

Town of 
Br istol

Communities Adjacent to Sun Prairie

2018 Flooding in Dane County



 
CULTURAL RESOURCES 
 
Cultural and historic resources can help define a community’s sense of identity and link the present 
with the past. This section will examine the places, events and organizations that contribute to the 
City’s history and uniqueness. 
 
Pre-History 
The first inhabitants to Wisconsin followed the larger animals into the area as the glaciers retreated 
more than 10,000 years ago.  Evidence of early residents can be found through pottery, arrowheads, 
burial mounds and other archaeological finds. According to the State Historical Society records, the 
area around what is now known as Patrick Marsh was used as a campsite during prehistoric times. 
 
In fact, according to the Patrick Marsh Project Plan developed by the Dane County Parks 
Department, a major Ho-Chunk village that included the confluence of three major Native American 
trails was located on the southwest corner of the marsh. The village may have still been used by the 
Ho-Chunk during the early settlement days. 
 
Community History 
Sun Prairie, Our Home:  By Peter Klein 
 
Sun Prairie’s settlement in 1837 was preceded by Native American settlements in this area for more 
than 12,000 years.  Native American history is important to understanding the development of early 
Sun Prairie. Caucasian settlers Native American trails became roads.  Burial Mounds, village sites, 
and artifacts still remain in this area.  Native American people continued to visit this area into the 
1960s; they remembered their history through oral tradition 
 
Madison and Sun Prairie were born out of the influence of developers in the Wisconsin Territorial 
government.  James Doty, who owned many acres of land in the four-lakes area of what is now Dane 
County, convinced the territorial legislators to build the new Wisconsin Territory capitol in the “paper 
city of Madison.”  The territorial legislature commissioned Augustus A. Bird as the architect and 
construction foreman of the new capitol. 
 
In 1837 Bird assembled carpenters and mechanics in Milwaukee for the construction of the new 
territorial capitol in Madison.  After days of rain that rendered the trip memorable, the sun came out 
when they entered the lobe of a small prairie.  A member of the expedition inspired by the sun on the 
prairie named the site Sun Prairie on June 9, 1837. 
 
Sun Prairie was the western frontier when the first white settlers arrived here.  Local stories and 
legends are replete with the difficulties involved in the settlement of the Sun Prairie area.  The Sun 
Prairie Squatters Protective Society formed on March 5, 1845.  Another society was the Sun Prairie 
and Token Creek Anti-Horse Thief Society.  When the survey of the newly incorporated Village of Sun 
Prairie was completed on Nov. 20, 1868, it marked the separation of the village from the Town of 
Sun Prairie. 
 
Sun Prairie was primarily a farming community as late as the 1960s.  The village served as an 
economic, religious, and cultural center for the farming community.  Rural Schools and rural 
settlements such as Pierceville, North Bristol, East Bristol, and Burke Station became community 
centers.  Sun Prairie had the first Rural Free Delivery Route in Wisconsin, which started on November 
17, 1896. 
 



The formation of the Sun Prairie Canning Company in 1900 gave farmers another way of preserving 
their crops and extending their markets away from the Sun Prairie area. 
 
The village’s dependence on the farming community experienced a major change with the formation 
of the Sun Prairie Spark Plug Factory in 1919. This factory, later known as the Sun Prairie Porcelain 
Company, provided a major alternative to employment in the agricultural community.  The company 
provided women with full-time employment.  Women comprised about half of the factory’s 
employees. 
 
German Prisoners of War worked in the factory during the war.  Canning Company employment 
records in the 1950s listed many categories of employees that worked in the factory.  The factory 
later depended upon Hispanic employees and constructed housing units for some of its employees. 
 
The village of Sun Prairie incorporated into a city in 1958.  The need to provide housing for military 
personnel stationed at Truax Field in the 1960’s was the catalyst for Capehart, a housing area 
consisting of 280 units off of North Bird Street, an area now known as Vandenburg Heights and 
Prairie Homes.  Capehart brought Sun Prairie’s residents their first major contact with people of 
different ethnic and racial groups. 
 
New industries developed in the community during the 1950’s & 60’s, these industries including: the 
Wisconsin Cheeseman, Diesel Injection Service, Foulke Rubber Products and General Telephone 
Company.  Admiral opened a television component factory in Sun Prairie in 1965, which was later 
redeveloped in 1967 as Goodyear. General Casualty opened a two-story building containing 120,000 
square feet in 1982.  Since then, Sun Prairie continues to experience the establishment of industries 
in its Business Park.  Sun Prairie has continued to diversify with steady growth of new business 
establishments and business expansions in the Sun Prairie Business Park. 
 
Sun Prairie changed from a farming community of 2,263 residents in 1950 to a community of 4008 
in 1960.  In 1970 city residents increased to 9,935.  Approximately 25,370 residents in 2008.  Two 
periods of significant population increase have taken place: from 1960 to 1970 and from 1990 to 
the present. Much of this growth has occurred to the west and northwest, most likely influenced by 
the proximity of this area to transportation corridors that connect Sun Prairie with the rest of the 
Madison region.  The majority of the recent increase has occurred on the City’s west side, in concert 
with Madison’s outward expansion. 
 
The growth of the city over time has led to a great deal of change in the community, as example of 
this change can be illustrated by the changes in the community’s school facilities. In n 1950, the Sun 
Prairie School Public School System consisted of one building serving grades kindergarten through 
twelfth grade.  In 2008 2019, a seventh the eighth and ninth public elementary schools is under 
were construction constructed.  The district operates two middle schools, one upper middle school 
and one high school.  Upgrades to these facilities and a new school for eighth and ninth graders are 
currently underway.  On the April 2019 local election, a referendum pasted to construct a second 
high school. There are also several private schools in the city offering alternatives for the student 
population. 
 
Sun Prairie’s history will continue to evolve, changing its employment opportunities, housing, and 
community services, to meet future needs. 
 
Places 
National and State Register of Historic Places 



The City of Sun Prairie has four five properties listed on the National and State Register of Historic 
Places.  The Crosse House, built in 1883 and located at 133 West Main Street, is a two-story frame 
structure trimmed in the Victorian, Carpenter Gothic style.  The building architecture is unique in Sun 
Prairie.  Historically the house has been used for a number of purposes including a doctor’s office 
and pharmacy, a grocery store, and a creamery and ice cream shop. Due to the construction of the 
new Water & Light Commission (SP Utilities) building in 1999, the Crosse House was moved 
approximately one lot to the west of its original location. 
 
Another Sun Prairie home on the National and State Register of Historic Places is the Adam and 
Mary Smith House, originally located along USH 151 between Madison and Sun Prairie.  This brick 
structure was built in late 1800’s of the Italianate architectural style and was recently moved 
approximately one half-mile as a result of an expansion of Highway 151.  It now serves as the anchor 
and namesake for the Smith’s Crossing development on the City’s southwest side. 
 
Effective On April 6, 2000, the Columbus Street Water Tower is was placed on the National Register 
of Historic Places.  The water tower is a 60-foot high structure rising from a two foot rusticated 
foundation, which is almost entirely below the level of the plaza and the street.  The tower is topped 
with a steel tank, which adds 30 feet to its overall height of 92 feet.  The water tower is significant to 
the history of the community because this modern structure and the necessary administrative 
organization to manage it marked the development of the community from a village into a 
municipality. 
 
The fourth property, listed on the National and State Register of Historic Places in 2004, is the 
Fuhremann Canning Company Factory located at 151 Market Street. The factory, constructed in the 
early 1900’s and active into the 1970’s, served the surrounding agricultural industry through 
vegetable processing and canning. The building now serves as the anchor for Cannery Square, part 
of the City’s downtown redevelopment project. 
 
The Chase Grain Elevator located at 123 Railroad Street is the fifth property on the National Register 
and it was added in 2010.  The unique design incorporated the silos, workhouse, office and 
conveyors into one structure when it was built in 1922. 
   
The S.W. and Sarah Thompson Farmstead, located at 610 S. Thompson Road, is certified as 
significant by the National Park Service using the criteria for the National Register of Historic Places.  
This farmstead was built in the mid-1800’s. 
 
In June 2019, the 100 and 200 blocks of East Main Street, were added to the National Register of 
Historic Places as the Sun Prairie Downtown Historic District.  The District is comprised of 26 
contributing buildings that retain historic significance. 
 
 
Wisconsin Architecture and History Inventory (AHI) 
The State Historical Society conducted a survey of Sun Prairie’s architecture beginning in 1977.  The 
AHI currently lists 55 sites with historic architecture; however, a number of the buildings are no 
longer in existence. A full list of these sites can be obtained through the Wisconsin State Historical 
Society (or attach list as appendix?). More detailed information about these and other sites can also 
be obtained at the Sun Prairie Historical Library and Museum. 
 
Cemeteries 
Cemeteries are another example of a resource that can add to a community’s sense of history. 
Formally catalogued burial sites are protected from disturbance by State law. 



 
The location of many area cemeteries can be found on Map 3-7.  The Sun Prairie Historical Library 
and Museum maintains a ‘death list’ on its website that includes a more detailed description and 
location of the many area cemeteries. 
 
Cultural Resources 
Map 3-7 
 
Native American Mounds 
Although there are no documented Native American burial mound sites in the area, a cluster of 
mounds is said to be located approximately ½ mile southwest of Patrick Marsh in the wooded area 
of what is known as Carriage Hill - according to the Patrick Marsh Project Plan developed by the 
Dane County Parks Department in 2003. The mounds are located on private property and are 
somewhat protected by the existing residential development. 
 
Angell Park 
Angell Park, located between CTH N and the railroad tracks on the City’s east side, was created in 
the early 1900’s when Colonel William Angell donated 15 acres of ‘Angell’s Grove’ to the village 
Volunteer Fire Department. The official dedication of the park took place on June 20, 1903. 
 
The Volunteer Fire Department finished construction on the first park pavilion in 1904, to coincide 
with the 2nd annual harvest festival in August of that year. In 1919, the pavilion was moved and 
expanded to its present location. The reconstruction at that time doubled its original size and added 
a lower floor. The pavilion currently houses the National Midget Auto Racing Hall of Fame Historical 
Display. 
 
The park was and continues to be the site of many community events. The park has hosted harness 
racing, auto racing, industrial fairs, high school athletics, recreation classes, and was the site of the 
city pool from 1958-1992. 
 
Now at approximately 62 acres in size, Angell Park continues to host the Midget Auto races 
throughout the summer months, is home to the Sun Prairie Sweet Corn Festival, and now includes 
the recently constructed Firemen’s Park In the Prairie. 
 
Sun Prairie Historical Library and Museum 
This Georgian Revival Style red brick building, located at 115 E. Main St., was constructed in 1924 
and serves as the headquarters of the Museum. The museum building has served many purposes 
over the years including use as a library, city offices, the village council chamber, World War II Red 
Cross center, and as the original site of the Colonial Club. 
 
Downtown Sun Prairie contains a number of historic buildings and in June 2019 the 100 & 200 
blocks of East Main St were recognized by being placed on the National Register of Historic Place as 
an Historic District. however, there are no formally recognized historic districts within the city. The 
City has recently implemented an overlay district as part of the adoption of the Business District 
Revitalization Plan to encourage the preservation and enhancement of historic buildings in the 
downtown area. Included in that area is the Cargill Granary located on Linnerud Drive near the 
railroad tracks. This structure, constructed in 1923 by Fred Chase, may be the only one of its kind in 
the country. 
 
 



Events 
The O’Keeffe Festival 
This annual event celebrates the city’s most famous resident, world-renowned artist Georgia 
O’Keeffe. She was born in 1887 on a dairy farm in the Town of Sun Prairie. O’Keeffe is known for her 
paintings of flowers, shells, rocks, landscapes, and animal bones.  The festival showcases the work 
of local artists and displays a number of framed O’Keeffe prints. 
 
Groundhog Day 
(source: Sun Prairie Chamber of Commerce) 
For over 60 years, the Sun Prairie members and supporters have been proclaiming Sun Prairie to be 
"The Groundhog Capital of the World." This proclamation has caused reverberations from the halls of 
Congress, to the coal fields of Pennsylvania, and in the news media of the country. 
 
The tradition of Groundhog Day is tied to Candlemas Day, a centuries old celebration day in Europe.  
Folklore states:  "If the day is bright and clear there'll be two winters in the year." 
 
The Groundhog Day tradition in Sun Prairie, Wisconsin dates back to 1948, when Wisconsin 
celebrated its centennial year.  Many ways were found to commemorate the centennial event, both 
public and personal.  One such private observance was a rather ambitious project. 
 
In 1948, to celebrate the Wisconsin centennial, a commercial artist, Ira Bennett, of Eau Claire, 
Wisconsin and his young son decided to create a series of commemorative post cards relating 
various locations in Wisconsin to the holidays throughout the year.  Sun Prairie was selected to 
celebrate Groundhog Day because the groundhog sees his shadow when the sun comes up on the 
prairie, thus, Sun Prairie was picked for the honor. 
 
Associated events and promotions over the years have included the formation of a Sun Prairie 
Groundhog Club, a groundhog wedding, a groundhog funeral, a moon rocket launch, and on occasion 
some pomp & circumstance. In addition, there has been an annual commemorative USPS postmark. 
 
 
 
Some of the cities chosen were: Independence, Wisconsin for July 4th, Port Washington, Wisconsin 
for Washington's Birthday, Loyal, Wisconsin for Boy Scout Sunday (a scout is loyal).  Groundhog Day 
required a stretch of the imagination.  The groundhog sees his shadow when the sun comes up on 
the prairie, thus, Sun Prairie was picked for the honor. 
 
At that time the postmaster in Sun Prairie was Margaret McGonigle, a lifelong resident, active in 
politics and a promoter of the virtues of Sun Prairie.  When this idea was presented she quickly 
asked the artist his permission to use this idea to further promote the community. 
 
Soon after, the Sun Prairie Groundhog Club was organized as a sort of serious spoof.  All people born 
on February 2 were eligible to be groundhogs.  Those born on other days in February were 
designated woodchucks.  The word spread and birth certificates were mailed to folks all over the 
country, for a nominal fee. 
 
Ground hogging really hit its stride in Sun Prairie when the 4-H Club and its leaders, Erich and Teena 
Lenz took over.  Erich, never one to do things halfway, immediately got live groundhogs and always 
had one ready for the ceremony.  Dan Royle, the newspaper publisher and neighbor to the Lenz', 
made his contribution to the legend with his recipe for Moose Milk, a hot milk drink with the kick of a 
moose (liquor). 









Performances are held at the Cardinal Heights Upper Middle School auditorium and the Sun Prairie 
High School Performing Arts Center. 
 
The Colonial Club 
This organization originated in 1969 to promote establish a meeting place and activities for seniors. 
The initial meetings took place in the basement of the Sun Prairie Historical Library and Museum. 
The Colonial Club Senior Activity Center is now located at 301 Blankenheim Avenue and services the 
surrounding area senior population offers with a wide range of activities for seniors. More 
information about the organization can be found by visiting their website. 
 
Sun Prairie Area Community Band 
The Community Band, sometimes referred to as the Legion Band, was formed in 1961 and was is a 
volunteer organization comprised of 40-50 musicians adults and students. Concerts were usually 
performed at City Park on Main Street (the current site of the main branch of the Bank of Sun Prairie) 
until the park no longer existed. Shows were subsequently performed in front of what is now the 
Historic Library and Museum or in Angell Park.  (Now?) They provide free performances throughout 
the Sun Prairie area which includes everything from traditional and contemporary concert band 
music, to marches, show tunes, jazz and holiday music. 
 
 
Sunshine Place 
This charitable, non-profit organization directs and administers the operation of a facility located at 
18 Rickel Road within the city. The building currently houses the city’s food pantry, and provides 
beds and mattresses, clothes for school-aged children, toys and school supplies. a non-profit second 
hand clothing store and space for more tenants. Additional space is provided for Dane County 
human services offices. It is intended to provide a single point of access to help meet the needs of 
underserved residents. In addition, a community meal, Sunshine Supper, is served weekly to provide 
a healthy nutritious meal and fellowship, and all are welcome to attend. 
 
Northeast YMCA of Dane County 
The YMCA, 1470 Don Simon Dr, is a cause-driven organization that is for youth development, for 
healthy living and for social responsibility.  The programs are designed to build health spirit, mind 
and body for all. 
 
The American Legion Post #333, VFW Post #9362 and a list of other organizations and their contact 
information can be obtained by contacting the Sun Prairie Chamber of Commerce. 
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a community’s sense of history. 
Formally catalogued burial sites, 
including cemeteries and Native 
American mounds, are protected 
from disturbance by state law. The 
Sun Prairie Historical Library and 
Museum maintains a ‘death list’ on 
its web site that includes a more 
detailed description and location of 
many area cemeteries.

Native Amer ican M ounds
Although there are no document-
ed Native American burial mound 
sites in the area, a cluster of 
mounds is said to be located in the 
general vicinity of Patrick Marsh 
- according to the Patrick Marsh 
Project Plan developed by the 
Dane County Parks Department in 
2003. The mounds are located on 
private property and are somewhat 
protected by the existing residen-
tial development.  

Angel l  Park
Angell Park, located between CTH 
N and the railroad tracks on the 
City’s east side, was created in the 
early 1900’s when Colonel Angell 
donated fifteen acres of ‘Angell’s 
Grove’ to the Volunteer Fire De-
partment. The official dedication 
of the park took place on June 20, 
1903.

The Volunteer Fire Department fin-
ished construction on the first park 
pavilion in 1904, to coincide with 
the second annual harvest festival 
in August of that year. In 1919, the 
pavilion was moved and expanded 
to its present location. The recon-
struction at that time doubled its 
original size and added a lower 
floor. The pavilion currently houses 
the National Midget Auto Racing 
Hall of Fame historical display.Angell Park: Corn Fest 1970’s

Harness Racing

Figure 3-16: Sun Prairie Historic District
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The park was, and continues to 
be, the site of many community 
events. The park has hosted har-
ness racing, auto racing, industrial 
fairs, high school athletics, recre-
ation classes, and was the site of 
the city pool from 1958-1992.

Now at approximately 62 acres in 
size, Angell Park continues to host 
midget auto races throughout the 
summer months, is home to the 
Sun Prairie Sweet Corn Festival, 
and includes Firemen’s Park In the 
Prairie.

M idget  Auto R acing
Midget Auto Racing originated in 
1934 at the Gilmore Stadium in Los 
Angeles, CA. Soon thereafter, the 
sport spread throughout the coun-
try and began in Wisconsin at the 
Blue Mound Dog Racing Track in 
Brookfield.

Midget Racing came to Angell 
Park in 1946 when the harness 
racing track was shortened from 
a one-half mile to a one-third mile 
semi-banked, clay oval. Over the 
years, concrete walls and double 
steel barriers have replaced the 
hay bales and trees that once lined 
the perimeter of the course. Mod-
ern concession, restroom facilities, 
and a remodeled public pavilion 

and restaurant at track side, have 
added to spectator comfort and en-
joyment. Races are generally held 
every Sunday between Memorial 
Day and Labor Day.

Events
There are numerous events that 
occur in the community, both on 
a regular basis and as one-time 
events with a sampling of events 
summarized below. For additional 
community events see the Cham-
ber of Commerce’s and/or the City 
of Sun Prairie’s website.

Georgia  O ’Keeffe 
Celebrat ion & Sun Prai r ie 
Taste  of  the Ar ts  Fai r
This annual event celebrates the 
City’s most famous resident, world-
renowned artist Georgia O’Keeffe. 
She was born in 1887 on a dairy 
farm in the Town of Sun Prairie. 
O’Keeffe is known for her paint-
ings of flowers, shells, rocks, land-
scapes, and animal bones. The 
festival showcases the work of lo-
cal artists and displays a number of 
framed O’Keeffe prints.  

This celebration is in combination 
with the Sun Prairie Taste of the 
Arts Fair.  The Arts Fair is hosted at 
Sheehan Park and includes more 

than 100 fine crafts/artists booths, 
wine and cheese tasting and food 
vendors.  
 
Downtown 
Ar t ful  Wine Walk
This event is hosted downtown 
amongst several businesses 
where event-goers can sample 
unique wines and delicious appe-
tizers, while enjoying interesting art 
and live music.

Communit y  Tree L ight ing
A tradition since 1915, this event 
marks the beginning of the holi-
day season. The lighting ceremony 
currently takes place the Friday 
after Thanksgiving in front of the 
Sun Prairie Historical Library and 
Museum.

Groundhog Day   
For over 50 years, the Sun Prai-
rie members and supporters have 
been proclaiming Sun Prairie to 
be “The Groundhog Capital of 
the World.” This proclamation has 
caused reverberations from the 
halls of Congress, to the coal fields 
of Pennsylvania, and in the news 
media of the country. 

The Groundhog Day tradition in 
Sun Prairie, Wisconsin dates back 

Photo Source:  Sun Prairie Historical Museum
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to 1948, when Wisconsin celebrat-
ed its centennial year.  Many ways 
were found to commemorate the 
centennial event, both public and 
personal.  One such private ob-
servance was a rather ambitious 
project. A commercial artist, Ira 
Bennett, of Eau Claire, Wiscon-
sin and his young son decided to 
create a series of commemorative 
post cards relating various loca-
tions in Wisconsin to the holidays 
throughout the year. Groundhog 
Day required a stretch of the imag-
ination. The groundhog sees his 
shadow when the sun comes up 
on the prairie, thus, Sun Prairie 
was picked for the honor.

At that time the postmaster in Sun 
Prairie was Margaret McGonigle, 
a lifelong resident, active in poli-
tics and a promoter of the virtues 
of Sun Prairie. When this idea was 
presented she quickly asked the 
artist his permission to use this 
idea to further promote the com-
munity. Soon after, the Sun Prairie 
Groundhog Club was organized as 
a sort of serious spoof.  All people 
born on February 2 were eligible 

to be groundhogs. Those born on 
other days in February were des-
ignated woodchucks. The word 
spread and birth certificates were 
mailed to folks all over the country, 
for a nominal fee.

Ground hogging really hit its stride 
in Sun Prairie when the 4-H Club 
and its leaders, Erich and Teena 
Lenz took over. Erich, never one to 
do things halfway, immediately got 
live groundhogs and always had 
one ready for the ceremony. Dan 
Royle, the newspaper publisher 
and neighbor to the Lenz’, made 
his contribution to the legend with 
his recipe for Moose Milk, a hot 
milk drink with the kick of a moose 
(liquor). The celebrations were 
held at the Lenz home on Pony 
Lane, with their ample home burst-
ing with media people, local politi-
cians and anyone else who wanted 
to be there at sunrise. Telephone 
calls came from TV and radio sta-
tions all over the country wanting 
to know if spring was at hand or if 
we were in for six more weeks of 
winter.

Each year, the groundhog group 
had a different scheme to attract 
the attention of the country. One 
year, two stuffed groundhogs were 
married in a wedding ceremony. 
This gave rise to a declaration by 
Wisconsin Congressman Glen 
Davis in the Congressional Re-
cord that Sun Prairie groundhogs 
were “legitimate” and that those in 
Pennsylvania were otherwise. This 
of course prompted an equally 
frivolous response from the Punx-
sutawney congressman, all printed 
in the Congressional Record.  

All this high-jinx did not go un-
noticed by the groundhog club in 
Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania who 
claimed prior rights to the title. 
Good natured ribbing has been the 
order of the day since the start. 

The first Groundhog Ball was held 
at a now defunct dance hall, Tropi-
cal Gardens, on the corner of Bird 
and Main Streets. The Ground-
hog Ball is now sponsored by the 
Knights of Columbus and is held 
at The Round Table on a Saturday 
night around Groundhog Day.

Source: Sun Prairie Chamber of Commerce
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After caring for many generations 
of Jimmy the Groundhog, Erich 
Lenz retired. Today, the Sun Prai-
rie Chamber of Commerce is the 
official sponsor of the Groundhog 
Day festivities and Sun Prairian 
Jerry Hahn cares for Sun Prairie’s 
famous prognosticator.

The Chamber partners with local 
organizations to host the Ground-
hog Day event and member busi-
nesses participate via booth dis-
plays and promotion. A community 
breakfast is held with approximate-
ly 1,000 people on hand to hear 
Jimmy the Groundhog predict an 
early spring or six more weeks 
of winter.  Jimmy the Groundhog 
boasts an 80% accuracy rate in 
predicting what type of weather is 
in store!

Source: Sun Prairie Chamber of 
Commerce

Sweet  Corn Fest ival
The first annual Sweet Corn Festi-
val was held on August 29 and 30 
in 1953. It is the oldest sweet corn 
festival in Wisconsin. The 1953 
and 1954 festival grounds extend-
ed along the two blocks of Angell 
Street, just north of Main Street. 
The 1953 festival served 13,000 
ears of corn and two hundred 

pounds of butter to 6,000 people 
on Saturday, August 29.

The first corn festivals set the for-
mat for future festivals. Future 
events, included the corn eating 
contest, music, and local talent 
shows. Each festival ended with 
fireworks on Sunday evening. 
Later festival additions included 
the festival parade, the Corn Boiler 
Run, and the extension of the festi-
val to four days.

The festival moved to Angell Park’s 
more spacious grounds in 1955, 
the third year of the festival. The 
1957 corn festival committee as-
signments included eight commit-
tees: dance, corn, butter, queen, 
concessions, corn sales, rides, 
and advertising. Bingo in the An-
gell Park pavilion was added to the 
roster of events in 1973.

The festival is the major event 
of the year in Sun Prairie. A corn 
building staffed by volunteers re-
mains the center of the festival. Lo-
cal service clubs and organizations 
use the festival to gain operating 
funds for their community projects.

In 1997, Stokely USA, expanded 
their facilities. Stokely had cooked 
the corn for the festival for years 

so the festival had the challenge 
of finding a new location to steam 
over 70 tons of sweet corn. The so-
lution came in constructing a new 
“community owned” corn cooking 
building with the help of local busi-
nesses and residents interested 
in taking “stalk” in the Sun Prairie 
Sweet Corn Festival. The commu-
nity rallied to protect the future of 
the time-honored tradition that the 
festival has become. The new corn 
steaming facility was completed in 
1997.

Today, approximately 100,000 
people attend the four day Sweet 
Corn Festival on the 3rd full week-
end of August. Nine local organiza-
tions still use the festival as one of 
their major fundraisers during the 
year and utilize hundreds of volun-
teers to staff the fest.  On Saturday 
and Sunday nearly 80 ton of sweet 
corn are served on the grounds. 
The corn and the carnival contin-
ue to be the major attractions on 
the grounds. In addition, there are 
a wide variety of family activities, 
stage shows, musical entertain-
ment, mini-golf, a craft show, spe-
cialty attractions, and a parade on 
Thursday night.

Source: Sun Prairie Chamber of 
Commerce



3

  V O LU M E  1:  CO M M U N I T Y  I N D I C ATO R S  R E P O R T   |   3 – 29

Agricultural, Natural and Cultural Resources
Volume 1 • Community Indicators Report

Organizat ions 
A number of organizations exist 
to promote and maintain a range 
of cultural resources within and 
around the City. The American Le-
gion Post #333, VFW Post #9362 
and a list of other organizations 
can be obtained by contacting 
the Sun Prairie Chamber of Com-
merce. Some examples include:

Sun Prai r ie 
H istor ical  Societ y
The purpose of this organization 
is to support the on-going efforts 
of the Museum. The Society spon-
sors a regularly held tour of historic 
homes within the City.

Sun Prai r ie 
H istor ical  Restorat ions
This non-profit group was orga-
nized in 1976 for the purpose of 
preserving the historic Crosse 
House on Main Street. Its on-going 
mission is to preserve and restore 
any improvement in the City that 
has a special character or histori-
cal interest as a part of the cultural 
characteristics of Sun Prairie.

Sun Prai r ie  Civ ic  Theatre
This area theatre group, created in 
1970, performs four different pro-
ductions a year. They are head-
quartered within the remaining 
Bradley farm buildings located on 
S. Bird Street next to Sheehan 
Park where rehearsals, meetings, 
set construction, and storage take 
place. Performances are held at 
the Sun Prairie High School audi-
torium which functions as the main 
facility serving the community as a 
performing arts venue.

The Colonia l  C lub
This organization originated in 
1969 to provide a meeting place 
and activities for seniors. The initial 
meetings took place in the base-

ment of the Sun Prairie Historical 
Library and Museum. The Colonial 
Club is now located at 301 Blan-
kenheim Avenue. 

Sun Prai r ie 
Communit y  Band
The Community Band, sometimes 
referred to as the Legion Band, was 
formed in 1961 and is comprised of 
adults and students. Free perfor-
mances are conducted throughout 
the year including outdoor con-
certs at city parks, a spring and fall 
concert, and at community events.

Sunshine Place
This charitable, non-profit organi-
zation directs and administers the 
operation of a facility located at 
18 Rickel Road. The building cur-
rently houses a food pantry, a non-
profit second-hand clothing store 
and space for community-oriented 
tenants. It is intended to provide a 
single point of access for residents 
in need.

 Concerts in the Park

Sun Prairie Civic Theater

Flags of Freedom Parade

Sun Prairie Rotary Club Breakfast
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