RECREATION ON THE MILWAUKEE RIVER

There was a time when the Milwaukee River was a significant year-round community playground.

The mid to late 1800’s found a great deal of activity taking place in the heart of town below the site of the former North Avenue dam.  However, increased river traffic, pollution and ice breaking tugs resulted in a diminishment of recreational use in this area.  When this occurred, the reach above the former dam became the main stage for recreational activities.

During the early 1900’s, Riverside and Gordon Parks were a hub for river related recreation.

In the winter months, a toboggan slide in Riverside Park provided thrills by crossing a giant hump 

constructed on the river’s ice and ending up at Gordon Park.  A ski jump in Gordon Park provided 

a venue for competitions and the frozen riverbed between the parks was the scene of winter carnivals, 

which drew huge crowds to events such as hockey games and skating races.

Warm weather found the river devoted to boating and swimming.  As many as 1,000 canoes could be

found on the river on a pleasant summer day and Gordon Park provided a very popular river

swimming facility.

The City of Milwaukee Parks Department also developed swimming facilities along the river in Lincoln Park during the early 1920’s.

Since the water found in the Milwaukee River was warmer than Lake Michigan, the demand

to provide additional river swimming facilities was significant. In 1931 Milwaukee County’s

Parks Department utilized relief labor programs to develop beaches and bathhouses at 

Kletzsch and Estabrook Parks.  Both of these facilities proved to be hugely popular, particularly

the Kletzsch site, which was lighted and on hot summer nights drew 1,500 to 3,000 swimmers. 

By the early 1940’s water conditions in the river had deteriorated to a point that the recreational 

value was significantly affected.  Therefore, pools and Lake Michigan beaches took over as 

the sites for swimming in what by then was a consolidated Milwaukee County Park System. 

Perhaps through serious efforts to control pollution, some of the recreational opportunities formerly associated with the Milwaukee River will be recaptured.
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