
                  History of Benton  
 
 Listed below is a selective chronological history of the 
Village of Bentonðand to a lesser extent, the surrounding 
area. Credit for the research and compilation of this portion 
of the chronology goes to Stephen Calvert and Peg Roberts. 
Various historical sources, some more reliable than others, 
were used in the compilation. Corrections and additions to 
this chronology are welcome and may be submitted to 
info@bentonwi.us. Welcome, too, are additional 
photographs that give a visual history of Benton and the 
surrounding area.  
 
Photographs used in the chronology came from a variety of sources, 
including: Swindlerôs Ridge Museum, the Schoolhouse Museum, Dave 
Driscoll, the Sinsinawa Dominican Archives, and from articles compiled 
by Ray Swift and published in Benton Alumni Newsletters.  
 

 

Ʒ The earliest known lead miners, George W. 
Rollins (often cited as Rawlins) and his son 
Ashford, from Virginia, arrived here from St. Louis, 
Missouri, and prospected in the area, building a 
cabin near the Horseshoe Bend. George lived in 
the Benton/New Diggings/Elk Grove areas until at 
least 1842, Ashford through 1847. They may have 
gone to California in the Gold Rush.  

Ʒ The area's first mine was at Hard Scrabble 
(Hazel Green). 

 
 

 

Ʒ The first area post office opened at Fever River 
(Galena), Illinois.  

Ʒ Moses Meeker visited 
New Diggings for the first 
time. Prior to coming to the 
area, Meeker had engaged 
in the smelting of white 
lead in Cincinnati, Ohio. 
After having taken out a 
government lease, Meeker 
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brought a colony of forty-five men to the area and 
began mining and smelting on a large scale. (Photo 

by permission of Wisconsin State Historical Society) 

Ʒ The Van Matre brothers began mining in 
Shullsburg Township. Henry Gratiot and Jesse W. 
Shull also worked in the area.  

Ʒ It was estimated that there were about 450 
diggings/mines in the lead region of southwestern 
Wisconsin/northwestern Illinois. 
 

 
 
 

Ʒ First permanent settlers arrived: (a) Mr. and 
Mrs. Andrew Murphy and their five sons: Daniel, 
Dennis, James, Matthew, and Patrick; (b) Peter 
and Catherine O'Leary; (c) an adventurer named 
François de Lisle; and (d) Peggy, a family servant. 
They settled 1½ miles east of the village, near the 
mill dam on Highway 11, where they built a cabin 
and dug a mill race at Horseshoe Bend. 
Construction of the mill dam began in 1827 and 
was completed in 1829. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Ʒ The first child, Mary Ann O'Leary (daughter of 
Peter and Catherine [Murphy] O'Leary), was born 
in the Benton area.  

Ʒ First marriage: James Murphy to Flora Scott, of 
Illinois.  

Ʒ First death: Mrs. Andrew Murphy (buried in 
Galena, Illinois).  

1827 

1828 



Ʒ Charles Gear erected a cabin on the border 
between Benton and New Diggings Townships, 
near the Fever River.  

Ʒ B. R. Gillette took a claim at Buncombe.  

Ʒ Ahab Bean and his wife and three daughters 
came to Galena from Missouri, traveled up the 
Fever River to Coon Branch, and farmed and 
mined near where the Benton train depot was later 
located.  

Ʒ During the winter of 1827-28, the price of flour 
was $30/barrel (a price equal to seven tons of 
smelted lead).  

Ʒ The price of lead fell to less than a penny a 
pound, leading to a depression in the lead region. 
The price stabilized by 1832.  

Ʒ Benton Township was organized. 
 

 

Ʒ Langworthy Ridge, one of the first mining 
settlements, was mined by Daniel Sand, Scribe 
Harris, Orwin Smith, and James H., Lucius H., and 
Salon Langworthy, one mile south of town.  

Ʒ A mill race and a three-story millðthe first in 
the countyðwere completed by the Murphys at 
Mill Seat (Horseshoe) Bend.  

Ʒ The northern part of Benton Township was 
settled by Benjamin and Peter Carr and was called 
Buzzard Roost. 

 

 
Ʒ Andrew Murphy died on September 23 and was 
buried in Galena.  

ƷJames Murphy and Moses Meeker became 
licensed smelters.  

1829 
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Ʒ Sauk and Fox Indians ceded lands in southern 
Wisconsin and northern Illinois to the U.S. 
government and resettled in Iowa. 

  
 

Ʒ Dennis and James Murphy, Peter O'Leary, and 
Peter Carr enlisted to fight in the Black Hawk War. 
They returned without seeing battle, however, 
because they disagreed with the way the 
commanders waged the campaign.  

Ʒ Lucius Lyon, contemporary historian of the era, 
noted only three area settlements: Natchez (New 
Diggings), Buncombe, and Murphy's Mill.  

Ʒ The Black Hawk War ended. 

 
 
 

Ʒ The first book printed in Wisconsin Territory (at 
Green Bay) was Fr. Samuel Mazzuchelli's Ojibway 
(Chippewa)-language Almanac. 

 

 
 
Ʒ A store and saloon was opened by James and 
Samuel Munday. Another store was run by James 
Faherty.  

Ʒ In the first government land sale, Dennis 
Murphy acquired about 40 acres upon which 
Benton now stands. Later Murphy donated the 
land on which the Primitive Methodist Church, the 
Benton Methodist Church, and the St. Patrick 
Catholic Church stand.  

Ʒ The first blast furnace in the area was erected 
by the Murphy brothers at Mill Seat Bend.  

Ʒ Father Samuel Mazzuchelli arrived in the lead 
region and ministered to people from Dubuque to 
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Galena to Shullsburg. As a 
zealous preacher of the 
Gospel, he founded many 
Christian communities in 
Wisconsin, Iowa, and Illinois 
and built 25 churches in the 
region, including those at 
Benton, New Diggings, 
Shullsburg, and Galena.  

Ʒ Jacob, John, and Abraham Jenkyns arrived in 
the area. Jacob built a mill, and John and 
Abraham farmed. Jacob's home still stands in 
Jenkynsville, WI.  

 

  
 

Ʒ The Territory of 
Wisconsin was created 
from the Michigan 
Territory. The first 
territorial legislature 
met at Belmont in 
October, with Father 
Mazzuchelli being named chaplain.  

Ʒ Population of Benton Township: 776; Iowa 
County (which included present-day Lafayette 
County): 5,234; Wisconsin Territory: 22,214.  

Ʒ The first land grant from the federal government 
was given to James and Dennis Murphy.  

Ʒ The first township post office opened at Mill 
Seat (Horseshoe) Bend, with James Murphy as 
postmaster. It closed in 1837.  

Ʒ The Belmont Gazetteðthe fourth newspaper in 
Wisconsin and the first in what would become 
Lafayette Countyðbegan publication. 

  
 
 

1836 



 

Ʒ A school was built in the Fever River valley, 
near Horseshoe Bend, and was attended by 
children of the Johnson, Looney, Murphy, and 
Sheffer families. 

  
 

Ʒ The Wisconsin lead region was surveyed for 
the U.S. Treasury by David Dale Owen, who 
identified 35 diggings and 5 furnaces.  

Ʒ Murphys' Mill and Furnace burned down. 
James and Dennis Murphy advertised their 200-
acre site for sale in the Northwestern Gazette and 
Galena Advertiser. 

 

 
Ʒ A cooperage (cask and tub-maker shop) was 
built by Philo Gillette.  

Ʒ In the early 1840s, lead mining began at 
Swindler's Ridge, as well as on the Coon Branch 
of the Fever River.  

Ʒ The 1840 federal census showed Wisconsin 
Territory's population to be 30,945. It listed 67 
African American slaves in the state, most of them 
brought from Kentucky and Missouri to work in the 
lead mines in Southwestern Wisconsin. 

 

 
Ʒ Father Samuel Mazzuchelli, Dominican priest, 
moved to the district and became a U.S. citizen at 
Des Moines, IA. 

 
 
 
 

 

1840 
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Ʒ Father Mazzuchelli returned to Milan, Italy due 
to ill health; he returned to the Benton area in 
1844. 

 

  

Ʒ The village was 
surveyed and laid out by 
John Burrell and Matt 
Murphy (image) on March 
18 on 40 acres owned by 
Dennis Murphy. The first 
streets were Main, Bean, 
Catherine, and Jackson 
(later changed to Van 
Buren).  

Ʒ The first post office opened with the name 
Cottonwood Hill, with Dennis Murphy as the first 
postmaster. It was located in the grocery/saloon 
operated by Henry Myers and Ezra B. Parish on 
Bean Street.  

Ʒ St. Augustine Church, designed by Fr. Samuel 
Mazzuchelli, was completed in New Diggings.       

(Photo courtesy of Dave Driscoll.) 

 
 

1843 

1844 



 
 

Ʒ A saloon and bowling alley was built by Charles 
Hewitt at the corner of Main and Van Buren streets 
(site of Donnaôs Hair Trix). Owen McDonald 
purchased this building for a home in 1847.  

Ʒ The name of the village was changed from 
Cottonwood Hill to Benton, honoring Thomas Hart 
Benton (1782-1858), famous Missouri senator.  

Ʒ A house was built on Main Street by Joseph 
Arnold (later owned by Matt Murphy and, until his 
death in 2004, James Sysko, Sr.). It is believed to 
be the oldest house still standing in Benton. 

Ʒ Father Mazzuchelli's nephew Francis became 
the first priest ordained in Wisconsin Territory.  

ƷIt was estimated that about 25 million pounds of 
lead were produced in the Benton area during the 
year. 

 

 

Ʒ The first public school classes were taught by 
Ira Kingsbury west of the village at Swindler's 
Ridge.  

Ʒ The Logstone Hotel was built on a lot at the 
corner of Main and South Bean streets (site of the 
post office and the adjoining parking lot).  

Ʒ The Chaperone Hotel was built on the site of 
the present-day Butch McCarthy home.  

Ʒ The American House (hotel) was built by 
Dennis Murphy. It was the largest building in 
Southwestern Wisconsin at the time.  

Ʒ The first butcher shop was opened by Malone 
and Griffith near St. Patrick Church.  

1846 

1845 



Ʒ Benton's first physician/druggist, Dr. Philip 
McBrien (perhaps spelled McBrean), was located 
in Benton.  

Ʒ It is believed that 
the "Murphy/ Temple" 
house was built in 
this year. Oral history 
indicates that there 
was a long lane to 
the house that began 
beyond where the 
United Methodist 
Church stands on Main Street.  

Ʒ The frame St. James Catholic Church was built 
at the site of the present-day St. Patrick Church. 

  
 
 
 

Ʒ Logstone House, one of the first hotels, was 
destroyed by fire in March.  

Ʒ The Primitive Methodist Church was organized, 
with Pastor Thomas Robinson in charge of 
services in members' homes.  

Ʒ Fr. Mazzuchelli founded a teaching 
congregation of Dominican sisters at Sinsinawa, 
WI.  

Ʒ Lafayette County's first judicial court was held, 
with one of the first cases heard being a divorce.  

Ʒ In December, Benton Township's population 
was 1,919, and the population of Lafayette County 
(now separate from Iowa County) was 9,335. 
Shullsburg was the county seat. 

 

 

 

1847 



Ʒ Wisconsin was admitted to the Union on May 
29 as the 30th state.  

Ʒ The first annual County Board school 
appropriation, $35.64, was made for the Benton 
school and $54.34 for the New Diggings school.  

Ʒ The former Baptist meeting house was 
remodeled into the first Methodist Episcopal 

Church. The church 
had two doors in the 
front, one from which 
men entered, and the 
other from which 
women entered. Once 
inside, the men and 

women sat on opposite sides of the church. This 
building, much changed, is now a private 
residence at the corner of Galena and Frontier 
streets. It originally stood where the present-day 
Methodist Church stands.  

Ʒ In Lafayette County, the Democrat candidate 
for U.S. president, Lewis Cass, outpolled the 
national winner, the Whig Zachary Taylor. Locally, 
Thomas K. Gibson was chosen state senator for 
the district. 

 

 
Ʒ News of the discovery of gold in California 
caused about half of the area men to leave to find 
wealth in California.  

Ʒ Fr. Mazzuchelli became priest exclusively to 
Benton and New Diggings Catholic parishes. 

 

 

Ʒ The 1850 census showed that there were 2,227 
people in Benton Township, 11,531 in Lafayette 
County, 305,391 in the new state of Wisconsin 
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(ten times that of a decade before), and 
23,191,876 in the United States.  

Ʒ Gold fever reached such a feverish pitch that 
on a single day, 60 wagons left Mineral Point, 
headed for California.  

Ʒ James Murphy was appointed chairman of the 
County Board.  

Ʒ There were about 65 businesses in Benton 
Township. 

 

Ʒ A one-room 
frame school-
house, 24 feet by 
30 feet, was built 
at the site of the 
current 
Hoppenjan house 
on the corner of 
East Main and 
Park streets. For 
several years, the teachers were Dominican 
sisters. The building has been preserved as the 
1851 Schoolhouse Museum (image) and stands in 
the Village Park. 

 

  
Ʒ A frame Primitive Methodist Church was built at 
the site of the present church on the corner of 
West Main Street and County J. The church was 
named ñHappy Jackôs Churchò for John Winder, 
minister. Fire destroyed the church in 1863.  

 

 

 

 

1851 

1852 



 

Ʒ The Benton Female Academy was founded by 
Fr. Samuel Mazzuchelli on February 1 and began 

to teach young girls, both Catholic and Protestant. 
Father Mazzuchelli was a strong advocate for the 
education of young women. He made sure the 
school had the finest, most up-to-date equipment 
and resources. (Photo courtesy of Sinsinawa Dominican 

Archives.) 

 

  
Ʒ The Shullsburg newspaper, the Pick and Gad, 
was founded. 

 
  
 

Ʒ Construction of 
the present St. 
Patrick Catholic 
Church was 
completed. At that 
time, the stone 
church did not 
include the present 
entrance and belfry, 
which were added in 1922.  

1853 

1854 



Ʒ The post office was moved to the house 
adjoining the United States Hotel on Main Street. 

 

 
Ʒ The state census recorded Lafayette County's 
population as 16,064. (The county's population in 
2002 was only 16,263!) 

 

 
Ʒ Matt Murphy became the district's state 
assemblyman.  

Ʒ James Buchanan, the Democrat candidate for 
U.S. President, won the national and county vote 
over Fremont (Republican) and Fillmore (Whig). 

 

 
Ʒ The first Methodist Episcopal pastor of the 
Benton-Providence-Mt. Pleasant-Democrat-
Wesley Chapel circuit, Rev. Enoch Tasker, was 
appointed. The parsonage was located in 
Jefferson. (In 1876 it was located in Benton.)  

Ʒ Matthew Murphy began his long service on the 
County Board, and James S. Murphy became the 
district's state assemblyman. 

 
  

Ʒ The Benton House was built. 

 

 
Ʒ Benton sent the first of 117 soldiers to the Civil 
War and contributed $17,000 to the Union cause, 
as well as much of the lead used for shot by the 
Union Army. 

 

1855 
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Ʒ The Klondike House, a saloon with apartments 
above, was erected at the corner of East Main and 
South Bean streets (current site of VFW Hall).  

Ʒ The frame Primitive Methodist Church burned 
down. There was speculation by some that 
Copperheads (Southern sympathizers) were 
responsible for the fire. 

 

 
Ʒ The present-day 
brick Primitive 
Methodist Church was 
built to replace the 
frame church that was 
destroyed by fire. 
Father Mazzuchelli 
contributed $25 toward 
its rebuilding.  (Picture 

shows the church after 1905 when vestibule was added.) 

Ʒ Fr. Samuel Mazzuchelli died on February 23.  

Ʒ Wagon-making shops were opened by Moses 
Piquett and by Charles Savary.  

Ʒ A blacksmith shop was operated by Michael 
Flynn. 

 

 
 

Ʒ James Kearns built a stone store, now 
occupied by Ye Olde Rock Inn Cafe. The interior 
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of the store is shown with Samuel J. Kearns in the 
background, son of James Kearns (circa 1900).  

 

 
Ʒ A narrow-gauge railroad was begun from 
Galena through Benton to Platteville, to be 

completed in 1875. The Benton depot was built. In 
the mid-1900s, Benton was the end of the line for 
the train, and a large, circular turntable was used 
to turn the trainôs engine around and head it back 
in the opposite direction. 

The picture below (circa 1912-15) shows girls from 
Benton waiting for the train to Galena. Certain 

stores in Galena would purchase the return ticket 
for those persons spending $10.00 in their stores. 
Many people from Benton, especially the women, 
took the train to Galena to shop. 

Ʒ John Beck opened a lumberyard in this year or 
in 1875. 

 

 

1874 


