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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Merrimac Ferry crosses the Wisconsin River between the northern
extremity of State Highway 113 in Columbia County and the southern
extremity of State Highway 113 in Sauk County. It is approximately
2,700 feet long and is near the west end of Lake Wisconsin.

Originally, the river at this point was much narrower and resembled
the lower Wisconsin downstream of Prairie du Sac, with shifting sands
constantly changing its course. In 1914, however, a hydroelectric
dam was built at Prairie du Sac, seven miles downstream from Merrimac,
forming Lake Wiscomnsin. As a result, the river at the ferry is wide
and relatively deep and the Wisconsin's reddish-brown, iron-laden
waters lie nearly still.

A ferryboat trip across the river at the ferry now can be taken in
about twelve minutes any time 24 hours a day, nine months a year.
The present boat is Colsac II, a modern cable-operated, twelve-car
catamaran vessel with twin steel pontoons covered-with a heavy steel
floor and central powerhouse. The ferryboat is powered by a gasoline
engine connected, through a transmission of pulleys and shieves, to
a steel cable anchored at both termini of State Highway 113. The
craft pulls itself along the cable to each highway ramp where three
drawbridges are lowered to permit access by motor vehicles. The
ferryboat, operated by the State Highway Commission, is a popular
tourist attraction.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Merrimac Ferry is the last of over 500 ferries which once crossed
Wisconsin rivers and lakes. The first Merrimac ferryboat began
operation in 1844 when Chester Mattson, the town of Merrimac's first
settler, obtained a territorial charter to provide service across the
Wisconsin River. 1In 1851 a road, which later became State Trunk
Highway 113, was begun and made use of the ferry. The boats which
originally crossed the river at Merrimac were of the overhead cable
type. The Mattson ferry was abandoned in 1877 but put back into
operation in 1883 by John Brownrigg. It was operated until 1914 when
the construction of a hydroelectric dam at Prairie du Sac created
Lake Wisconsin. At that time Arthur Brownrigg, John Brownrigg's

son, built a gasoline-engine ferryboat which did not make use of a
cable. He operated this until the present type of cable-operated
ferryboat was put into service in 1924. 1In 1933 the Wisconsin State
Highway Commission became responsible for the operation of the Merrimac
Ferry and since that time no fare has been charged for the Merrimac
crossing. Yi;-1963 the eight-car Colsac I, used since 1924, was
retired and became a tourist site in Merrimac. It was replaced by
the larger twelve-car Colsac II now in 0peratiqgj ’




File, "Merrimac Car Ferry," Wisconsin Historic Sites, Division of
Sites and Markers, State Historical Society of Wisconsin.
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