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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Cole Watch Tower is a much later addition to the Italianate farmhouse built 
circa 1870 by Charles King of Omro. According to the present owner, building 
the house took three years and was largely the work of one very skilled crafts­ 
man who did all of the masonry and carpentry himself. The brick was hauled from 
Waupaca.

The house sits on a low stone foundation and has an L-shaped floor plan—a two- 
story brick square and a one-story brick wing behind. Simple Italianate features 
include a low hipped roof, brackets below the wide eaves, and a denticulated 
cornice. This same bracket and dentil combination is used above the entrance 
porch and over the bay window on the north side of the house. Each double hung 
window has a panelled cornice and most of the glass is original.

The Watch Tower was built in 1935 and designed by Howard-Jensen-Brown of 
Oshkosh. The seven-story steel structure rises above the back wing of the 
house. The exterior is a curtain wall of tan faced brick and tile with con­ 
crete spandrel covers that delineate each of the floors. The second and 
third stories were designed as living quarters and include a kitchen, living 
and dining room and dressing room. The rest of the floors serve as storage 
area. A shed roof projects out over the tower entrance.

Because of its massive construction, the building remains structurally sound 
although it has not been used since 1948.

1. Interview with Bruce Cole, February 28, 1977.

2. Ibid.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Cole Tower was built during the heyday of the fox fur industry in Wisconsin. 
It is one of very few surviving structures of its kind and is
representative of the development of fur ranching versus fur trapping. Because 
of this, it is believed that the watch tower possesses sufficient significance 
to override the fifty year criterion.

With the decline of the fox farming industry and the development of new 
breeding techniques, the watch tower, once so common in Wisconsin, has become 
obsolete. However, in the early decades of this century, when raising foxes 
was both very popular and profitable, the tower was a necessary part of the 
ranch and was recommended by the American National Fox Breeders Association 
in their trade journal.

Because foxes are extremely nervous and shy animals, the best way of observing 
their quarrels, accidents, and mating without alarming them was from a secluded 
post. Most towers were small (one to three stories). The Cole Tower was built 
especially tall in order to give the observer a view into all the pens which 
were built on an incline away from the house.

Between 1920 and the 1930 f s Wisconsin supplied 55% of the United States fox 
pelts. At the end of the War, however, the fox industry had declined to such 
a level that most farmers dissolved their fur businesses and tore down their 
watch towers. No foxes have been raised at the Cole farm since 1948 but it would 
not have been feasible to destroy their tower since it is an integral part of the 
house and is so solidly constructed.

1. "Year Book of the Silver Fox and Fur Farming Industries, 1927-1928," 
American National Fox Breeders Association. Minneapolis, p. 50.
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The nominated property is an approximately square area of four acres bounded 
on the north by the south side of State Trunk Highway 21. The house and tower 
are in the center of this area and there are no specific structures, fences or 
landmarks to delimit the east, south and west boundaries.
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Item 7 - DESCRIPTION, continued.

Appearance

The Watch Tower is engaged to the Italianate farmhouse on its north facade. 
Though the method of construction of the foundations of the tower is unknown, 
it appears visually to spring from the long, one-story wing projecting north­ 
ward from the house. The house is square in plan, with the north wing 
attached, and built with brick walls resting on split-fieldstone foundations. 
The square, hipped roof rises to a central brick chimney. The tower is 
integrally molded to the house such that the two units, while different in 
period and function, constitute a single entity.

Item 8 - SIGNIFICANCE, continued.

The brick farmhouse, on its split-fieldstone foundations, is an example of 
the post-Civil War vernacular Italianate style. Characteristic of this period 
are its full roof-eave bracketing, its bracketed window lintels, and the 
bracketed entry porch and west bay window. Inasmuch as the house and tower 
are fully integrated physically, the house itself is a significant element 
of the entire structure.

Submitted May 9, 1978.


