
 

 

 

 
 
Historical Information on Clayton Township within Crawford County Wisconsin 
 
Crawford County was created on October 26th, 1818 from a territory of the Michigan legislature. Named 
after William H. Crawford, a Georgia senator and James Monroe’s Treasurer at the time, Crawford County 
covered the entire western half of Wisconsin. At this time, the County covered all land north of the 
Wisconsin River, but it was divided to such an extent as to become one of the smallest counties in the 
state. In 1836 the County was transferred to the newly formed Wisconsin Territory as Michigan prepared 
for statehood.  
 

Clayton Township is located in Southwest Wisconsin and is part of the Driftless Area, an area 
was mostly untouched by the glacial advance some 10,000 years ago. The glaciers melt water 
created the Driftless Area that is known for its rugged topography creating scenic bluffs and 
valleys. It is bounded on the west by Utica Township and the villages of Bell Center, Gays Mills, 
and Soldiers Grove, on the north by Kickapoo Township in Vernon County, on the east by Akan 
Township in Richland County and to the south by the Township of Scott. The Scenic 
Kickapoo River runs along the western boundary of Clayton Township, with the famous Gays Mills 
orchards located primarily within Clayton’s borders. 

 
The first known inhabitants of Clayton Township were prehistoric Native American tribes, 
including the Ho- Chunk, Mesquakie, and Dakota. Their presence has enhanced the cultural 
history of the area with some of their culture remains such as animal-shaped burial mounds that 
are preserved at Effigy Mounds National Monument across the river in Marquette, Iowa. For over 
10,000 years, the area which is now Clayton Township had been inhabited by many different 
Native American tribes. Their campsites and villages were mostly along the Kickapoo River Basin 
and its feeder streams and along the Knapps Creek watershed in the eastern part of the township. 

The first explorers in Crawford County were Marquette and Joliet in 1673. Following them were 
voyageurs, entrepreneurs, and traders. The French, British, and Americans then came and 
developed military interests in the area. They explored the land and sought fortune, trading their 
goods at their annual meetings of traders and trappers still celebrated today. The French called 
the area ‘Coulee de Male’, hence the name of the area today as the Coulee region. Many stayed 
to live out their lives in this special area and it soon became an established and well-known region. 

 
In 1843, a survey was done of the New Territory north of the Wisconsin River, prior to the opening 
up of this land for settlement. The surveyor, Samual Wiltse described Clayton Township as 

 
“Principally of the second quality. The surface is uneven and the soil shallow. It is valuable 

chiefly as a grazing district. It’s water is excellent and abundant…..Trout plenty”. 
 

The first European American to settle in Clayton Township was Simeon Tyler, who came in 1830 
and “squatted” on Section 28, Township 10, Range 4W, across from the present Crawford County 
fairgrounds in Gays Mills. 1852 brought Mr. Marsten, Elias Bell, and L.B. Smith. 1853 saw the 
arrival of J.E. Campbell, John Jones, John James, Benjamin Hill, Christopher Christopherson, 
Thomas Hooverson and Andrew Botlerson. 

 
The township began to develop rapidly. 1854 brought the arrival of David Smith, Joseph Martin, 
Robert Walsh, John Murphy, Mathew Ryan, Henry Murphy, Morris Murphy, David Mook, David 
Black, J. Glover, Peter Hoffman, David Underwood, Marwood Hounsell and B. Davenport.. 

Another pioneer settler who came in 1854 was James Brady, who came to the United States from 
Ireland in 1850. The story of his travels to Crawford County were described in the 1884 History 
of Crawford and Richland Counties and are probably typical of many of the new settlers. 

 



 

 

 

He came on the cars to Madison, thence by stage to Highland, then started on foot to 

seek a home. He crossed the Wisconsin River at Port Andrew on the 4th of July. He entered 
land on Section 24, Town 10, Range 3 West now known as the Town of Clayton. He then returned 
to Madison and remained until October, when he hired a team to convey him to his western home. 
He thus had transportation to Martin Munson’s in the town of Akan, at that time the end of the 
road. He then procured an ox team and proceeded on his way. He camped on Knapps Creek 
while he built his log cabin, moving into it as soon as possible, and commenced clearing. The 
following year he planted four acres of corn and in the fall sowed four acres of wheat on ground 
that never had been plowed. He worked his land without any team until 1857, when he bought a 
yoke of steers….by 1884 he had 260 acres of land, 140 of which was cleared and farmed. 

 
By 1857 Clayton Township had a well-run township government that was busy laying out and 
maintaining roads. Mills were built using the water power in the township and a very diversified 
agricultural economy resulted. 

 
As an example, the 1870 agricultural schedule shows Israel Johnson who owned 40 acres near 
Rolling Ground as having 18 improved acres with 3 milk cows, 2 working oxen, 2 other cattle, 6 
sheep, and 3 swine. He produced 40 bushel of wheat, 140 bushel of corn, 40 bushel of oats, 17 
pounds of wool, 38 bushel of Irish potatoes, 300 pounds of butter, and three tons of hay. By 1880, 
Israel owned 35 tilled acres, 1 acre of meadow and 84 acres of woods. He had 2 working oxen, 
1 milk cow, 4 other cows, 39 sheep, 20 swine and 17 poultry. He produced 75 pounds of butter, 
1 calf dropped, 7 lambs dropped, 39 fleeces equaling 150 pounds of wool, 75 dozen eggs, 8 
bushel of buckwheat from 2 acres, 8 acres of Indian Corn equaling 200 bushel, 3 acres of oats, 
10 acres wheat, 8 bushel dried beans, 30 pounds of maple sugar, ½ acre of Irish potatoes 
equaling 50 bushel, 1 acre of apple orchard consisting of 20 bearing trees which allowed him to 
sell 75 bushels of apples, 30 pounds of honey, 25 pounds of beeswax and $30 of worth of forest 
products sold. 
 
 

Table 2.1, provides a land use inventory for the Town of Clayton based on property 
assessment records. The Existing Land Use Map - Map 2.1 illustrates the existing land 
uses of the Town of Clayton as of 2009. 

 

Table 2.1: Land Use Inventory – Town of Clayton 
Land Type Acres Percent of Land Use 
Residential 651 1.8 
Commercial 51 .1 
Manufacturing 0 0 
Agricultural 24,502 67.7 
Undeveloped 1,675 4.6 
Agric./Prod. Forest 8,858 24.5 
Other 479 1.3 
Total 36,216 100.0 
Source: Wisconsin Department of Revenue, 2007 Statement of Assessments 

 

Agricultural/Forest 

As Table 2.1 illustrates the Town of Clayton is rural agricultural town. Of the 36,216 acres 
in the Town of Clayton 35,514 acres or 98.1% of the town consists of agricultural, forested 
or undeveloped land. Agricultural and forestland are typical throughout Crawford County 
as in 2002 the Census of Agriculture reported that there were 88,583 acres of harvested 
cropland in the County. The agricultural uses present in the Town of Clayton primarily 
consist of cropland, grazing/pasture, and livestock related facilities/activities. Crops 
significant the area are primarily corn, alfalfa, and soybeans. In addition, apple orchards 
are significant to the Town of Clayton agricultural economy. In 2008, five orchards are 
active in the Town of Clayton. Also, throughout the County, organic farming has become 
more popular. In 2002, the Census of Agriculture tallied 16 certified organic farms in 
Crawford County. 



 

 

 

 
 

Residential 
In 2007, 651 acres or 1.8% of the land area in the Town of Clayton 
was devoted to residential uses. This further illustrates the rural 
nature of the town. More dense residential development has primarily 
been located near Soldiers Grove and Gays Mills. However, single-
family houses have been constructed throughout the Town to take 
advantage to the rural lifestyle. The Town of Clayton faces minimal 
development pressure from urban areas, but is facing increased 
residential development pressures from people looking to retire or 
purchase recreational property in a rural area. 

The Town of Clayton has three incorporated communities adjacent to 
its borders. The Village of Bell Center (pop. 116) southwest of the 
Town of Clayton is comprised primarily single-family homes and has 
no public sewer and water services. The Village of Soldiers Grove 
(pop. 284) is entirely located within the Town of Clayton on State 
Highway 61/131. Public sewer and water from the Village of Soldiers 
Grove is extended to approximately five homes located in the Town of 
Clayton just to the east of State Highway 61. The Village of Gays Mills 
(pop. 627) is located to the southwest of the Town of Clayton along 
State Highway 131. The village is also home to numerous businesses 
and the county fairgrounds are located in the village. 

 

Commercial/Manufacturing 

There are limited commercial/manufacturing enterprises located in the 
Town of Clayton. As Table 4.1 illustrated only 51 acres is the Town are 
assessed as commercial property and no acreage is assessed as a 
manufacturing property. Three non-metallic mines are located in the 
Town of Clayton and occupy approximately 28 acres of land. 

 
Existing Land Use Regulations 
The Town of Clayton is not zoned. The Town is located in Crawford 
County and the County does not have comprehensive zoning authority 
enacted. 

 
Regulations that are in effect in the Town of Clayton include the 
Uniform Dwelling Code and Crawford County ordinances such as 
Private On-site Sanitary Sewer Ordinance, Shoreland, Wetland and 
Floodplain regulations, Telecommunications ordinance, Livestock 
Licensing Ordinance, Recycling Ordinance and a Private Roadway 
Standard and Specifications ordinance.   
 
See the Clayton Township section of this website for Clayton 
land use ordinances. 
 
 

 
 


