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The Milwaukee River was a clear, fast moving,
and wild river. It provided game fish, wild ducks
and other wildlife, as well as water power for the
settlers. The river was wider than it is now. There
were swamps on either side with an abundance of
tamarack, alder, cedar, and willow trees. The territory
was thick with elm, butternut, beech, maple, birch
and basswood. Some of these varieties of trees
are now rather rare or extinct in the Village, except
for a few “imported” domestic varieties.
The first mill and dam was built by John Henry
Thien in 1842. Thien, with his Sauk Indian labor,
built a dam, which together with the “head gates,”
regulated the flow of water though the mill race to
grind wheat into flour. The dam was constructed
out of timber and stood 210 feet long and 6.5
feet tall. The mill race from the sluice gate to the
mill building was about 700 feet long. The dam
produced a “head” of water of about five feet, which
created increased water velocities through the mill
race. The water flowed through the under portion
of the mill, turning horizontal water wheels resting
in the flow channel. These wheels then turned the
grinder mill stones in the mill, probably grinding
wheat all day. This mill later provided a source of
electricity for the village. As the water left the mill,

it flowed out into what was called the raceway,
and back into the river. It was in this raceway that
many local people found good fishing as the water
was always moving fast and in the warm summer
days churned the water providing oxygen for the
various game fish found in great quantities in the
clear river.
The milling business declined in the Village
as farmland in the nearby Milwaukee area
was converted from farms to other uses. The
problems of running a mill continued through the
years. The spring would bring wash outs and ice
would damage the dam or head gates. The dam
was washed out in 1886 and a concrete dam was
constructed including a “fish slide” that was over
60 feet in length at the dam’s south side.
The head and sluice gates could be closed to
increase river flow over the dam during the driest
summer period, so repairs could be made within
the understructures of the mill and water wheel.
When the head gates were closed and the waters
sealed off from the raceway, a variety of water life
was exposed. Fish in the mill race were centered
in a small center stream and many interested
residents would enjoy seeing what the lowered
waters would uncover.
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The original settlers to the area were drawn,
in large part, to the Milwaukee River. The
river provided a rich source of fish and game,
transportation, and water power. The actual
construction of the dam and flour mill started
after John Weston sold his property to John Henry
Thien in the summer of 1842. In all likelihood,
the dam and foundation for the flour mill were
built simultaneously during the low water of late
summer of 1842. Recognizing the power offered
by the 6.5 foot tall raceway impoundment, Thien
added a sawmill between the dam and his flour
mill in 1843.

1987

1980

The first flour mill, a three story wooden
structure, burned to the ground in 1874 during
one of Thiensville’s frequent bog fires. A
second flour mill, a five story stone structure,

2011

was built in 1876 and served the farming
community until just after World War II. The
building fell into disrepair and was eventually
razed in 1956. The dam also fell into disrepair
following the failure of the Thiensville Milling
Company in 1939. Recognizing the importance
of the impoundment to recreation in the area
and the value of over 200 properties upstream,
ownership of the dam was transferred to the
Mequon Township Advancement Association
in 1941. In 1962, the group now known as the
Mequon-Thiensville Advancement Association
transferred ownership of the dam to the City
of Mequon (75%) and the Village of Thiensville
(25%). That shared ownership of the dam and
raceway (which became a fishway in 2011)
remains in effect today.
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of the former mill race was dredged and lined with
clay to recreate a stormwater management pond
and continue water flow under a building located
at the site of the former mill. In addition, multiple
structural and safety concerns were addressed at
the dam. Large rocks were placed at the bottom
of the dam to eliminate dangerous “water boil
and roll” conditions and to improve downstream
fish passage. The “fish slide” on the south end of
the dam was reinforced with grout and concrete,
and the south dam abutment was completely
rebuilt to meet safety and floodplain regulations.
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Fishway Construction and Dam Repairs
In 2009 and 2010, Ozaukee County, the Village of
Thiensville, the City of Mequon, and other partners
began construction of a fishway in the former
mill race at Thiensville Village Park. Contractors
excavated 400 cubic yards of soft sediment and
brought in clean fill to shape the fishway design.
A new gate was installed at the fishway exit to
shut off flow for annual fishway maintenance.
A pedestrian bridge was also installed over the
fishway entrance to enable visitors a close-up view
of the fishway and to access the river’s northern
shoreline and Rotary Riverwalk. The western end
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