
Page 1Dane County Historical Society Newsletter, Spring 2008

Volume 27 Spring 2008 Number 1

DANE COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY
NEWSLETTER

Continued on page 2

Rocky Roost
By Mary Clark

Rocky Roost was an enigmatic complex of build-
ings that stood for a short time on a tiny island in
Dane County’s Lake Mendota. Both the island and the
buildings were known as Rocky Roost; both the island
and the buildings are now gone.

Rocky Roost was originally designed by Frank
Lloyd Wright in 1892 for his childhood friend, Robert
M. Lamp. Growing up on Madison’s east side, Wright
and Lamp forged a friendship that endured for years
after they grew up and went their separate ways.
Wright, of course, went on to his famous and well-doc-
umented architectural career. Lamp remained in
Madison, and later became a local politician and
prominent citizen. The strength of the friendship that
the two men shared is indicated by Wright himself in
his autobiography, where he referred to “Robie” Lamp
as his “one intimate companion” and spoke of their
“inseparable” friendship during their early years in
Madison. He further wrote that the two of them

remained “fast friends.”
Robert M. Lamp was born June 8, 1866 in

Madison, exactly a year before his friend Frank Lloyd
Wright was born on June 8, 1867 in Richland Center.
Wright and Lamp met around 1878 or 1879 as chil-
dren attending Second Ward School on East Gorham
Street in Madison. Lamp’s family had been early
German immigrants to Madison in 1851. They were
farmers, artisans, and businessmen. Robie’s family
lived on East Johnson Street, just a block from the East
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The Dane County Historical Society
Office and the Otto Schroeder Records
Center are located in the lower level of
the Lussier Family Heritage Building on
Lake Farm Road just south of the
Beltline near Lake Waubesa.

Rocky Roost, ca. 1915. (PermissionWHS ImageID 28164)
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Later, presumably in stages during 1901 and 1902,
Lamp and Clarke decided to enlarge and improve their
island getaway. They called on Robie’s old friend,
Frank Lloyd Wright, again to remodel and expand
their “camp” on Rocky Roost. The cottages were
joined together with a wraparound structure; and a
second story with a porch was added. It was quite a
challenge, even for Wright, to unify the motley collec-
tion of cottages and tie them together aesthetically. An
elaborate windmill, which brought up fresh water from
a well, was added a year later.

The buildings on Rocky Roost have proven to be
somewhat confusing and controversial for architectural
historians because neither the earlier cottages nor the
later compound closely resemble other of Wright's
work of that period. Yet, the evidence in support of
Wright's connection with the building is substantial.
Even though the facts of the building must now be
pieced together through circumstantial and photo-
graphic evidence, “the staff of the Frank Lloyd Wright
Memorial Foundation Archives has examined some of
the pictorial evidence and has no qualms about
attributing the building to him.” (Holzhueter, p.103)

Rocky Roost was a popular resort and recreation
area in its day. The picturesque site also became a
favorite romantic subject of postcard companies, pho-

Gorham Street residence of the Wrights. Robie Lamp
went on to attend the University of Wisconsin, major-
ing in English from 1885 through 1891. While still a
very young man, in 1889 he was elected as city treasur-
er. He served in that office through 1890, and then
worked for about five years in the Wisconsin Secretary
of State’s office and in the state land office. Later he
opened his own real estate, insurance, and travel
agency.

It is possible that it was while working in the state
land office that Lamp discovered the piece of land next
to Governor’s Island in Lake Mendota. Although it
was offshore from the Mendota State Hospital, and
presumed to be part of that property, he learned that it

was not owned by the state and could be purchased.
Lamp, along with his friend, Melville C. Clarke, a
Madison banker, apparently later “arranged for taxes to
fall delinquent” so they could then buy the property at
a tax sale. (Holzhueter, p.94).

In 1892 Lamp and Clarke built the first simple
cottage on the island, which just barely rose above the
waters of the lake; and by late 1893 they had built
another cottage and a boat house.

Wright was living in Oak Park, Illinois at the time,
but maintained contact with his boyhood friend in
Madison. Some evidence, in the form of an early pen-
cil sketch that is attributed to Wright, suggests that he
either visited or perhaps even designed the first simple
structures on the island. Continued on page 3

Rocky Roost (Continued from page 1)

Rocky Roost Isl. as it appeared on 1906 Hydrographic map of Lake Mendota,
Dane County.

Rocky Roost island, seemingly barely above the water level, photographed prior
to the 1892 building of the Lamp/Clarke cottages. (Permission WHS Image
ID (X3)44397)
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tog-

raphers, and artists. There
are many commercial pho-
tographs and postcards
made of and from the
island, and numerous pho-
tographs and postcard views
of Rocky Roost appear in
Madison histories, guide-
books and collections.

Sadly, the Rocky Roost
compound burned down in
1934 or 1935. Rumor has
it that a hospital mental
patient set fire to the place,
although very little is docu-
mented about the fire. At
the time it burned, the
property was owned by Dr.
Arthur G. Sullivan. The
cottages were never rebuilt,

Continued on page 4

Newly built cottage on Rocky Roost. September 18,1892. Left to right: A. B. Morris, W.A.P. Morris, A.J. Dodge,
and Melville C. Clarke (co-owner of the island with Robert Lamp), all prominent Madison businessmen.
(Permission WHS ImageID 28165)

Rocky Roost cottages and boathouse, May 24, 1896. Camp mattresses and bedding are airing on the porch, indicating that the cottages were being opened for the
season. (Permission WHS ImageID 39336)
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but the private island continued to be a popular spot
for recreation, picnics, and duck hunting for some time
afterwards.

Today, the normal lake water level has reclaimed
what remained of Rocky Roost Island; there is no evi-
dence of the island or of the resort that used to be.

Rocky Roost (Continued from page 3)

Rocky Roost complex, ca. 1915. Robert Lamp is seated at left on the pier.
(Permission WHS Image ID39337)

Postcard showing Rocky Roost (Permission WHS ImageID 51321)

AUTHOR’S NOTE: I first became interested in Rocky
Roost when I saw it on the 1906 Hydrographic map of
Lake Mendota, Dane County, a copy of which is owned
by the Otto Schroeder Records Center. Much of the
material for this article came from a wonderful article:
John O. Holzhueter, “Frank Lloyd Wright’s Designs for
Robert Lamp,” Wisconsin Magazine of History, winter,
1988-89. 82-125.

Dane County Historical Society
presents

A Series of Public Programs
“Remembering in Dane County”

Local writers will read from their own reminiscence writings

➢ Tuesday, March 11, 2008 (1:30 - 2:30pm)
Crossroads Coffeehouse
2020 Main St.
Cross Plains, WI

➢ Saturday, March 29, 2008 (10:30 -11:30am)
Waunakee Public Library
710 South Street
Waunakee, WI

All Programs are FREE and Open to the Public

Sponsored by the Dane County Historical Society
with a grant from the Dane County Cultural Affairs Commission

➢ Tuesday, April 15, 2008 (7:00 – 8:00pm)
Oakwood Village West
6165 Mineral Point Road
Madison, WI

➢Monday, May 5, 2008 (1:00 – 2:00pm)
Stoughton Area Senior Center
248 West Main Street
Stoughton, WI
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Looking for an obituary for a person from the Dane County area? Most obituaries for Dane County residents
are published in one of two newspapers: the Wisconsin State Journal or the Capital Times. Obituaries from these
papers can be found in different ways, depending on the date of the obituary you are looking for.

If you’re looking for obituaries before 1960,

• You can browse the microfiche of the newspapers at the Madison Public Central Library. (201 W. Mifflin St.)
Hours: Monday-Thursday: 9:00 - 9:00

Friday: 9:00 - 6:00
Saturday: 9:00 - 5:00
Sundays (Oct-Apr): 1:00 - 5:00

• You can also request an obituary from Madison Public Library by phone, email, or mail. In order to request
that an obituary be sent to you, you must provide the following information: name of the deceased and a
maximum two-week range for the date of death. Some charges may be applied.

• See http://www.madisonpubliclibrary.org/ref/obit.html, or call the Madison Public Library, Central
Reference Desk (608-266-6350) for details.

If you are looking for obituaries from 1960 to the present,
• You can try searching LINKcat, the online catalog for all Dane County public libraries. Here’s how:

1. Go to http://www.linkcat.info.
2. Click “Newspapers” in the bar at the top:

LINKCat Basic Search Screen (www.linkcat.info)

3. Enter the name of the deceased in the “Wis. State Journal Subject Search” field:
4. Click “Go”. You will receive a list of results that matches your search term.

Dane County Obituaries
By Stef Morrill

Continued on page 6
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LINKCat Local Newspaper Search Screen

While the full-text of the obituaries is NOT included in the LINKCat online catalog, the exact citation for the
obituary can be found there. With the exact obituary citation in hand, you can then view the full obituary at the
Madison Public Central Library, or you can request that the obituary be emailed, faxed, or mailed to you.

If you are looking for obituaries from the last few years,
• You can check the Wisconsin State Journal Website at http://www.madison.com. These online versions will
not include any images that might have been included with the original print obituary.

If you don’t have access to the Internet at home, remember that you can visit your local public library to search
these resources and to get assistance with your search.
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Dane County Historical Society Presents
FORWARD! A History of Dane: the Capital County
FORWARD traces the history of Dane County through the twenti-
eth century. As home to state government, Dane County history
provides background and insight into the development of Wisconsin
throughout this period. The book was researched and written by
Allen Ruff and Tracy Will. Tracy Will is well known to many
Wisconsinites as one of the hosts of the popular television series,
Wisconsin Stories, developed cooperatively by Wisconsin Public
Television and the Wisconsin Historical Society. The first published
history of Dane County in nearly 100 years is replete with fascinating details and rich graph-
ics. It has over 400 pages of text, hundreds of pictures, complete index, maps, photos, and
graphics enliven the text.

I would like to order ____ number of copies:

Dane Historical Society Members @ $26.95 each $ ____________

OR Non-Members @ $29.95 each $ ____________

Shipping and Handling: Add $3.00 per copy $ ____________

TOTAL ENCLOSED $ ____________

Mail to: DCHS, 3101 Lake Farm Rd., Madison, WI 53711
If you wish to pick up the book in person to save shipping and

handling charge, please call DCHS (608-224-3605)

***** HURRY and RENEW TODAY *****
Don’t Miss Any Issues of Your Dane Co. Historical Society Newsletter

2008 Membership Form
Thanks for your support!! Your membership helps the Society carry out its mission of preserving Dane County’s her-
itage for tomorrow’s generations.
********************************************************************************************************************
Name: ____________________________________________________________________________________

Address: ___________________________________________________________________________________

City: __________________________________________ State: _________________ Zip: _________________

Phone: _____________________________________ Email: _________________________________________
Membership is for the calendar year (January to December 2008)

Level of Membership: (Circle One) Type of Membership: (Check One)
Individual membership: $15.00 New member ��
Family $20.00 Renewing member ��
Contributing $45.00 Returning member ��
Sustaining $65.00
Business/Professional $40.00
Student $10.00

Make checks payable to: Dane County Historical Society
Mail to: Dane County Historical Society, 3101 Lake Farm Road, Madison, WI 53711

I am enclosing an extra donation in addition to my membership dues
Amount of gift: $__________________________________________

Check a category below to indicate how you would like your extra donation/gift used.
��  Use my gift wherever it is needed
��  Central High School, Madison Mirror digitization project 
��  Apply my gift to the Legacy Fund as an investment in the future of the Society

Forward! Is Now A Textbook
The Dane County Historical Society is
pleased to report that a University of
Wisconsin—Madison instructor has
chosen to use the Society’s publication,
Forward! A History of Dane: the
Capital County, as a textbook in her
Rural Sociology course being taught
this spring at the Madison campus.
The course is Rural Sociology 140:
Introduction to Rural Sociology and
Development with instructor Sarah
Lloyd.   

FORWARD!, written for the Society
by Allen Ruff and Tracy Will, and
published in 2000, includes some very
important and interesting research on
the importance of agriculture in the
shaping of Dane County.  
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As we begin another year, things are looking exciting for Dane County Historical Society.  We have a won-
derful series of reminiscence reading programs underway; we are on the verge of getting the first part of the
digitized Madison Mirror texts up on the web; we plan to finish the project to electronically list our archive
materials online; we have published a number of exciting index publications; we have opened up some collabo-
rative paths with other area historical societies; we finished the past year with a balanced budget; and we are in
the midst of a membership drive to increase our support base.    

Yet, we could do so much more.  We need more members, more board members, more contributors, more
volunteers.  We have set some high goals for the Dane County Historical Society.  We want to double our
membership, and we want to get the board of directors up to its mandated 15 members.  I am optimistic and
excited about the coming year.  

The date and place have not yet been set for the DCHS Annual Meeting, but I am hoping for a record
turnout.  Watch the newsletter and your mailbox for more information.

President’s Message from Mary Clark

Mary Clark

Check your mailing label. If it says 2007,
this will be your last newsletter.  Please

renew today!! If it says COUR, 
you are receiving this Courtesy Copy of
the newsletter as a friend of the Society.

The Dane County Historical Society Newsletter is published quarterly (Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter), by the Dane County Historical
Society and printed by The Printing Place. Submissions are due 15 days prior to publication. Reader reviews, testimonials, flak and flattery,
are also welcome. Send to: DCHS Newsletter, 3101 Lake Farm Rd. Madison, WI 53711. E-mail: danecountyhistory@sbcglobal.net
Mary Clark, President,  Howard Sherpe, Editor, Dane County Historical Society


