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What will happen to Knapp house, the original Wisconsin governor's
mansion?
State officials mum on plans for historic landmark
by
on Tuesday 11/18/2014 1:08 pm

The future of the Wisconsin governor's mansion is in doubt.

Not the current one, where 14 governors have lived. It's the earlier one, home to 18 governors from 1883 to 1950, that
is a few blocks from the Capitol.

The mansion may be sold by the Wisconsin Department of Administration, but officials have been vague about what
they're considering. The potential sale has some fretting about the landmark's future.

"It's such an important piece of the city's history, and the land around it is significant in that history," says Ald. Ledell
Zellers, whose district includes the mansion.

The mansion, 130 E. Gilman St., is on the National Register of Historic Places. The date of its completion is unknown,
perhaps as early as 1854. At the time, the entire UW consisted of North Hall. Madison was two years from
incorporating as a city.

For many years the home was jokingly called "The White House" for its first owner, Julius White, later a Civil War
general. Officially, it was the "Executive Residence," named by Belle Case La Follette, wife of governor and later U.S.
Sen. Bob La Follette. She felt the term "mansion" distanced the public.

The property totals 63,462 square feet. In 1950 the state transferred the property to the UW Board of Regents for
$60,000, drawn from a UW trust fund created by Kemper Knapp. The building has since served as the Knapp Graduate
Center, a living and learning facility for doctoral students. In 1967, UW built on the shoreline its Lifesaving Station, a
base for rescue crews monitoring boaters on Lake Mendota.

But the Knapp house has become expensive to maintain. "It was getting to the point where we needed to upgrade the
facility" to comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act, says Gary Brown, director of campus planning and
landscape architecture. "The Knapp program didn't have the funds to do that."

The UW declared the mansion surplus, leaving its fate to be determined by the DOA. However, the UW still wants to
keep the Lifesaving Station.

In order to do so, the UW has to subdivide the property. "We wanted to go through the official process with the city of
Madison," Brown says. On June 17, 2013, the city Plan Commission was scheduled to take up the proposal.

"The staff at DOA started having second thoughts about it and then just pulled it off the agenda," Brown says.

With no subsequent word from DOA, the UW again submitted its proposal to the Plan Commission on July 27 this
year. Again, the DOA interceded. Since then, Brown says, "We've not heard anything from them on what their plan
is."

The property is on a June 30 DOA list of state assets "for potential sale or lease," including "underused acreage" at
Madison's Hill Farms State Transportation Building on the west side.

Stephanie Marquis, DOA spokeswoman, had few details to offer when asked about the mansion. "It is too early to
speculate on the potential sale or lease of any of these properties because the state has just begun the review process,"
she says.

More than review is apparently going on, however. The Capital Times has submitted an open records request to learn
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about developers interested in the Hill Farms property. The DOA refuses to release the information "until a negotiation
of the contracts is completed."

Brown doubts the grounds around the old mansion would be deemed historic, meaning it's possible something could be
built there. But a deed covenant will protect the building, at least, from demolition.

Says Brown: "I hope someone gets it that can really take care of it and make it a great shining example of historic
preservation."











































 



Knapp House Architectural History 

By Jeffrey Dean, State Preservation Planner. State Historical Society of Wisconsin. 1972.  
 

 
 

 
 

 



The appearance of this house today is most likely very similar to its original appearance. During 
the years three porches have adorned the house, starting in the 1850’s with a small front porch 
flanked by a bay window to the left, which no longer exists. Around 1898 a rambling porch was 
added which swept across the front of the building and down its southwest façade. In turn, this 
porch was removed more recently and replaced with the present small porch supported by two 
Ionic columns in front of two Ionic pilasters. 

The house is built of indigenous sandstone from the Westport quarry, as are many of Madison’s 
other aristocratic mid-19th century houses. Unlike the others, however, this house has an 
asymmetric façade composed of three blocky masses. To the right of the entrance is one-story, 
flat roofed stone projection with a pair of deeply-recessed windows which are unadorned by 
hooded moldings. Other windows in the façade are also deeply recessed, but have generous 
hood moldings with keystone motifs. These richly-formed windows, casting marked shadows, are 
the most striking feature of the main elevation, closely followed by the generous eaves of the roof 
which are supported on large brackets. These brackets are paired at corners, which are further 
embellished by recessed panels under the eaves. On the northeast elevation is a white, one-story 
bay window. 

Attached to the rear of the main body of the house is a subordinate stone wing, which is less 
elaborately executed. The roof is lowered and the walls planes recessed, and the windows are 
smaller with only plain lintels and sills. Roof brackets are also smaller, and are paired. 

The house has a very gently sloped-hipped roof topped by a widow’s walk. Four centrally-located 
chimneys penetrate the roof. 

The design of the house is unusually restrained for the mid-19th century, making it appealing to 
one with contemporary taste. Assigning the proper “style” to a Midwestern building of this period 
is oten hazardous because of the way styles quickly came and went, and because designers had 
no qualms about combining styles which had been regarded as incompatible previously. This 
house is a Victorian design with Italianate influences, a “style” shared with many other Madison 
residences of the period. 

Toward the end of the last century, a Norwegian formal terraced garden was built on the 
northwestern lawn of this house. Though this garden is no longer preserved, traces of it can be 
found today. The spacious lawns on this side of the house run down to the shore of Lake 
Mendota, where a University of Wisconsin boathouse has been built only recently.  

Historial articles about the Mansion 

"Tax-Payer's Mansion" 
In which Governors Will Reside. Romantic History of the New State Executive Mansion—Where 
Ole Bull Took His Child-Wife—A Magnificent View. more... 
[The (Milwaukee) Journal, April 13, 1885. 4 pages] 

"A Granger Governorr" 
Great story about Governor Rusk and descriptions of the city in these early times. more... 

"An Historic House" 
Story of the Executive Residence at Madison, Wis. Ole Bull Lived There Once more... 
[The Minneapolis Journal, May 31, 1893; 2 pages. Nice Image]  

"Madison’s Historic Old Homes Are Picturesque—Also Drafty" 
Executive Mansion, One of the Oldest In City: Was Built In 1857 more... 
[The Wisconsin State Journal, February 5, 1917] 

"Executive Home in Madison to be Open Again" 
Official Residence of Wisconsin Governors to be More Lively. more... 
[ Milwaukee Sentinel. December 26, 1920. 3pages] 

http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/wlhba/articleView.asp?pageno=1&id=8389&advanced=yes&headline=&newspaper=Milwaukee+Journal&lastName=&firstName=&qualifier=&year1=&year2=&city=&county=&mainhead=&subhead=
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/wlhba/articleView.asp?pageno=2&orderby=&id=3354&pageNum=1&advanced=yes&headline=&newspaper=&lastName=Rusk&firstName=J.&qualifier=Governor&year1=&year2=&city=&county=&mainhead=&subhead=
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/wlhba/articleView.asp?pageno=1&id=8390&advanced=yes&headline=&newspaper=&lastName=Bull&firstName=Ole&qualifier=&year1=&year2=&city=&county=&mainhead=&subhead
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/wlhba/articleView.asp?pageno=1&id=8999&advanced=yes&headline=&newspaper=&lastName=Rusk&firstName=J.&qualifier=Governor&year1=&year2=&city=&county=&mainhead=&subhead
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/wlhba/articleView.asp?pageno=1&id=8392&advanced=yes&headline=&newspaper=&lastName=Delaplaine&firstName=George&qualifier=&year1=&year2=&city=&county=&mainhead=&subhead


"Wisconsin ‘White House’ Born Same Year As Republican Party" 
"The White House" of Wisconsin is one of the most historic residences in Madison. more... 
[The Wisconsin State Journal, June 4, 1922; 2 pages] 

"Governor’s Home Scene of Early Social Life" 
Society and Political History of State Made in Present Executive Mansion. more... 
[Wisconsin State Journal, December 2, 1928] 

"Making of a Home of the Governor’s Mansion" 
Coming into own. more... 
[The Milwaukee Journal, February 10, 1929; 6 pages; Photos] 

"Executive Mansion Has Historical Background" 
Executive Home Once Called ‘White House’. Governor’s Residence Owned by General White: 
Bull Lived in it, too. more... 
[The Wisconsin State Journal, March 2, 1930; 4 pages] 

"Mansion Comes Into It’s Own" 
Within the large wide verandah-ed... more... 
[The Wisconsin State Journal, June 22, 1930; 6 pages; blurry photographs] 

"Knapp House is an intellectual and social heaven" more... 
[University Communications; News@UW-Madison and Wisconsin News weekly newspaper on 
02/13/01] 
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http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/wlhba/articleView.asp?pageno=1&id=8394&advanced=yes&headline=&newspaper=&lastName=Kohler&firstName=Walter&qualifier=Mrs.&year1=&year2=&city=&county=&mainhead=&subhead
http://www.news.wisc.edu/5802
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Knapp House Graduate Center – Old Executive Residence 
130 East Gilman Street 

Madison, Wisconsin 
 

 
Front (southeast) elevation 
 
Brief History 
The existing Knapp House Graduate Center (aka Old Executive Residence) was 
originally built in 1855 by Julius T. White, and his wife Catherine, and was first known 
as the “White House” to local residents in Madison. Mr. White was a prominent local 
businessman and legislator. It was one of the first sandstone mansions in what would 
become known as Mansion Hill. White was a local art collector and had a leading role in 
the artistic and social life of Madison until his departure in 1857. White sold the house to 
George and Emeline Delaphine from whom he originally purchased the land. In 1868, 
they sold the house to J.G. Thorp and his white Amelia Chapman Thorp from Eau Claire, 
Wisconsin where they had compiled a fortune in the lumber industry. In 1883, the Thorps 
sold the mansion to Governor Jeremiah Rusk who lived there for two years. He then sold 
it to the State of Wisconsin for use as a permanent executive residence. All seventeen 
governors from 1885 to 1949 lived in the house and maintained its social standing and 
festive reputation in the community. In 1950, a new governor’s mansion was purchased 
in Maple Bluff and the State sold the house to the University for $60,000 using earnings 
from the Kemper K. Knapp endowment fund. Since that time the university has used the 
facility for graduate student housing as the Knapp Graduate Center. That program has 
recently been reorganized and move onto campus. The university is working with UW 
System, the State of Wisconsin’s Department of Administration, and the Wisconsin 
Historical Society to transfer the property. 
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