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CHAPTER 2: COUNTY SETTING, NATURAL RESOURCES
AND TRENDS

General Characteristics

Wood County, in the Central part of Wisconsin, has a total area of 516,544 acres. Of this
total, 507,428 acres is land and 9,116 are water. In 2000, the population of Wood County
was 75,555. Wisconsin Rapids, the county seat in the southeast part of the county had a
population of 18,435. Marshfield, the largest city, in the northern part of the county, had
a population of 18,800. Twenty-two townships make up the county. Wood County is
bordered on the north by Marathon County, on the east by Portage County, on the south
by Adams and Juneau Counties, and on the west by Clark and Jackson Counties.

History and Development

The earliest settlement of Wood County began soon after what is now Wisconsin came
under the authority of the United States in 1815. Daniel Whitney, with others, erected a
sawmill at what is now Nekoosa in 1831.

The vast stands of quality timber, especially white pine, attracted lumbermen, and the
lumber industry grew rapidly. The sandy parts of the county were logged first because
the trees there were almost entirely pine, which was the only timber cut by the early
lumbermen. Settlers followed the lumbermen, but because the sandy areas were poorly
suited to farming, the settlers soon moved to the northern part of the county, where soils
are finer textured. They frequently burned the hardwood timber to clear the land for
farming.

Wood County was created in 1856 from a part of Portage County. Several boundary
changes followed until 1872, when the present boundaries were established.

Wheat and rye were the principal crops at first, but about the turn of the century dairying
began to increase in importance. Butter was the main dairy product, but cheese soon
became more important. In 1925, more than 12 million pounds of cheese was produced
in Wood County.

The culture of cranberries began in early 1870’s, and today Wood County is the leading
cranberry producing county in Wisconsin.

Paper mills replaced the sawmills as the era of lumbering drew to a close. Numerous
sites on the Wisconsin River between Nekoosa and Biron provide waterpower to operate
the paper mills. The river supplies the vast quantities of water needed in making paper.
Paper is now the principal industrial product in Wood County.










