
HISTORY OF THE CLARKE SQUARE 

NEIGHBORHOOD 

One of the most diverse neighborhoods in Milwaukee, Clarke Square has a rich history that is closely linked to the 

nearby Menomonee Valley industrial corridor. The neighborhood is named for Norman and Lydia Clarke, who in 1837 

purchased a parcel of land immediately west of Walker’s Point, one of three original settlements that eventually 

formed the city of Milwaukee. Clarke’s Addition, as it was known in those days, went largely undeveloped until the 

late 1800s when Walker’s Point had absorbed all the residents it could accommodate. Newcomers moved into Clarke 

Square, building on the vacant lots and reaching the neighborhood’s western boundary of Layton Boulevard by 1900.  

These early settlers had their roots in Germany, Scandinavia, the British Isles, and the eastern United States. They 

were drawn by the jobs to be found in the Menomonee Valley, located just north of Clarke Square. Giant companies 

such as International Harvester and the Milwaukee Road, along with smaller local ventures, employed thousands of 

blue-collar workers. Many of them walked to work from their homes in Clarke Square. Enterprising merchants and 

tradesmen located their businesses within the neighborhood, adding a commercial element to the mix. Longfellow 

School — one of the oldest public school buildings in Milwaukee — dates to 1886.  

Mitchell Park began to take shape a few years later. As it developed, the neighborhood became known for its shops, 

tree-lined streets and, perhaps most of all, its churches, many of which still stand. Clarke Square continued to grow 

until the 1930s, when the Great Depression put a stop to development. After World War II, the children of older 

residents began leaving the neighborhood, making room for another influx of newcomers. Hispanic families, many 

with links to tannery workers who were recruited from Mexico during the 1920s, began moving in during the 1960s. 

By 1990, Latinos made up 35 percent of the neighborhood population and by 2000 the figure was above 60 percent. 

Immigrants from Southeast Asia, such as the Hmong from Laos, started arriving in force in the 1990s.  

A variety of social service institutions serve these newcomers and others. They include Milwaukee Christian Center, 

founded in 1967, and Journey House, which was established in 1969. MCC offers programs for young people and 

seniors, as well as an emergency food pantry and a housing improvement program. Journey House works to 

empower children, adolescents, and adults through education, leadership, athletic, and workforce development 

programs. The relative newcomers to Clarke Square did not have the employment opportunities that drew their 

predecessors to the neighborhood.  

Labor unrest and industrial decline during the 1960s and ’70s drove most major employers out of the Menomonee 

Valley, leaving it a vast brownfield that was designated as a “landfill” by the Wisconsin Department of Natural 

Resources. In the last 10-15 years, however, the Valley has been undergoing a revitalization. Palermo Villa, Inc., 

P&H Mining Equipment, the Potawatomi Casino and Miller Park provide jobs and contribute to the economic health of 

adjoining neighborhoods, including Clarke Square. A historic tannery complex has been rehabilitated into offices and 

condominiums. The rejuvenation of the Menomonee Valley, the creation of a Business Improvement District on 

Cesar Chavez Drive, and the involvement of numerous organizations and individuals in the Clarke Square 

Neighborhood Initiative all point to a promising future for a community older than the city of Milwaukee itself. 


