
Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan wrote: “What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value.” This brief talk will be about the place that is
Fitchburg and how it has been formed over time.
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Some of you may wonder what the Swan Creek Sewing Circle has to do with land planning? Formed in 1915 the women of the Swan Creek Sewing Circle made quilts, clothes for the mentally
handicapped, and bandages for use by the Red Cross in the two world wars.

Those who plan the city have the land that is altered and reformed by human activity to create a Fitchburg quilt.
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Before human settlement, the space that is Fitchburg was molded by the Wisconsin glacier, with terminal and recessional moraines, drumlins and outwash plains giving body to the landscape.

In 1833 Fitchburg was basically a piece of fabric, undeveloped but for some Indian Trails.

William Vroman, who with his brothers George and Joseph were the first settlers of European descent on the Fitchburg prairie, is quoted in Fitchburg: a History as stating: “It is one of the best
agricultural towns in the county, with very little or no waste lands, about equally divided between prairie and oak openings. The soil is very rich and climate healthy.” Interestingly, today,
these same geographic and natural features, the moraines as an example, are often used as reasons to develop property.
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Before the settlement by the Vroman’s, John Stoner, according to Fitchburg: A History, was, in 1837, the first to cultivate the deep rich soils of Fitchburg, and the third to do so in Dane
County. He would purchase land in section 17 in December of 1840. His farming activity would be the start of Fitchburg’s rich agricultural history, at least in a Western-centered world view.
It would be the beginning of a sense of place, but also a patch or piece on the Fitchburg quilt that is the land.
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The Irish were the predominant ethnic group to settle Fitchburg, and their impact is recognized in the city logo as it mimics a clover. This map, shows the historic roads and trails and Thomas
Kinney’s area of Irish settler concentrations. The wave of Irish immigration would correspond to the potato famine, or as in the case of the Fox family, to get away from English persecution.
Of course, in 1840 Fitchburg was known as Greenfield. It was not until 1853, to avoid confusion with Greenfield in Milwaukee County, that the name was changed.
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Let us move ahead 97 years to what may be the first compiled air photo for Fitchburg. What is striking is the mosaic that is the farmland of Fitchburg—Fitchburg’s version of an American
quilt. The fields, wetlands and woods are the fabric, and roads and streams are the quilting thread. The women of the Swan Creek Sewing Circle created quilts out of fabric and thread, but
their husbands, brothers and fathers, and yes it was mainly men who did the field work at the time, according to agricultural historian John Shover, created the quilt of the land. The Nine
Springs Creek corridor and its related wetlands are easily visible-- from Fish Hatchery Road to Syene Road. One could say that Fitchburg was a place, defined by its agricultural residents
farming the rich soil commented by Mr. Vroman.
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Fitchburg adopted its first major land use plan in 1974. This plan set forth the urban service concept. With the advent of exclusive agriculture zoning a few years later, the idea of growth in
an urban service area became a mainstay for development. The conflict at the boundaries of different landscape types began, or at least became more pronounced, in the 1970’s as Fitchburg
changed from a rural community to a suburb. Between 1970 and 1980 Fitchburg added 69 acres of development to accommodate a population increase of 7,300, which works out to almost
105 persons per acre. The urban service area is the means by which the city guides development to not only assist in the economical provision of public services, but also to retain a rural
component to Fitchburg.
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There was present in the past, as well as today, a constant interplay between agricultural land and development which evokes a series of emotions in the populace. Fitchburg by its very
geography is in the midst of this on-going suburban-rural tension. This tension, as UW Historian William Cronon notes, occurs at the boundaries of different landscape types. Fitchburg was
the first incorporated municipality in the state to have a farmland preservation zoning district, and it is the only one in the state to have a SmartCode zoning district. This constant tension,
ironically, and in my opinion, gives a sense of place by its combination of farmland next to suburban land.
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Six years before I began my employment with Fitchburg, you can see scattered rural subdivisions and suburban development in a not too orderly process. The most concentrated areas of
development lie near the Madison border in the north along Fish Hatchery Road and by Verona Rd. Between 1980 and 2010 the municipality has added on average about 4,500 persons a
decade.

With no set core from which to grow, Fitchburg was growing in a suburban, and somewhat haphazard fashion. As a town, it had lacked a downtown that was typically critical in providing that
sense of place for communities. It may have lacked a physical downtown, but there was a sense of place as the residents would move to form their own city to avoid annexations by the city
of Madison, and to control their destiny. Interestingly, the town board used high density development at the northern edge to help calm Madison expansion to the south.
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Recognizing the growth explosion, the city hired its first full time planner and zoning administrator. That is me at an earlier age and time.
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Becoming a city had other consequences, some of which made headlines. Such as the first state highway map to be prepared following Fitchburg’s incorporation in 1983.
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By 2017 major developments have remained concentrated in the urban area, with farms interspersed by the rural subdivisions of decades earlier. In 2017, Fitchburg’s population reached
near 28,0000 persons.

Fitchburg still struggles with identity, sometimes thinking that one unified school district, or a post office would solve the issue. However, place is more than a single building or institution.
Place is created, in part, by a form of development that is not just to provide services, but to want to make people congregate and meet, to be part of what is valued.
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One measure of urbanism is the provision of sanitary sewer and water. A comparison of sanitary sewer lines clearly indicate the extent of urban growth, in this case over a period of 42 years.
These lines represent the thread used as new layers of fabric were pieced onto the fabric of the land that is Fitchburg.
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One of many issues of contention in the boundary of different landscape types is sidewalks.

Using baby steps the city advanced from no sidewalks, to a sidewalk section in a drive, and then to the point where, starting in the mid-1990’s, new subdivisions were required to have
sidewalks.
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In many respects Fitchburg is a microcosm of Dane County.

In fact, it is representative of a transect--it has urban and suburban developments, rural subdivisions, scattered rural development, farmland and natural features like wetlands and woods.
Experience shows us, that yes William Cronon was correct, that the most contentious issues are present near or at the borders of the different landscape types.

15



During the creation of the 2009 Comprehensive Plan the city went through an intense process to define future growth. Realizing a need to accommodate a population increase of about 5,000
persons a decade, the question arose as to the level of sustainability of a growth pattern that devours land at over 100 acres/year.

A variety of models, at 50 and 100 and some at 200 acres of growth per year were produced, from linear, nodal, resource and agricultural land preservation being just a few.
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Taking a vision to a plan required us to do what planners do, balance a variety of concerns. In the end it was a hybrid model developed by mixing and matching the desires of various interest
groups, finding common ground on what it is that is valued. It is not perfect, but it is the long term vision that defines Fitchburg. Growth and development are often viewed as measures of
success. But, success is also respecting the community vision and values. CARPC would take this Future Urban Growth model, and its use of varied service, land use and resource factors, for
use in other communities through out the county.
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Community vision is expressed in a variety of ways, most importantly through the built environment. Geographer David Sack, once wrote: “Understanding the spatial manifestations of
behavior becomes increasingly urgent as social relations continue to increase in complexity.” The built environment is an interplay between the population, its values and its social relations.

As Tuan wrote, “If something is of sufficient importance to us we usually find the means to give it visibility.”
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As we know, Fitchburg has ever changing experiences, land use, and values.

UW historian William Cronon has noted the paradox that rural development is in itself the destruction of the pastoral.

As urban development continues to advance onto the rich soil recognized by William Vroman in the mid 19th century, my hope is the city will continue to recognize the importance of
agriculture as a resource.
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Adopted March 2009, the Comprehensive Plan balances a variety of factors to set a long term vision through its identification of community values.

Rural Fitchburg is important to the character of the community—and hence a desire for its continuation and preservation.

Fitchburg needs to respect its agricultural land, for that heritage makes up such a large part of the community’s collective value. For, its heritage needs to be able to recalled other than in old
photos and plat maps.

The urban-rural tension will not cease, but, as planning and past experience show, it can be managed. It comes down to working your plan.



Among other things, planners wish to create place to encourage engagement and discernment, and to allow lives to be led in a productive, purposeful and meaningful manner.
Undifferentiated space becomes a place when that space is endowed with value. The values of a community are not always easy to discern. After all, people have different beliefs,
experiences and memories which have formed their values. But, as planners the task is to take these varied values and find common ground. The values of the ladies who made up the Swan
Creek Sewing Circle were identified in the bandages prepared, the clothes they made, and the quilts they pieced together. So, too are the values of Fitchburg identified when the land is
transformed by human activity. The ethos and values of a place are told in its history. The values expressed in the land, Fitchburg’s quilt, will be around a very long time.

I am grateful to the long hours present and past Plan Commission members have given to form the city. As Alexis de Tocqueville, the commentator on early American life, mentioned in his
work Democracy in America, “The health of a democracy may be measured by the quality of functions performed by its private citizens.” The citizens of Fitchburg should be grateful for your
service.

This presentation began with a quote from a work by Yi Fu Tuan, and that is how it will end: “The effort to evoke a sense of place and of the past is often deliberate and conscious.”
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