Waunakee’s ‘Return to Glory’
In more ways than one, the village just north of Madison is living up to
its title as the only Waunakee in the world.

I

f you typically drive by Waunakee on your way to Chicago
or The Dells, it may be time to exit and check out how this
village has reinvented itself over the past few years, making
it an ideal place to live and work while providing convenient
access to all things Madison.
The biggest improvement you’ll see is the revamped Main Street.
(also known as State Highway 19). The street was literally sinking,
empty sidewalks needed repairing, and many storefronts appeared
abandoned. The outdated streetlights did little to enhance what local
officials referred to as a disjointed patchwork of residential and commercial properties.
“I always said that the central downtown business district didn’t
match all of the other things that were going on,” says Ellen Schaaf,
executive director of the Waunakee Area Chamber of Commerce. “I
had a feeling people were using Waunakee just to get from one side
of Dane County to the other.”
Over the past few years (especially the past 12 months) village leaders have taken significant steps to ensure that “the only Waunakee in
the world” is seen as a world-class destination for diverse businesses.
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Main Street is now in the final stages of a renewal project that began
in 2014 — one that leveled the pavement, added a roundabout at its
busiest intersection, and unified the appearance from end to end.
The Waunakee Community School District is the best in Dane
County and among the top 10 statewide, according to the latest
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction report card, and residential and commercial development is expanding north, south, and
west. With a median household income of $87,679 between 2009
and 2013, the village continued to foster development even during
the recession years — something that bodes well for the economic
future of this community of 12,750 residents.
“Waunakee is one of the few municipalities that has experienced
straight growth,” says Steve Steinhoff, director of the community and
regional planning division for the Madison-based Capital Area Regional Planning Commission (CARPC). “It’s been growing a lot faster than
the growth projected for Dane County as a whole.”
CARPC projects that the village’s population will approach 18,000
by 2040. Steinhoff attributes Waunakee’s recent growth and development to a type of forward thinking that is spreading throughout
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Downtown waunakee’s
the community. By fostering creativity and
change while applauding imagination and innovation, Waunakee is enjoying what village
administrator and economic development director Todd Schmidt calls a “return to glory.”
“Just open your eyes,” Schmidt says,
“and you’ll see it.”

Main Street Revival

M

ain Street in Waunakee, a short
but busy stretch of the state’s
Highway 19/113 corridor between
Interstate 94 and Highway 12, is the village’s
most visible asset. After years of discussion
between village officials and the Wisconsin
Department of Transportation, the street was
shut down for major repairs in May 2014 and
remained closed until mid-September.
Not all businesses along the construction route stayed open for the summer, but
those that did encouraged customers to
use alternate routes. The village created
a dedicated website to the Main Street
construction project and mailed a detailed
four-page guide to all residents within the
Waunakee ZIP code, encouraging them to
continue to shop locally.
The $4 million project, paid for with federal, state, and local funding, included not
only a new road surface, but also new decorative streetlights, flower planters, benches,
bike racks, brick-paved terraces, improved
pedestrian crossings, and buried power

lines. No businesses
relocated or closed
down permanently, lots
of new specialty retailers
have opened, and “there is good synergy
going on right now,” Schaaf says. “People
are noticing the changes.”
Among the most noticeable change is the
(almost) complete absence of the block-long
Koltes Lumber Co. buildings. The century-old
family business fell victim to the recession,
and the structures sat vacant for years. Now,
Hovde Properties of Madison is constructing
a two-story mixed-use building on the site,
working around the original Koltes structure, which serves as the inspiration for an
early-1900s motif. A new three-story, 78-unit
Madison & Main apartment complex opened
in November just a block down the street.
“Those people will demand nice things
and new services that they need and want,”
says Geoff Vine, chair of the Central Business District Task Force, a citizens group
working with officials from the village and
the DOT, as well as local business and property owners. “It’s an ongoing effort for redevelopment. Things that are happening now
are just the start of the entire redevelopment of the downtown area. Getting people
to come and actually make an investment
in Waunakee shows that the village is doing
what it can to invest in the infrastructure.”
Discussions will now move to projects
involving other blocks that intersect with
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Just north of Madison, Waunakee is a short drive to the capital’s major points of interest.
WAUNAKEE.COM

The Waunakee Tribune

NEWEST FIRST-CLASS DEVELOPMENT

Special Supplement to In Business Magazine

Waunakee’s Main Street continues its
repaid redevelopment after undergoing
major repairs in 2014.
Main Street, as well as the possibility of creating more public parking. “There’s no way
that people who drive through Waunakee
won’t now say, ‘Wow, have you seen what’s
happening in Waunakee?’” Vine says.
“We’ve put the downtown back together
again, and that says something about this
village as a whole.”

Economic Indicators

B

eyond the Main Street corridor,
Waunakee is home to a diverse lineup of businesses, including bicycle
rack manufacturer Madrax, CNC machining
company Tormach, the biopharmaceutical
producer Scientific Protein Laboratories,
industrial gearing manufacturer NORD Gear
Corp., and Uniek, a designer and producer
of picture frames and other home décor
items. Among the new businesses coming
to town are two breweries — one on Main
Street and another in the Waunakee Business Park — which will be online in 2015.
“I wouldn’t say we’ve identified with one
single type of commercial development,”
Schmidt says, noting that the village has
been accommodating to the light manufacturing, clean industry, office, and research
sectors. Typical lot sizes in the Waunakee
Business Park span from four to 10 acres,
some with immediate availability and all
within 10 minutes of the Dane County Regional Aiport.
Some Waunakee businesses, such as
structural steel fabricator Endres Manufacturing Co., have a long corporate history. But
Schaaf says the chamber continues to sign
up new member businesses — including 43
in 2014. “Since 2008, we’ve been very lucky
in that we’ve retained and taken in new
businesses,” she says.
Waunakee officials also are focused on
another segment of the working population
that they refer to as “lone eagles” — indiVILLAGE OF WAUNAKEE
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viduals who eschew the traditional work
environment and operate a business out
of their homes. These include a variety of
professions, from taxidermists and lawyers
to sales professionals and freelance writers.
A feasibility study revealed that many lone
eagles would welcome the opportunity to
rent and share co-working spaces in existing offices, so Schmidt and the village are
pursuing those options.
“I bet there are more than 500 individuals in the village who say they work from
home,” Schmidt says. “That’s a part of our
economy that you don’t always see, but
they are a part of the economic engine.”

Celebrating Goats

In

the Chinese zodiac calendar, 2015 is the Year of the
Goat. And officials at Endres Manufacturing Co., a
structural steel fabricator based in Waunakee since
1926, are using the occasion to highlight part of the familybased manufacturer’s history.
Larry Endres, former Endres Manufacturing president,
wanted the company’s architecture and atmosphere to reflect
his German-Bavarian heritage. So beginning in 1982, the company made the controversial decision to place six live goats
in a park on the southeast side of the property every summer
from Memorial Day to Labor Day.
After public outcry, the goats disappeared but returned in
1990. Since then, goats have become the company’s mascot,
were incorporated into the Endres
logo, and are part of a miniature community petting zoo.
To officially kick off the Year of the

The Waunakee Community School District consistently ranks among the best public
school districts in the state.

I

n addition to adding new businesses,
Waunakee will break ground soon on
a new intermediate school for grades
5 and 6. In 2014, voters overwhelmingly
approved the $45 million project, which also
includes an addition to and renovation of
Prairie Elementary School and the renovation of the existing Waunakee Intermediate
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Endres Manufacturing, whose
property and logo pay homage
to the goat, is making 10 steel
goats that artists will paint for a
city-wide public art project.

Goat in mid-February, Endres
held special activities in Madison
and Waunakee. “We gave out
gift bags to our contractors so
they could celebrate the new
year with us,” says Diane EndresBallweg, Larry’s daughter and
president of the Endres Manufacturing Company Foundation,
which provides financial support
to local organizations and nonprofits. “Those bags contained
Horny Goat beer from a wonderfully fun lakefront brewery in Milwaukee, Goats Do Roam wine, a
variety of cheeses and goat milk
spreads, and beautiful goat milk
soap from Jangle Soapworks in Mount Horeb.”
Additionally, a retired Endres employee is making wooden
“rocking goats” to give away to the first Waunakee baby born
each month during the Year of the Goat. The company also
created steel goats for 10 artists to paint and chain to the light
posts on newly revitalized Main Street. Other goat goodies are
planned throughout the year, too.
“The whole ‘Year of the Goat’ idea has been creative and
fun for us to connect with our clients and our community,”
Endres-Ballweg says.
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April 26: Waunakee/Westport Community
Awards Dinner at Rex’s Innkeeper. An evening
honoring community volunteers.
May 6–Oct. 28: Farmers’ Market, Pizza Hut/
Waun-A-Bowl parking lot, 3–6 p.m. Wednesdays.

› Build to suit office and
warehouse space

Waunakee’s Imagination Celebration, held every 18 months, allows everyone to showcase
his or her creative talents. This year’s event is slated for June at Waunakee High School.

› Complete design services
› Competitive lease rates
› Increase productivity with
a new custom work environment
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School into an expansion of the adjacent
Heritage Middle School.
All told, the village is home to three
elementary schools (kindergarten through
grade 4), one intermediate school, one
middle school (grades 7 and 8), and one
high school (grades 9 through 12). Heritage
Elementary has been named a Wisconsin
Title I School of Recognition for its success
in educating students from low-income families, and the Wisconsin Character Education
Partnership recognizes Prairie Elementary
as a State School of Character.
“Not that recognitions like these are
the be-all and end-all, but they are a solid
indicator of what’s happening across the
district,” says Randy Guttenberg, who has
been superintendent of the Waunakee
Community School District for seven years.
“Families moving to the Greater Madison
area definitely look at the school districts.
We’ve become a big part of that conversation in regards to the recruitment and retention of potential employers.”
A variety of school-to-work, co-op, and
apprenticeship opportunities are available
to high school students, and the district is
involved with the chamber of commerce
and makes post-graduation job placement
of students a high priority.

Creative Community

A

nother segment of Waunakee’s
economy — one that is often overlooked or outright ignored by other
municipalities — is what Schmidt calls the
“creative sector.”
To that end, the village created Imagination Celebration, held every 18 months, at
Waunakee High School. Slated for June
2015, the popular event highlights the
value that artists, musicians, woodworkers,


chefs, dancers, and other residents with
creative flair bring to the village. This free
and festive day includes exhibits, performances, demonstrations, and activities, and
it personifies the creative economy initiative
Schmidt describes in a six-minute video produced by the village (check it out at vimeo.
com/103771374).
“Imagination Celebration has been
wildly successful,” says Sue McDade,
the village’s community services director,
whose department has bolstered that event
with other happenings such as the annual
Chalk Walk featuring sidewalk chalk art in
Village Park and a series of live outdoor
concerts during the summer.
The Village Center, which opened in
2006 and serves as an activity hub with a
fitness center and a senior center, also has
hosted Madison’s Overture Center for the
Arts Rising Stars talent search program.
Waunakee boasts nearly 25 public parks
ranging in size from a half-acre to 87 acres,
the parent-run nonprofit Waunakee Deforest Ice Rink Inc. operates the popular Ice
Pond at Waunakee, and two of the village’s
newest residential developments (Kilkenny
Farms and Westbridge) will be Parade of
Homes sites this year.
Both of those neighborhoods feature
ample green spaces. The 280-lot Westbridge includes a park with a zip line, and the
383-lot Kilkenny Farms boasts plans for an
amphitheater, plus a commercial development along the east side of Highway Q. Iconic covered bridges and centralized gazebos
enhance the quaintness of neighborhoods,
many of which were developed by Waunakee native Don Tierney. “My goal is to make
Waunakee a destination point,” he says.
Taken collectively, the efforts of many
Waunakee officials and residents are doing
just that. l
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May 7–9: Village Wide Garage Sale Weekend.
One of Dane County’s best garage sales!
May 9: NEW SpringFest, 2–10 p.m., Waunakee
Depot Grounds. Enjoy food, live entertainment,
and sidewalk sales and garage sales.
June 4 & 18: Waunakee Community Band
Concerts at Village Park Gazebo, 7 p.m.
June 12–14: St. John the Baptist Parish Picnic.
June 13–28: Parade of Homes. Waunakee sites:
Kilkenny Farms, Westbridge, and Community of
Bishops Bay.
June 16–July 21: Tuesday night summer
concerts at Village Park Gazebo. Live bands each
week, plus food carts. Music 6:30–8:30 p.m.
June 18: Imagination Celebration. Explore
creativity in Waunakee.
June 19: American Cancer Society Relay for Life
in Waunakee at Ripp Park.
July 2, 26, & 30: Waunakee Community Band
Concert at Village Park Gazebo.
July 23–26: WaunaFest. Carnival, food,
beverages, craft fair, parade, etc.
July 25: WaunaFest Run, sponsored by the
Waunakee Chamber of Commerce. 10M/5K/
Walk/Kiddie Run, 7:30 a.m.
Aug. 16: “Pancakes & Planes” Airport & Pilot
Association Fly-In, 7:30 a.m.–noon.
Aug. 19: Waunakee 2nd Annual Chalk Walk,
sponsored by the Village Center.
Sept. 3–5: Fall Village Wide Garage Sale
Weekend.
Sept. 17: WauktoberFest Wine Tasting at Endres
Mfg. Grounds. Tickets required.
Sept. 18–20: WauktoberFest at Endres Mfg.
Grounds. Family fun, food, entertainment, and
beer tasting.
Sept. 19: Cars in the Park at the Village Park,
8 a.m.–3 p.m.
Oct. 24: Halloween on the Farm. Schumacher
Farm Park, 6–8:30 p.m.
Nov. 21: Friends of the Library Craft Fair, Bake &
Used Book Sale at Arboretum School.
Nov. 29–Dec. 31: Holiday events with Rotary
In Lights. 5–9 p.m. nightly at the Village Center.
Caroling at the Crèche, special appearances by
Santa, local shopping promotions, and activities
throughout the holiday season.

caring for you
It’s at the heart of what we do. You’ll find our gentle preventive
care team right here in Waunakee and our specialists, too.
For complete health dentistry we’ve got you covered.

Dec. 5: Santa at the Village Center.
Dec. 13: High School Hero Club Pancake
Breakfast with Santa. WHS Commons.

For a complete community calendar
of events, go to waunakeechamber.
com or call the Waunakee Chamber of
Commerce at 608-849-5977.
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First in Dental & Specialty Care
Family Dentistry • Orthodontics • Endodontics • Sedation
Appointments by phone or online

608.849.5600 • firstchoicedental.com
on Simon Crestway, Waunakee
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Contact: Todd Schmidt
Village Administrator/
Economic Development Director
VILLAGE OF WAUNAKEE
500 W. Main St.
Waunakee, WI 53597
Direct: (608) 850-5227
tschmidt@vil.waunakee.wi.us
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