The annual Valentine’s Day iron pour in front of the Sector67 hackerspace at 2100 Winnebago
(Winnebago Studios is visible in the background at the right; Madison Circus Space, Dr. Sax, and Ford’s Gym also ring this lot)
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Crossroads at a Crossroads
The Atwood-Winnebago corridor at the easternmost end of Madison’s Isthmus has been a
crossroads for at least a thousand years, when Native American trails between Lakes Mendota and
Monona converged here. Union soldiers mustered nearby en route to fight in the Civil War, and at
the turn of the last century the Schenk and Huegel families operated several businesses at this
intersection, which was one of Madison’s main commercial centers and came to be known as
Schenk’s Corners.

Schenk’s Corners ca. 1961 (center)
(note how little the streetscape has changed over the past half century)

A century ago this part of the East Side was the city’s manufacturing ghetto, and the surrounding
neighborhoods were developed as workers’ housing. With the closing of most of those factories and
the departure of many of their employees for the suburbs after WWII, the area declined socially as
well as economically. Artists began moving in, attracted by affordable real estate, walkable
neighborhoods, and proximity to downtown.
Demographically this part of town is now a mix of low-paid service workers, skilled tradespeople,
small-business owners, government employees (including at least three members of the City’s
Department of Planning & Community & Economic Development) and university staff, and wellheeled professionals; there is a healthy mix of young singles, families raising children, and retirees.
As is typical of Madison’s white neighborhoods, though—even proudly progressive ones such as
those through which the corridor runs—the population skews overwhelmingly white and no one
seems to know how to encourage infiltration by the African-Americans, Hispanics, and Hmong who
live just east and northeast of the corridor.
Today the Atwood-Winnebago corridor is home to a burgeoning and multifaceted creative
community that is transforming this once-overlooked working-class/bohemian crossroads into a
cultural destination for the entire Madison metro area. Anchored by the revitalized Barrymore
Theatre near the corridor’s historic hub, Schenk’s Corners, within the past year the corridor has
become the city’s de facto alternative-arts district.
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Barrymore Theatre

Schenk’s Corners, north cul-de-sac

(flanked by the Design Coalition, Bad Dog Frida, Lao Laan Xang Restaurant)

(Alchemy Café, Ideal Bar, galleries & shops)

The cultural activity taking place along the corridor is occurring organically, with minimal municipal
oversight or aid. So far this has been an advantage, encouraging entrepreneurs to take risks where
real estate—some of it industrial buildings ripe for repurposing—is relatively inexpensive and
plentiful.

Infill and retrofitting opportunities abound (as the images above show). Residents and businesses
alike welcome greater density to increase walkability/bikeability as well as to strengthen the
cherished “buy local” economy. Older businesses and residents are mixing well with newcomers to
this traditionally progressive neighborhood, since for the time being few are being priced out.
The City Planning Division map below shows the distribution of land use along the corridor. It
accurately reflects how well the corridor’s commercial areas mesh with the surrounding residential
neighborhoods. But it lumps creative nonprofit ventures such as the Sector67 hackerspace and its
next-door neighbor, the Madison Circus Space collective, together with the United Way and the
Goodman Community Center as “government and other institutional” (blue on the map), which
under-represents the extent of the creative sector. It also fails to show the thriving community
garden plots along the Main Street railroad right-of-way that parallels the corridor one block north.
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Land-use map of the Atwood-Winnebago corridor
(the proposed arts district would begin with the red commercial cluster at the lower left [encompassing Schenk’s Corners and 2100
Winnebago Street] and extend to the right along Atwood Avenue’s bend)

The corridor's evolution from a somewhat run-down, working-class commercial zone to a more
upscale mix of services, light manufacturing, restaurants, boutique retail, and creative spaces over the
past ten years is occurring relatively gently, with minimal displacement. Though its pace has
accelerated markedly over the past year, change had hitherto been fairly gradual, providing a sense of
continuity. A few of the old blue-collar bars are still going strong side-by-side with new
microbreweries' tasting rooms, and there's even some crossover in their clienteles. Because density
along the corridor is generally low—sprawl's silver lining!—there seems to be room for everyone, at
least for the time being.
The largest cultural institution along the Atwood-Winnebago corridor is the Barrymore Theatre,
now restored to its original grandeur as the community's landmark structure following a period of
sordidness. The Barrymore attracts audiences from throughout the Madison metro area to see
internationally known musicians and other performers. There are very good restaurants within a
block or two. The other larger entities along the corridor are Sector67, three sizable churches, the
United Way headquarters, the venerable Schoep's ice-cream factory, and, off to the east, Madison's
excellent municipal botanical gardens. Makerspaces are increasingly interspersed throughout.
A prime example of uncontested generational turnover is the thriving three-year-old Chocolaterian
Café that opened in a historic building at Schenk's Corners at the site formerly occupied by a
uniform store/factory whose proprietors were ready to retire after decades in business at that
location. Another successful adaptation to changing times is Ford's Gym, a hardcore holdover from
the ’hood’s industrial days that nowadays sublets to a capoeira/yoga studio and has on occasion lent
its streetfront boxing ring for performance art; through the picture windows passersby can see 325pound stone spheres and bare-chested hunks duking it out, overseen by painted Tibetan Buddhist
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symbols on the balcony at the rear. Some of the artists, too, are finding ways to weather the
economic downturn. High-end jewelry designer, sculptor, and collector Natasha Nicholson’s Strata
and 1964 galleries at Schenk’s Corners—open by invitation only in the building where she has lived
and worked for decades—now share some of their captivating street-level vitrines with an Internet
distributor of Mongolian grills; fortunately, its window displays are artful, too.

Chocolaterian’s chef-owner, the gym’s artist-designed logo, tiny chairs in 1964 Gallery’s window

Economic, community, and cultural development along the corridor frequently intertwine in
interesting and productive ways. There are a great many more fruitful possibilities for such
interchanges, however, that aren't happening because there's no mechanism to foster them. By
setting up an online network and offering periodic social gatherings for the corridor's businesses,
nonprofits, and independent creatives, @ARTS could do much to overcome the perception that old
and new enterprises don't have much in common, as well as startup entrepreneurs' tendency to
focus singlemindedly on establishing their ventures at the expense of community-building beyond
their own circles. Ideally small grants to individual artists to facilitate and/or create work for these
projects could be found.

Make No Small Plan

Madison’s Cultural Plan, adopted less than a year ago, includes the Atwood-Winnebago corridor as a
portion of one of the four cultural zones it identifies (shown in orange on the map above). Within
this zone, however, the Cultural Plan’s focus is heavily on the more established Williamson Street
section to the southwest at the expense of the mile-long, kite-shaped Atwood-Winnebago
crossroads at its heart where creative-enterprise growth has been booming since the Cultural Plan
was completed. It is this under-the-radar section that is poised to become Madison’s new alternative
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arts district (outlined in red on the map below).

The Atwood-Winnebago corridor lies within the jurisdiction of the Schenk-Atwood-StarkweatherYahara Neighborhood Association (SASYNA), the city’s largest with some 6,000 households. In
2013 SASYNA initiated a six-month-long placemaking-visioning process for the corridor in
anticipation of a major infrastructure-redevelopment project there that was slated to begin in 2015.
It convened a series of well-attended public meetings with active City Planning and Engineering
staff support. At the second of these sessions it was announced that funding for the redevelopment
project had been pulled from the municipal budget until at least 2020, a major setback.

Atwoodfest
(featuring that East Side street-fair staple, underage stilt-walkers)
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For many years the crossroads’ signature public event has been the annual street festival held around
Schenk’s Corners and the Barrymore Theatre every July. This year the festival’s longtime sponsor,
the Goodman Community Center, has bowed out and a coalition of neighborhood organizations
has taken over planning, rechristening the event SummerFest.

We’re All Special Here
What distinguishes the Atwood-Winnebago creative cluster not only from the Overture Center—
Madison’s big-budget “high culture” downtown arts complex that boasts a modern-art museum,
galleries, and well-appointed live-performance spaces—but also from its older sibling, the
Williamson (a.k.a. Willy) Street neighborhood arts corridor to the southwest, is that along Atwood
and Winnebago there’s room to spread out and actually do creative things yourself, not simply
consume the creative work of others.
A second essential quality of the Atwood-Winnebago creative cluster is the extraordinary range of its
art forms. There are microbrewers next-door to lutiers, jugglers sharing a parking lot with engineers
racing robots, potters and glassblowers a (careful) stone’s throw from tap dancers, and an all-female,
punked-out bicycle-stunt dance troupe cheek-by-jowl with a letterpress printer. That fizzy, tangy
kombucha cocktail occurs nowhere else in town, and it’s a precious commodity. How can we keep
this creative ferment going?

Creative Capital
The economy of the corridor’s creative enterprises is dynamic but fragile, as a handful of examples
drawn from the past few months illustrates.
§ The scrappy pop-up Glitter Workshop closed after only a few months in a closet-sized
triangular building east of Schenk’s Corners; this spring it was replaced by an instantly
popular stand selling locally made ice-cream, and suddenly the adjacent patch of scraggly
grass next to the bike path became a park filled with kids licking cones.
§ Absolutely Art Gallery, the pioneering creative-community anchor for the east end of the
corridor, closed a couple weeks ago after nine years in business, done in by a combination of
a leaky building and a weak economy.
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§

Sector67, the thriving creative-community anchor for the cluster of enterprises at 2100
Winnebago, has been facing displacement by redevelopment of the old factory building it
leases for the past two years. Now it’s rapidly outgrowing its space as well as being actively
and very publicly courted by backers of a proposed new tech incubator closer to downtown.
§ Midwest Clay Studio relocated to Winnebago Street last month from the heart of the Willy
Street creative district. Tellingly, its former space displayed work for sale and hid its studio at
the rear, but its new space puts the potters’ wheels front and center, celebrating AtwoodWinnebago’s maker-friendly vibe.
§ A second picture-framing shop and a second upholstery shop opened along the corridor this
spring, both first-time, shoestring ventures for their proprietors, both in tiny buildings that
had long been vacant.
So one of the corridor’s three anchors has recently failed, it may lose a second to success, and the
third, the 1,000-seat Barrymore Theatre, is both solvent and staying put. Meanwhile, new local
creative-community enterprises are moving in at an ever-increasing pace.

@ARTS: Challenges, Opportunities, and Strategies
Challenges facing the Atwood-Winnebago creative corridor’s allies in the months and years to come
will be (a) preserving affordability and character while encouraging enlightened infill development,
retrofitting, and beautification, (b) supporting creative enterprises and creative individuals
economically, (c) building internal collaborative networks, and (d) marketing the AtwoodWinnebago corridor as a cultural destination.
While the spontaneity and multiplicity that currently characterize the corridor’s creative sector have
served it well during its early growth spurt over the past few years, the lack of coordination and
centralized planning for growth constrains its potential to become an even better place. Organized
networking, both internal and external, would allow creative enterprises and individuals to identify
potential synergies (such as projects, programming, and marketing) and resources (including skillspooling and funding). Acting in concert would also give the corridor community more political clout
and enhance its sense of its own identity. Much-needed beautification efforts would likewise benefit,
reinforcing local pride of place and leveraging other improvements.
Organizing to win official designation by the City as an alternative-arts district under the “@ARTS”
rubric would be an important step toward meeting these challenges. Forming the coalition necessary
for such an undertaking would in itself be enormously useful as the foundation of a communitybased @ARTS steering committee (on which artists would be prominently represented).
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Once the arts-district designation is in hand, @ARTS could enlarge its scope. @ARTS could begin
to work not only on advocacy but also policy formulation (particularly in regard to easing
gentrification pressures); infrastructure projects (such as cohousing for creatives in partnership with
cohousing specialists at Lou Host-Jablonski’s green-architecture firm, Design Coalition, as well as
artist-designed shop signs, street furniture, walkways, and plantscaping); networking (both internally
and externally oriented); public programming (including internships for teens as well as
performances, walking/biking tours, outdoor films, semiannual Open Studio weekends, PARK(ing)
Day, and ongoing participatory community-placemaking events); fundraising; and destination
marketing.
Another function that @ARTS could serve would be as a counterweight to gentrification,
championing affordable spaces for newly minted and venerable enterprises alike. @ARTSsponsored cohousing for creative-economy entrepreneurs would encourage resource-sharing and
community-building; some residents could work part-time as creative placemakers for the
community in return for discounted rents/mortgages (subsidized through Madison’s
Commonwealth Development Corporation and/or the Urban Land Institute in conjunction with
the City’s land-banking and/or TIF programs).
After-school programs for teens from East High, the Goodman Community Center, Operation
Fresh Start, and Community Groundworks could be integrated (racially as well as functionally) into
the arts district's activities through internships and other work-study opportunities, some of them
overseen by the artists in creative-corridor cohousing. Enlisting the United Way to broker its
members’ participation in this program could provide expertise as well as financial support for the
initiative.

Who Ya Gonna Call?
At this juncture one of the committee’s tasks would be to secure funding to hire a half-time
executive director. Absolutely Art’s newly unemployed manager, Meghan Blake-Horst, happens also
to be the founder of the Atwood Winnebago Area Business Association. She’s looking for East Side
creative-placemaking projects and would be ideal as both the head of the campaign for arts-district
recognition from the City and as @ARTS’ first executive director.
The past and current heads of the SASY neighborhood association, Lou Host-Jablonski and Brad
Hinkfuss, are both placemaking adepts and would be valuable members of the @ARTS steering
committee, as would SASYNA’s former communications maven, Catherine Stephens. Several
talented, community-minded artists who live and/or work in the vicinity of the corridor also come
to mind as strong recruits (Angela Richardson, Bird Ross, Beth Racette, and Becky Redelings for
starters). So do Sector67 founder Chris Meyer, Barrymore Theatre manager Steve Sperling,
Sustainable Atwood’s Twink Jan-McMahon, and TAPIT/new works cofounder Danielle Dresden.
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Local business owners who have been active in various forms of community-building along the
corridor for many years (such as chocolatier Gail Ambrosius and artist-impresario-activist-massage
therapist Efrat Livny) could contribute a great deal, as well.
Karin Wolf (who singlehandedly comprises the entire City arts-and-culture staff and operates within
the Planning Division), the volunteer members of the Madison Arts Commission, Katherine
Cornwell (director of the City’s Planning Division and corridor neighbor), Rebecca Cnare (the City’s
designated placemaker in the Planning Division, who lives near Schenk’s Corners), arts-advocate
Anne Katz of Arts Wisconsin (another one-woman show and East Sider), the Goodman
Community Center’s director, Becky Steinhoff (whose brother Steve is a highly respected regional
planner in town), and the United Way’s incoming head would all be important allies.
Building the Brand
The @ARTS alternative arts district would serve its surrounding residential areas while attracting
increasing numbers of visitors from elsewhere in the city and beyond. This shift is already underway
thanks to positive word-of-mouth, the Barrymore’s sellout events, and the corridor’s growing
reputation in the media for exceptional food and drink. Since there are currently no discernible
marketing efforts at the city, county, or state levels that highlight the corridor as a cultural
destination, whatever promotion @ARTS is able to do would likely have an impact.
Websites such as the statewide Cultural Coalition’s “Portal Wisconsin” and the Greater Madison
Convention and Visitors Bureau’s “Visit Madison” page would provide low-cost entry points for
marketing @Arts, as would social-media sites like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Pinterest.
Businesses, nonprofits, and individual makers along the corridor should be encouraged to crosslink
to @Arts’ online presence.
Many members of the corridor’s creative community would not only make terrific spokespeople and
interview subjects for print, radio, and television, they would also be dynamite as online video
content. The executive director should prioritize posting promotional videos featuring these folks,
perhaps produced by local teens coached by one or more local pros. Almost anything happening at
Madison Circus Space, much of what goes on at Sector67, glassblowing at Studio Paran and potthrowing at Midwest Clay, brewing and tasting at One Barrel and Next Door, pastrami-making at
Stalzy’s Deli, the convergence of bikers and community gardeners and ice-cream-cone-lickers by the
railroad tracks, the crowd scene at the Barrymore—all of these would make great stand-alone
subjects. These shorts could be put together to make a compelling longer video with voiceover (and
maybe some archival photos, too, to play up Schenk’s Corners’ “then and now” atmosphere).
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Vision
Together with SASYNA, @ARTS could also help steward the historic, funky character of the
corridor’s existing fabric, both tangible and intangible. Madison has few built environments that feel
like real places where people would naturally congregate. The Atwood-Winnebago corridor has been
a key crossroads for at least a millennium, and any development there needs to honor that sense of
place as palimpsest.
What could the @ARTS district be like in ten years? With thoughtful planning, it could be both
architecturally denser and greener, more socially integrated, walkable, full of visual delight yet still
affordable and eclectic. A decade from now the Atwood-Winnebago corridor could be nationally
known for artist-facilitated creative collaborations across conventional divides. Greatly enhanced
communication and collaboration could keep the collective artistic cauldron bubbling, making this a
welcoming, creative place for all for a long time to come.
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