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Once on NBC’s Today, the travel editor was asked about the most underrated U.S. destination. Without batting an eye, he answered, “Wisconsin.” The hosts had no idea how to respond to that. The editor immediately launched into a list of superlatives that anyone who’s been here already knows. Wisconsin isn’t what you might think it is; it’s even better.

Indeed, Wisconsin puts the lie to all those clichés about flyover land, cowflop redolence, hayseeds, corn-fed...you get the picture. Indeed, John Muir chose his words carefully when he wrote, “Oh, that glorious Wisconsin wilderness!”
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Wisconsin is also truly Midwestern. Incapable of braggadocio, it’s generally content to remain in the middle on most things, except such important issues as livability quotients, at which it tends to excel. It’s one of the top five most livable states in the nation. It’s the Midwest’s overall most popular travel destination. It’s one of the country’s most ethnically rich regions. It boasts the planet’s most diverse glacial topography, the United States’ middle section’s most amazing cataracts, and an immense North Woods region—so big the national forest has to have two names. Recreation? We’re tops (or thereabouts) in bicycling, cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, fishing, and scenic hiking trails. Some of the country’s largest events take place here, and ethnic heritage sites are unrivalled.
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Way back when, Native Americans marveled at the fecundity of nature, while blackfly-weary explorers, thunderstick-booming voyageurs, Jesuit Black Robes, and lumberjacks all saw opportunity and magnificence.

Fast-forward a couple centuries, and things haven’t changed all that much. Folks come for a visit or to attend university and genuinely miss it when they leave. In fact, more than a few stay. I’ve met some who came for a visit decades ago and loved it so much they return, often to the same cabin on a lake, every single year.
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This has as much to do with the people of Wisconsin who, I’m happy to report, are the type who will chat you up and consider you a friend five minutes after they meet you.

If this makes us rubes, then we’ll happily plead guilty.
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Planning Your Trip


Plan a road trip of a few days to see Wisconsin and you’ll leave frustrated. If you had a month and a reliable car, you could theoretically hit all the highlights of each region. Keeping in mind that one person’s Road Warrior day is another’s lazy roll, you can reasonably cover most regions in 4-7 days.

Where to Go

Milwaukee

Dash the blue-collar images. This low-key citizenry is darned proud of cultural, educational, and architectural gems along its fabulous lakefront. The wonderfully preserved ethnic neighborhoods and Historic Third Ward offer the state’s best urban trekking tours. See what beer hath wrought at the sublime Pabst Mansion. Yet that lakefront beckons—hop aboard a fishing charter. Meander along the spectacular bike paths. And don’t forget the names that made Milwaukee famous: the gargantuan Miller Brewing and Harley-Davidson.

Madison

The Mad City, Madtown, the Island Surrounded by Reality, is a vibrant and fetching city plopped among a quartet of jewel-like lakes, upon one of which sits eye-catching Monona Terrace. There’s a push and pull between the state government, represented by the grand State Capitol and the University of Wisconsin. But most denizens are nature lovers; you’ll find no better chances to walk amid native state flora than at the UW’s Arboretum and the Olbrich Botanical Gardens.
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  sunrise over Lake Monona in Madison



Southeastern Wisconsin

This true gateway region welcomes many a traveler barreling in via the Windy City. Extraordinary museums and parks await in Kenosha and Racine, the latter also sporting Badger native Frank Lloyd Wright architecture. Hop onto the narrower ribbons and discover the Geneva Lake area. A crucial North American migration flyway is Horicon Marsh.

Door County

Jutting into Lake Michigan, the “thumb” of Wisconsin geographically, merely offers, mile for mile, the most sublime collection of state parks in the Midwest and the highest concentration of lighthouses of any U.S. county. How about picturesque towns right out of 19th-century postcards? Off the northern tip lies Washington Island, an isolated community where time seems not to matter much at all. Beyond is another island, Rock Island State Park, the most superb camping spot in the state.

East-Central Waters

These waters truly made the state, welcoming legions of immigrants and floating timber for paper mills of the Fox Cities, dominated by the enormous Lake Winnebago. To the west are such picturesque resort lands you’ll run out of digital storage, as well as the wild and wonderful Wolf River. No visit to Wisconsin would be complete without a pilgrimage to one of the NFL’s most, well, sacred institutions: Lambeau Field, home of the Green Bay Packers.

[image: Image]

Northeastern Wisconsin

Here find one of the world’s highest concentrations of lakes and two of the Midwest’s grandest rivers, Peshtigo River and the Turtle-Flambeau Flowage. Marinette and Iron County waterfalls offer the most scenic drive in the region. Sleds have always ruled in northern Wisconsin, and the mecca is Snowmobile Alley near the Eagle River Chain of Lakes.

Indianhead Country

Hydrophiles adore the St. Croix National Scenic Riverway. Anglers battle lunker muskies near Hayward. From preciously anachronistic Bayfield, head to the magnificent Apostle Islands National Lakeshore. Everyone should trace the Lake Superior coast along WIS 13—the most scenic drive in the state, bar none. Pattison State Park offers the best glimpse at the region’s superb waterfalls, but don’t forsake Superior’s hardest-working harbor in the country.

Great River Road

For 200 miles, find river towns that refuse to get sucked into tourist trapdom: Alma, funky Trempealeau, or Cassville, where eagles soar and one of the nation’s last river ferries chugs you across the Ol’ Miss. See the commanding view at Granddad’s Bluff in La Crosse. At Wyalusing State Park, a ridgetop hike offers lovely views of the confluence of the Wisconsin and Mississippi Rivers. No better example of what sprang from enterprising settler souls exists than Prairie du Chien’s Villa Louis.

The Driftless Region

This, the largest unglaciated region in the northern Midwest, is where the land gets ambitious. Spring Green was the home of Frank Lloyd Wright. Nearby, the architectural opposite: House on the Rock. Roll through Mineral Point, very nearly still a 19th-century Cornish village, and New Glarus, a slice of Switzerland. Water lovers head for Lower Wisconsin State Riverway and, particularly, the Kickapoo River, which meanders through the twists and turns of the Kickapoo Valley Reserve. The Elroy-Sparta Trail is the granddaddy of U.S. rail-to-trail biking.

Central Wisconsin Sands

Central Wisconsin sports the state’s number one family attraction—water park-heavy Wisconsin Dells. But the preternaturally lovely sandstone rises are easily the nicest boat tour in the state. Stretch the legs at the outstanding Devil’s Lake State Park, including Parfrey’s Glen Natural Area. Continue east on a scenic drive to Merrimac and its ferry across the Wisconsin River. Farther north, Wausau’s Leigh Yawkey Woodson Museum houses one of the state’s most fascinating collections, dedicated to ornithological art.


  IF YOU HAVE . . .

  • TWO DAYS: Visit Milwaukee and Madison, or, if you are a road warrior, combine one city with a trip to Door County.

  • ONE WEEK: Spend two days in Milwaukee, three days in Door County, with one day to cover the Fox River Valley, and another for Madison.

  • TWO WEEKS: Circumnavigate the perimeter of the state, adding the Great River Road, Driftless Region, the Apostle Islands, and Indianhead Country. Finish in Madison and relax with a jaunt to the Wisconsin Dells.




When to Go


This is a four-season kind of place. There is something for everyone no matter if it is winter, spring, summer, or fall. That said, most visitors do come between Memorial Day and Labor Day. All accommodations, restaurants, and attractions will be open during this time; prices will also rise precipitously in more popular spots (and many lodgings will require a two- or three-night minimum stay). Another peak season is from late September through late October, when throngs arrive to witness fall’s splendorous colors. (Between Labor Day and late September, you can often get great rates and, if cold weather comes early, great colors.) Winter in general sees fewer visitors except for snowmobilers and skiers, and areas popular with those types will not have lower rates. Other places may shut down entirely from November to April. Few people come here from March through early April, as these months are grim, gray, muddy, and windy. Then again, it’s dirt, dirt cheap to visit during this time.

Before You Go

You can buy most anything you need in the state, even in the village outposts of the Great North Woods (though this does not include spare parts for your laptop), but one thing you don’t want to be caught without is mosquito repellent. Trust me. A face net for blackflies and skeeters wouldn’t be a bad idea if you plan on delving into the woods (or camping).

Wisconsin is a place where most consider L. L. Bean dress-up clothing. Heels, ties, and fancy skirts are fine for clubbing in Milwaukee or Madison, but you’ll be absolutely conspicuous in all but the most chichi restaurants anywhere else (hey, Badger sweatshirts are perfectly fine in even the most famous supper clubs).

Weather is often the deciding factor. Dress appropriately for the weather at all times—that includes wearing a hat. Do not come to Wisconsin in winter without a good pair of gloves or mittens. Inuit-worthy mittens are something you’ll be ever so grateful for on a sleigh ride or while you await a tow truck. A good pair of boots is also a necessity; some people carry a heavy-duty pair in the car at all times, in case of an emergency.

Given the state’s somewhat iffy weather, it’s paramount to prepare your car for any possibility by winterizing your vehicle. Carry an emergency kit with booster cables, sand or gravel (in a pinch, try sandpaper strips or kitty litter), flares, candles, matches, a shovel and scraper, flashlight and extra batteries, blankets (space blankets are excellent), extra heavy clothing, high-calorie nonperishable food, and anything else you might need if you have to spend the night in a snowbank. I cannot emphasize how important it is. More than once I’ve stumbled upon out-of-staters stuck in a snowy forest ditch who were woefully unprepared to spend a winter night in the car.


Wisconsin Weekends


For these itineraries, you should balance the ideal with the realistic, and remember that everyone travels at different speeds. Door County and the Wisconsin Dells are the most famous weekend getaways there are. The Great River Road is also perfectly laid out for two days (overnight in La Crosse).

The Beer City and Beyond

Save this one for a long weekend. Driving to Milwaukee from the Chicago area, choose Kenosha, Racine, or a boat tour of Lake Geneva along the way. A drive through the Kettle Moraine State Forest-Southern Unit is a primer on glacial history right near a walk-through people’s history at Old World Wisconsin.

Arrive and relax, planning for day two. The Milwaukee lakefront is a must. Tour Miller Brewing or the Harley-Davidson Museum and bop into the unduplicated Milwaukee Public Museum and with time, strike northward for postcard-perfect Cedarburg.

A Capital Trip

In Madison, architectural gems are where to start. Frank Lloyd Wright’s Monona Terrace and, a few steps away, the magnificent State Capitol. Stroll the pedestrian-friendly State Street area to the University of Wisconsin campus. The University of Wisconsin Arboretum has the best urban trails anywhere (or visit the Olbrich Botanical Gardens.)

On day two, choose a longish drive northeast to the extraordinary Horicon Marsh Wildlife Area or a combination circus/sweat duo in Baraboo/Devil’s Lake State Park.

Door County

Snoop out the sublime natural world, some grand food, lodging, and shopping (and the Packers on the way up/back). Spend night one in Sturgeon Bay, overnight the next night anywhere along the road. You could use Fish Creek as a central base and explore from there. Must-sees are Potawatomi, Peninsula, Whitefish Dunes, Rock Island, and Newport State Parks; Ridges Sanctuary; and the nation’s densest county concentration of lighthouses.
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  Flowers are everywhere along the roads in Door County.



Wisconsin Dells

Pick a mega-resort and let the water slide fun commence. Then, on the second day, after you’re all tuckered out, see the real Dells of the Wisconsin River on the obligatory Second World War-era “duck” boat tour. Then again, if you’ve had your fill of water, Devil’s Lake State Park down the road offers superb hiking and, next door, fetching Baraboo is small-town quaint and has a grand circus museum, replete with outdoor shows.
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  the view from halfway up the cliffs at Devil’s Lake State Park



The Northern Cap: Islands and Falls

Drive to Bayfield Friday and eat whitefish. Early Saturday morning either kayak the sea caves, bike the rolling hills filled with apple orchards, or take a shuttle to an island and hike. Sunday is spent driving the extraordinary WI 13 along Lake Superior to Superior for big-boy lakers (freight ships) and waterfalls.

Great North Woods

Get a cabin/cottage/resort room in Hayward, the Minocqua area, Eagle River, or Boulder Junction (for me it’s the latter). One day should be spent with a rowboat (often comes with the cabin) or canoe on your lake or, more likely, napping to the sound of lapping water. With Hayward as a base, one day has to be spent at the National Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame and a lumberjack show. In Minocqua, you must visit Waswagoning or the Turtle-Flambeau Flowage. In Eagle River, it’s all about snowmobiles.

Crooked Rivers and Buggies

This author’s better half’s favorite weekend is the following: camping at Wildcat Mountain State Park or, more likely, getting a cozy B&B room; either canoe the extraordinary Kickapoo River or bike the Elroy-Sparta Trail (or any county road) one day; and on the second, drive very slowly around the region, the Coulee Range, to wave at horse-drawn buggies of the Amish and visit one of their amazing bakeries for great sustenance.


  
RUSTIC ROAD TRIPPING
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the sign of a great road



Travel media have consistently voted Wisconsin one of the United States’ greatest road-touring states. Why? In part because many rural roads, originally farm-to-market routes, seem to have changed little (other than pavement) in a century and a half.

Wisconsin’s Department of Transportation has highlighted more than 100 of the state’s best back-roads trips with its Rustic Roads designation. Every single Rustic Road in the state is guaranteed to offer an amazing palette of colors mid-September-late October. (By the way, every road in Door County could also qualify, so I’ve not listed them here.)

• Near Milwaukee, Cedarburg is a lovely anachronism. From there, take Hwy NN northwest some five miles and then north a few more miles on Hwy M, where signs to Rustic Road 52 (seven miles) lead you past fieldstone buildings and ancient cabins before skirting a wetlands preserve.

• Heading for East-Central Waters? From Waupaca, head southwest on WI 22 to the Yankee village of Rural, possibly the state’s most quaintly original. From here, Rustic Roads 23 and 24 (three miles total) form a V shape around Hartman Creek State Park and take you three times over the Crystal River atop stone bridges, then past a spring-fed trout stream.

• In Northeastern Wisconsin, the Peshtigo River Parkway (Rustic Road 32) cannot be beat for river beauty and waterfalls. To get there, head to little Pembine at the junction of US 141 and US 8. Head west on US 8 approximately nine miles to signs leading you south. This is a big one at 37 miles long, but you’ll have plenty of places to stop and rest at state and county parks.

• Also in Northeastern Wisconsin, Rustic Road 60 begins at Hwy K two miles south of Boulder Junction along Hwy M. (Coming from the south, take US 51 from Minocqua and follow signs to Boulder Junction.) Driving for 11 miles, you’ll pass remains of logging camps, drive through tunnels of conifers and hardwoods, and find an extant sawmill at the eastern end.

• In Southwest Wisconsin, Rustic Road 31 starts in West Salem northeast of La Crosse at the exit off I-90 at Highway C, running to WI 16. Head north on WI 16 to WI 108 and the Mindoro Cut, 20 miles of some of the most roller-coastery (and lovely) driving imaginable. A massive project when undertaken around the turn of the 20th century, the road was literally shorn into a ridge between the La Crosse and Black River Valleys by hand, one of the most ambitious hand-carved roads in the United States when it was finished in 1906.



Escape to Door County

It seems like such a tiny “thumb” on the map, so how could you possibly need a whole week? Trust me, you can easily do a week here. (Heck, lots of folks do the whole summer here.)
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  gorgeous sea caves in Whitefish Dunesa State Park



Day 1

Start in Sturgeon Bay, learning about the history of shipping and shipbuilding at its Maritime Museum and heading for Potawatomi State Park, and then visiting the town’s better-than-you’d-think art center and museum.

Day 2

On day two, it’s northward to Egg Harbor. No “attractions” are cartographically apparent, yet you’ll be surprised by how the short trip up the bay takes the entire morning. Unpack at a historic inn in Fish Creek, then unwind with a stroll through the historic downtown.

Day 3

The bulk of day three is spent exploring the worth-a-week-itself Peninsula State Park. The sunset here is not to be missed. Continue up the coast, appreciating the vistas around Ephraim. Take in some ice cream at Olson’s before deciding where to lodge in Sister Bay.

Days 4-5

Wow yourself with a drive up and over the bluffs in Ellison Bay and crank the steering wheel again and again on the way to Gills Rock. Take the ferry to Washington Island and find something comfortably rustic for your abode that night. Come morning, hop the ferry to this author’s fave Door retreat, Rock Island State Park, easily explored as a half-day trip.

Day 6

On day six, hop the earliest ferry back to the mainland, lunch on Swedish pancakes in Rowleys Bay, and delve into the wilderness of Newport State Park. Be careful of traffic, as most travelers will be barreling to the next stop, the must-see Moonlight Bay area, home to the most splendid of the county’s lighthouse sentinels and one of the country’s most precious ecological preserves. Baileys Harbor makes for an unassuming retreat.

Day 7

The final day’s peregrinations begin with a casual drive down the lakeside to another happy place, Whitefish Dunes State Park. The name says it all, really. Take in those buttermilk dunes.


  
    FOLLOWING FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT

    [image: Image]

    Wright’s architecture can be seen many places in Spring Green, like the Frank Lloyd Wright Visitor Center.

  

  The famed architect Frank Lloyd Wright, a native Badger, melded the natural world into his architecture. In 1938, Time magazine called him “the greatest architect of the twentieth century.”

  Highlights of Wright’s work in Wisconsin include the following:

  • In Wauwatosa, west of Milwaukee, check out Wright’s “little jewel,” the Annunciation Greek Orthodox Church. You can also find examples of Wright’s American-Built System in Milwaukee—homes designed to be affordable for those of average means. These are on West Burnham Street and Layton Boulevard (but they’re privately owned and not open to the public); check www.wrightinmilwaukee.org for more information.

  • Wright’s SC Johnson Wax Building in Racine helped Time make its grandiose claim.

  • In southeastern Wisconsin, stop off in the Delavan Lake area, where more and more Wright-designed homes can be seen (not visited).

  • Wright’s Madison masterwork, the Monona Terrace Community and Convention Center has a view so sublime that even his haters will be in awe. Then drive to Madison’s west side to view his First Unitarian Church, recently named a National Landmark.

  • In the Wisconsin Dells, you can lay your head in the only Frank Lloyd Wright-designed building available for rent—the Seth Peterson Cottage.

  • Along the Wisconsin River is the pilgrimage: Spring Green, home to Taliesin, Wright’s home and studio. Lunch in the visitors center—again, the only Wright-designed eatery anywhere. Drive the area, looking at “Wright-inspired” everything.

  Want more? Check out the numerous websites devoted to The Man, among them, www.wrightinwisconsin.org, www.taliesinpreservation.org, www.wrightplus.org, and www.franklloydwright.org.



A Breath of Fresh Air

Every car in the state is either towing a boat or lugging canoes, kayaks, or bikes. Join them by picking out your favorite activity and hitting the road.

Hiking

The best hiking is at Devil’s Lake State Park, thanks to its rugged switchbacks up cliff faces. Devil’s Lake is two hours north of Madison.

My favorite Door County hiking is at Newport State Park because of its alternating Lake Michigan seascapes, dense conifer canopies, and meadows.

In East-Central Wisconsin, choose from epic trailside birding at the Horicon Marsh National Wildlife Refuge or learning about glacial history at the National Ice Age Scenic Trail at the Kettle Moraine State Forest-Northern Unit.

One grand, lesser-known hike is actually in a town. Or, rather, around it. Lovely Lake Geneva has maintained a 26-mile walking trail (of former Native American footpaths) around Geneva Lake.

Biking

Pick a road, any road, in Door County and it’ll be lovely, especially the empty old roads on the Door’s Washington Island.

My top pick is the 32-mile Elroy-Sparta Recreational Trail 20 miles east of La Crosse in Southwestern Wisconsin. This is the trail that pioneered U.S. rail-to-trail biking. You’ll pass lovely river scenery, charming villages, and massive erstwhile railroad tunnels.

Here’s a gem for mountain bikers: the Chequamegon Area Mountain Bike Trails surrounding Hayward in Northwestern Wisconsin. Even people from the Rockies come to ride these. If that’s too far away, in southeastern Wisconsin between Madison and Milwaukee, the Kettle Moraine State Forest-Southern Unit is smaller but excellent.

Paddling

Canoeists have a few options of grossly underrated canoe trails. My favorite is in northern Wisconsin some 25 miles from the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. The Turtle-Flambeau Flowage is rightfully called Wisconsin’s Boundary Waters. The St. Croix National Scenic Riverway has sections of equally magnificent canoeing. Head to Trego, the headquarters in Northwestern Wisconsin, and judge for yourself.

Kayakers will never, ever forget an experience at the otherworldly sea caves of Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, where Wisconsin runs up against Lake Superior.
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  kayaks targeting Basswood Island in Apostle Islands National Lakeshore



Two rivers are famed for shooting rapids in a raft: Wolf River, an hour northwest of Green Bay, near Door County, and the Peshtigo River, an hour north of the Wolf.
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  The Wolf River looks quiet here, but rafting its rapids can be a thrill.



Fishing

The walleye may be the most-often-landed fish in Wisconsin, but when you talk fishing here, people come from around the country to land the king of kings: the muskie. You have two options for muskie fishing: Boulder Junction in northeastern Wisconsin or Hayward in northwestern Wisconsin.

But if you want a sailfish-esque battle, equal numbers of fishers come here for lake trout or salmon fishing on Lake Michigan and, to a lesser extent, Lake Superior. From Kenosha near the Illinois border all the way to Door County, you can hire a guide and boat in any village, town, or city, and do the Ahab thing.



MOO!
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Visit a cheese factory to taste Wisconsin’s dairy legacy for yourself.



How could one come to America’s Dairyland and not learn more about moo juice and all the rest? Check out www.eatwisconsincheese.com before you go for their eye-poppingly detailed map of 120 cheese factories and dairy operations open for visits–or just look for the hand-lettered signs saying “fresh cheese curds today!”

Only have time for one? Make it Green County, south of Madison, home to a number of operations and the only limburger cheese maker in the country.

• Fort Atkinson in southeastern Wisconsin is home to the Hoard Historical Museum and Dairy Shrine, which traces the history of dairying in Wisconsin.

• Kids love to try their hand at churning butter and milking cows at Old World Wisconsin, in Eagle.

• Examine–and sample–the result of high-tech research in the dairy industry at the University of Wisconsin’s Babcock Hall Dairy Plant in Madison.

• Most typical of newer operations is tiny Bleu Mont Dairy, in Blue Mounds, west of Madison, where all the cheese is organic and made from all-chemical-free raw milk, and where all power comes from the sun, wind, and cow.

• Bike the Sugar River State Trail from New Glarus. Mile for mile, there are more moo cows here than anywhere in the state. The glacier-fed minerals in these soils are credited with producing the richest milk anywhere.

• Northeast of Sheboygan in tiny Kiel is Henning’s Wisconsin Cheese, notable for being possibly the last U.S. cheesemaker to create those ginormous (up to 12,000 pounds!) “wheels” of cheese!



Geology Rocks

Wisconsin’s landscape is so unusual that the topography is, virtually in its entirety, federally recognized as part of the Ice Age National Scientific Reserve.

Day 1

Start in Door County, where you can explore the bluffs of the Niagara Escarpment at Potawatomi and Peninsula State Parks.


  
[image: Image]


  Potawatomi State Park



Day 2

Drive south along Lake Winnebago to the Kettle Moraine State Forest-Northern Unit scenic drive, designed to take you past every type of glacial topography.

Day 3

Bend northwest to another node of the scientific reserve in Devil’s Lake State Park, which has the state’s best hiking trails atop glacial land. Take in the vistas of the Wisconsin River on a Wisconsin Dells boat tour.

Day 4

From Devil’s Lake State Park, drive west on a loop trip following U.S. 14, U.S. 61, and the south side of I-90. Within is Wisconsin’s Coulee Country, a landscape of undulating hills, crooked rivers, and the largest unglaciated region in the world.

Day 5

Starting from Devil’s Lake State Park, follow the Wisconsin River north through the Sands Country, filled with glacial detritus. In Wisconsin Rapids, head west to the Chippewa Moraine Unit of the National Scientific Reserve.

Day 6

Head northwest to St. Croix Falls and Interstate State Park, site of the final interpretive center explaining the state’s postglacial natural history. You’re in store for stunning views.

Day 7

Then, go east, weary traveler, into the lands of those 16,000 glacial lakes and relax; you’ve earned it.


Family Road Trip


Wisconsin has plenty to offer kids of all ages, so load ’em into the car and get on the road.

Days 1-2

Boisterous and wet revelry is in Wisconsin Dells. Soak yourself in the country’s most amazing lineup of gargantuan water parks or on a tour of the gorgeous river scenery.
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    	Kids enjoy Wisconsin’s lakes.
    	Make a splash at Mt. Olympus Water Park in the Dells.
  



Day 3

Drive east to Milwaukee and let the kids go wild at the Discovery World at Pier Wisconsin.

Day 4

In Oshkosh, let the kids ogle the unbelievable EAA Air Adventure Museum displays and let ’em try their escape skills at A.K.A. Houdini in Appleton.

Day 5

Door County has plenty for kids to do: petting zoos, trail rides, beach dune climbing, hay rides, fruit picking, swimming, boating, biking, and more.

Day 6

Adults adore Lambeau Field, home of the Green Bay Packers, and kids can emulate the Packer greats in its interactive zone. Downtown Green Bay also has one of the quaintest anachronisms in the state, the Bay Beach Amusement Park.

Day 7

Kids scream as you raft the Wolf River; later, let ’em frolic in one of Marinette County’s numerous waterfalls as you rest.


  BADGER CAMPING
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You’ll do yourself a disservice if you don’t experience the Wisconsin pastime of camping out in a state (or national) park or forest. Some jewels are out there, from Mississippi River, Huck Finn solitude to deep forest under-the-canopy camping. You’ll notice that state parks and forests here offer far fewer options for cabins, lodges, or even electrical hookups than many other states. These do exist, but Cheeseheads have long told the Department of Natural Resources that the emphasis should be on rustic. Indeed, no “glamping” here.

Camping is so popular, in fact, that you may (and many do) reserve up to 11 months in advance, or as late as two days before. At the most popular parks below, choice sites fill up at 12:01am the first day it is possible to reserve them, yet it is still possible to get last-minute reservations; just keep checking www.wisconsinstateparks.reserveamerica.com or calling 888/947-2757 (no waiting list is kept).

Wisconsin residents pay $7 daily/$25 annual for a park sticker. For out-of-state guests, it’s a $10 daily/$35 annual park sticker. In addition, non-residents’ campsite fees range from $14 to $19 (Wisconsin residents pay $2 less); everybody adds five bucks for an electrical hookup. If you’re reserving, we all tack on another $10 service fee and $5 to cancel a reservation.

The following are the state parks most people would vote to stay in if they had but one chance to experience a Wisconsin state park:

• Peninsula State Park in Door County gets more visitors than Yellowstone National Park–for a reason.

• Devil’s Lake State Park, two hours north of Madison, has dramatic escarpments and a devilishly chilly deep lake. Yours truly hikes there at least monthly.

The following are two of my oft-returned-to favorites:

• Newport State Park, also in Door County, is easy to get to, but is the last remaining stretch of wilderness in the county and also has hike-in only campsites.

• Wildcat Mountain State Park, in southwestern Wisconsin, has less privacy between campsites but sits in a magnificent region of unglaciated coulees (valleys) and is near the gorgeous Kickapoo River Valley and Amish country. Not many Wisconsinites know about this one.
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The Utne Reader and its readers once chose Milwaukee, a funky and utterly unpretentious amalgamation of hard-working blue and white collar, as “America’s Top Underrated City.”

Do you need proof that Milwaukee doesn’t get any respect (à la Cleveland—or any other Great Lakes metropolis, for that matter)? Even Milwaukeeans’ Badger siblings down I-94 in Madison can’t escape ingrained imagery of belching smokestacks and tannery effluvia. Honest Madison denizens will admit they picture Milwaukeeans as beer-and-bowling knuckleheads.

Milwaukee is decidedly more lunch box than bento box, but that’s only one piece of this wondrous mosaic of half a million people with a low-key, rootsy feel. The lingua franca in the city’s older neighborhoods is often a mother tongue peppered with accented English. In fact, you’ll often hear people speak of gemütlichkeit (warmth, hospitality in German) in Milwaukee, and it’s by no means hyperbole. Hey, the city even rates in the top 5 percent in the nation in arts, attractions, and recreation!

In every weather report, you’ll hear the tagline “cooler/warmer near the lake.” The Great Lakes establish their own microclimates and influence inland areas for miles. Look for the tear-shaped light atop the Wisconsin Gas Company building downtown: Gold means cold, red means warm, blue means no change, and any color flashing means precipitation is predicted.


  HISTORY
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Around 1675, here in the tamarack swamps surrounding Milwaukee, the Potawatomi were most likely to welcome Jesuit voyageurs and renegade beaver traders. The city’s name purportedly originates in an Algonquian language: Mahn-a-waukee, Millioki, and any number of other conjectures have all been translated as, roughly, “gathering place by the waters,” a fitting appellation.



HIGHLIGHTS

[image: Image]

LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



M Historic Third Ward and Riverwalk: Milwaukee’s most historic commercial district has shops, a farmers market, cafés, museums, grand architecture, and a cool riverwalk (click here).

M Milwaukee Art Museum: Check out the museum’s stunning, sail-like addition by Santiago Calatrava, but don’t forget the fantastic collections inside, which include the third-best collection of German art in the world (click here).

M Discovery World at Pier Wisconsin: This lakefront addition is architecturally and educationally magnificent. It’s worth a trip for its cutting-edge (and hands-on) exhibits detailing all the sciences, but especially the limnology of the Great Lakes (click here).

M Pabst Mansion: The brewery family spared no expense showing off its riches. Ornate details and furnishings are the draw here (click here).

M Milwaukee Public Museum: This phenomenal museum has the nation’s largest number of exhibits, so many a day is needed to see them all (click here).

M Villa Terrace: One of the only examples of Italian Renaissance gardens in the United States and renowned 16th-century art collections make this museum unparalleled in the Midwest (click here).

M Miller Brewing: This megacomplex simply must be seen to be believed. It’s a definite point of pride for Milwaukeeans (click here).

M Harley-Davidson Museum: Beer may have made Milwaukee famous, but its denizens are likely even prouder of this true-blue heritage. Elvis’ bike is here (click here).

M Summerfest: Otherwise known as the Big Gig, it’s the granddaddy of festivals—an 11-day blowout of music, food, and fun (click here).

M Cedarburg: To Milwaukee’s north is a gem of an anachronism, a charming preserved village with lots of shops (click here).



Wealth-copping fur traders built the first cabins in the malarial mucklands in the 18th century. Northwest Fur Company trader Jacques Vieau is generally credited with erecting the first shack along the Menomonee River in 1795.

The Bridge War

Solomon Juneau (the city’s first permanent European), George H. Walker, and Byron Kilbourn built rival communities in and around the rivers near Lake Michigan, and none of the three could deflate his ego enough to cooperate on creating one city. Internecine squabbles escalated into claim-jumping and sabotage in what became known as the Bridge War. Irate east-siders considered actually going to war with the west side, and at one point even buried a cannon pointed across the waters at Kilbourntown. (Attentive visitors can still discern traces of the Bridge War on a walk of the downtown streets and bridges, as the bridges are at an odd angle when they span the river.)

Immigrants

The first of three massive waves of German immigrants occurred in 1836. By the 1880s, 35 percent of Milwaukee would be German-born, making up 70 percent of Milwaukee’s total immigrant population and contributing to its status as the most ethnically rich area in the country. (It was even dubbed the German Athens.) The ethnic mosaic continues to this day and includes Poles, Serbs, Italians, Irish, African Americans, Dutch, Scandinavians, Bohemians, and Latinos; in the 2000 census, more than 50 ethnic groups were represented. Milwaukee had the country’s first Polish-language newspaper, and the German publishing industry here rivaled any in the homeland.

American Made

The Civil War provided Milwaukee’s biggest economic boon. Milwaukee’s deepwater harbor provided both an outlet for goods and an inlet for immigrant labor. More than 3,300 tanneries, meatpacking plants, and machine and ironworks became industrial stalwarts, and through the 1870s Milwaukee remained the wheat-milling and transport capital of the world. Nowadays—though Milwaukee has shed a bit of its rough exterior—nearly 20 percent of the population is still employed in manufacturing (the highest average of any city in the United States), and the city has retained the moniker “machine shop of America.”

Socialist Central

Immigrant labor gave Milwaukee its trademark socialistic overtones. Workers, many of them enlightened freethinkers from Germany fleeing oppression, organized the first trade and labor unions and played a direct role in the establishment of the country’s first unemployment compensation act. In 1888, Milwaukee voted in the first socialist ever elected in a major city. Socialist mayor Dan Hoan once said, after refusing to invite the king of Belgium to the city, “I stand for the common man; to hell with kings.” Socialists were later elected to a few county posts, and Milwaukee eventually sent the first socialist to the House of Representatives. Milwaukee labor unions were among the initial and most vociferous proponents of workplace reform; by the mid-1880s, up to 15,000 workers at a time would stage demonstrations, and in 1886 militia groups fired on crowds in the eastern European enclave of Bay View, killing five immigrant laborers.

20th Century

World War I was not a particularly good time for German-heavy Milwaukee, but worse was the Prohibition that followed. The Beer City switched to root beer, the socialists organized quasi-WPA relief agencies that predated the Depression, and everybody held on tight. (Interestingly, at 12:01am on the day Prohibition was officially repealed, Milwaukee somehow managed to ship 15 million bottles of beer!)
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downtown Milwaukee



After World War II, as African Americans migrated to factory jobs along the Great Lakes, Milwaukee’s African American population reached 17 percent within three decades. Unfortunately, Milwaukee remained one of the nation’s most segregated cities, as the riots and marches of the 1960s demonstrated.

Lucrative factory days waned, and the central city declined. Exhaustive machinations to overhaul the downtown began in the mid-1980s, in a careful gentrification. The city’s attempts to overhaul its image have worked: In all, tourism in Milwaukee generates around $2 billion, accounting for more than 20 percent of the state economy.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Milwaukee is great for a day, a weekend, or even a few days. Much of everything downtown is walkable (and use the skywalks downtown in winter!). Even better, traffic off the interstates is rarely bad and you’ve almost always got a nice lake view.

If you’re blowing through in one day, make an effort to stop in and ogle the amazing Milwaukee Art Museum, see Discovery World and Historic Third Ward, or check out the Harley-Davidson Museum. Any visit, if possible, should be planned around the huge music festival Summerfest. Plan ahead and book accommodations in advance.

If you have two days, add in a trip north to Villa Terrace, one of the nation’s only examples of Italian Renaissance gardens, or check out the beer-funded opulence of the Pabst Mansion. On your third day, visit the brewery that continues to make Milwaukee famous, Miller Brewing.

If you’re heading out of town to the north after that, take WIS 32 along the lakefront, because it’s preternaturally lovely, and because you’ll pass through quaint Cedarburg, which you’d swear is a Yankee village dropped along Lake Michigan.


ORIENTATION


Most of the city’s sights, save the Historic Third Ward or outlying sights, are concentrated in a rough square bounded by WIS 145 to the north, I-43 to the west, I-794 to the south, and the big old lake to the east. The Milwaukee River splits the square down the middle and separates the city into its east and west sections. The river is also the line of demarcation for street numbering. Keep in mind that Wisconsin Avenue runs east to west to and from Lake Michigan; this main artery splits the downtown in two and always keeps me oriented. It is also a great midpoint to park and stroll from or return to and start over if you get lost.

Neighborhoods and Historic Districts

“Indeed, it is not easy to recall any busy city which combines more comfort, evidences of wealth and taste and refinement, and a certain domestic character, than this town on the bluffs,” an impressed Easterner once observed more than a century ago.
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the distinctive “Kaiser’s Helmets” of the Germania building



The unusually high concentration of magnesium and calcium in Milwaukee clay created the yellowish tint that gives much of the city’s original architecture a distinctive flair. Factories produced top-quality bricks of such eye-catching light hues that the city became known as Cream City.

The Convention and Visitors Bureau offers detailed brochures covering all Milwaukee neighborhoods; it also has lists of tour companies, including Historic Milwaukee Inc. (828 N. Broadway, 414/277-7795, www.historicmilwaukee.org), which offers an astonishing number of guided (very expert, as well) strolling tours ($10).

YANKEE HILL

Yankee Hill makes other grand Milwaukee neighborhoods appear raffish. This grande dame enclave arose north of East Mason Street to East Ogden Avenue and west off the lakefront to North Jackson Street. Originally owned by Milwaukee’s first resident, Solomon Juneau, this became the city’s center of government, finance, and business.

JUNEAUTOWN

Today, both Water Street and Wisconsin Avenue competitively claim the title of most-happening area in the city. Original architectural gems such as the Milwaukee City Hall, Pabst Theater, and Iron Block remain. St. Mary’s Church (836 N. Broadway, at the corner of E. Kilbourn Ave. in Juneautown) is precisely the same age as Milwaukee. Made of Cream City brick in 1846, it is the oldest Catholic church in the city.

KILBOURNTOWN

Speculator Byron Kilbourn refused to align his bridges with Juneautown’s, the consequence of which is apparent today, as the bridges are at an odd angle when they span the river. Other than North Old World 3rd Street, much of the architecture here has been razed for megaprojects. Highlights in Kilbourntown include the Germania Building on West Wells Street, once the site of a German-language publishing empire and notable for its carved lions and copper-clad domes (endearingly dubbed “Kaiser’s Helmets”); the odd-shaped Milwaukee County Historical Center; the legendary Turner Hall; the Milwaukee Public Museum; and Milwaukee Public Library.

BRADY STREET

The newest gentrified neighborhood, Brady Street spans a land bridge connecting the Milwaukee River and Lake Michigan, originally Milwaukee’s version of Little Italy. There’s an appreciable quotient of hipsters and misunderstood geniuses lining coffeehouse windows.

BRONZEVILLE

Bronzeville, an African American cultural and entertainment center that has faded, has begun a Brady Street-style gentrification to make it hip and happening. The district runs from North 4th Street to North 7th Street.

WALKER’S POINT

Immediately north of the Allen-Bradley clock, between 1st and 2nd Streets on West National Avenue, is a stretch of Milwaukee that smacks of a Depression-era photo during the day, but by night becomes one of the city’s most underappreciated tip-the-elbow neighborhoods. The shot-and-a-beer crowd now mingles with some serious restaurant action, a major LGBT influence, and even (gasp!) trendy nightclubs.

Walker’s Point is also one of the most ethnically mixed neighborhoods in Milwaukee. German, Scandinavian, British, Welsh, Irish, Serb, Croatian, and Polish settlers came in originally, and Latinos and Southeast Asian immigrants have arrived more recently.

Activated in 1962, the Allen-Bradley clock, the second-largest four-faced clock in the world, according to the Guinness Book of World Records (it was first until 2010, when an enormous clock in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, dethroned it), has octagonal clock faces twice the size of the clocks of Big Ben in London. The hour hands are 15 feet 9 inches long and weigh 490 pounds; the minute hands are 20 feet long and weigh 530 pounds. It’s still crucial as a lake navigation marker. (And I love the nickname: the “Polish Moon.”) Stop by Tivoli Palm Garden, an original alfresco produce market renovated into a biergarten by Schlitz Brewing Company and in the 1980s redone yet again.

NORTH POINT DISTRICT

Virtually all of the North Point District on the city’s coastal bight is on the National Register of Historic Places. This longtime exclusive community lies west of North Lincoln Memorial Drive and south of East Park Place to East Woodstock Place.

East of here along the lakefront is Lake Park, designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, planner of New York City’s Central Park and San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. At the top of North Avenue is the 1870s Victorian Gothic North Point Lighthouse.

WEST END

A case can be made that the West End rivals Yankee Hill’s opulence. The area, between North 27th Street, North 35th Street, West Wisconsin Avenue, and West Vliet Street, was the city’s first residential suburb. Yankee bluebloods and prominent German American families competed in building the most opulent mansions. Highland Boulevard was at one time referred to as “Sauerkraut Boulevard.” Highlights include the Tripoli Shrine Temple on West Wisconsin Avenue, Central United Methodist Church on North 25th Street, Harley-Davidson’s corporate headquarters, and Miller Brewing Company.


  
Sights


  Beware: Jaywalking is illegal and (often) enforced in Milwaukee. On the other hand, the police dole out equal numbers of tickets to drivers who don’t give way to pedestrians.



A comprehensive skywalk system connects the Convention Center, the Federal Plaza, and the Shops at Grand Avenue. When it was built, one stretch over the Milwaukee River, called the Riverspan, was the only skywalk in the United States that bridged a navigable riverway.

Milwaukee Angels

Bless the city of Milwaukee for its angels. Not seraphim, but civic altruists officially called public service ambassadors (PSAs), they’ll happily help with anything, seven days a week, sun or snow. On busy days, you may see them stationed at temporary kiosks. Otherwise, you’re likely to encounter an Angel as you walk the streets.


  DOWNTOWN

  
M Historic Third Ward and Riverwalk




In this conglomeration of 1890s buildings, antique stores and art galleries are the norm among dozens of cafés, upscale shops, and a few longtime holdovers. It’s also the fruit and vegetable district. A quick tour via http://historicthirdward.org before arrival may help you avoid confusion or getting lost in this area.

The unofficial “off-Broadway” area of the city, the Historic Third Ward has the Broadway Theatre Center (158 N. Broadway, 414/291-7800, www.broadwaytheatrecenter.com), which smacks of an 18th-century European opera house; juxtaposed with that is a smaller experimental theater.
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The Historic Third Ward is a funky old district great for shopping.



The well-regarded Milwaukee Institute of Art and Design (MIAD, 273 E. Erie St., 414/276-7889, www.miad.edu) is housed in an old terminal, rebuilt in the days after the 1892 Third Ward fire. Two galleries (10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., free), the Brooks Stevens Gallery of Industrial Design and the Frederick Layton Gallery, display student work. The galleries stay open until 7pm on occasional Thursdays.
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Welcome to the Public Market, a great place to pick up a snack.



The riverwalk in the Third Ward includes the Public Market (414/336-1111, www.milwaukeepublicmarket.org, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-7pm Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.), a year-round farmers market, replete with anachronistic warehouse-style buildings and early-20th-century facades.

The riverwalk’s newest attraction is a statue of Arthur Fonzarelli, more commonly known as The Fonz from the TV show Happy Days, set in Milwaukee. Though some sniffed it was a bit low-brow and that “serious” art belonged there, the good-humored folks of Brewtown have taken to it with pride.

Old World 3rd Street and Water Street

North of I-794 is another modestly gentrified zone along both sides of the Milwaukee River. To the east is Water Street, the happening mélange of microbreweries, sports pubs, dance clubs, restaurants, and cultural attractions. To the west is Old World 3rd Street, with more classic Milwaukee edifices, original old hotels and factories, the Bradley Center, and a riverwalk.

Also along North Old World 3rd Street is Usinger’s (1030 N. Old World 3rd St., 414/276-9100, www.usinger.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat.), known as the Tiffany of sausage makers. In a city raised on fleisch, Usinger’s has been carnivore heaven since 1880. Usinger’s presence partially explains the occasional sweet scent downtown of wood smoke mingling with the smell of brewer’s yeast. Food and Wine has dubbed Usinger’s bratwurst the best sausage in America.

Lakefront

Milwaukee sits on the deepest harbor on the western edge of Lake Michigan. For miles, the city rolls like a sideways wave along the lake. You can drive the entire lakefront on WIS 32 or bike most of it on separate county park bike paths. You pass nine beaches along the way.

South of the Milwaukee Art Museum and Discovery World at Pier Wisconsin is one of Wisconsin’s newest state parks, Lakeshore State Park, a nearly 20-acre parcel of land adjacent to the Summerfest grounds, with beaches, fishing, and trails linking it to the rest of the state.


M Milwaukee Art Museum


Among the best visual arts museums in the Midwest is the Milwaukee Art Museum (700 N. Art Museum Dr., 414/224-3200, www.mam.org, 10am-8pm Thurs., 10am-5pm Fri.-Tues., $15). The museum holds one of the United States’ most important and extensive collections of German Expressionist art—not unimportant, given the city’s Teutonic link (the museum is ranked third in the world in German art). Other noteworthy exhibits include a panorama of Haitian art and the repository of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Prairie School of architecture. Some pieces date back as far as the 15th century. The permanent displays are impressively diverse, with old masters to Warhol through the Ashcan School. The Bradley Wing houses a world-renowned collection of modern masters.
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the Fonz, the fictional hero of Milwaukee



A massive, $50 million architectural enhancement to the museum by international designer Santiago Calatrava is, without exaggeration, breathtaking. Do not miss it. The addition features a suspended pedestrian bridge linking it to downtown. Its gull-like wings can be raised or lowered to adjust the level of sunlight flooding the building. So important is this addition that no less than Time magazine named it “building of the year” in 2001. It was even used as a set piece in Transformers 3.

Sadly, other parts of the complex aren’t in such great shape (disintegrating concrete, leaks). In 2012, the museum announced an urgent $15 million restoration project.


M Discovery World at Pier Wisconsin


Simply overwhelming—in the best possible sense—is this ultra-high-tech (and fetchingly designed) conglomeration of every single science known, all presented in an accessible, fascinating manner. Seriously, it’s an unbelievable place. Discovery World (500 N. Harbor Dr., 414/765-9966, www.discoveryworld.org, 9am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., $17 adults, $13 children 3-17, children under 3 free) is the best freshwater education center in the United States, hands down. (I cannot tell you how many museum-resistant kids I’ve seen who adore this place!) And it’s actually limnological as well as offering the usual natural and human history. It’s got 120,000 square feet of exhibits, including two massive fresh- and saltwater aquariums, all of them on the cutting edge. Students have exhibits from communications technology to astronomy, most of it active rather than passive.

Either moored outside or off on some research jaunt is the Denis Sullivan, a floating classroom and the only Great Lakes schooner recreation in existence (as well as a flagship for the United Nations Environment Program). From May to September you can generally climb aboard ($2). Day sails ($40) are also offered.

Local Architecture

A block from the Milwaukee Public Museum, the distinctive Milwaukee Public Library (814 W. Wisconsin Ave., 414/286-3032, free tours 1:30pm Sat.) is an impressive 1895 edifice. You can find it by looking for the dome. Inside, a spacious rotunda displays well-preserved original Old World detail work, while graceful century-old design and ambient light predominate further in (the staircase alone is worth a view!).

In the 200 block of East Wells Street, Milwaukee City Hall (414/286-2266, 8am-4pm Mon.-Fri., free) is a navigational aid for first-timers, with its can’t-miss-it Flemish Renaissance design (and also because many remember it from the television sitcom Laverne and Shirley). Antechambers there display Old World artisanship. The 10-ton bell in the tower now rings only for special occasions, and it rocks the entire downtown when it does.
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the gorgeous addition to the Milwaukee Art Museum



On the southeast corner of Water Street and Wisconsin Avenue, the antebellum Iron Block is the only example of cast-iron architecture left in Milwaukee, and one of only three in the Midwest.

Wisconsin’s one-time status as leading world grain producer explains the lavish interiors of the Grain Exchange (225 E. Michigan St.). The three-story exchange was built in 1879 as the first centralized trading center in the United States; its atavistic Victorian opulence sports gold motifs and enormous paneled murals within the 10,000-square-foot room.

Breweries

Milwaukee was once home to dozens of breweries churning out the secret sauce of gemütlichkeit. The pungent malt scent can still pervade, and beer remains a cultural linchpin. Riverwalk Boat Tours and Rental (Pere Marquette Park, 414/283-9999, www.riverwalkboats.com) has a popular three-hour brewery tour taking in three local microbreweries on weekends ($29).

Though Pabst, once the sixth-largest (and oldest) U.S. brewer, lives on in name (it’s popular in China, of all places), it’s no longer made in the United States. Schlitz, the “Beer that Made Milwaukee Famous,” has made a reappearance, though it’s not brewed in Milwaukee. Miller is the lone megabrewing holdout, though Milwaukeeans flipped their collective wig a bit in 2008 when, after a merger with Coors, the corporate headquarters relocated to (oh the betrayal!) Chicago. Worry not, the brewery itself isn’t going anywhere.

Meanwhile, microbreweries and brewpubs are now everywhere.

Lakefront Brewery (1872 N. Commerce St., 414/372-8800, www.lakefrontbrewery.com, tours 1pm-3:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 1pm-8pm Fri., 10:45am-2:55pm Sat., noon-3:30 pm Sun., $7) has specialty beers such as pumpkin- and Door County cherry-flavored varieties. More impressive: it was the first brewery in the country to be certified organic and the first to produce gluten-free beer (they even got the government to change its definition of “beer” for this!). This generally is voted best brewery tour by local media. The brewery also has a boat dock and lies on the riverwalk.

The brews at Milwaukee Ale House (233 N. Water St., 414/226-2336, www.ale-house.com, 11am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri.-Sat., 11am-9pm Sun., $6-15) are among the best, and are even better sipped at its great riverside location with double-decker biergarten. There’s great live music here. This building was once a saddlery and, later, the home of the inventor of the Hula Hoop.

North of here, you’ll find Milwaukee’s original brewpub at Water Street Brewery (1101 N. Water St., 414/272-1195, food served 11am-9pm Mon.-Sat., $5-15) with an amazing beer memorabilia collection (some 60,000 items).

Beerheads should check out the original interiors of Horny Goat Brewing & Hideaway (2011 S. 1st St., 414/482-4628), built in a cool 1930s pump house.

Perhaps coolest of all: The former offices and interiors of the original Pabst Brewery have been rejuvenated into the Best Place at the Historic Pabst Brewery (901 W. Juneau Ave., 414/630-1609, bestplacemilwaukee.com), which has tours (2pm and 4pm Mon. and Wed.-Thurs., noon, 1pm, and 2pm Fri.-Sun., $8) and a cool tavern with classic Milwaukee beers on draught Thursday-Sunday. It is true Milwaukee.


M Pabst Mansion


The first stop for any historic architecture buff is the grandest of the grand: the Pabst Mansion (2000 W. Wisconsin Ave., 414/931-0808, www.pabstmansion.com, 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun. Mar.-Jan., $9 adults). Built between 1890 and 1893 of those legendary cream-colored bricks, it was the decadent digs of Captain Frederick Pabst, who slummed as a steamship pilot while awaiting his heirship to the Pabst fortune. The Flemish Renaissance mansion is staggering even by the baroque standards of the time: 37 rooms, 12 baths, 14 fireplaces, 20,000-plus feet of floor space, carved panels moved from Bavarian castles, priceless ironwork by Milwaukeean Cyril Colnik, and some of the finest woodwork you’ll likely ever see. The room that eventually became the gift shop was designed to resemble St. Peter’s Basilica!
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  Enormous beer fortunes built the opulent Pabst Mansion.




M Milwaukee Public Museum


Among the most respected nationally and number one nationwide in exhibits is the Milwaukee Public Museum (800 W. Wells St., 414/278-2702, www.mpm.edu, 9am-5pm daily, $14 adults). It initiated the concept of walk-through exhibits in 1882 and total habitat dioramas (with a muskrat ecosystem mock-up) in 1890; today, its “Old Milwaukee” street life construct is quite possibly Milwaukee’s most-visited tourist spot. The museum’s multilevel walk-through Rain Forest of Costa Rica, featuring its own 20-foot cascade, wins kudos and awards on an annual basis. Among the catacombs of displays on archaeology, anthropology, geology, botany, ethnography, and more are its jewels of paleontology: the world’s largest dinosaur skull and a 15-million-year-old shovel-tusk elephant skeleton obtained from the Beijing Natural History Museum.

The museum constantly reworks exhibits to allow some of its six million-plus pieces in storage to see the light of day. The Live Butterfly Garden has become the most popular exhibit with the general public (and especially with this author’s relatives). The $17 million Dome Theater and Planetarium—Wisconsin’s first IMAX theater—is a big deal, as it is the only place on earth to have such advanced computer projection systems. Be sure to take walking shoes.

Marquette University

Though the university’s namesake was not particularly enamored of the Great Lake coastline, Jesuit Marquette University (Wisconsin Ave., 414/278-3178, www.marquette.edu) was founded in 1881 and christened for the intrepid explorer Jacques Marquette. The university even has bone fragments purportedly from the Black Robe, Father Marquette himself.

The primary attraction here is the St. Joan of Arc Chapel (generally open 10am-4pm daily, from noon Sun., may be closed weekends when school is out), an inspiring, five-century-old relic from the Rhone River Valley of France. Transported stone by stone, along with another medieval chateau, it was reassembled on Long Island in 1927 by a railroad magnate; the French government put the kibosh on cultural relocation after this. It was lovingly redone by some of the nation’s premier historic architects and renovators and remains the only medieval structure in the Western Hemisphere where Mass is said regularly. In a perhaps apocryphal story, St. Joan is believed to have kissed one of the stones during the war between France and England, and that stone has been said to be colder than its surrounding neighbors ever since.

Another treasure of architecture here is the Brobdingnagian Gothic Gesu Church, built in 1894. The vertiginous heights of the spires are enough, but the gorgeous stained glass, in the shape of a rose divided into 14 petals, is equally memorable. Starting in summer 2012, the church underwent its first restoration (polishing those copper cherubs, water-sealing every lousy little crack) in some 120 years.

Also on campus is the Haggerty Museum of Art (530 N. 13th St., 414/288-1669, www.marquette.edu/haggerty, 10am-4:30pm Mon.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat., 10am-8pm Thurs., noon-5pm Sun., free). It is easily one of the city’s most challenging galleries, and worth it for anyone jaded by excessive exposure to the old masters. It’s multicultural and multimedia with a modernist bent. The most valuable piece is the series of more than 100 hand-colored Bible etchings by Marc Chagall.

One fascinating item at the Marquette University Memorial Library (1415 W. Wisconsin Ave., 414/288-7555) is the world-renowned J. R. R. Tolkien Collection, with more than 10,000 pages for The Lord of the Rings alone and thousands of other documents. You can’t just waltz in and paw the collection, however. Hours vary by semester and are reduced in summer.

NORTH OF DOWNTOWN

Charles Allis Art Museum

Overlooking Lake Michigan, the Charles Allis Art Museum (1801 N. Prospect Ave., 414/278-8295, www.cavtmuseums.org, 1pm-5pm Wed.-Sun., $5 adults, $8 including Villa Terrace) is in a Tudor mansion built by the first president of Allis-Chalmers, a major city employer. It has a superb collection of world art, fine furniture, and nearly 1,000 objets d’art dating back as far as 500 BC and covering the entire world. The museum’s posh interiors feature Tiffany windows, silk wall coverings, and loads of marble.


M Villa Terrace


Within walking distance of the Charles Allis Art Museum, the lavish 1923 Mediterranean Italian Renaissance Villa Terrace (2220 N. Terrace Ave., 414/271-3656, www.cavtmuseums.org, 1pm-5pm Wed.-Sun., $5 adults) houses an eclectic collection of decorative arts, including art and handcrafted furniture from the 16th through the 20th centuries. A four-year garden renovation program involved the restoration of a variety of botanical collections (organically melding interiors and exteriors). It is now one of the country’s only existing examples of Italian Renaissance garden art and design.



  BEER CITY

  Milwaukee was the place that gave rise to the stereotype. King Gambrinus, the mythical Flemish king and purported inventor and patron of beer, would no doubt have called the city home.



THE RISE

The first brewery in Milwaukee wasn’t started by a German—it was Welshmen who founded the first, along the lakefront, in 1840. Germans got into the act not much later with Herman Reuthlisberger’s brewery in Milwaukee—and bang! In 1844, Jacob Best started the neighborhood Empire Brewery, which later became the first of the megabreweries, Pabst. The same year saw Milwaukee’s first beer garden—that all-inclusive picnic/party zone with lovely flower gardens and promenades so essential to German culture—open, two years before the city’s charter was approved. The next half-decade saw the establishment of the progenitors of Milwaukee’s hops heritage—in order, Blatz, Schlitz, and the modern leviathan, Miller.

Without question, the primary beer spur was massive immigration. Most influential were waves of German immigrants, who earned Milwaukee the nickname “German Athens” by the 1880s. Further, when the government levied a whiskey tax of $1 per barrel, tavern patrons immediately began asking for beer instead.

Location was another factor in Milwaukee’s brewery success; Wisconsin was a world agricultural player in herbs, hops among them. In addition, Milwaukee’s plethora of natural ice gave it an edge over other U.S. brewers. The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 helped by devastating virtually all of Milwaukee’s competition. The city became famous for production and consumption; by the Civil War, there was one tippler’s joint for every 90 residents—and during the war, the breweries doubled their production yet again. At one time, there were nearly 600 breweries in the state. This led temperance crusader Carrie Nation to declare in 1902, “If there is any place that is hell on earth, it is Milwaukee. You say that beer made Milwaukee famous, but I say that it made it infamous.”

The brewers’ vast wealth allowed them to affect every major aspect of Milwaukee society and culture; ubiquitous still are the brewing family names affixed to philanthropic organizations, cultural institutions, and many buildings. So popular was Pabst beer that it could afford to place real blue ribbons on bottles by hand; so pervasive were the beers that Admiral Robert Peary found an empty Pabst bottle as he was nearing the North Pole.

THE DECLINE

After the industry’s zenith, which saw perhaps 60 breweries in Milwaukee at its peak, the number dwindled to only a dozen or so after Prohibition, and today there is just one, Miller (yes, yes, technically MillerCoors).

In the 1950s, Milwaukee could still claim to produce nearly 30 percent of the nation’s beer; today, the number is less than 5 percent.

Microbreweries and brewpubs (not the same thing) have inevitably cut into the megabrewery markets. And yet microbrews are a throwback of sorts. The first beer brewed in Milwaukee came from neighborhood brewers, most of which put out only a barrel a week, just enough for the local boys. As the major breweries gained wealth, they gobbled up large chunks of downtown land to create open-atrium biergartens and smoky bierhalls, in effect shutting out the smaller guys.

Most telling of all may be the deconstruction of yet another Wisconsin stereotype: Cheeseheads, despite being born clutching personalized steins, do not drink more beer per capita than any other state—that honor generally goes to Nevada. C’mon, though, it’s all tourists on benders, right? (By the way, most statistics on this are misleading—many of the states that are supposedly heavier drinkers than Wisconsin may appear that way since out-of-staters go there to buy beer. Trust me: we’re a bunch of beerheads here.)

It ain’t for Milwaukeean lack of trying; Forbes magazine once dubbed Milwaukee “America’s Drunkest City.” (Many other media have chimed in with similar observations.)




University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee


University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee (UWM) is second in enrollment only to the main campus in Madison; it’s well known for its civil engineering program. The Golda Meir Library (2311 E. Hartford Ave., 414/229-6282, www4.uwm.edu, 8am-5pm Mon.-Fri., free) houses the American Geographical Society Collection, a priceless collection of more than half a million maps, atlases, logbooks, journals, globes, charts, and navigational aids. It includes what is reportedly the world’s oldest known map, dating from the late 15th century.

Sprecher Brewery

Sprecher was one of the original Milwaukee microbrews and also makes killer root beer and cream soda. At the Sprecher Brewery (701 W. Glendale Ave., Glendale, 414/964-2739, www.sprecherbrewery.com, $5) you’ll find one of the city’s favorite microbrewery tours, given its oompah music in a heavily Bavarian-themed lager cellar. Tours (reservations required) are offered at 4pm weekdays and at 1pm, 2pm, and 3pm weekends year-round, with occasional added tours in summer, though tour times and dates are subject to change.


Schlitz Audubon Nature Center
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Schlitz Audubon Nature Center



On the far north side of the city, in Bayside, Schlitz Audubon Nature Center (1111 E. Brown Deer Rd., 414/352-2880, www.sanc.org, 9am-5pm daily, $6) abuts the edge of Lake Michigan on the grounds of an erstwhile Schlitz brewery horse pasture. A six-mile network of trails winds along the beach and through diverse prairies, woodlands, and wetlands. An observation tower with a parapet offers lake views. The interpretive center cost a cool $5.5 million to give it many environmentally friendly features, such as recirculated rain water, sustainable wood resourced from Aldo Leopold’s homestead, solar power panels, and low-flow toilets.



HOG HEAVEN
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Milwaukee’s pride: Harley-Davidson



Beer may have made Milwaukee famous, but to some, Milwaukee-born Harley-Davidson—the bikes, the slavishly devoted riders, and the company—truly represents the ethos of Milwaukee: blue-collar tough, proud, and loyal.

THE COMPANY

William S. Harley and Arthur Davidson, boyhood friends in Milwaukee, were fascinated by the bicycle (and German motorbike) craze around the turn of the 20th century. In 1903, they rigged a single-cylinder engine (the carburetor was a tin can) and leather-strap drive chain onto a thin bicycle frame—with no brakes. Thus began the first putterings of the company known for roaring.

The company incorporated in 1907, and within a decade became the largest motorcycle maker in the world. The Harleys’ reputation for sound engineering and thus endurance—the first motorcycle lasted 100,000 miles—made them popular with the U.S. Postal Service and especially police departments. In the first Federation of American Motorcyclists endurance test, a hog scored above a perfect 1,000 points, leading to a Harley dominance in motorcycle racing for decades. Constant innovations, such as the first clutch, fueled success.

During World War I Harley gained the U.S. government’s devotion—Harleys with sidecars equipped with machine guns also pursued pesky Pancho Villa into Mexico in 1917. Europeans found a great enthusiasm for the machines, too, after the Great War; within five years, 20 percent of the company’s business was exported.

Further, no motorcycle maker could claim the innovation or the zeal with which Harley-Davidson catered to its riders. Original dealers were instructed to employ the consumers in as much of the process as possible. Harley-Davidson open houses were legendary. The Enthusiast, the company’s newsletter, is the longest-running continuously published motorcycle organ anywhere.

THE BIKES

The company hit eternal fame with the goofy-looking, radically designed Knucklehead in 1936, when a public initially dismayed by the bulging overhead valves (hence the name) soon realized its synthesis of art and engineering; it has been called the most perfect motorcycle ever made. The Sportster, introduced in 1957, also gets the nod from aficionados—it’s called the Superbike. In the 1970s, the Super Glide—the Easy Rider low-rider’s progenitor—singlehandedly rescued the company. The modern Softail and Tour Glides are considered by Harley-Davidson to be the best ever engineered.

GOOD TIMES, BAD TIMES

By the 1940s, two-thirds of all U.S. bikes were Harley-Davidsons. By the 1950s, swelled by demand, Harley managed to push out its main competitor, Indian Motorcycle. But somewhere along the line, something happened. Harleys had been derisively dubbed “Hardly Ablesons” because of their tendency to break down—or so said owners of archrival Indian Motorcycles.

When AMF (American Machine and Foundry) took control of the company in 1969, sales were plummeting. Whatever the cause, morale of the company’s workforce hit an all-time low, and things got so bad that manufacturing was doled out to separate factories around the country.

In 1981, a group of about 30 Harley employees bought the company back and virtually reinvented it. With top-of-the-line products, brilliant marketing, and a furious effort at regaining the trust of the consumer, Harley-Davidson moved steadily back into the market. By the late 1980s, the company was again profitable against Japanese bikes. The effects are manifest: There’s a veritable renaissance of the Harley craze, an extensive waiting list for bikes (all 75,000 produced in a year are spoken for up to a year in advance), and Harley groups tooling even the streets of Hong Kong. More than half of Harley owners are senior citizens, married, college educated, and have high incomes.

The contemporary Harley-Davidson headquarters sits very near the site of that shed/workshop that cobbled together the first bike. The company remains firmly committed to its downtown location. It has programs encouraging employees to live in the neighborhood and is one of the most in-touch corporations in town. Its 2008 grand opening of a new Harley-Davidson museum cements it as a Milwaukee brand forever.



Whitnall Park

One of the larger municipal parks in the United States at 600-plus acres, Charles B. Whitnall Park (5879 W. 92nd St., Hales Corners, 414/425-7303, free) is the cornerstone of Milwaukee County’s enormous park system and of the state’s Oak Leaf Birding Trail, which has 35 separate parks and forests to view crucial avian habitat. Lush landscaped gardens are found inside the park at Boerner Botanical Gardens (414/425-1130, www.boernerbotanicalgardens.org, 8am-sunset daily late Apr.-mid-Oct., hours significantly reduced early Apr. and mid-Oct.-mid-Nov., $5). The 1,000-acre arboretum surrounding the gardens includes the largest flowering crabapple orchard in the United States. The gardens are closed from late November through early April.

Also in Whitnall Park is the Todd Wehr Nature Center (9701 W. College Ave., 414/425-8550, 8am-4:30pm, parking $3), designed as a living laboratory of eco-awareness, with nature trails and an ongoing mixed-grass prairie restoration.

SOUTH OF DOWNTOWN

St. Josaphat’s Basilica

Just south of downtown, the first Polish basilica in North America is the city’s St. Josaphat’s Basilica (Lincoln Ave. at S. 6th St., 414/645-5623, tours by appointment, but public welcome to Masses). Parishioners built the structure out of salvaged rubble from the Chicago Federal Building. The capacious dome is modeled after St. Peter’s in Rome; inside is a rather astonishing mélange of Polish iconography and hagiography, relics, stained glass, and wood carvings.

Beer Corner at Forest Home Cemetery

The only-in-Milwaukee award goes to Forest Home Cemetery (2405 W. Forest Home Ave.) and its designated sector of eye-catching monuments to the early Milwaukee brewing giants: Blatz, Pabst, Best, and Schlitz rest in peace beneath the handcrafted stones. Kooky or spooky, heritage is heritage. You can usually enter the cemetery weekdays until around 4pm and on Saturday mornings.


Mitchell Gallery of Flight


Mitchell International Airport has its Mitchell Gallery of Flight (5300 S. Howell Ave., 414/747-4503, www.mitchellgallery.org, 8am-10pm daily, free) housing a number of aircraft, including a zeppelin. More appealing is the retrospective of the iconoclastic and innovative military aviation pioneer Billy Mitchell, a Beer City native.

Speaking of the airport, a unique, free way to kill time waiting for your plane to depart is to drive your rental car along Layton Avenue to near South Kansas Avenue (the north side of Mitchell International Airport). You’ll find a small, relatively unknown viewing area to watch planes take off and land.

WEST OF DOWNTOWN


M Miller Brewing


King of the hill is Miller Brewing (4251 W. State St., 414/931-2337, www.millercoors.com, tours 10:30am-3:30pm Mon.-Sat., free), technically called MillerCoors, but nobody says that. This slick, modern operation is the very antithesis of a neighborhood brewer. Frederic Miller apprenticed and served as a brewmaster at Hohenzollern Castle in Sigmaringen, Germany, before striking out for the United States in 1855 at age 28 and starting a small brewery. His original Plank Road Brewery, bought from the son of the Pabst progenitor and not to be confused with Miller’s shrewdly named contemporary brewing operation, put out 300 barrels per year—no mean feat, but nothing stellar. Today, Miller is the second-largest brewery in the nation, with a total production of 45 million barrels a year; the warehouse is the size of five football fields. Hour-long tours take in the ultra-high-tech packaging center, the hangar-size shipping center, and, finally, the brewhouse. Tours end at the Caves Museum, a restored part of Miller’s original brewery in which kegs of beer were cooled.


M Harley-Davidson Museum


Harley-Davidson plant tours in the western suburb of Wauwatosa ended in 2009, but that’s OK, because to replace it the company has created Paradise for you. You can’t say you’ve seen Milwaukee without a visit to “Hog Heaven,” the Harley-Davidson Museum (Canal and South 6th Sts., 414/343-4235, www.h-dmuseum.com, 10am-6pm Fri.-Wed., 10am-8pm Thurs., $16 adults), a massive, 100,000-square-foot facility. This $30 million project, the mecca for Made in America, features an interactive museum and exhibits on the history, culture, and lifestyle engendered by the company and its slavishly devoted riders. Rooms are full of vintage vehicles; not surprisingly, Elvis’ bike probably gets the most attention. In 2012, the newest permanent exhibit found its home: After the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in Japan, a Harley-Davidson floated to North America in a shipping container. The owner asked that it be placed here, untouched. The museum stays open 365 days a year, in true blue-collar style.

The best way to experience Harley otherwise is to be around for Harley riders’ conventions, when literally 100,000 Harleys descend on the city to fete the metallic beasts. It’s an indescribable experience to hear and feel thousands of Harleys roaring down I-94 toward Miller Park on their way to a Brewers game from the museum, when the Beer City becomes a tented Hog City for a glorious summerlong celebration.

Annunciation Greek Orthodox Church

“My little jewel—a miniature Santa Sophia” is how Frank Lloyd Wright described the final major work of his life, the Annunciation Greek Orthodox Church (9400 W. Congress St., Wauwatosa, 414/461-9400). Its imposing rondure is a landmark to Milwaukee architecture—a dramatic inverted bowl into which Wright incorporated symbolic golds and blues and the Greek cross. The blue-tiled dome rises 45 feet above the floor and spans 104 feet. Some find the whole place stunning; others think the outside looks like a UFO and the interior murals far too modern in style. Individual tours are not available.
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Mitchell Park Horticultural Conservatory, also known as the Domes



Other Churches

The progressive Central United Methodist Church (639 N. 25th St., 414/344-1600, tours by appointment, free) is partially enclosed by earth and incorporates significant energy-saving and solar-energy measures (the tower holds solar panels).

It’s not a church per se, but the Tripoli Shrine Temple (3000 W. Wisconsin Ave., 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., free) is worth a look, if only for the oddly appealing Taj Mahal nature of the place. It was built during the 1920s and was indeed based on the Taj Mahal of India. The main dome is 30 feet in diameter and is flanked by two smaller domes. Camels, lanterns, floral designs, and other works of art decorate the interiors.

Milwaukee County Zoo

Believe it or not, the innovative designs at the Milwaukee County Zoo (10001 W. Bluemound Rd., 414/256-5411, www.milwaukeezoo.org, 9am-4:30pm daily Mar.-Memorial Day and Labor Day-Oct., 9am-5pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, 9:30am-2:30pm Mon.-Fri. and 9:30am-4:30pm Sat.-Sun. Nov.-Feb., $14.25 adults, $11.25 children 3-12, children under 3 free, $12 parking) have been mimicked nationally and internationally for the past five decades. In fact, they set the standard for what many today take for granted in zoological park settings. The animals’ five global environments, grouped in specific continental areas with a system of moats, create apparent juxtaposing of predator and prey. Almost 5,000 specimens live here, many of them also residents of the endangered species list. Perennially popular are the polar bears and other aquatic leviathans viewable through subsurface windows. A century-old barn houses a dairy complex, giving visitors an educational look at milk production. Zoomobiles ($3) roll about the expansive grounds, and minitrains ($2.50) also chug around. On occasion, you can even hop aboard an elephant or a spitting camel. Animal shows take place throughout the day.

The rides and animal shows have varied schedules. All rides and activities within are extra. Admission rates are lower October-May.

The Domes

Though it’s officially the Mitchell Park Horticultural Conservatory (524 S. Layton Blvd., 414/649-9800, www.countyparks.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-4pm Sat.-Sun., $6.50 adults), everybody knows this complex as the Domes. You’ll know why once you take a gander at the conical, seven-story, 148-foot-tall glass-encased buildings. The capacious interiors, totaling about 15,000 square feet, are isolated into arid desert, traditional floral, and tropical rainforest biospheres. One is re-landscaped up to half a dozen times annually. Outside, the conservatory, ringed with more sunken gardens, is the only structure of its type in the world.


  Entertainment and Events

  NIGHTLIFE



Milwaukee is no Austin, Texas, but there’s a lot more music and nightlife than people realize. Then again, it’s also the city where sheepshead (a native card game) tournaments might get equal billing with live music in the same bar. Milwaukee has more than 5,000 bars, which is in the top 10 per capita nationwide, so there’s something out there for everyone. (Forbes called it “America’s Drunkest City.”) And it is the City of Festivals: throw a dart at a calendar and you’ll hit an enormous festival of some sort.

Many of these places come and go. The ones included in this guide show staying power.

The free weekly Shepherd Express gives a rundown of most of the clubs; the Friday edition of the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel is fairly thorough.

Water Street

Stretching along the Milwaukee River, aptly named Water Street draws a preponderance of Marquette students and lots of downtown business types; you want rowdy, then come here. Nightlife varies from a brewpub to sports bars and dance clubs. The Water Street Brewery (1101 N. Water St., 414/272-1195, www.waterstreetbrewery.com, food served 11am-9pm Mon.-Sat., $5-15) is Milwaukee’s original brewpub. These folks also run what is likely the newest “hot” spot in the neighborhood, the Trinity Three Irish Pubs (125 E. Juneau Ave, 414/278-7033, http://trinitythreeirishpubs.com): classic pubs by day, one of the three is a dance club by night. Raucous as all get out, and the institution here, is Rosie’s Water Works (1111 N. Water St., 414/274-7213, http://rosiesonwater.com).

Walker’s Point

More and more shops, boutiques, and restaurants are moving into the Walker’s Point neighborhood by the month. Nightspots here vary from a pub with a sand volleyball court outside to a Teutonic watering hole, dark sippers’ pubs, and a whole lot more. Walker’s Point is also the home of Milwaukee’s oldest LGBT dance club, La Cage (801 S. 2nd St., 414/672-7988, http://lacagemke.com); it’s the largest in Wisconsin.

North Jefferson Street

Bar-restaurants such as Elsa’s on Park (833 N. Jefferson St., 414/765-0615), Louise’s (801 N. Jefferson St., 414/273-4224), and others, all in the same area, have given North Jefferson Street and environs the feel of a subdued scene, all in the ritzy section of town full of boutiques, galleries, and the like. The yin to Water Street’s noisy yang.

Beer Halls and Taverns

The folks at Kochanski’s Concertina Beer Hall (1920 S. 37th St., 414/837-6552, www.beer-hall.com) certainly have big shoes to fill, seeing as their place was the home of legendary Milwaukee polkameister Art Altenberg, who for decades ran this club to preserve live polka music. Many nights his heritage still lives on here (though it might be roots rock or alt country); guaranteed, every Wednesday night is traditional polka music. It’s the real deal, and it’s a hoot!
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Water Street



Along bopping North Farwell Avenue, Von Trier (2235 N. Farwell Ave., 414/272-1775) could pass for a German bierhall with its long heavy wooden bench seating and a summertime biergarten. In true Bavarian and Wisconsin style, there’s a buck’s head affixed to the wall. Even after a 2010 “refreshing,” it’s lost none of its essence. A block away on North Avenue, Vitucci’s (1832 N. Ave., 414/273-6477) has long been a personal favorite watering hole, and a Milwaukee fave since 1936. That said, in 2012 they re-did the place to give it a more upscale look. Nice, but it’s got a different vibe now.

Too many neighborhood taverns to count exist in Milwaukee, and everybody’s got a different recommendation. The since-1908 Wolski’s (1836 N. Pulaski St., Walker’s Point, 414/276-8130) is a corner tavern that defines a Milwaukee tippler’s joint. You’re an unofficial Beer City denizen if you drive home with an “I closed Wolski’s” bumper sticker on your car.

Dance Clubs

One with the most staying power locally is the live music and dance club Mad Planet (533 East Center St., 414/263-4555), a perennial winner of local awards for best dance club. They have regular dance parties that always turn into a mix of all local subcultures; here, goths mix with punks. Get there early.

It’s a chain, but Have a Nice Day Cafe (1101 N. Old World 3rd St., 414/270-9650) is a fun retro haven for those stuck in the 1970s; their signature goldfish-bowl drinks will help you get into the groove.

Live Music

Rock

Shank Hall (1434 N. Farwell Ave., 414/276-7288) offers a constant barrage of prominent local, regional, and national acts. It was once a stable, so the interior isn’t exactly a delight when the lights come up. More good spots for local rock or regional alternative acts and mostly college crowds include Points East Pub (1501 N. Jackson St., 414/272-0122) and the acoustically atrocious Rave (2401 W. Wisconsin Ave., 414/342-7283). Many readers of local websites and other media have voted the live music at Milwaukee Ale House (233 N. Water St., 414/226-2336, 11am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri.-Sat., 11am-9pm Sun., $6-15) as tops.
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Quaff a beer and listen to alternative music at Points East Pub.



Not here on a weekend? Fret not, for the Cactus Club (2496 S. Wentworth Ave., 414/482-0160) has music, often national acts, many weeknights.

BLUES AND R&B

It used to be all blues all the time (in a scuzzy kind of way) at the Up and Under Pub (1216 E. Brady St., 414/276-2677); under new owners it’s gotten a freshening-up and added a nice variety of rock, roots, and more.

The Riverwest neighborhood is a prime spot. A small neighborhood tavern unconcerned with decor, Linneman’s River West Inn (1001 E. Locust St., 414/263-9844) has blues and some folk. I’ve always loved it.

JAZZ

Serious jazzers should head for the Jazz Oasis (2379 N. Holton Ave., 414/562-2040) or a local institution, Caroline’s (401 S. 2nd St., 414/221-0244), in Walker’s Point, where you go for the music and atmosphere, not necessarily the decor.

WORLD MUSIC AND ECLECTIC

International flavors, musical and otherwise, are on offer in a comfortable setting at Nomad World Pub (1401 E. Brady St., 414/224-8111), part coffee shop, part unpredictable drink-pouring bar where you can get betel nuts while listening to world beat music, sometimes live.

Regular Irish music, along with Irish fare, is available at County Clare (1234 N. Astor St., 414/272-5273), set in a retro guesthouse.

Nightclubs and Lounges

At Landmark Lanes (2220 N. Farwell Ave., 414/278-8770), in the bowels of the Oriental Landmark Theater, there’s bowling (this is Milwaukee, after all), but mostly it’s a happening young nightclub with three separate bars, pool tables, and dartboards. The place has been around forever, and it’s great.

If you’re looking for a more upscale place, try the Hi-Hat Lounge (E. Brady and Arlington Sts., 414/220-8090). With cool jazz wafting in the background, it’s got a classy but not showy feel and an older, sophisticated crowd.

LGBT

The longtime standard for the LGBT community is La Cage (801 S. 2nd St., in Walker’s Point, 414/672-7988). A casually chic new place, Hybrid Lounge (707 E. Brady St., 414/810-1809, www.hybridlounge.net), has also just opened.


THE ARTS


In Rand McNally’s Places Rated, Milwaukee hit the top 5 percent of big cities for cultural attractions and the arts. Since the 1990s, more than $100 million has been poured into downtown arts districts. Per capita, Milwaukeeans donate more to the arts than any U.S. city besides Los Angeles. Four dozen cultural organizations, including 23 theater companies, call the city home.

Rundowns for all cultural activities can be found in the Friday and Sunday editions of the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel. Milwaukee Magazine also has a comprehensive monthly compendium.

Cultural Centers

The Pabst Theater (144 E. Wells St., 414/286-3663, www.pabsttheater.org), an 1895 Victorian piece of opulence that today seems as ornate as ever, is a majestic draw in its own right (free public tours are given at noon on Saturdays if show schedules don’t conflict), but it also continues to attract national acts of all kinds. The Marcus Center for Performing Arts (929 N. Water St., 414/273-7121, www.marcuscenter.org) has a regular season of theater, symphony, ballet, opera, children’s theater, and touring specials. It is the home of the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra, the Milwaukee Ballet Company, the Florentine Opera Company, and much more.
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The city’s beer money bought cultural landmarks like the Pabst Theater.



A detailed, painstaking postmillennial restoration of the Milwaukee Theatre (500 W. Kilbourn Ave., 414/908-6000, www.milwaukeetheatre.com), a historic 1909 gem, has created a state-of-the-art facility for concerts and theatrical productions.

Theater

The city has nearly two dozen theater companies performing in many locations. The Skylight Music Theatre (414/291-7800, www.skylightmusictheatre.com) and Milwaukee Chamber Theatre (414/276-8842, www.chamber-theatre.com) are residents of the lovely Broadway Theatre Center (158 N. Broadway, 414/291-7800) downtown. The Chamber Theatre’s language-centered contemporary plays are always a challenge.

One of the nation’s few African American professional theater groups is the Hansberry-Sands Theatre Company, which performs at the Marcus Center (929 N. Water St., 414/273-7121, www.marcuscenter.org).

The Milwaukee Repertory Theater (108 E. Wells St., 414/224-1761, www.milwaukeerep.com) is part of an international network of cooperating organizations and offers classical, contemporary, cabaret, and special performances September-May.

Music

The Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra (700 N. Water St., 414/291-6010, www.mso.org) is one of the nation’s top orchestras. No less than New Yorker magazine, with an all-too-typical coastal undercurrent of surprise, described it as “virtuoso.”


CITY OF FESTIVALS

Another term of endearment for Milwaukee is the City of Festivals, as you’ll find a nearly infinite variety of celebrations here. Aside from Summerfest and its innate chaos, the festivals on this list are relatively headache-free. Unless otherwise specified, each of the following takes place at Henry W. Maier Festival Park (the Summerfest grounds).

• Summerfest

This is the largest music festival in the world. For 11 days in late June, national and local acts perform on multiple stages along the lakefront, drawing millions of music lovers and partiers. During Summerfest, traffic will be a nightmare, and there are no tricks to avoid it. You’ll also have to scrounge for a hotel room, even six months in advance.

Other Biggies

• Polish Fest: America’s largest Polish festival (414/529-2140, www.polishfest.org, June)

• Lakefront Festival of Arts: (Milwaukee Art Museum grounds, 414/224-3253, http://lfoa.mam.org, late June)

• German Fest: the largest multiday cultural festival in the country (414/464-9444, www.germanfest.com, July)

• Festa Italiana: (414/223-2808, www.festaitaliana.com, July)

• Bastille Days: (Cathedral Square Park downtown, 414/271-1416, www.easttown.com, July)

• Mexican Fiesta: (414/383-7066, www.mexicanfiesta.org, Aug.)

• Irish Fest: Called by the Smithsonian the best celebration of Irish culture in the nation, it is certainly the largest (414/476-3378, www.irishfest.com, Aug.)

• African World Festival: (414/291-7959, www.awfmke.com, Aug.)

• Wisconsin State Fair: West of downtown along I-94, this fair of fairs, second only to Summerfest in attendance, features carnivals, 500 exhibits, livestock shows, entertainment on 20 stages, and the world’s greatest cream puffs (414/266-7000, www.wistatefair.com, Aug.)

• Indian Summer: The largest Native American festival in the United States (414/604-1000, www.indiansummer.org, Sept.)

• Oktoberfest: (Heidelberg Park, Glendale, west of downtown, 414/476-3378, www.oktoberfestmilwaukee.com, weekends starting in late Sept.)

• International Holiday Folk Fair: (Wisconsin State Fair Park, west of downtown, 414/225-6225, www.folkfair.org, Nov.).



Dance

Milwaukee has a thriving modern dance culture; New York City companies make regular visits for performances in numerous sites around the city. Ranked among the top ballet companies in the country is the Milwaukee Ballet Company (504 W. National Ave., 414/643-7677, www.milwaukeeballet.org).

Milwaukee’s modern Ko-Thi Dance Company (414/442-6844, www.ko-thi.org), committed to the preservation and performance of African and Caribbean arts, is also nationally renowned. Tremendously popular shows are held in spring and fall at the Pabst Theater.

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Bless Milwaukee for always featuring free events. Downtown, Pere Marquette Park has free concerts Wednesday evenings. Cathedral Park Square at Jefferson and Wells features free live jazz Thursday evenings. Virtually every county park has free summertime music, too. Check online for schedules (www.county.milwaukee.gov).


M Summerfest


Summerfest is the granddaddy of all Midwestern festivals and the largest music festival in the world (says the Guinness Book of World Records). For 11 days in late June, top national musical acts as well as unknown college-radio mainstays perform on innumerable stages along the lakefront, drawing millions of music lovers and partiers. Agoraphobics need not even consider it. Shop around for discount coupons at grocery stores and assorted businesses, or consider a multiday pass, available at businesses all around town.


  Shopping

  There’s more to shopping in Milwaukee than the requisite cheddar cheese foam-wedge hat and cheese-and-bratwurst gift packs. (Though these should, of course, be on your list!)



THE SHOPS OF GRAND AVENUE

Virtually everyone starts at the economic (as well as geographic) heart of Milwaukee, The Shops of Grand Avenue, a synthesis of old and new. Originally built in 1915 as the Plankinton Arcade, much of its architecture was retained when the four-block area was gentrified into a lower level of shops and an upper level of sidewalk cafés and people-watching heights.
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  The Shops of Grand Avenue are the focal point of downtown shopping.



The bookstores-per-capita quotient is pretty high in Milwaukee. Renaissance Book Shop (275 W. Wisconsin Ave., 414/224-0706, 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.) is great for book lovers. It even has a second location at the airport (5300 S. Howell Ave., 414/747-4526). How many airports can claim an odd-in-a-good-way used book shop?

From here, neighborhoods reach out for your wallet. To the immediate north, North Old World 3rd Street has mostly good restaurants but a few long-standing shops, the highlight of which has to be Usinger’s (1030 N. Old World 3rd St., 414/276-9100, www.usinger.com, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Sat.). Sausage as a souvenir—is that a Milwaukee gift or what? Other highlights include Ambrosia Chocolates and, of course, the Wisconsin Cheese Mart.

OTHER SHOPPING DISTRICTS

The Historic Third Ward, Jefferson Street, and East Brady Street areas offer the most compelling strolls for shoppers. All are blocks-long areas of carefully updated Old World-feeling streets, filled with art and antique galleries, specialty shops, and oodles of places to grab a cup of java or a quick bite in a chic setting to recharge the purchasing battery.

Sports and Recreation

Milwaukee has been rated in the top 10 percent of like-size U.S. cities for recreational opportunities in and around the city. Don’t forget, too, that the Beer City is major league. It supports three professional teams along with a minor league hockey team.

Looking for something more aerobic? Consider the city’s more than 150 parks and parkways and 15,000 acres of greenland. Milwaukee has more park area per person than any metropolitan city in the United States, and has won a Gold Medal for Excellence from the National Recreation and Park Association. The place to inquire first is the Milwaukee County Parks System (414/257-6100, www.countyparks.com).

HIKING AND BIKING

The following is but a thumbnail sketch of what the county has to offer.

The Oak Leaf Trail is the diamond of all Milwaukee-area trails. One name but comprising multiple loops, this beauty wends through all the parkways and major parks of the county, topping out at longer than 100 miles. The main section for most, though, is an easy loop around the lakefront. The trail begins along Lincoln Memorial Drive between Ogden Avenue and Locust Street. Signs from here point your way, though note that not all myriad loops are well marked (or even marked at all). The most popular subroute is a 13-mile marked route, the Milwaukee ‘76 Trail, starting from O’Donnell Park and stretching along the lakefront to the Charles Allis Art Museum and through east-side historic districts. Since the Oak Leaf trailhead is along the lakefront, the best thing to do after huffing and puffing all day is finish by exploring the littoral scenery. At 2400 North Lincoln Memorial Drive is Bradford Beach, the city’s most popular.
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  The loveliest bicycle ride in the city is at the lakefront.



Henry Aaron State Trail, a new addition to the state’s reputable system, is a six-mile path leading from the lakefront, through historic districts, and ending in the near-west suburbs, much of it following the Menomonee River.

Find great ski trails at a number of parks, including Schlitz Audubon Nature Center, Whitnall Park, and, believe it or not, the zoo.

Bike and in-line skate rentals and personal watercraft and kayaks are usually available along the lakefront at Milwaukee Bike and Skate Rental (414/273-1343, www.milwbikeskaterental.com) in Veterans Park. Just north of McKinley Marina, Welker Water Sport Rentals (414/630-5387) also rents personal watercraft and kayaks.

The county park’s website (www.countyparks.com) has maps of the Oak Leaf Trail and others, or you may request physical copies of the maps be mailed to you.

PADDLING

Not many cities offer paddling on a river and a lake, but Milwaukee is one of them. Rent a kayak or paddleboard and take your own tour via Milwaukee Kayak (318 S. Water St., 414/301-2240, milwaukeekayak.com, from $25 for four hours) on the south end of the riverwalk. It’s awesome!
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  Paddle yourself down the Milwaukee River.




CHARTER FISHING


Milwaukee leads the state in charter operations and salmonoids taken. On a scintillating summer day, the marina and harbor areas of Milwaukee appear to be discharging a benevolent, whitewashed D-Day flotilla.

The Convention and Visitors Bureau (414/273-7222, www.visitmilwaukee.org) can provide more detailed information on specific charter operations. Investigating charter operators before sailing can save quite a lot of personality friction; the boats are not that big, and you are the one who’ll have to sit out on the big lake with the skipper all day.

BOWLING

An apt local joke: Wisconsin’s the only state where you can factor your bowling average into your SAT score. The city’s 81 regulation bowling centers can take care of your bowling jones, but even better, a couple of neighborhood joints have old-style duckpin bowling. The Holler House (2042 W. Lincoln Ave., 414/647-9284) has the two oldest sanctioned bowling lanes (Lanes 1 and 2) in the United States. A tradition of sorts here is to “donate” your bra to the rafters on your first visit. (When city leaders cracked down on this in 2012 for being a “fire hazard,” the outcry from around the country was so fierce that the tradition was given a sheepish pass again.)

A true Milwaukee treasure is the long-standing Koz’s Mini Bowl (2078 S. 7th St., 414/383-0560), with four 16-foot lanes and balls the size of oranges; the pin setters still make $0.50 a game, plus tips. An aside: Koz’s was actually a WWII-era house of ill repute; the lanes were simply a cover to keep locals from asking questions.

ICE SKATING AND HOCKEY

The Pettit National Ice Center (500 S. 84th St., off I-94, 414/266-0100, www.thepettit.com) is the only one of its kind in the country and one of only five of its scope in the world. National and international competitions are held here regularly. The public can enjoy the 400-meter ovals and two Olympic-size hockey rinks when they’re open ($7).

GOLF

Milwaukee is often mentioned for its nearly 20 golf courses, all within a short drive. Most prominent in the near vicinity is Brown Deer Park (7835 N. Green Bay Rd., 414/352-8080); for a public course, it’s amazing. Whitnall and Oakwood Parks also have excellent courses.

SPECTATOR SPORTS

The Brew Crew

Milwaukee remains something of an anomaly as the smallest of the small markets. And most markets of comparable size support just one major league franchise, not three, as Milwaukee does.

Miller Park, the Milwaukee Brewers’ stadium, is absolutely magnificent. It has been described as the most perfect synthesis of retro and techno in the world. Do check it out.

Baseball season runs early April-late September, and obtaining tickets is sometimes an issue, especially on weekends or whenever the archenemy Chicago Cubs come to town. This true-blue Brew Crew fan is happy to report that the Brouhas are perennially at least in the playoff hunt!

For ticket information, call 414/902-4400 or 800/933-7890, or log on to www.brewers.com.


  
    JOIN THE BREW CREW
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    the racing sausages

  

  Not a baseball or even a sports fan? It matters not; a Brewers game is a cultural necessity. Consider the following:

  TAILGATING

  Nobody but nobody parties before a ball game like Wisconsinites, and Milwaukeeans (and Green Bay Packers fans) have perfected the pregame tailgate party. The requisite pregame attraction is the meal of beer, grilled brats, and potato salad, eaten while playing catch in the parking lot. (The Guinness Book of Records recognized the Brewers’ erstwhile home, Milwaukee County Stadium, as the site of the world’s largest tailgate party, while the new Miller Park has nearly double the party area.) And the food inside the stadium is superb: sports commentator emeritus Bob Costas has deemed the stadium’s bratwurst tops in the major leagues.

  AND IT’S THE BRATWURST BY A, ER, NOSE . . .

  But this is not the only reason to go to a game. The Brewers have the coolest stunt in pro sports: the Sausage Race. Grounds-crew members stick themselves into big, clunky sausage outfits—a hot dog, a Polish sausage, an Italian sausage, a bratwurst, and a Mexican chorizo—and lumber around the field to a thrilling finish at home plate. It’s so popular that opposing players beg for the opportunity to be a Milwaukee sausage for the day. (And it’s being copied by many teams now.)



Milwaukee Bucks

Except for an occasional woeful hiccup season, the Milwaukee Bucks (414/276-4545, www.bucks.com) are generally a competitive team in the NBA East. Tickets are sometimes hit or miss, but unless the Los Angeles Lakers are in town, you can usually land them. The Bucks offer great deals on their Bonus Nights, when certain seats (and not all of them at nosebleed elevation) are dirt cheap—by NBA standards, anyway.


  
Accommodations


  Most travelers will find lodging in downtown Milwaukee much better than they may have expected, given the historic grace of many buildings.



A good trick is to check the Milwaukee Convention and Visitors Bureau’s website (www.visitmilwaukee.org) for constant package deals at local hotels, even in peak seasons.

Note that all rates given are merely the lowest average price and that weekends in summer can be extremely expensive at some hotels, so check around.

DOWNTOWN

Downtown Milwaukee is full of gracefully aging anachronisms, some wearier than others. One hint: Given Wisconsin’s winter, you may wish to note whether your accommodation is linked via the downtown skywalk system.

Under $50

There’s a not-too-far-away hostel in Kettle Moraine State Forest in Eagle, called Hi-Eagle Home Hostel (Hwy. 58, Eagle, 262/495-8794, www.hiusa.org, $25).

At the time of writing, an application for a new hostel in Walker’s Point had been filed: the Third Coast Inn will have beds in rooms and dorms, as well as a bike rental/repair shop. With plans for geothermal heating, it will be great for green travelers.

$100-150

Assume this category will be closer to $150 on weekends or during festivals. The first place to check is the 1920 art deco Astor Hotel (924 E. Juneau St., 414/271-4220 or 800/558-0200, www.theastorhotel.com, $109 and up), which has character (and characters strolling about) through and through, down to the original fixtures. Because the structure has been renovated multiple times over the years, this is one of those places where you should be prepared to look at a number of rooms before choosing.

Aloft (1230 N. Old World 3rd St., 414/226-0122, www.aloftmilwaukeedowntown.com, $109-299) is possibly the trendiest place in town—think minimalist boutique. The high ceilings and windows exhibit wonderful design, but keep in mind it caters to a very boisterous crowd. No one disputes the friendliness of the staff, however.

About the same price is the no-it’s-not-a-contradiction Hotel of the Arts Downtown Days Inn (1840 N. 6th St., 414/265-5629, www.hotelofthearts.com, $119-179). Ditto with the to-the-sky ceilings and glass walls; the “arts” refers to rotating art exhibits and special package rates for many arts group performances in town. Free parking, unlike many other hotels here.

The historic apartment/condo building housing M Knickerbocker on the Lake (1028 E. Juneau Ave., 414/276-8500, www.knickerbockeronthelake.com, $150) overlooks Lake Michigan on a bluff just northeast of the funky Brady Street area, a great location. The lobby sports original marble floors and vaulted ceilings. Individually designed rooms are detailed with antiques, but also have modern amenities such as air-conditioning, Internet access, and more; some rooms have smashing deck views, fireplaces, or other extras. Well-regarded restaurants on site. Some find it too anachronistically funky; others say that’s part of the charm.

Over $150

The historic new Hilton Garden Inn (611 N. Broadway, 414/271-6611, www.hiltongardeninnmilwaukeedowntown.com, $175) is located in a gorgeous 1886 building that once housed an insurance company. It’s been garnering very positive reviews.

The impressive all-suite boutique hotel Brewhouse Suites (1215 N. 10th St., 414/810-3350, brewhousesuites.com, $190) is housed in the now-defunct Pabst Brewery. Think all-green, sustainably built, steampunk-influenced suites.

Generating lots of well-earned buzz is M Hotel Metro (411 E. Mason St., 414/272-1937, www.hotelmetro.com, $219), a posh but cute boutique hotel in an erstwhile art deco office building. Glass sinks from Wisconsin’s Kohler Company are among the noticeable design highlights of the 65 oversize suites, replete with steeping tubs or whirlpool baths; downstairs is a chic, seen-on-the-scene bar. The art deco stylings include environmentally friendly bamboo-wood floorings and wood from sustainable forests. Hotel Metro offers guests the use of one of their cruiser bicycles to get around town. It’s also got one of the best cafés in Milwaukee.
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  Bicycles for green sightseeing are a selling point at Hotel Metro.



The M Hilton Milwaukee City Center (509 W. Wisconsin Ave., 414/271-7250 or 800/445-8667, www.hiltonmilwaukee.com, from $229) is perhaps the best example of restored charm downtown. (And yet in 2013 they were still in the midst of another $19 million upgrade!) This incarnation features limestone ashlar, pink granite, and buff terra cotta; it’s Milwaukee’s sole Roaring 1920s art deco-style hotel, right down to the geometric marble motifs in the lobby.

The granddaddy of Milwaukee hotels, referred to as the “Grand Hotel,” is the M Pfister (424 E. Wisconsin Ave., 414/273-8222 or 800/558-8222, www.thepfisterhotel.com, $244 s, $264 d), built in 1893. This posh city-state-size behemoth oozes Victorian grandeur. The somewhat overwhelming lobby, filled with displays of 19th-century art, is of such ornate intricacy that the hotel organizes regular tours. Its state-of-the-art recreation facility outshines most health clubs. The laundry list of attractive features and service accolades could fill a phone book. Then again, many believe (including some professional sports figures) that the Pfister is spectrally inhabited.

NORTH OF DOWNTOWN

Most lodging choices are found off I-43 along Port Washington Road. Best overall rooms and location are at the Hilton Milwaukee River Inn (4700 N. Port Washington Rd., 414/962-6040 or 800/445-8667, www.hilton.com, $101), with well-appointed one-bedroom rooms and a gorgeous, quiet river location. The excellent restaurant has an even better river view.

SOUTH OF DOWNTOWN

If you’ve got an early-morning flight or are just looking for something cheap close to downtown, head south. At least two dozen lodgings are scattered about, most along South Howell Avenue, West Layton Avenue, and South 13th Street, and all save one are neon-light chain options. Of these, close enough to get you off to your plane early you have another Hilton or, likely a bit cheaper, a well-run Hampton Inn (1200 W. College Ave., 414/762-4240, $109).

Over $150

Any hotel that aims to mingle business suits with biker leathers and boots is going to raise a few eyebrows, but The Iron Horse Hotel (500 W. Florida St., 414/373-4766 or 888/543-4766, www.theironhorsehotel.com, $240 and up) is a near success in that. It’s a biker boutique hotel, and appropriately a stone’s throw from the Harley-Davidson Museum. Its loft-style rooms are loaded to the gills with chic-but-tough (naturally) design and everything designed, indeed, for someone waltzing in with biker boots or their work laptop (or, these days, both).

WEST OF DOWNTOWN

Those options listed here are non-chain lodgings inside the western suburbs. Follow the interstates in any direction for most chain options.

$100-150

Resurrected from the doldrums (and helping the neighborhood do the same) is the Ambassador Hotel (2308 W. Wisconsin Ave., 414/342-8400, www.ambassadormilwaukee.com, $129), just outside the western fringes of downtown. Inside a remodeled 1927 art deco structure ($12 million and counting sunk into upgrades, right down to the terra cotta exterior), this place is historic meets state-of-the-art. I just love to sip a martini in its Envoy Lounge. Its only drawback: location—that is, not really downtown enough to walk for most.

CAMPING

The best public camping is a half-hour to the west via I-94 and south on WIS 67 in Kettle Moraine State Forest (262/646-3025, reservations at 888/947-2757 or www.wisconsinstateparks.reserveamerica.com, $10; sites cost from $14 for non-residents; open year-round); it’s very popular and is often booked, so arrive/reserve early. The nearest private campground is southwest of Milwaukee along I-43 in Mukwonago at Country View Campground (S110 W26400 Craig Ave., 414/662-3654, mid-Apr.-mid-Oct., $25). Country View offers a pool, playground, hot showers, and supplies. RVs can camp at the Wisconsin State Fairgrounds, west along I-94 in West Allis, but it’s crowded and cacophonic with freeway traffic.


  Food

  Gastronomically, you’ll be surprised by Milwaukee. It’s a pan-ethnic food heaven spanning the gamut from fish fries in cozy 120-year-old neighborhood taprooms to four-star prix fixe repasts in state-of-the-art gourmet restaurants. That is, no casseroles and meat-and-potatoes monotony here!



DOWNTOWN

Fish Fries

In Milwaukee, you’ll find a fish fry everywhere, even at the chain fast-food drive-through and Miller Park during Friday-night Brewers games. Dozens of neighborhood taverns and bars still line up the plank seating and picnic tables with plastic coverings on Friday nights. Or head for a Catholic church; Milwaukee’s got 275 parishes, so you’ll find a good one. I would head for Lakefront Brewery, where its restaurant, Palm Garden (1872 N. Commerce St., 414/273-8300, www.lakefrontpalmgarden.com, 4pm-9pm Fri.), has a wondrous Friday fish fry. Expect loads of varieties, including bluegill and perch. They also offer a combination platter. Better, it all comes with real-deal tater pancakes, like the old days, and rollicking polka music. It’s great fun.
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Dine alfresco on the Riverwalk.



You pay more, but you might die from happiness with the seared grouper fish fry at the Hotel Metro (411 E. Mason St., 414/272-1937, www.hotelmetro.com).

Coffee and Tea

Those with a java fixation should head for the Brady Street area (www.bradystreet.org), where you’ll find an inordinate number of coffee shops of every possible variety.

Watts Tea Shop (761 N. Jefferson St., 414/291-5120, 9am-4pm daily, tea 2:30pm-4pm) heads the list for afternoon tea and homemade everything, from scones to chicken salad. The shop is ensconced in the ritzy Watts store, purveyor of prohibitively fragile china, silver, and crystal.

Steak Houses

Staying in the Hilton Milwaukee City Center? Go no farther than your establishment’s Milwaukee Chop House (633 N. 5th St., 414/226-2467, 5pm-10pm Mon.-Sat., $18-68); in addition to luscious steaks, the bone-in rib eye is likely the best in Milwaukee.

Visit Butch’s Old Casino Steak House (414/271-8111, www.butchssteakhouse.com, 5pm-close Mon.-Sat., $20-40) for its throwback-to-bygone-days atmosphere.

Romantic

A lovely lake view comes at Coast (931 E. Wisconsin Ave., 414/727-5555, dinner Tues.-Fri., seasonal Sun. brunch, $8-20), offering absolutely superb vistas of the Milwaukee Art Museum’s new Calatrava addition and Lake Michigan. Pan-American in scope, the creative foods here are superbly made but, as with the comfortably designed interiors, unpretentious.

Seafood

Milwaukee’s downtown place for creative and solid seafood has for years been Bosley on Brady (815 E. Brady St., 414/727-7975, 4pm-10pm Tues.-Sat., 4pm-8pm Sun., $17-33), which describes itself as seafood with a Key West attitude.

Of late Bosley on Brady has had plenty of competition from a fabulous newcomer, Harbor House (550 N. Harbor Dr., 414/395-4900, lunch and dinner daily, $17-50), just north of Discovery World. The fare changes with the season, but whether it’s dreamy lobster potpie or pan-seared Great Lakes walleye, it’s outstanding, as are the sublime water and city views.

Fine Dining

Nouvelle cuisine is done magnificently at M Sanford (1547 N. Jackson St., 414/276-9608, 5:30pm-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 5pm-10pm Fri.-Sat., $30-70), one of the state’s most original and respected innovators of cuisine and definitely a place to cook up an excuse for a splurge. It’s feted by national foodie media and has garnered a wall full of awards. Gourmet magazine has more than once named it one of the United States’ top 50 restaurants. Even after a 2012 change in ownership, the attentive service, attention to detail, and superb execution of seasonal dishes remains excellent.



FISH FRIES
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golden fried deliciousness



Cuisine experience number one in Wisconsin is a Friday-night fish fry. Its exact origins are unknown, but it’s certainly no coincidence that in a state contiguous to two Great Lakes, featuring 15,000 glacial pools and undergoing waves of Catholic immigration (Catholics don’t eat meat on Fridays during Lent), people would specialize in a Friday-night fish-eating outing.

Fish fries are myriad—it’s so popular that even the local fast-food restaurants have them. The American Serbian Hall serves 2,500 people at a drive-through; Chinese, Mexican, and other ethnic restaurants get in on the act; and even Miller Park has fish fries at Friday Brewers games.

Everybody has an opinion on who has the best fish fry, but, truthfully, how many ways can you deep-fry a perch (or one of the other species variants—haddock, walleye pike, and cod)? You can find broiled options at times. I’ve always preferred the ones in church basements.

Generally set up as smorgasbords (sometimes including platefuls of chicken, too), the gluttonous feasts are served with slatherings of homemade tartar sauce and a relish tray or salad bar. The truly classic fish-fry joints are packed to the rafters by 5:30pm. Some even have century-old planks and hall-style seating.

Consider yourself truly blessed if you get to experience a smelt fry. This longtime tavern tradition has pretty much disappeared; in the old days, smelt—milk-dipped, battered, and even pickled—were the thing.

For fish fries in Milwaukee not in this book, www.onmilwaukee.com and www.jsonline.com (just search for “fish fries”) are two good sites to search the many available options. For the rest of the state, go immediately to www.classicwisconsin.com and hit the link to “Fish Fries”—it’s irregularly updated, but it is informative and very funny.



Don’t miss M Bacchus (925 E. Wells St., 414/765-1166, 5:30pm-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 5:30pm-10pm Fri., 5pm-10pm Sat., $11-22), which rivals Sanford in quality, but is the antithesis of stuffy. Small-plate menus in the bar are as memorable as the dining room (which itself is lovely).

Something you’d never expect: How about a remarkable meal in a Milwaukee casino? Indeed, the elegant and creative fare at Potawatomi Bingo Casino’s M Dream Dance Steak (1721 W. Canal St., 414/847-7883, www.paysbig.com/dining, 5pm-9pm Tues.-Thurs., 5pm-10pm Fri.-Sat., $26-39) is worth the trip even for the non-slots players. The casino has two other restaurants that make foodies woozy: RuYi (414/847-7335, www.paysbig.com/dining, Sun.-Thurs. 11am-midnight, Fri.-Sat. 11am-2am, $13-35) has pan-Asian cuisine, and Wild Earth Cucina Italiana (414/847-7626, www.paysbig.com/dining, 11am-3pm and 4pm-10pm Tues., 4pm-10pm Wed.-Thurs., 4pm-10:30pm Fri.-Sat., $13-24) has outstanding food based on Italian cuisine, but taken in infinite directions.

Vegetarian and Health Food

For takeaway health food, a number of co-ops and natural-foods stores are in the downtown area. This author’s favorite is definitely the vegan-friendly Riverwest Co-op (733 E. Clarke St., 414/264-7933, 7am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-9pm Sat.-Sun., $4-8), especially for a quick, healthy breakfast or a smoothie at mid-morning. The veggie Korean bibimbop is damned fine (not available daily), as are the Saturday night vegan pizzas.

Not a veggie restaurant per se, but a Slow Food movement follower is Comet Café (1947 N. Farwell Ave., 414/273-7677, 10:30am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-10pm Sat.-Sun., $6-12). Your carnivore friend can have the traditional mom (well, Milwaukee mom, anyway) meatloaf with beer gravy, while your vegan friend can have the vegan Salisbury steak. Everyone’s happy!

German

Rollicking, boisterous, and full of lederhosen, Mader’s (1037 N. Old World 3rd St., 414/271-3377, 11:30am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-10pm Fri.-Sat., 10:30am-9pm Sun., $18-24) has held its position as the German restaurant for the hoi polloi since 1902. Purists sometimes cringe at the over-the-top atmosphere (it’s packed to the rafters with German knickknacks, not to mention tour buses idling outside), but the cheeriness is unvanquishable. Try the knudel (which doesn’t taste as if it came out of a box), Rheinischer sauerbraten, oxtail soup, or Bavarian-style pork shank. Mader’s also serves a Viennese brunch on Sunday.

However, M Karl Ratzsch’s Old World Restaurant (320 E. Mason St., 414/276-2720, 11:30am-2pm Wed.-Sat., 4:30pm-9pm Mon.-Fri., 4:30pm-10pm Sat., $8-30) is superbly realized, and this author’s fave Milwaukee German experience. This decidedly more upscale multiple-award winner is split into two levels. The lower level features a bar with an extensive stein collection and impressive dark interior woodwork. The menu is copious and decidedly carnivorous, featuring sauerbraten, braised pork shank, rouladen, käse spätzle, special strudels, and even some vegetarian offerings. Not Teutonic-centered? Even the fish fry is among Milwaukee’s best! A pianist tickles the keys nightly.
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  Some of the nation’s best German cuisine is at Karl Ratzsch’s Old World Restaurant.



Italian

Mimma’s Cafe (1307 E. Brady St., 414/271-7337, 5pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-11pm Fri.-Sat., $11-19) has gotten national attention for its dishes, with more than 50 varieties of pasta and weekly regional Italian specialties.

French

The more casual but still creative Coquette Cafe (316 N. Milwaukee St., 414/291-2655, 11am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri., 5pm-11pm Sat., $7-22), modeled after a French or Belgian brasserie, could best be called global French; it’s not oxymoronic. The cuisine is hearty yet chic, a wonderful combination.

Latin American

Cempazuchi (1205 E. Brady St., 414/291-5233, 11:30am-10pm Tues.-Sat., 5pm-9pm Sun., $11-19) wavers not a bit from year to year. A pan-Mexican menu features superbly realized dishes, from succulent moles to light Veracruz seafood dishes.

Asian

First off, yes, yes, we all know Chinese food is better on the coasts. Yet after two decades of living in and traveling around China, this author was impressed by the cuisine at Jing’s (207 E. Buffalo St., 414/271-7788, www.jingsmke.com, 11:30am-9:30pm daily, $9-13), a pan-Cathay place but with a specialty in the east and southeast provinces—think sweeter rather than hotter. Ask for the special menu. Trust me.

Venerable Izumi’s (2150 N. Prospect Ave., 414/271-5278, 11:30am-2pm and 5pm-10pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm-10:30pm Sat., 4pm-9pm Sun., $6-26), run by a Japanese chef/owner well trained by years of experience in Milwaukee Japanese eateries, tops the choices in town. The food here is impeccably well thought out and executed; this author’s fave has to be its chef’s remarkable take on the Milwaukee fish fry!

The upscale Asian fusion with a heady concentration of Japanese eclectic at M Umami Moto (718 N. Milwaukee St., 414/727-9333, 11am-2pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm-10pm Mon.-Wed., 5pm-11pm Thurs.-Sat., $13-25) is worth any trip. Extraordinary.

NORTH OF DOWNTOWN

Coffee

The Fuel Cafe (818 E. Center St.) is exceedingly young, hip, and alternative. Here you’ll find cribbage players and riot grrls. The decor is mismatched rummage-sale furniture with an arty flair. The service bills itself as lousy, but it isn’t, and there’s a great menu of coffee drinks, bakery items, salads, sandwiches, and even Pop-Tarts. Try the Kevorkian Krush: three shots of espresso and mocha.

Custard

Frozen custard is an absolute must of a Milwaukee cultural experience; the dozens of Milwaukee family custard stands were the inspiration for Big Al’s Drive-In on the 1970s TV show Happy Days. An informal poll of 20 Milwaukeeans resulted in a dozen different recommendations for where to experience frozen custard. Most often mentioned (but you really can’t go wrong anywhere): Kopp’s (5373 N. Port Washington Rd., 414/961-2006, www.kopps.com, 10:30am-11pm daily), which does custard so seriously that it has a flavor-of-the-day hotline.

Vegetarian and Health Food

A longtime standby for a low-key and decidedly body-friendly meal is Beans and Barley (1901 E. North Ave., 414/278-7878, 8am-9pm Mon.-Sat., to 8pm Sun., $4 and up). Very much a hip—though low-priced—eatery, it’s housed in what smacks of an old grocery store warehouse encased in glass walls from an attached grocery and small bar. Everything from straight-up diner food to creative vegetarian is on the menu, with Indian and Southwestern options, as well as juices and smoothies.

Soul Food

Mr. Perkins (2001 W. Atkinson Ave., 414/447-6660, 5:30am-11pm daily, $5 and up) is the place to go for soul food, with tons of down-home specialties like collard greens, catfish, chitterlings, fried apples, and turkey legs, as well as homemade sweet potato pie and peach cobbler like you’ll find nowhere else.

Fine Dining

Opened by a prominent local restaurateur and housed in an exquisitely restored century-old park pavilion, M Bartolotta’s Lake Park Bistro (3133 E. Newberry Blvd., 414/962-6300, 11am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm-10pm Sat., 10am-2pm and 5pm-9pm Sun., $7-12) has, with each edition of this guide, somehow managed to remain rock solid as a dining highlight. Its French cuisine is superb and, if nothing else, the view from the drive along the lake is worth the time. A popular Sunday brunch spot, its interiors are airy, offering plenty of privacy between tables.

SOUTH OF DOWNTOWN

Fish Fries

For the most one-of-a-kind fry anywhere, head for M American Serbian Hall (53rd St. and Oklahoma Ave., 414/545-6030, www.americanserbhall.com, 11:30am-9pm Fri., $10), recognized as the largest in the nation. On Friday night, this hall serves more than a ton of Icelandic-style or Serbian baked fish to more than 2,500 people (make that two tons of fish on Good Friday). The operation got so big that a drive-through has been added, which serves an additional 1,200 patrons. Cars back up for miles, while next to the complex, waiting patrons (many chattering in Serbian) engage in fun-spirited bocce ball games.

Bistros

Amazing is the word for new neighborhood bistro Pastiche (3001 S. Kinnickinnic Ave., 414/482-1446, lunch Mon.-Fri., dinners daily, $12-25), a fusion of French Italian and even a bit of Iberian Peninsula. Reserve ahead, since it’s tiny—but worth the effort.

Locavore

The best recently opened Milwaukee eatery has to be the new American M Braise (1101 S. 2nd St., 414/212-8843, dinner Tues.-Fri., $17-29), which absolutely lives the “eat local” mantra. Small plates and butcher-board items are all locally sourced and beg to be shared. This place is absolutely top-notch.

It’s a close race between Braise and c.1880 (1100 S. 1st St., 414/431-9271, www.c1880.com, dinner Tues.-Sat., from $20), unique for the depth of its devotion to using artisanal Wisconsin ingredients. The lamb, cooked sous vide atop baba ghanoush, is absolutely sublime. Attentive, knowledgeable staff also make it outstanding.

Custard

The south side has perhaps the most legendary custard in the city. An institution since the early 1940s is Leon’s (3131 S. 27th St., 414/383-1784); it’s got the best neon. The Nite Owl Drive-In (830 E. Layton Ave., 414/483-2524) has been dishing up ice cream and doling out burgers by the same family for a half-century; even Elvis loved to eat here.

Mexican

Milwaukee’s southeast side is a haven for unpretentious authentic Mexican eateries; some Mexican grocers have lunch counters in the back or sell delectable tamales ready for takeout. Conejito’s (539 W Virginia St., 414/278-9106, www.conejitos-place.com, 11am-midnight daily, $4 and up) is a neighborhood bar-restaurant with authentic atmosphere and real-deal Mexican food. The same is true at Jalisco’s, which has numerous locations (one at 2207 E. North Ave.) but whose original (9405 S. 27th St., 414/672-7070, $5), after perishing in a fire, has a slick new rebuild to go with its great food. Each of the Jalisco’s restaurants (7am-3am Sun.-Thurs., 24 hours Fri.-Sat.) serve creative burritos as big as your head.

Serbian

Enjoy top-notch Serbian food in a delightful Old World atmosphere at M Three Brothers (2414 S. St. Clair St., Bay View, 414/481-7530, 11:30am-2:30pm Tues.-Fri., 5pm-10pm Tues.-Sun., $11 and up). The 1897 turreted brick corner house, an original Schlitz brewery beer parlor, was turned into a restaurant by the present owner’s father, a Serbian wine merchant. Not much has changed. The paneled high ceilings, original wood, dusty bottles on the bar, mirrors, and mismatched tables and chairs remain. All of it is charming. The food is heavy on pork and chicken, with lots of paprikash and stuffed cabbage. The signature entrée is burek, a filled phyllo-dough concoction the size of a radial tire; you wait a half-hour for this one. The restaurateur’s daughter recently added vegetarian options! The restaurant is difficult to find, and you’ll likely wind up asking for directions from a horseshoe club outside a local tavern.

One little-known place for Serbian in south Milwaukee is Fritz’s Pub (3086 S. 20th St., 414/643-6995, www.fritzspub.com, 11am-10pm Fri., 11am-9pm Sat.), with a decent selection of Serbian-style sandwiches.

Polish

Polonez (4016 S. Packard Ave., St. Francis, 414/482-0080, 11am-3pm Tues.-Fri., 5pm-9pm Tues.-Sat., 11am-8pm Sun., $5-17) is a longtime Milwaukee favorite that has transformed geographically and atmospherically into a white-tableclothed fine-dining (but very casual in feeling) experience. The pierogi and cutlets are phenomenal, as is the very good czarnina (a raisin soup with duck stock, duck blood, and fruits). Seven soups are available daily. The Sunday brunch is unrivaled.

Indian

With rock-bottom pricing (most of the many choices are under $7), outstanding takeout, and mesmerizing smells, you can’t beat local unknown Bombay Sweets (3401 S. 13th St., 414/383-3553, 10am-10pm daily).
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