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Your idea of Wisconsin may be aw-shucks farmers waving from tractors, cows named Bessie, or anglers casting a line into a stream. Fair enough. But Door County will give your preconceptions a jog—and then give your senses a workout.

Consider epic seascapes viewed from sculpted chocolate-drop sand dunes. Imagine acres of picture book-worthy cherry blossoms and daffodils. Experience artist colonies and round-the-fire chautauquas staged in dense forest. All in Door County.

The first European arrivals viewed this landscape with awe and fear. Flash ahead a couple of centuries and new immigrants began to appreciate Door County’s bounty: rich fish harvests, a climate perfect for agriculture, and timber ready-made for shipbuilding.

The secret eventually got out. Today, Door County is a perfectly realized Midwestern escape from the madding crowd. Enjoy some of the country’s most pristine wilderness. Discover five-star dining in villages with year-round populations under 500. Embrace the advice that local fishers offer on how to land a lunker.

Door County never feels like a tourist trap. Open the door to Mother Nature’s rec room and find endless opportunities for adventure, fellowship, and even solitude. Step outside.
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Planning Your Trip


WHERE TO GO

Door County

Door County’s most popular draw is the magnificent scenery along its nearly 300 miles of Great Lakes coastline, and the big three beautiful state parks—Potawatomi, Peninsula, and Newport. Bike, hike, boat, or fish, and visit the country’s largest concentration of lighthouses. Several of the Door’s villages are delightfully quaint. Find a historic hotel, a plush B&B, or a rustic cabin, and for sustenance, organic locally grown beef or, for traditionalists, a fish boil. For the more intrepid, off the northern tip of the county is time-locked Washington Island, and beyond that, another jewel in Rock Island State Park, the most superb camping spot in Wisconsin.

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 Lake Winnebago. To the west are picturesque resort lands as well as the wild and wonderful Wolf River. The heart and soul of the region is the football mecca Green Bay and Lambeau Field, home of the Packers football team.

Wisconsin Gateways

This gateway region welcomes many travelers coming from Chicago. Milwaukee has a fabulous art museum, Miller Beer, Harley-Davidson, and one of the best summer festivals in the country, Summerfest. Extraordinary museums and parks await in Kenosha and Racine, the latter also home to architecture by Badger State native Frank Lloyd Wright. Hop on the smaller highways to discover the Lake Geneva area and an essential historical museum, Watertown’s Octagon House.
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WHEN TO GO

The droves of travelers begin arriving in early-mid-May to see the blossoms; then from Memorial Day to Labor Day there are likely so many visitors here that the bedrock sinks an inch or two. Another friendly invasion takes place at the end of September through the middle of October—leaf peepers love the Door. Remember that prices rise dramatically during these peak seasons. A nice time to visit is in September, just after Labor Day. The weather is beautiful, there are few other visitors, and prices as well as insect numbers are lower. Some find winter lovely and enjoy skiing or snowshoeing in the empty parks; others find it too cold and annoying that half the county’s businesses have closed for the season. The least desirable season is March, when a visit is ill advised; it’s cold, windy, cloudy, and muddy.
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Best of Door County


At only 45 miles from one end to the other, Door County is misleadingly small if you’re looking at a map. There’s so much here that even with a full weekend, you’ll likely visit just the highlights, but you’ll leave refreshed. A week-long trip would allow for more relaxed exploring.

Day 1

Start in Sturgeon Bay, learning about the history of shipping and shipbuilding at the Maritime Museum. Head to Potawatomi State Park to get outdoors and get the blood moving after the drive up the day before.

Day 2

It’s time for the bay side. Avoid the congested state highway and head northward to walk along the harbor side or browse the shops in Egg Harbor before strolling through the historic downtown of Fish Creek and sampling a trail in Peninsula State Park. Head to Ephraim and secure your lodging. A great way to relax is to watch the sun go down on South Shore.
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  Ephraim



Day 3

Head to Washington Island for a lovely day trip without your car. Park it in Gills Rock in the morning and take a bicycle over (or rent one there). You can take in virtually all of the sights in a day before hopping the ferry back and overnighting in Baileys Harbor.

Day 4

Take a casual drive down the lake side to The Ridges Sanctuary and Cana Island Lighthouse near Baileys Harbor. Afterward, jump in the car for a short drive south to sit atop the dunes and take pictures of sea caves at Whitefish Dunes State Park.

Options

If you have extra time to explore Door County, there are many other sightseeing and recreational options to extend your trip by two or three days.

WITHIN DOOR COUNTY

Try the hiking or bicycling at Newport State Park, the last vestige of untouched wilderness in the county. At some point you may want to get on the water; top picks are either kayaking around Peninsula State Park, taking a tugboat cruise of the county out of Sturgeon Bay, or hiring a fishing charter out of Baileys Harbor. Isolated Rock Island State Park is as far from anywhere as you can get in the county and offers some of the best camping in the state.

FARTHER AFIELD

To understand the region’s dominant religion, visit Green Bay to learn everything there is to know about the Green Bay Packers professional football team and take in a game.

The Fox Cities are worth a day for the region’s history of paper making along with Harry Houdini at The History Museum at the Castle, which includes the Houdini Collection, and Oshkosh for the nation’s premier aircraft museum, the EAA Air Adventure Museum. Another day could be spent snapping pictures of Point Beach State Forest’s lighthouse before learning about the crucial part that Manitowoc has played in shipbuilding at the Wisconsin Maritime Museum.

Best Places to Stay

Door County, like the rest of Wisconsin, is a place where you generally deal directly with the proprietors of your lodging rather than with a centralized agency. Showing up unannounced on a summer Friday and hoping to get a room may be possible, although the options will be very limited, and you may have to drive around to find a vacancy. Each city or village has a visitors information kiosk, a few of which even have computerized lists with up-to-the-minute details on room availability.

Cabins and Cottages

Most of the cabins and cottages in Door County are much more comfortable than typical rustic lodgings, with private baths, heat, cooking facilities, and other standard ammenities.

• There’s a reason folks have been returning to Robertson’s Cottages in Sturgeon Bay: It’s quaint, offers friendly service, and has the perfect location on a peninsula near Potawatomi State Park.

• The rustic chic and cheery Sunset Motel and Cottages in Baileys Harbor has the plus of being dog-friendly.

• The traditional Fish Creek Motel and Cottages are also charmingly traditional and very clean.

• Gibson’s West Harbor Resort and Cottages on Washington Island features top-notch traditional cottages.

Motels

Even though Door County is a relaxing getaway, it has also been a fishing and hunting ground for three centuries. For every antiques shopper there is an angler or hunter. In the more basic motels you will hear these folks loading their gear and heading out before sunrise.

• The quaint boutique motel Holiday Music Motel in Sturgeon Bay is also a music studio, owned in part by musician Jackson Browne.



Best Eats
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fish boil at Pelletier’s



FISH BOIL

The fish boil is the requisite Door County culinary experience, revered by some with religious devotion. The Viking in Ellison Bay is credited with being the first to hit on the idea, and even after all these years, it’s still an awesome experience. Pelletier’s in Fish Creek is a larger venue appropriate for large groups or families.

LAKE PERCH AND WALLEYE

The variety of fish eaten in Door County begins with lake perch and walleye. One of the best places to try these types of fresh fish (broiled or pan-fried) is the Bluefront Café in Sturgeon Bay. In Baileys Harbor, try the casual Cheers or the more upscale Cornerstone Pub.

DOOR COUNTY CHERRIES

Virtually every restaurant in Door County incorporates the region’s famed cherries into recipes. The cherry-stuffed french toast at Fish Creek’s White Gull Inn was good enough to take first place in the quest for the best breakfast in America on Good Morning America. The Door County cherry-glazed meatloaf at John Martin’s in Sturgeon Bay could possibly leave you speechless.

LAWYERS

Head to Washington Island and sample a lawyer, more properly known as a burbot, a freshwater cod-like fish that you’ll find only in Door County. It looks like a catfish crossed with an eel.

After your meal, head to Bitters Pub and partake in the bitters, a Scandinavian drink reminiscent of antifreeze; it’ll curl your toes.

BEST LOCAL RESTAURANTS

Splurge on the outstanding French and Italian cuisine at Trio in Egg Harbor. Try Whistling Swan in Fish Creek for fine dining. Heading north, grab a breakfast scone and pick up a sandwich at Chef’s Hat in Ephraim. In Sister Bay, don’t miss the legendary, always-packed Al Johnson’s Swedish Restaurant, fish tacos at Mission Grille, or more superb white-linen dining at the Midwestern-French (and highly reputed nationally) Inn at Kristofer’s. If you’re heading to Washington Island on the ferry, pick up some smoked whitefish for a ferry picnic at Charlie’s Smokehouse in Gills Rock. On Washington Island, to try the Swedish pancakes at Sunset Resort.
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Door County cherries





• The Beachfront Inn in Baileys Harbor offers pet-friendly accommodations, nice grounds to build fires and mingle with other guests, and helpful management.

• The Lullabi Inn in Egg Harbor is one of the friendliest lodgings around.

• Julie’s in Fish Creek has great guest rooms (pets welcome), friendly staff, and one of the best places to eat on a budget in the county.

Bed-and-Breakfasts and Historic Inns

If there’s a Door County specialty, this is it: B&Bs have been established in every type of habitable dwelling, including lighthouses, sheep farms, and gingerbread Victorian homes. A couple of historic structures were even skidded over the ice to relocate them here.

• Top-notch for a balance of old and new and with extraordinarily gracious owners is Black Walnut Guest House in Sturgeon Bay.

• Lodgings at Pioneer Lane in Ephraim also balance the past and present with the tastefully redone accommodations with a nod to its historical roots.

• Fish Creek takes the top prize for historic structures turned lush guest lodgings at both the White Gull Inn, welcoming guests since 1897, and the Whistling Swan, so precious it was relocated here in 1907, as its stately presence perfectly matched the picture-postcard quality of Fish Creek.

Resorts

The word “resort” is used loosely in Door County. It could mean simply extra-large hotel grounds with a pool, or it could be a hotel with its own golf course. It may have guest rooms only, or it may have guest rooms, suites, or cabins. Egg Harbor and Sister Bay have the most resorts.

• The large but still cozy and impeccably well-run Newport Resort in Egg Harbor is good for families or couples.

• The Country House Resort, on more than 16 acres in Sister Bay, has 1,000 feet of its own shoreline and guest rooms with ocean views.

• One of the granddaddies of the old-style resorts days is the 1920s Gordon Lodge, near Baileys Harbor, which has the most superb location in the county, jutting out on a promontory and offering villas right atop the water.

• The venerable Glidden Lodge is recommended for its absolute isolation, excellent dining, and amazing sunrises.

Wild in Wisconsin

Fishing

• Sturgeon Bay and Baileys Harbor: Travelers to the county who want to wet a line generally take a guided fishing trip onto Lake Michigan for some salmon or lake trout fishing. You can’t beat charter operators here, which rival even Milwaukee for fish taken.

• Sturgeon Bay Ship Canal: For tossing your own line, try the Sturgeon Bay Ship Canal. You can also land salmon and trout along here starting in May.

• Sturgeon Bay and Detroit Harbor on Washington Island: This county has some of the country’s best smallmouth bass fishing, and these are two great places to catch a trophy.

• Baileys Harbor: Travelers on a budget or leery of Lake Michigan swells have an excellent opportunity for a middle ground of fishing here. Guided kayak fishing tours are available.

• Ice fishing on Green Bay or Sturgeon Bay: You can’t really say you’ve experienced all of Wisconsin until you’ve stamped your feet for hours inside a shanty fishing for whitefish, northern pike, or walleye. Check http://icefishdoorcounty.com for shack rental opportunities and fully-guided trips.

Hiking

• Potawatomi State Park: The 3.6-mile Tower Trail has great lakeside scenery and a commanding view of the sunset from its fire lookout tower, but you may want to hike along the bay on the first three miles of the Ice Age National Scenic Trail.

• Whitefish Dunes State Park: The 2.8-mile Red Trail has outstanding dune-scape topography; alternately, take the 2.5-mile Black Trail to extraordinary sea caves.

• Peninsula State Park: The aptly named 10-mile Sunset Trail is a mixed-use trail with commanding views.

• Baileys Harbor: The Ridges Sanctuary has myriad nature trails through 1,000 acres of what the U.S. Department of Interior has described as one of the most ecologically precious in the nation.

• Newport State Park: The seven-mile Europe Bay Trail leads into the last remaining true wilderness in the county at the only designated wilderness park in the state, and for a reward you get magnificent lake views.
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  Newport State Park



• Rock Island State Park: The effort of taking two ferries to get here is balanced by the reward of sublime isolation and a five-mile loop trail passing lighthouses and innumerable commanding views of Lake Michigan.

Kayaking and Canoeing

• Baileys Harbor: At Kangaroo Lake you’ll find the easiest and most stress-free paddling; in fact, most use a canoe to explore the Nature Conservancy-protected lake, a crucial waterfowl area home to rare ecosystems. Should you wish to go out on Lake Michigan, do it with a guided tour to be safe. A great option is a glass-bottomed kayak tour out of Baileys Harbor.

• Peninsula State Park: Virtually anyone can kayak to Horseshoe Island and hop out to scramble along its short trail.

• Potawatomi State Park: Island-hop the protected bay that is dotted with islands.


  
    Sunrises and Sunsets
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    Whitefish Dunes State Park

  

  Visit the Lake Michigan side of Door County for the best sunrises and the Green Bay side for the best sunsets. The northern tips of Washington Island and Rock Island State Park have the best of both.

  A favorite sunrise is along the shoreline at Newport State Park on the Europe Bay Trail; a close second is at Whitefish Dunes State Park because of its reflections off the mocha dunes on the beach.

  For sunsets, the Sunset Trail at Peninsula State Park rarely disappoints for a favorite Door County sunset. South of Ellison Bay, a couple of turnoffs for a county park offer superb sunsets too.



Wreck Diving

The icy waters of Green Bay and Lake Michigan, particularly near Potawatomi State Park and Baileys Harbor, have preserved numerous wrecks. Diving outfitters in Door County can lead you to the best diving sites.

Camping

• Newport State Park: It’s hike-in, cycle-in, or canoe-in camping only here at the state’s only designated wilderness park; you can’t beat it.

• Rock Island State Park: Second to Newport State Park, Rock Island is as far as you can go on the Door Peninsula. There’s always a refreshing breeze at the all-beach-sites campground.

• Peninsula State Park: It gets more visitors than Yellowstone National Park, yet you can find your own solitude. Go for North Nicolet Bay, which is smaller and has no electricity.

• Potawatomi State Park: The sites are close to each other, but go for even numbered sites (against a cliff for some solitude) and you’ll be all right. There’s even a camping cabin.

• Rowleys Bay: There are many sites and top-notch facilities in a lovely setting along the bay at Wagon Trail Resort. A separate tent area features three isolated tent sites. There is an excellent private campground and you can even rent a yurt.

Biking

• Peninsula State Park: The 10-mile Sunset Trail is a favorite Door County trail; it’s aptly named, with lovely sunset views.
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  Peninsula State Park



• Newport State Park: Off-roading is best here; it’s isolated and challenging but not death-defying. The top choice is the Europe Bay Trail, which leads to a promontory overlooking Lake Michigan.

• Potwatomi State Park: Eight miles on its bicycle-only trail takes you through woods and meadows and along ridges as well as a rocky shoreline before rewarding you with views of Green Bay from high atop a bluff.

• Highway B: On this road in Door County, pretty much everything is lovely, but the stretch of county road from Sturgeon Bay to Egg Harbor is unbeatable, running right above the water.

• Highway T: This county road departs Sturgeon Bay and leads to Whitefish Bay along a Wisconsin Rustic Road. Enjoy tunnels of trees, a lighthouse, and epic dunes.



DOOR COUNTY
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GETTING THERE

M POTAWATOMI STATE PARK

Lakeside

M WHITEFISH DUNES STATE PARK

JACKSONPORT

BAILEYS HARBOR

M THE RIDGES SANCTUARY AND THE CANA ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE

ROWLEYS BAY

M NEWPORT STATE PARK

Bayside

EGG HARBOR

FISH CREEK

M PENINSULA STATE PARK

EPHRAIM

SISTER BAY

ELLISON BAY

GILLS ROCK AND NORTHPORT

Washington Island and Rock Island

HISTORY

SIGHTS

RECREATION

ACCOMMODATIONS

FOOD AND DRINK

INFORMATION

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

M ROCK ISLAND STATE PARK

OTHER ISLANDS

Hold your left hand up for a moment, palm out. The thumb is, as the Depression-era WPA Wisconsin guidebook put it, “the spout, as it were, of the Wisconsin teakettle.” That’s the Door Peninsula. Early French inhabitants called the watery cul-de-sac formed by the peninsula La Baye (later, La Baye Verde, and finally, Green Bay). “Cape Cod of the Midwest” and other silly likenings—even “California of the North”—are the rule here, and comparisons to Yankee seaside villages don’t wholly miss the mark, although in spots the area seems just as much like chilled, stony Norwegian fjords. There are bays in all the colors of an artist’s palette surrounded by 250 miles of variegated shoreline, more than any other U.S. county, alternately rocky beach, craggy bluff, blossom-choked orchard, bucolic heath, and meadow. Door County’s established county, state, and municipal parkland acreage is staggering, considering its size. Generations of shipbuilders, fishers, and farmers have benefited from the magical microclimate here. There’s a predisposition within the populace not to get worked up about much.

GEOLOGY

Limestone bedrock rises 220 feet out of Lake Michigan; it’s part of the same Niagara Escarpment that stretches south to Lake Winnebago and east all the way to Niagara Falls. Aeons of waves have carved rough sea caves into the multihued red and smoky black cliffs. The shores on the western side of Green Bay are dramatically different—mostly low-slung topography crawling toward the shore through marsh or beach.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



M Potawatomi State Park: Overlook the historic waterways of the Door—all from a high perch atop the Niagara Escarpment (click here).

M Whitefish Dunes State Park: Splendid dunes and critical habitat are here, formed by the rough wave action (click here).

M The Ridges Sanctuary and the Cana Island Lighthouse: This beloved sanctuary contains the grand, brilliantly white Cana Island Lighthouse (click here).

M Newport State Park: Find preserved wilderness in one of the Midwest’s most traveled vacation destinations (click here).

M Peninsula State Park: This park is somnolent and picturesque, despite having tourist numbers rivaling Yellowstone’s (click here)!

M Rock Island State Park: This is as far as you get from anywhere in the state, an unparalleled getaway spot (click here).



At the tip of the peninsula is the only major gap in the escarpment, Porte des Mortes, the fabled “Door of Death”—so named by early French explorers. The ferocious local climate has devoured hundreds of ships here. Accounts vary wildly regarding which tragedy gave rise to the name, but all are remarkably harrowing. Most accounts point to a band of 300-500 Potawatomi—some say Winnebago—who were dashed against rocks. Before the advent of modern navigation and large diesel-driven screws, most ships could not overcome the shifting currents, conflicting wind shears, and shoals.

HISTORY

Human habitation at what is today Whitefish Dunes State Park dates back to 100 BC, based on traces of the North Bay people, who spread from the mouth of the bay all the way to Rock Island. Woodland Indians arrived in the mid-1600s, when hostile large-scale Iroquois expansion in Acadia forced the Hurons to flee. They likely arrived on Rock Island, which had been populated by Potawatomi, who would later return only to be displaced by the Europeans. With the aid of Winnebago and Ottawa people, one of the largest ramparts in the New World was constructed on Rock Island to repel Iroquois invaders. The U.S. government would later forcibly evict the Potawatomi from Rock Island so lumber workers could enter.
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DOOR COUNTY DRIVING DISTANCES

TO THE DOOR

• Chicago-Sturgeon Bay: 231 miles (4.5 hours)

• Milwaukee-Sturgeon Bay: 145 miles (2.75 hours)

• Madison-Sturgeon Bay: 184 miles (3.75 hours)

WITHIN THE DOOR (LAKESIDE)

• Sturgeon Bay-Jacksonport: 15.4 miles

• Jacksonport-Baileys Harbor: 7 miles

• Baileys Harbor-Rowleys Bay: 15.5 miles

• Rowleys Bay-Gills Rock: 7.5 miles

WITHIN THE DOOR (BAYSIDE)

• Sturgeon Bay-Egg Harbor: 19 miles

• Egg Harbor-Fish Creek: 6 miles

• Fish Creek-Ephraim: 5 miles

• Ephraim-Sister Bay: 4.3 miles

• Sister Bay-Ellison Bay: 5.6 miles

• Ellison Bay-Gills Rock: 3.9 miles



In the late 17th century on Washington Island, the Potawatomi initiated commercial operations with Pierre Esprit Radisson, who considered the island one of his favorite sites in all New France.

Fishers were the first to occupy most points along the Lake Michigan coast, including Rock and Washington Islands. Some of the largest fish ever caught on Lake Michigan were landed off Rock Island. These fishing communities, which also began commercial shipping and shipbuilding, cemented the regional economy in the 1830s. Sturgeon Bay was always a smaller shipbuilding center than Manitowoc, farther south, but it was still one of the major facilities on Lake Michigan.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

It’s a quintessential weekend escape that can be stretched into a battery-recharging week. If possible, try to schedule your arrival during the lovely blossom season, beginning in late April or early May, or during an open-lighthouse period, generally concurrent with the blossoms.

Choose one location as a base of operations—Sturgeon Bay for less driving time when leaving, or Fish Creek at the center of things and because it’s so darn cute. The county is also set up so that you can go up one side and return along the other. The best route is to go up the more congested bay side and to return along the more subdued lake side. And don’t forgo the somewhat overlooked Washington Island, which itself leads to must-see Rock Island.


Sturgeon Bay


The anadromous leviathans for which Door County’s gateway community is named once crowded the harbor waters in such plenitude that ships would literally run aground on heaps of them.

Whether or not Sturgeon Bay is the heart and soul of the county is debated, but it lies at a most strategic location: It was used for aeons by Native Americans as a portage point. When the 6,600-foot-long canal was blasted, chiseled, hacked, and dug through to link the bay with Lake Michigan in the 19th century, the town of Sturgeon Bay was set. Besides the shipbuilding, most of the county’s cherries are processed here.

The genuine graciousness of the people is palpable. Sturgeon Bay was voted Wisconsin’s Friendliest Small Town by those who really know—the readers of Wisconsin Trails magazine.

SIGHTS

Pick up a map for a wondrous National Register Walking Tour of Sturgeon Bay, which details more than 100 neighborhood edifices. Another favorite freebie is to wander north of downtown to Bay Shipbuilding—a great place to see behemoth vessels as they’re being launched or brought in for repair. You can’t enter the grounds, but you can still get some good views from outside.

There is also lovely scenery along Lake Forest Road and Highways T and TT east of town.

Lighthouses
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Canal Station Lighthouse, Sturgeon Bay

Door County has more lighthouses than any other county in the United States. Starting in 1836 with Rock Island and in 1858 on Pilot Island, which can be visited only on the water, 10 lighthouses were constructed along the coasts and canals to balance Lake Michigan’s stormy temperament. Almost all the lighthouses are still in recognizable condition, and tours of some are offered regularly.
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One of the oldest of its kind, dating from 1899, the Canal Station Lighthouse originally used an experimental design in which only a latticework of guy wires supported the tower and lantern. The station was rebuilt in the early 20th century, when the skeletal steel framework was added around the 100-foot-tall light. Access to the grounds is now restricted to the annual Lighthouse Walk weekend in June, but you can also see it from Sturgeon Bay on boat tours. If you arrive on wheels, the north breakwater is accessible, but the views aren’t great.

Access to the nearby Sherwood Point Lighthouse is similarly restricted.

Wineries

Given the county’s proclivity for fruit production, perhaps it’s not surprising that wineries have sprouted up around the region. The only one in Sturgeon Bay is Red Oak Vineyard & Winery (325 N. 3rd Ave., 920/743-7729, www.redoakvineyard.com, hours vary), which has a tasting room downtown (no official tours are offered), where you can sample wines made from California grapes and one local cherry wine. It’s co-owned by a local Sturgeon Bayer who studied law before finally returning home to follow his passion.


BLOOMING SEASON

Flowers show up in mid-May, and you’re likely to be jostled by camera-toting visitors during blooming season. Cherry trees are lovely enough, but much of the county’s cutover land and agricultural pasture have been left to regrow wild. The county contains five state parks and the Ridges National Natural Landmark, a wildflower preserve with 13 species of endangered plants. Door County is also making an effort to become one of the daffodil capitals of the world, planting more than 100,000 bulbs annually. Look for the white- and peach-colored daffodil—called “doorfodil” (seriously)—that was developed locally.

Generally, blooms are peeking out by the second or third week of May. The bay side blooms first; the lake side follows a week to 10 days later. As soon as the blossoms are out, it’s time for the Festival of Blossoms, a monthlong shindig of blossom field trips, midway rides, pageants, fish boils, shipyard tours (your only chance to see the operations up close), lighthouse tours, parades, and special cherry-centric celebrations.



Eight miles north of Sturgeon Bay, in Carlsville, Door Peninsula Winery (5806 Hwy. 42, 920/743-7431, www.dcwine.com, from 9am daily year-round, $3 tours) is housed in an old schoolhouse. Tours take in the cellars and winemaking rooms where 40 California-style Door County fruit wines are produced; there is a new distillery, part of a $2 million renovation, and a good eatery is attached.

A few more miles along Highway 42 to Highway I (turn right) brings you to Simon Creek Winery (5896 Bochek Rd., 920/746-9307, www.simoncreekvineyard.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat. mid-May-late Oct., shorter hours in winter, free tours), the county’s largest winery. There’s an added bonus of live music on Sunday afternoon. Try the Peninsula cream sherry.

Since you’re on Highway I, you can’t help but notice the enormous Holstein at nearby Schopf’s Hilltop Dairy (920/743-9779, http://dairyview.com, 9am-6pm daily, free tours), with a viewing area where you can watch them milk the cows. You can even milk Cookie the cow yourself. Schopf’s is well reviewed by people with children.

Door County Maritime Museum

The Door County Maritime Museum (120 N. Madison Ave., 920/743-5958, www.dcmm.org, 9am-6pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, shorter hours Labor Day-Memorial Day, $8 adults) is in a sparkling 20,000-square-foot complex with splendid views of the bay. It summarizes the shipbuilding industry, and kids love the periscope from a nuclear submarine; it’s part of an ambitious exhibit on the crucial role that Manitowoc played in building subs during World War II. Outside, you can also tour the big ol’ John Purves (10am-3:30pm daily, tours every 30 minutes in peak season, $6), a restored 1919 cherry-red tugboat.

Door County Museum

At 4th Avenue and Michigan Street you’ll find the small Door County Museum (18 N. 4th Ave., 920/743-5809, 10am-4:30pm daily May-Oct., free), originally built by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) during the Great Depression. The Chicago Tribune called it the “best small museum in the Midwest.” The most popular attraction is the old-time firehouse, complete with refurbished pumper vehicles, including a horse-drawn Civil War-era model. Vehicles that you can climb aboard and get your hands on are great for the young ones.
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Miller Art Center

The Miller Art Center (107 S. 4th Ave., 920/746-0707, www.millerartcenter.org, 10am-8pm Mon., 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., free) is a fine-art gallery in the Sturgeon Bay library. The top floor houses the permanent collection, with an emphasis on 20th-century Wisconsin artists. One room houses works of its namesake Gerhard Miller (1903-2003), the most famous Door County artist; he continued to paint until he was nearly 100.

The Farm

The Farm (N. Hwy. 57, 920/743-6666, www.thefarmindoorcounty.com, 9am-5pm daily Memorial Day-mid-Oct., $8 adults) bills itself as a living museum of rural America, and it lives up to that. Various old-style dwellings and structures dot 40 acres of an original homestead, and pioneer implements line the walls. The primary draw for families is the menagerie of farm animals—you can never get tired of milking a goat, can you? There are also nature trails and informative displays about the diverse ecology of the peninsula.

TOURS

A few resorts and lodges offer boat tours from their marinas; Door County Fireboat Cruises (120 N. Madison Ave., 920/495-6454, www.ridethefireboat.com, $20 adults) depart from the Maritime Museum and use a retired Chicago fireboat to chug along for two-hour cruises at 10:30am and 12:30pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day. The 10:30am tour travels through the Sturgeon Bay Ship Canal to Lake Michigan, while the 12:30pm tour travels out into Sturgeon Bay to Sherwood Point and past its lighthouse. In July-August these trips are on unless the wind is howling; in May-June and September-October, call ahead to confirm.

North of Sturgeon Bay, the University of Wisconsin Agricultural Research Station (4312 N. Hwy. 42, 920/743-5406), a fruit and potato research center, is open for public visits. You can obtain a map for a self-guided tour of the 120-acre site.

Too tired to walk? Door County Trolley (920/868-1100, www.doorcountytrolley.com) has an array of fun tours (historical, themed, culinary, and more, $15-65) on an old-fashioned streetcar. It’s wildly popular; check the website or phone for pickup points, which vary by tour. In Sturgeon Bay, the pickup point is the Door County Maritime Museum; for the perennially popular Lighthouse Tour ($62), which takes in the Canal Station Lighthouse outside town, the trolley leaves at 9:30am Monday-Friday.

ENTERTAINMENT

Sturgeon Bay is not a happening place when the sun goes down, but there are options. The Third Avenue Playhouse (239 N. 3rd Ave., 920/743-1760, www.thirdavenueplayhouse.com) has a year-round slate of theatrical and musical performances in a renovated movie house.

One consistently good place to catch live music is GLAS, the Green Coffeehouse (67 E. Maple St., 920/743-5575), with regular live music that’s not on a set schedule. In addition to good coffee and a lovely view of Sturgeon Bay’s waters, there are food items available as well. The name, by the way, is Gaelic for “green”—they get asked a lot.


SHIPBUILDING

Given its welcome promontory jutting into the water, 425 miles of shoreline, the safe haven of Green Bay, innumerable bights offering linked harbors, a plethora of native oak, and most important, a channel toward the outside world, it’s no surprise that Door County became so important in shipbuilding.

As early as the 1830s, Manitowoc began to turn out oak sailing ships sturdy enough for the Great Lakes on the way to the St. Lawrence River; the crowning achievement was the Great Lakes schooner, a wooden ship with tight ends front and back that met below the water, a shallow draft, and a raisable centerboard, designed specifically to tackle Lake Michigan.

Meanwhile, to the north, Door County had newer shipyards that didn’t have to go through later refitting to convert facilities to turn out steamships instead of clippers. Sturgeon Bay churned out ships in amazing numbers: The first left Sturgeon Bay shipyards in the mid-1850s, but it wasn’t until the prime of the schooner days, in the mid-1860s, that the town really hit the big time. In the decade following the Civil War, perhaps two dozen famed ships were manufactured in the new shipyards.

Opened in the 1880s, the first major shipbuilder in Sturgeon Bay was Leathem and Smith, predominantly a ship-repair facility. By World War I it had expanded its operations into a prosperous boat works and produced more tugboats than any other company. Now called Bay Shipbuilding, it is still the largest operator in Sturgeon Bay, comprising a number of Sturgeon Bay builders that can handle boats up to 1,100 feet long.

Many shipbuilders relocated here for the environment and the abundant resources. In 1896, Riebolt and Wolter moved an entire drydock from Sheboygan. During the past 50 years, various corporate mergers have resulted in most of Sturgeon Bay’s Michigan Street Bridge area becoming an arm of one or more subsidiaries of the same company. Despite the decline in shipping brought about by the advent of railroads and autos, 40 ships were constructed between 1970 and 1986.

Peterson Builders started just after the turn of the 20th century and constructed yachts, fishing tugs, and rowboats. Business boomed during the 1930s and World War II—24-hour operations cranked out subchasers and minesweepers. Today, output includes wooden naval minesweepers, gunboats, torpedo retrievers, steel tugs, and landing craft.

The final jewel in Sturgeon Bay’s shipping crown is Palmer-Johnson. Devoted to racing craft and custom yachts, it puts out million-dollar private vessels and acts as a repair facility. So renowned for yachts is Palmer-Johnson that offices and facilities have opened in four countries.



RECREATION

Shore Fishing

Head for the Sturgeon Bay Ship Canal in May to fish for lake and brown trout, as many others will be doing. Chinook and steelhead salmon season starts in June.

The protected coves and harbors of the bay have made Sturgeon Bay one of the premier places in the Midwest for smallmouth bass fishing. You also have a good chance of catching the king of Wisconsin’s fish, the walleye, along with northern pike, perch, and even a misplaced muskie or two.

Always be careful with fishing season dates, the allowed fishing hours, and licenses. Fishing five minutes early or late can be a mistake that costs hundreds of dollars. Contact the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR, 888/936-7463, http://dnr.wi.gov) for information on regulations and obtaining a license.

Charter Fishing

Sturgeon Bay’s sportfishing charter fleet ranks high in the state in terms of the total salmon take, but that’s in numbers only. When you consider the small population, the Door Peninsula is much more prolific. Around here, lunkers prevail. The Wisconsin DNR says Sturgeon Bay charters catch more fish per trip than any other north of Milwaukee, and a record 44.92-pound chinook salmon was landed by a 16-year-old off Sturgeon Bay near the legendary fishing spot called the Bank (as in bank reef); however, Algoma won’t let you forget that it was from an Algoma charter boat.

You can also contact the 24-hour Fishing Hot Line (920/743-7046).

Biking

Pick a direction and you’ll find grand bike touring. Head up the lakeside in the morning, starting from the Coast Guard Lighthouse (note that there can be lots of traffic on Highway T), and then head back along the bay in the afternoon. The Ahnapee State Trail (www.ahnapeetrail.org), best suited for mountain bikes, although road bikes can handle it, starts just south of Sturgeon Bay and runs to Algoma. For nondeadly off-road riding, head to Potawatomi State Park south of town.

Rentals

Outdoor recreation equipment that doesn’t have an engine can be rented from several outfitters. Off the water and on wheels or skis, Nor Door (60 S. Madison Ave., 920/818-0803, bicycles from $25 per day) rents by the hour or day. On the water, Bay Shore Outfitters (27 S. Madison Ave., 920/818-0431, www.kayakdoorcounty.com) is downtown opposite the Maritime Museum and has kayak rentals (from $50 per day) as well as guided tours.

Boats, canoes, and other outdoor gear can be rented from Door County Boat Rental (920/746-6071, http://doorcountyboatrentals.com), with several locations in Sturgeon Bay—the most convenient at the Maritime Museum (120 N. Madison Ave.). Potawatomi State Park also has rentals, including kayaks. Figure $85 per day for a WaveRunner, $275 for a speedboat.

ACCOMMODATIONS

Expect multiple-night minimum stays during peak season, and year-round if your stay includes a Saturday night. Unless specified, all these accommodations are open year-round.

$50-100

A few of the cheapest motels might have high-season rates in the $75-85 range for a single in summer; these dip as low as $49 in nonpeak seasons. However, most places cost much more.

Among the best budget choices is the M Holiday Music Motel (30 N. 1st Ave., 920/743-5571, www.holidaymusicmotel.com, $90). In 2007 a group of local and national musicians, including Jackson Browne, came here to write songs for a benefit for the Michigan Street Bridge. They loved the experience and the place was for sale, so what the heck, they bought it and rejuvenated it into a budget boutique venue. You likely won’t need the recording studio (don’t worry, it’s quiet), but the rooms have fridges and new amenities. This is truly one of the best budget choices in Door County, its odd history notwithstanding.

If the Holiday Music Hotel is full, head a couple of miles north of Sturgeon Bay along Highway 42/57 to an old standby, the old-school but well-run Chal-A Motel (3910 Hwy. 42/57, 920/743-6788, Apr. 1-Nov. 30, $90), where you may find slightly lower rates along with included Wi-Fi and a fridge in every room—not to mention friendly owners.

Lots of folks come for cottage life, and all the higher-end resorts have isolated cottages strong on creature comforts. On the economical end, Lake Lane Cottages (5647 Lake Lane, 920/743-3463, www.lakelanecottages.com, $89, $535 per week) sleeps 2-4 people. It even has a tree house outside for the kids, and pets are welcome. It’s southeast of Sturgeon Bay via Highway U (Clay Banks Rd.).

Robertson’s Cottages (4481 Cabots Point Rd., 920/743-5124, http://robertsoncottages.com, from $700 per week, daily rentals in low season) north of Potawatomi State Park costs a bit more but has island cottages and gets many multiple-decade repeat customers.

$100-150

A gracious hostess who receives as many kudos as any in town awaits at the Garden Gate Bed & Breakfast (434 N. 3rd Ave., 920/217-3093, http://doorcountybb.com, from $120). While the rooms may not be enormous (except the Lavender Room, which has a double whirlpool tub), they are modern and well-kept.

A century-old commercial building and erstwhile soda fountain, the Inn at Cedar Crossing (3rd Ave. at Louisiana St., 920/743-4200, www.innatcedarcrossing.com, $120-195) is best described as Victorian country; the owner’s flair and passion for folk-art decoration is expressed in the guest rooms (room 6 is particularly warm and spacious). The inn also has a well-regarded (if always busy) dining room.

Five miles north of Sturgeon Bay on Highway 57, Whitefish Bay Farm B&B (3831 Clark Lake Rd./Hwy. WD, 920/743-1560, www.whitefishbayfarm.com, $125), a 1908 farmhouse, has four sunny guest rooms. Instead of quotidian day jobs, the transplanted Milwaukeeans now raise Corriedale sheep. The farm covers 75 acres of meadow and orchard, and with all that wool, the owners, accomplished weavers, give spinning and weaving demonstrations in their barn-art gallery.

Guests have nothing but good things to say about the Bridgeport Resort (50 W. Larch St., 920/746-9919, http://bridgeportresort.net, from $140). Its 1-3-bedroom suites each have a fireplace, a kitchen, and a double whirlpool tub. I love how they thought of having extra sinks. Oddly, it’s a great place to bring kids, with amenities such as an indoor pool and a ball crawl area, but it’s just as nice for a romantic getaway.

Over $150

At the M Reynolds House B&B (111 S. 7th Ave., 920/746-9771, www.reynoldshousebandb.com, $160-200), the ersatz anachronism of spinning parasols is eschewed; it actually feels like a century ago in this antique-adorer’s paradise. It emphasizes small but gorgeous guest rooms, superb service, and was voted as having the best breakfast in the Midwest by the knowledgeable readers of Midwest Living magazine.

The restored farmhouse Chanticleer (4072 Hwy. HH N./Cherry Lane Rd., 920/746-0334, www.chanticleerguesthouse.com, $170-280) sits in a 30-acre orchard with gardens and sheep—yes, sheep. Find multilevel suites with 15-foot vaulted ceilings and private terraces, lofted suites with bisque pine ceilings and rafters, and an array of amenities in each. Notable extras include a solarium, a sauna, hiking trails, and a heated pool. Guests adore this place.

You’re not likely to find more welcoming proprietors than those at the splendid M Black Walnut Guest House (454 N. 7th Ave., 877/255-9568, www.blackwalnut-gh.com, $145-160). The inn’s four relaxing guest rooms are entirely different from one another—choose one with a spiral staircase to a hot tub in a tower, or one with a double-sided fireplace—and all are delightfully well-conceived. This guesthouse is very highly recommended.

People rave about Westwood Shores Waterfront Resort (4303 Bay Shore Dr., 800/440-4057, www.westwoodshores.net, from $179), with one- and two-bedroom suites with full kitchens, all of which have commanding views of the bay. The suites have absolutely every amenity you could want, and staff friendliness is as noticeable as the views.

The Bay Shore Inn (4205 Bay Shore Dr., 920/743-4551, www.bayshoreinn.net, $199-310) has long been known as one of the most family-friendly resorts in the United States; it has three dozen luxurious apartment suites overlooking the bay as well as a private beach. The lodge was once a dairy barn that dates from the 1920s. Follow Highway B north out of Sturgeon Bay.

The exteriors of the cottages at Cliff Dwellers (south of Potawatomi State Park, 920/333-1551, http://cliffdwellersresort.com, from $170) look quaint, but the one- and two-bedroom units are done up quite nicely inside (townhouse units are more expensive). Guests also have access to an indoor whirlpool tub, a sauna, and an outdoor pool, along with complimentary use of bicycles and rowboats.

The 1930s Glidden Lodge (4676 Glidden Dr., 920/746-3900 or 888/281-1127, www.gliddenlodge.com, $240-395) was the epitome of hedonistic delight in its time—a massive fieldstone main building offering stunning lake views. On the “quiet side of the peninsula,” it has a prime location. It is all suites, all with breathtaking lake views and magnificent sunrises. Follow Highway 57 north to Highway T and turn right to Glidden Drive.


FISH BOIL

Just when travelers think they’ve come to understand Wisconsin’s predilection for fish fries, Door County throws them a curveball with the fish boil, which is not at all the same thing.

Scandinavian immigrants came with their own recipes for fish soups and stews, but the fish boil likely came about for purely practical reasons. Door County had few cows or pigs, but it was rich in whitefish; the hardy potato and onion were also abundant.

The modern version is a different story. As some tell it, the proprietor of Ellison Bay’s Viking Restaurant concocted the first modern fish boil back in the 1960s, ostensibly searching for something unique to serve at the restaurant. It was an immediate hit that snowballed into the de rigueur culinary experience of Door County. Whatever the historical genesis of the boil, it has become a cultural linchpin for the peninsula community.

A Door County fish boil requires only a couple things: a huge iron cauldron, sufficient firewood, and the ingredients—fish steaks, small potatoes, onions, and a lot of salt. Purists favor whitefish, but don’t let that stop you from trying other varieties, such as trout.

Add salt to the water and bring to a boil (the salt raises the boiling temperature of the water and helps keep the fish from flaking apart in the water). Add potatoes and boil for 15 minutes. Add onions and boil another 4-5 minutes. Add the fish, which is often wrapped in cheesecloth to prevent it from falling apart, and boil for another 10 minutes. Now, here’s the fun part: Right before the fish is done, use kerosene to jack up the flame to Space Shuttle-launch proportions. The kerosene induces a boil-over, which forces the oily top layers of water out of the cauldron, to be burned off in the fire. Drain the rest and slather it with butter. The requisite side dishes are coleslaw, dark breads, and this being Door County, cherry pie or cobbler for dessert.



FOOD

A couple of old-school supper clubs beckon: Travelers adore Nightingale (1541 Egg Harbor Rd., 920/743-5593, dinner Mon.-Sat., $8-25), with an old-school interior and top-notch food. The Mill Supper Club (4128 Hwy. 42/57 N., 920/743-5044, dinner Tues.-Sun., $9-25) is legendary for its baked chicken and prime rib, and it hosts fish boils on Tuesday and Thursday. It’s not flashy, but expect great food and chipper service.

Many travelers too grimy or exhausted for white tablecloths just want to go to Cheers to watch a Brewers game while they eat. Sturgeon Bay’s version is the Neighborhood Pub & Grill (1407 Egg Harbor Rd., 920/743-7018, lunch and dinner daily, from $7), with genuine friendly service amid the occasional chaos. It’s pub grub heavy on a huge menu, but you’ll be surprised by some of the more creative choices.

The best low-key breakfast and lunch joint for many miles is the Steel Bridge Cafe (49 N. Madison Ave., 920/743-8558, 7am-3pm Sun.-Thurs., 7am-8pm Fri.), with traditional kielbasa and eggs, or for something more daring, salmon benedict.

Stop for java at Kick Coffee (148 N. 3rd Ave., 920/746-1122), serving coffee by Milwaukee’s Alterra Roasters. You’ll also find healthful foods (I like the walnut burger). The java’s great, and there is a computer to use if your laptop isn’t with you. It’s tiny enough to have standing room only if you bring a family (there’s a small garden out back in summer), but it’s cozy and friendly.

The elegant bistro 136 Wine Bar and Restaurant (136 N. 3rd Ave., 920/746-1100, 11am-9pm Mon.-Sat., $8-30) opened in 2013 and is already a local favorite. The seafood dishes are worth the trip alone. The shrimp bisque is a must-have.

West of the ship canal, M Bluefront Café (86 W. Maple St., 920/743-9218, lunch and dinner Tues.-Sun., brunch Sun., $8-18) is a casually chic and energetic place that defines eclectic. It is Sturgeon Bay’s eatery of choice when you need something cheery and fresh and is often recommended by locals. You’ll find locally caught pan-fried walleye next to a Thai vegetarian wrap; try the fish tacos.
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