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  For my lifelong friend Marjean and long-ago Oshkosh housemates—the girls of 812—who understand and appreciate the value of a rural road trip. A few are native daughters of small towns: Batavia, Cascade, Elkhart Lake, Greenbush, Hilbert, New Holstein, and beyond.
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Wisconsin
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Introduction





  My life began in Hulls Crossing, a loosely knit farming community in northwest Sheboygan County. You won’t find it on modern maps. Little more than road signs survive as evidence.




  Hulls Crossing was a railroad stop with depot in the late 1800s until tracks were rerouted. One-teacher Hulls Crossing School, for grades one through eight, closed after I finished first grade with three classmates. Fire destroyed the lone nonfarm business—Hulls Crossing Cheese Factory—in the early 1960s, a spectacular blaze that I could almost feel from my bedroom window, one dip in the road away.




  So, the community’s name faded with time and turned into a cartographic phantom. What could have matured into a vibrant hamlet got lost.




  Today, the area is best known for wetlands restoration and ecological diversity—an extension of Sheboygan Marsh Wildlife Area that, happily, includes our converted farmland. The evolution certainly is far more honorable than, say, being home to yet another Dollar Store or Starbucks.




  That’s my little story, and you have yours, too. The soul of who we are as Wisconsinites—loyal, quirky, down to earth, humble—takes root with how and where we are raised. For many, our earliest memories are of life in or near a small town.




  Whether that community thrives, morphs, or vanishes from one generation to the next depends on luck, finances, intention, and will. This book features fifty examples of destinations with something significant in character that defines and enriches their location. Dozens of additional burgs are mentioned more briefly.




  It takes something beyond having pretty parks or shoreline to make the cut: Wisconsin is home to a multitude of attractive hamlets. Appearance counts but isn’t everything: a few locations might lack polish or sophistication yet preserve something uniquely noteworthy.




  Consider this a selective look at places to visit for an hour or two, during a specific time of year, an overnight, or full-blown vacation. Link several of these little towns for a multiday road trip. You decide how to proceed.




  I wanted to write this type of book because tourism promoters—with occasional exceptions—tend to bypass the tiniest in size among us. Most small towns don’t have a huge, or any, marketing budget. They may not have a chamber of commerce or bother with much of a website. Community leaders work hard but quietly, with little time or interest in widespread outreach, fanfare, or posturing.




  My first pitch for this book project was to take a best-of-the-Midwest U.S. approach, but my editor opted for one state at a time, beginning with my native Wisconsin. Smart advice. It challenged me to delve more deeply, beyond areas that already manage to generate a lot of attention.




  Since 2002, I have been a Wisco-centric writer producing—at minimum—one weekly column/essay/blog and often seeking lesser-known destinations that are worthy of attention.




  So, I figured that 10,000 was a reasonable population cutoff for this book.




  It didn’t take much research and organizing to decide that the Badger State has enough worthy destinations with fewer than 5,000 residents. Twenty of my fifty are under 1,000 in population, and that includes three spots—Custer, Genesee Depot, and Johnsonville—whose population is not tracked because they are not CDPs (census designated places).




  It was a surprise to discover that a few other communities mentioned briefly but widely known to Wisconsinites—such as Fish Creek in Door County and Malone in Fond du Lac County—also are not CDPs.




  U.S. Census Bureau data from 2020 is the source for population statistics, but the website only offers access to cities, towns, and villages with at least 5,000 population. My thanks go to Dan Barroilhet, demographer and research analyst at the Wisconsin Department of Administration, for providing spreadsheets so I could find info about much smaller communities. Some communities are in a township with the same name.




  Dan estimates 1,678 municipalities in the state have fewer than 5,000 residents. That does not include CDPs, which the Census Bureau defines as “closely settled, unincorporated communities that are locally recognized and identified by name.” The bureau recognizes CDPs “to provide meaningful statistics for well-known, unincorporated communities.”




  Interesting factoid: in Wisconsin, unincorporated communities aren’t casually added to the state map, but anybody can submit a request. From the state cartographer’s office: “The community should have either a dependable motorist service such as a service or repair garage, a major traffic attraction such as a consolidated school or major industry, or a recognized point of interest to which tourists might be regularly directed.”




  At least fifty people—“a reasonable permanent population”—must live in the vicinity. After all this info is verified, a practical point comes into play: there must be “adequate space” to add a new community name to the map.




  As I write this, a front-page Chicago Tribune article reveals that many remote workers are moving to small towns that “better match their lifestyles as the pandemic reshapes the workplace.”




  Some small communities are proactive, offering financial and other incentives—via MakeMyMove.com—to persuade outsiders to move in and experience the sense of community that less-populated places aim to foster. The goal: revitalization through a renewal of energy/productivity and a more diverse demographic.




  Has pandemic isolation, global strife, or polarizing politics changed your perspective about what makes life good, or where to live? Maybe one of these communities will turn into more than your next vacation getaway.




  NOTE: Business hours and circumstances are ever-changing, so check for updates before you begin driving.
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Southwest
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  Wherever you drift, on purpose or by instinct, expect to be surprised.




  Follow the Great River Road, Highway 35, as it shadows the Mississippi and pay attention to often-weathered riverfront towns with endearing characters and a rich history.




  Away from water is a pure joyride through our Driftless Area, the swath of Earth that glaciers bypassed thousands of years ago. Stunning hills, valleys, and rock formations remain because the area is unglaciated. So do coulees and bluffs, farm towns and orchards.




  The quartzite cliffs of Devil’s Lake, our most popular state park, are here. So are tiny towns with deep devotion to ethnic heritage and prolific farmers whose cranberry and apple production are nationally known and respected.




  Watch for black buggies pulled by horses, too. Wisconsin’s largest enclave of Amish farmers is hard at work in this part of the state.




  
Alma Population 716 Castlerock Museum





  




  castlerockmuseum.com




  (608) 685-4231




  Look what can happen when a 10-year-old boy pays $3 for a Civil War musket and decides he wants to learn more, more, and more. From curiosity sprouts a collection, then a passion, mission, and—in this case—specialty museum that rivals others of international repute.




  Castlerock Museum is a self-guided walk through 2,000 years of curated history, the work of Gary Schlosstein, longtime Buffalo County Circuit Court judge. Interpretive panels and artwork put into context this collection of medieval and other antique arms and armor.




  Arms such as a sword carried in the First Crusade (1095–1102). In the world are eight like it, but only on this one is a religious inscription, the names of Jesus and Mary in Latin.




  Armor such as a complete, fluted Maximilian suit, a distinct style from the early 1500s that isn’t as heavy as it appears. When acquired by Gary at an art auction, it was the first time the armor was sold since the early 1800s.
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  Add hundreds of additional artifacts, authentic and rare: Roman helmet and sword, Viking chieftain’s sword, embossed Italian parade helmet, King Henry VIII gun shield, August the Strong boar spear.




  Others—such as the Art Institute of Chicago—may have larger collections of arms and armor but keep much more in storage, say Gary and his executive director, Bill Wolcott. At least 90 percent of this nonprofit museum’s holdings are on display, and historically accurate illustrations (photos, artwork reproductions) show the arms and armor being used.




  “We try to tell a story here,” the museum founder says. Other museums tend to categorize and separate: “The metal goes in one gallery, artwork in another.” A part of the story shows the development and change of weaponry and science: “Much in science was driven by the development of weaponry” as a matter of survival and protection.




  Art historian Christopher Dobson, former master armorer for the United Kingdom’s royal armories, spent two weeks in little Alma to help Gary set up the museum, which opened in 2008. The two forged a friendship decades ago, through their mutual interest.




  Most artifacts were acquired during Gary’s trips abroad: “I traveled to Europe and learned a lot, which expanded my interest.” He got to know major European and U.S. auction houses—Sotheby’s,




  




  



  FAST FIVE




  Alma is 7 miles long but only two streets wide because of the location, between steep bluffs and the Mississippi River. Get a workout by walking “stair step streets” that connect Main and Second Streets. Still intact are eleven of these staircases.
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  Atop Alma’s limestone bluffs is Danzinger Vineyards, whose eighteen acres of grapes turn into award winners at Minnesota and Wisconsin state fairs. Patio views can’t be beat. danzingervineyard.com, (608) 685-6000




  See the Mississippi River Valley from Buena Vista Park, 500 feet above Alma’s downtown. The panoramic view, on a clear day, stretches several miles. Drive there or park downtown and follow a Second Street hiking trail to the top.




  Catch bass, catfish, sunfish, or walleye at the Great Alma Fish Float, near the Mississippi’s Lock and Dam No. 4. To get there, find the chipped red bench at riverside and pull up a hinged slab of painted wood. That lets the float operator know you need a ride over. Open seasonally.




  Nature meets art at Wings Over Alma, a nonprofit in an 1880 building that aims to raise awareness of regional artists and Upper Mississippi environment. Think nature talks and art exhibits. wingsoveralma.org, (608) 685-3303
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  For more: explorealma.com, (608) 685-4935.




  




  Christie’s, beyond—and learned which dealers would be most reliable in ascertaining authenticity. “Major auction houses make sure that what you’re acquiring is authentic,” he notes. “They have their honor on the line.”




  Bill says the two-story museum—castle-like in appearance—is expanding to add two American history galleries for almost 250 items from Colonial America through World War II.




  “We’re getting better known,” Bill says; a western U.S. collector donated to Castlerock his collection of fifty antique swords, helmets, and daggers. Travelers from around the world discover Alma because of the museum: one of the first visitors was from Vietnam.




  Why Alma? Gary is from the area, and the courthouse where he was circuit judge for 36 years is across the street. In the city is a National Historic District of 200-plus buildings.




  What does the museum still need? “I’ll know it when I see it,” he says. “Collecting is like love—it never ends.”




  
Cashton Population 1,158 Growers Produce Auction





  




  growersproduceauction.com




  (608) 654-7880




  “Let’s go fifty, a dollar-fifty. Now two. And fifty. Now three. And fifty, just fifty—do we have three-fifty? Fifty?




  “Sold, for three dollars. All right, times forty-five . . .”




  Yikes. Had I just bought forty-five double impatiens for $135? Or did he say “four or five,” whatever I wanted?




  Neither. The auctioneer was just rushing into his next sing-song of bids, for flats of smaller flowers. My purchase was “times twelve”—which means I bought a dozen near-identical plants. The foot-tall flowers were lush, fat with blossoms.




  No two auctioneers sound exactly alike, but their lyrical, rhythmic riffs are the kind of serenade that could rival rap musicians. The lilt seems hypnotic, and this is a part of what turns a Growers Produce Auction into a memorable event.




  




  



  AMISH 101




  When traveling through Amish countryside and communities, drive slowly and keep a respectful distance from horse-driven buggies.




  Resist the temptation to stare or photograph Amish people; they are private and modest people who do not want to be treated like a sideshow.




  Amish businesses are not open on Sundays because it is a day of worship.




  For information about the Amish in the United States, consult amishamerica.com.




  




  Amish families in southwest Wisconsin sell their products here at least twice weekly during summer, but Memorial Day and Labor Day sales are bigger.




  Merchandise—thousands of potted flowers and vegetables, dozens of hand-stitched quilts, hand-carved furniture, and myriad other crafts—fills and spills out of an otherwise stark, metal warehouse on the two holidays. It is enough to keep three auctioneers busy about 8 hours.




  Customers are average people, professional chefs and wholesale buyers for grocery stores or restaurants. At a smaller auction in late summer, sisters loaded up on potted mums as décor for an outdoor wedding. A buyer who drove 5 hours would return with enough veggies to stock roadside stands in Door County.




  Another bought bushels of corn as bear bait. A home canner bought a peck of pickles. A hodgepodge mix of tomatoes and peppers was destined to become salsa and pepper jam.




  Most vendors are farm families within a radius of one hundred miles; they rise before dawn to gather and deliver the bounty of hard labor. Auction staff say these farms are not big enough for most wholesalers.




  As crops ripen, farmers will tote more bushels of just-picked food than ready-to-plant shrubs and flower flats. Harvests are sold in quantities that often exceed—by far—the needs of a typical household.




  Dozens of horses hitched to black buggies slowly and methodically transport commodities to the rural sales site for auction on Tuesdays and Fridays, April into October. The time it takes depends on how much is for sale.




  Not all who witness the refrains of auctioneers and sashay of bidders are buyers: wanderers come for good deals and good quality, yes, but also for an introduction to what it means to be Amish. Within Wisconsin are about 15,000 Amish residents (fourth largest in the nation), and the Cashton settlement is the state’s biggest.




  “This truly is an Old Order community,” says Kathy Kuderer, founder of Down a Country Road shops and tours near Cashton. “They have stayed very true to their horse-and-buggy culture and still do not use electricity, have telephones in their homes, or heat their homes with propane.” downacountryroad.com, (608) 654-5318




  That means using gas or kerosene lanterns for light and a woodstove for cooking and warmth. “Ice is cut from the area ponds in the winter, for their ice houses,” says Kathy, who was raised in the area, “and all of the field work is done with horse-drawn equipment.”




  Amish products are sold within a cluster of her shops. Guided tours (by reservation) began decades ago and stop at Amish farms in this part of pretty southwestern Wisconsin, where hilly and twisting roads force visitors to remove themselves from life’s fast lane for a while. A map with self-guided tour book is another option.




  Simple, wooden roadside signs advertise bounty or craftsmanship—such as bakery, porch furniture—but don’t swing into a driveway unless serious about making a purchase. These hardworking families prefer to not be interrupted by gawking tourists.
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  WORTHY DETOUR




  Friends near Cazenovia, population 363, traditionally invite us to their farm as spring turns to summer, and it is a joy to simply follow quiet, twisty backroads to their home on a hill with unobstructed, sweeping views of fields, wildlife, and passing clouds. It’s about 40 miles southwest of Cashton.
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  We usually share a potluck meal and, maybe, a game of washers or cornhole. We sit on the porch, spoil the farm cats, smell the lilacs, and watch orioles swoop in for a quick peck at a feeder with jelly.




  This annual ritual begins with shopping—all within a 5-mile loop of Lime Ridge, population 158—and anticipation begins weeks ahead of our arrival.




  We order cinnamon-topped and cream-filled coffee cakes, gooey pans of pecan rolls, pies, cookies, and more from Esther’s Bakery, an Amish home business only open on Friday and Saturday. Those who don’t order ahead will take their chances because bakery disappears fast.




  Because there is no website, email, or telephone, the only way to place an order is by knowing somebody who will relay it. That’s also the case at Sugar Grove Candy Shoppe, which sells chocolate toffee, cashew brittle, and other sweets.




  The oldest Carr Valley Cheese factory (open since 1902) is in our loop, near La Valle, population 388. The most likely purchase is made-that-day cheese curds, but the fourth-generation business makes numerous cheeses that have won 750-some international, national, and other awards. carrvalleycheese.com, (608) 985-8200




  Late spring is planting season for much of Wisconsin, so we load up on flats and baskets at Gingerich Greenhouse, an Amish business with reasonable prices and healthy stock.




  Need more ideas or directions? Talk it over during lunch at Branding Iron Roadhouse in Lime Ridge, serving Wisconsin microbrews, burgers from locally grown Angus beef, Neapolitan pizzas from a wood-fired oven. brandingironrh.com, (608) 986-2807




  




  Particularly picturesque and serene are 17 miles of Highway D, from Cashton to La Farge, population 730. Notice clotheslines full of blue, black, and white laundry, windmills atop vistas, the lack of power lines, noise, or clutter. Look for Old Country Cheese, a factory whose gift shop sells Amish specialties as well as dairy products made with the milk of 230 Amish farms. oldcountrycheese.com, (608) 654-5411




  At the end of this route is headquarters for Organic Valley, among the largest farming cooperatives in the United States; a small, downtown retail outlet for the co-op sells these and other products. organicvalley.coop, (608) 625-3300




  
Gays Mills Population 523 Apple Orchards





  




  orchardridgegaysmills.com




  We call them Ocooch Mountains, but they’re more like steep bluffs, and this modest village sits in a valley between them. Farmers learned long ago that apples grow well here, and the literal fruits of their labors earned a national reputation for taste and appearance.
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  FAST FACT




  Crawford County was fertile fodder for native son Ben Logan, who wrote The Land Remembers, tender tales of growing up on a farm that his mother called Seldom Seen. He moved to New York to work in radio, television, and movie writing/production but never forgot his roots and returned to Seldom Seen in the 1980s. Ben, who won an Emmy for his work on the 1986 documentary Taking Children Seriously, died in 2014 at age 94.




  “Once you have lived on the land, been a partner with its moods, secrets, and seasons, you cannot leave,” he wrote in the 1975 book. “The living land remembers, touching you in unguarded moments, saying, ‘I am here. You are part of me.’”




  Mississippi Valley Conservancy worked with the author to make sure Seldom Seen will remain as farmland and organizes occasional hikes in this part of Wisconsin. mississippivalleyconservancy.org, (608) 784-3606




  




  Apples from local orchards were gathered as one State Fair entry, winning first prize. Next came a national competition and another top prize. The year was 1905.




  Almost four dozen kinds of apples grow on more than 1,000 acres in the area today. Six commercial orchards along Highway 171, known as “Orchard Ridge,” make for a stunning drive. That’s especially true during three days in late September, when tens of thousands visit for the annual Gays Mills Apple Festival, in the Apple Capital of Wisconsin.




  Festival days begin with a pancake-sausage breakfast and end with bands that play rock or country music at area taverns. In between are volleyball, basketball, cornhole, and horseshoe tournaments. A parade with festival royalty in gowns and tiaras. Vendors selling crafts, books, antiques, and trash-to-treasure items.




  Apple’licious Pie Depot tries valiantly to keep up with the demand for just-baked pie, streusel, fritters, turnovers, doughnuts, and apple pizza with a topping of caramel. On Facebook, (608) 624-3783




  Pack your patience for the long wait in orchard checkout lines, or simply visit another day to roam and buy. The apple harvest starts in August and ends in October; specifics depend on the weather and type of apple.




  Buy by the bag or bushel. Add a jug of cider. Linger in a corn maze or at an orchard café table.




  




  



  DECENT DETOUR




  Seven miles north is Soldiers Grove, population 552, and the Tobacco Warehouse Inn, a renovated 1923 warehouse with six suites of classy accommodations that would rival those in much larger cities. tobaccowarehouseinn.com, (608) 624-5999
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  Between the two communities is St. Francis Hermitage Restaurant, where a monastic community serves French meals and sells organic vegetables and meats from their farm. Think crepes with paper-thin apple slices, flaky croissants, brioche bread, French press coffee.
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  Consider it an appetizing apparition that appears out of nowhere. The religious community also built a charming little church on the rural property. stfrancishermitage.org, (608) 735-4015




  




  The fertile ground of Gays Mills is prone to flooding. To say the Kickapoo River, which runs through the community, is crooked is an understatement. Fewer than 70 miles separate one end point from the other, but it’s 125 miles by river. Erosion from higher ground compounds the effect of heavy rain.




  Troubled waters—the foundation for a turbulent history—devastated much of the village and prompted the relocation of dozens of houses and businesses to higher, safer ground. Two major flash floods, in 2007 and 2008, were only ten months apart. Flooding since then has been even more significant and in 2018 went much higher than ever recorded.




  What we have is tempestuous beauty, in a small community big enough to have a village forester who leads the charge against emerald ash borer consequences and trees damaged or destroyed by flooding. An ongoing Urban Forestry Program recognizes the multipronged value of adding trees and keeping them healthy.




  “Our community trees provide significant health-promoting, ecological, economic and aesthetic benefits,” village president Harry Heisz noted in 2021, when declaring May 1 as Arbor Day. A self-guided tree walk goes through Robb Park, then south along Stump Dodger Trail. gaysmills.org, (608) 735-4341




  
Mineral Point Population 2,581 First Historic District





  




  mineralpoint.com




  (608) 987-3201




  Mineral Point visionaries long ago began to see something beautiful in what others presumed disposable.




  The hardscrabble lead mining town of Cornish immigrants during the 1800s is a magnet for artists and others who appreciate a blend of past with present today. Many work out of the 500-some buildings that compose a historic district—Wisconsin’s first—on the National Register of Historic Places since 1971.




  Little of the transformation would have happened without the work of Edgar Hellum and Robert Neal, who saw cultural value in stone homes that miners abandoned in their rush to find gold in California.
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  The business and life partners began restoring the little cottages in the 1930s, named one Pendarvis and turned it into a restaurant for serving tea and saffron cake, then pasties (meat-potato pies) and more. The couple did it all, baking to roof shingling, and drew attention from Life, National Geographic, the Saturday Evening Post, and others.




  




  



  FAST FACT




  Actress Betty White’s husband, Password game show host Allen Ludden, was a Mineral Point native who died in 1981 and is buried in the city’s Graceland Cemetery.




  




  Food critic Duncan Hines, best known for food products named after him, included Pendarvis in his Adventures in Good Eating guidebooks. “One of the few places in this country where real Cornish meals are served, prepared from old authentic recipes, and where scalded cream (often called Devonshire or clotted cream) may be had,” he wrote. Pasties “must be ordered four hours in advance” but are “hearty and appetizing.”




  The duo’s knack for cooking, decorating, and building rehab was ridiculed by some townsfolk, but others eventually began their own restoration efforts. Projects snowballed, and now a city Historic Preservation Commission reviews architectural changes to historic buildings and drafts guidelines for these endeavors.




  Pendarvis, no longer a restaurant, is a state historic site of restored buildings with walking trails to mine shafts and “badger holes”—hillside caves that were miner shelters and resembled animal burrows. Wisconsin is the Badger State because of the once-rich mining history here and elsewhere. Open June into October for guided tours. pendarvis.wisconsinhistory.org, (608) 987-2122




  A short walk away is Shake Rag Alley Art Center, another example of rugged history in need of TLC. Al Felly, a longtime and nationally known florist, in 1965 purchased a Mineral Point house as a retreat for him and his wife. Five years later, he bought rundown limestone cabins, across the street, and began restoring them for artists to use. Flower gardens grew lush, too.




  By 2004, the campus was a nonprofit arts education hub and had different owners. Now it hosts more than 200 workshops for adults and youths annually, plus free or nominal-cost community events.




  An original one-room Cornish cottage, 1830 log cabin, blacksmith barn, and more modern structures make for an unusual campus that expanded to include an outdoor performance stage, repurposed 1940s Quonset hut, and accommodations for overnight stays.




  




  



  FOOD FACT




  Pasties—turnovers filled with veggies and meat—are always on the menu at Red Rooster Café, in a former bank built in 1892 downtown. The restaurant began serving the Cornish hand pies in the 1970s and has its original rooster-themed wallpaper. On Facebook, (608) 987-9936
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  Students come for a day or week to paint, weave, weld, write, throw a pot, or bake a galette.




  Like the city’s visionaries, some workshop participants turn castoff materials into works of artistic beauty. That is especially true at the annual Woodlanders Gathering, a summer camp for adults that can last one to four days.




  Novices to pros make their way here to get in touch with themselves, each other, and the Earth while learning or refining art skills.




  They create yard art, rustic furniture, jewelry and scarves, using twigs, stones, metals, fabric. Natural dyes, roaring fires, hammers and nails transform the ordinary to the unique. Myriad materials are involved, and they also result in leather journals, bluebird houses, fancy walking sticks, coat trees, garden sculptures, or whimsical art with no utilitarian purpose.




  Hang out in a class long enough, and you may hear an orchestra of tools, a mix of hammering, sawing, and the smooth slide of metal measuring tape. Parents attend with their teen children. Girlfriends arrive in groups. Some students enroll solo.




  Some of these gatherings include silent “trade blanket” time, when participants bring whatever they are willing to let go of, then take something brought by another.




  It’s an exercise in giving, receiving, and reinforcing the notion of what contains value in this world.




  shakeragalley.org, (608) 987-3292




  




  



  IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD




  Built into a Mineral Point hill is the stone and forty-two-room Walker House, constructed in 1836. Nooks in the inn’s pub were the long-ago dugout caves of miners. The comfortable retreat space also serves from-scratch pasties, soups, desserts, and is a few steps from the 47-mile Cheese Country Trail, a multiuse rec path. thewalkerhouse.org, (608) 553-0728




  Downstairs at Commerce Street Brewery Hotel is a brewpub serving Blonde Betty II (named after actress Betty White) to wash down jalapeño-spiked cheese curds (with raspberry sauce for dipping). Upstairs are plush guest rooms with a fireplace and modern amenities. The setting: a revamped 1854 limestone warehouse. commercehotel.com, (608) 987-3298




  A bag of squeaky-fresh cheese curds from Hooks Cheese Company is an in-demand and affordable souvenir, but the downtown cheesemaker wins national and international awards for at least fifteen other products. hookscheese.com, (608) 987-3259




  Roam Nick Engelbert’s Grandview, near Hollandale (population 306), a dairy farmer’s legacy as a self-taught artist. Over thirty years he created dozens of concrete statues and embellished his farmhouse and yard with shards of random materials. nicksgrandview.com, (608) 967-2122
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  Folklore Village, 94 acres surrounded by farmland and hills, hosts one hundred events annually that celebrate heritage. Waltz on hardwood floors, listen to folk artists and autoharps, weave maypole ribbons into patterns, learn rosemaling or gourd banjo making. The vibe is downhome—as in Saturday night potlucks—and family friendly. folklorevillage.com, (608) 924-4000
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  Closest state parks: Three are within 15 miles. To the north: Governor Dodge, one of the state’s largest. To the southwest: Belmont Mound, whose best views are atop a 400-foot hill. Southeast is Yellowstone Lake, part of a state wildlife area. dnr.wisconsin.gov




  




  
New Glarus Population 2,266 Swiss Center of North America





  




  theswisscenter.org




  (608) 527-6565




  More than one-half century before New Glarus became a village, the community was a Swiss colony of immigrants who were literally starving for work. With widespread crop failures came famine in their native land.




  Switzerland’s canton of Glarus, similar to a U.S. state, helped one hundred-some citizens start fresh as they emigrated to the beautiful but wild New World in 1845. Here they could work to own land; the woods and hills of where they landed were reminders of home.




  What separates this story of immigration from others is the zest with which culture, history, and lore are joyfully—perhaps stubbornly—upheld. In “America’s Little Switzerland” is a männerchor (men’s choir), kinderchor (youth choir), and jodlerklub (choir of yodelers). Out come meters-long alphorns (used long ago by Swiss to call cattle home) during festivals.
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  IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD




  Ten miles south of New Glarus is the rural Chalet Cheese Cooperative, around since 1885 and the only cheese factory in the nation that produces pungent and creamy Limburger cheese, one of the smelliest cheeses on Earth. How aromatic? It is wrapped in a paper-plastic, then foil. Buy it at the cheese factory, along with a chunk of Deppeler’s Baby Swiss, an international award winner. chaletcheesecoop.com, (608) 325-4343




  Seven miles northeast is Belleville, population 2,491, and an outlet for Duluth Trading Company sells fashions for work-hard men and women at a deep discount. duluthtrading.com, (608) 424-1227
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  Twelve miles northeast is Paoli, where Seven Acre Dairy revives a century-old creamery’s work and adds boutique lodging, fine dining. Pack lawn chairs in summer and head to craft brewer Hop Garden, next to Paoli Mill Park on the Sugar River, where free music on weekends is life as usual. En route, check out Dot’s Tavern, a basement dive bar and top reason to visit Basco, especially if a meat raffle is in progress. Neither blip of a community is a census designated place. sevenacredairyco.com, thehopgarden.net, discoverpaoli.com; Dot’s is on Facebook.
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  Southeast 25 miles is Kelch Aviation Museum at the airport in Brodhead, population 3,274, where nineteen vintage aircraft include the only Butler Blackhawk still airworthy. This one is from 1929, as is the Stearman C3-8. Add three classic autos, interactive exhibits. Free admission. kelchmuseum.org




  




  “Our mission is to tell the story of Swiss immigration in the United States and Canada,” says Beth Zurbuchen, president/CEO of the Swiss Center of North America. “What better place to be than New Glarus, which works hard to maintain its Swissness. There are many communities either settled by the Swiss or those that have a Swiss name, but over time” uniqueness of heritage blends into a more generic melting pot known as American.




  At the crux of holdings are Don Tritt’s historical archives, which include thousands of Swiss postcards from 1895 to 1945 and stereo-views (three-dimensional images) from 1860 to 1940. Add Swiss textiles, fine and folk art, musical instruments, home furnishings, books, family genealogies.




  “If it’s of Swiss origin, it is our desire to obtain and keep the items from being given away to thrift stores or thrown away,” Beth says, and the potential for doing so is especially rich in this little part of the world.




  “In New Glarus, families followed settlers. Farmers or cheesemakers could find work. Men who became financially secure returned to Switzerland to find their brides and return back to New Glarus to begin their families.” Pride of place deepened with time.




  “Each item, story, or manuscript helps enrich our understanding of the Swiss immigration to North America.”




  Inside Swiss Historical Village are fourteen structures—replicas and originals—with artifacts that explain the challenges of pioneer life. Chalet of the Golden Fleece, an authentic Swiss chalet, protects one man’s many collections of antiques and folk art (including items from his Swiss ancestry). Both open late May into October. swisshistoricalvillage.org, (608) 527-2317; chalet is on Facebook, (608) 527-2614.




  Open car windows during a summer drive and listen for the tinkling of bells worn by Brown Swiss cows as they graze. Inside Puempel’s, a




  




  



  FAST FACT




  Spotted Cow is the flagship beer at New Glarus Brewing Company, whose “Only in Wisconsin” slogan means products are sold only inside the state. That creates an almost cultlike following for the product, an unfiltered farmhouse ale, brewed to meet German Purity Law brewing standards.




  The brewer’s assertion that “You know you’re in Wisconsin when you see the Spotted Cow” is no understatement: because this love-it beer is not available everywhere, it creates deep devotion within Wisconsin. Tour and taste. newglarusbrewing.com, (608) 527-5850




  




  




  



  FAST FIVE




  Consider a farm stay while in south-central Wisconsin. For example:
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  Campo di Bella, Dane County, rents a suite above its wine house. The 20-acre destination is one part farm, one part winery, and one part farm-to-table dining. campodibella.com, (608) 320-9287
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