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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every eﬀort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.


We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:



Globe Pequot Press

Reader Response/Editorial Department

246 Goose Lane, Suite 200

Guilford, CT 06437

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction

There’s no denying we know how to make tasty cheese here in Wisconsin. Cows are held in high regard, and hardworking dairy farmers provide them with idyllic pastures on which to feast and enjoy lazy summer days. Less common knowledge, at least for nonlocals, is that our state is also a water lover’s dream come true.


Two Great Lakes and more than 1,000 miles of their shorelines flank Wisconsin’s northern and eastern sides. Within the state’s borders, more than 15,000 lakes (sorry, Minnesota, we’ve got you beat) in a variety of sizes paint a good share of the state in shades of placid blue. Wisconsin also boasts nearly 13,000 rivers and streams, some small and quiet, others big and noisy. Even the state’s name is derived from a river: French explorers Marquette and Joliet mentioned the Meskousing, a river name from the Native Miami language that passed through French and a transcription error to arrive at “Wisconsin.” Who’d a thunk it?


Lots of this water is easily accessible from roadside parks, local picnic areas, or at the end of an easygoing hike. Some might require longer treks of a mile or three, and others are remote and mysterious, discovered only by backpacking your way through the great northern wilderness.


Whatever their shape, size, or location, all of our lakes and rivers have something special to oﬀer. They each have a style and grace all their own—distinct personalities that inspire, enthuse, and seduce. Lake Superior, for example, might be restless and violent in the clutches of a November storm, while a secluded lake deep in the woods lies mirror flat and eerily quiet.



[image: Whitefish Dunes State Park. Kent Merhar]
Whitefish Dunes State Park. KENT MERHAR






[image: Apostle Islands National Lakeshore.]
Apostle Islands National Lakeshore.




Wisconsin’s rivers are busy, darting around boulders and fallen logs, or they are elegant flows of velvety smooth swells. When visiting Wisconsin’s lakes and rivers, look at how so many of them seem to match their surroundings. A lake in a big city seems to appear regal and cosmopolitan, complementing the tall buildings and go-get-’em lifestyle; a river in a forested, rocky gorge exudes a quieter, reflective beauty.


Join us on a tour of Wisconsin, from the dramatic bluﬀs and deep valleys of the Driftless Area to idyllic, undulating countryside in the state’s midsection. Explore vibrant cities and quaint small towns. Lose yourself in the magic of Door County and breathe deeply of the incomparable northern forests. We’ll explore lakes large and small and stroll with the currents of rivers, all the while uncovering lots of secrets and making acquaintance with some of the state’s most dramatic liquid scenery.


This book is arranged by region from north to south and highlights the state’s showiest lakes and rivers. A “best of” book is ultimately subjective, of course, implying that its contents include the finest examples of its title subject. I get to do it because my name’s on the cover, and while your opinion might diﬀer—“Why isn’t our lake in the book?” or “What makes that little lake one of the best?”—I’m sharing with you places that genuinely inspired me and that I believe best represent our amazing state.


Each entry is introduced by an information block outlining the name and location of the water feature, hike distance and difficulty, applicable maps, GPS coordinates and directions to trailheads, contact information, and other beta. As far as gear and supplies, the best thing about these hikes is there are no complicated gear concerns. Just throw on decent footwear and proper clothing and away you go. Plan ahead, though, to make each visit a good one. Expect weather common to the area, and pack accordingly. Bring extra water in the humid heat of summer, and be ready for cold winds and impromptu rainstorms along the big lakes. On longer hikes your feet will be happier inside sturdy shoes or hiking boots, and take along snacks or a veritable grocery cart of grub for picnics at trailside overlooks or wooded campsites. Don’t forget a camera or other photo device to take home the sights and sounds of lake country.


And stay safe around the water. Sometimes it’s just plain irresistible to take one more step for a closer look, but that urge, especially near rivers and gorges, might send you on a long fall to a really hard or really wet landing.


As a Northland-bred scribe and tireless outdoor recreation junkie, it is a pleasure to share my explorations and ruminations, whatever your Dairyland State destination may be. My words are complemented by vivid, inspiring images from uber-talented Twin Cities photographers Kent Merhar and Denice Breaux. We hope you enjoy our eﬀorts to bring you up close to Wisconsin’s liquid landscapes. Let’s go make some memories!
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Glacier Trail—Chequamegon National Forest.









How to Use This Guide

This guide contains just about everything you need to choose, plan for, and enjoy a lake or river hike in Wisconsin. Packed with specific area information, Best Lake Hikes Wisconsin features sixty-two mapped and cued hikes leading to some of the state’s best liquid landscapes, grouped together geographically.


Each hike starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures and featured locations. You’ll learn about trail terrain and what unforgettable sights each route has to oﬀer. Following the overview are hike specs—quick, nitty-gritty details:


Lake or river: The water feature appearing in the chapter.


Photogenic factor: This is a 1 to 5 rating, with 5 being slack-jaw gorgeous. Distance: The total distance of the recommended route; out and back, loops, and lollipop routes are included in this guide.


Hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also aﬀect your time.


Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty; easy, moderate, or difficult. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for diﬀerent people depending on ability and physical fitness. For purposes of this book, an easy hike will generally cover 2 miles or less total trip distance, with minimal elevation gain and a paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail. A moderate hike will cover 3 to 5 miles total trip distance in one day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain. A difficult hike may cover 5 or more miles total trip distance in one day, have difficult elevation gains, and/or have rough and/or rocky terrain.


Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.


Other trail users: Such as horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, etc. Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are typically allowed when leashed for the hikes in this book.


Land status: City park, state park, national park or forest, etc.


Fees and permits: Denotes park entrance fees and permits, if any. Permits available and fees payable online or at park ranger stations.


Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but local park maps may show trails that are more recent. Use both.


Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and website for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Get trail access information before you head out, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.


The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to trailheads. This also includes GPS trailhead coordinates for accurate navigation. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it is a carefully researched impression of the lake or river, the hike, and interesting things you may see along the way, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail-name changes, as well as points of interest. Sidebars are found throughout the book and are quick and often fascinating facts about the locale. A detailed and expertly crafted map is included with each hike and is derived from GPS tracks and related field data while on the hikes.
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Rainbow Lake Wilderness.




Enjoy your outdoor exploration of Wisconsin’s beautiful lakes and rivers, and remember to pack out what you pack in.


How to Use the Maps

Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.


Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows the water featured, access roads and trails, points of interest, drinking water availability, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.








Trail Finder

To get our readers started on the hikes best suited to their interests and abilities, this trail finder categorizes each of the hikes into a helpful list organized by hike number and name. Your favorite lakes or rivers might appear in more than one category.





	Hike #/name
	Large/popular lakes or rivers
	Secluded locales
	Easy-to-reach hikes
	Kid-friendly hikes
	Best hikes for backpackers





	1 Wisconsin Point
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	2 Osaugie Trail
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	3 Pattison State Park
	
	▪
	▪
	
	



	4 Bear Beach State Natural Area
	▪
	
	▪
	
	



	5 Apostle Islands National Lakeshore
	▪
	
	▪
	
	▪



	6 Brule Portage Trail
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	▪



	7 Tomahawk Lake Trails
	▪
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	8 Green Lake Trail
	
	▪
	
	
	▪



	9 Hayward Recreational Forest
	
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	10 Glacier Trail—Chequamegon-Nicolet National Forest
	
	▪
	▪
	
	▪



	11 Wilson Lake Trail—Chequamegon-Nicolet National Forest
	
	▪
	▪
	▪
	▪



	12 Rainbow Lake Wilderness—North Country Trail
	
	▪
	
	
	▪



	12 Rainbow Lake Wilderness—North Country Trail
	
	▪
	
	
	▪



	
13 Porcupine Lake Wilderness—North Country Trail
	
	▪
	
	
	▪



	14 Copper Falls State Park—Dough boys Trail
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	▪



	15 Penokee Range—North Country Trail
	
	▪
	▪
	
	▪



	16 Madeline Island—Big Bay State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	17 Madeline Island Wilderness Preserve
	▪
	▪
	▪
	
	▪



	18 North Lakeland Discovery Trails
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	19 Van Vliet Hemlocks State Natural Area
	
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	20 Fallison Lake Trail
	
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	21 Star Lake Trail and Plum Lake Hemlock Forest SNA
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	22 Franklin Lake Trail
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	23 Catherine Wolter Wilderness Trails
	
	▪
	▪
	
	



	24 Lauterman Lake Trail
	
	▪
	▪
	
	▪



	25 Perch Lake Trail
	
	▪
	▪
	
	▪



	26 Newport State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	27 Peninsula State Park—Nicolet Loop
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	28 Whitefish Dunes State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	
29 Potawatomi State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	30 Point Beach State Forest
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	31 Horicon National Wildlife Refuge
	
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	32 High Cliff State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	33 Kohler-Andrae State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	34 Seven Bridges Trail
	▪
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	35 Milwaukee LakefrontTrail
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	36 Interstate State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	37 Willow River State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	38 Straight Lake State Park-Ice Age Trail
	
	▪
	▪
	
	▪



	39 Lakefront Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	40 Chippewa Moraine State Recreation Area—Ice Age Trail
	
	▪
	▪
	▪
	▪



	41 Brunet Island State Park
	
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	42 Mondeaux Esker—Aldo Leopold and Ice Age Trails
	▪
	▪
	▪
	▪
	▪



	43 Kinnickinnic State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	
44 Perrot State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	
	



	45 Wyalsuing State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	
	



	46 Chapel Gorge Trail-Dells of the Wisconsin River SNA
	▪
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	47 Wisconsin Dells Scenic Riverwalk
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	48 Echo-Lakeview Loop-Mirror Lake State Park
	
	
	▪
	
	



	49 Ferry Bluff SNA-Cactus Bluff Trail
	
	▪
	▪
	
	



	50 Devil's Lake State Park
	▪
	
	▪
	
	



	51 Gibraltar Rock State Natural Area-Ice Age Trail
	
	▪
	▪
	
	



	52 Black River State Forest
	
	▪
	
	
	



	53 Lakeshore Nature Preserve-UW Madison
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	54 University of Wisconsin Arboretum
	▪
	
	▪
	▪
	



	55 Pheasant Branch Conservancy
	
	▪
	▪
	▪
	



	56 Governor Dodge State Park
	▪
	▪
	▪
	
	















Map Legend
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	Interstate Highway
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	US Highway






	[image: frn_fig_012.jpg]

	State Road
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	Local/County Road
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	Gravel Road
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	Railroad
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	State Boundary






	 






	

	Trails
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	Featured Trail
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	Paved Trail
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	Trail or Fire Road






	 






	

	Water Features
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	Body of Water
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	River/Creek
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	Spring






	[image: frn_fig_023.jpg]

	Waterfall






	 






	

	Land Management
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	National Park/Forest
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	National Monument/ Wilderness Area
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	State/County Park

	

	






	 






	

	Symbols
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	Airport
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	Bridge
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	Building/Point of Interest
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	Boat Ramp
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	Boardwalk
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	Campground
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	Campsite (backcountry)
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	Inn/Lodging
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	Lighthouse
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	Parking
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	Picnic Area
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	Ranger Station/Park Office
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	Restaurant
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	Scenic View
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	Town
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	Trailhead
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	Tower
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	Tunnel
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	Visitor/Information Center






















Far North and Lake Superior Shore

Even a single visit leaves its mark. Seeing the big lake up close is an experience, an indelible memory that remains with you like your own shadow. You will return to the water, for the lake’s powerful siren song echoes in your soul, and to hear it best is to be at its side.

Poetic musing aside, for anyone hailing from the Northland, Lake Superior is part of our lives. The lake captivates us from childhood and its spell melds with our souls. Visitors are fascinated and struck by its beauty and leave here inspired and humbled. Superior is stunningly beautiful. It is moody and seductive. It is a maelstrom, peace, challenge, inspiration. It is the Fitz and Gordon Lightfoot. Deep and icy cold.


[image: Driftwood detritus on the shore, Wisconsin Point.]
Driftwood detritus on the shore, Wisconsin Point.
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Pattison State Park. DENICE BREAUX



As we are traditionally, instinctively, excitedly inclined to do around here, we get out to these places to feel and touch and smell and just be, and Lake Superior invites us to its waters and shores to breathe deep of wild. The big lake grabs hold of its audiences, be it an innocent child tossing polished round rocks from a beach or the hardened crew of an immense freighter battling 30-foot swells. Even in its absence, the mighty lake’s hypnotic waters remain saturated in our memories.

Lake Superior’s southern shoreline is a conduit to our daydreams: a long and winding journey from the Twin Ports to Bayfield and the Apostle Islands; through magical lands of quiet bays; high, rugged cliﬀs, and scenic rivers. In springtime, boisterous rivers blast over crests of high cliﬀs into unforgettable vistas. Autumn sees tranquil creeks whisper beneath rustic bridges and past secret hideaways.

In winter the big lake heaves and growls as its deathly cold waters recklessly pile 3-foot-thick hunks of ice in haphazard piles along the shore. October and November bring storms and Superior builds into a howling fury, tossing around thousand-foot ships like bathtub toys and slamming roiling, frothy waves into anything in their way before reluctantly surrendering to battered but stalwart shoreline. It is an incredible, life-list experience to be near the lake when it turns wild and surly.

Lake Superior’s southern shore boasts more than 300 miles of drop-dead gorgeous scenic sights, quaint towns, and verdant forests. It is decorated with hundreds of dazzling inland lakes and rivers as well, oﬀering some of the very best in liquid North Country scenery.







1 Wisconsin Point

Hunt for driftwood, sink your toes in the sand, and rub shoulders with the grand-daddy of the Great Lakes on this easygoing beach hike.

Lake or river: Lake Superior

Photogenic factor: 5+

Distance: The point is 3.0 miles end to end. This hike is about strolling the beach with panoramic lake views. Choose whatever distance suits you.

Difficulty: Easy

Hiking time: 30 minutes to all day

Trail surface: Sandy beach, with scattered driftwood and small rocks

Other trail users: Hikers only

Canine compatibility: Leashed pets allowed

Land status: City of Superior

Fees and permits: None

Maps: Various city maps; USGS Superior

Trail contacts: Superior Chamber and Visitors Bureau, 205 Belknap St., Superior 54880; (715) 394-7716; superiorchamber.org

Finding the trailhead: At Superior’s eastern fringe at US 53 and Moccasin Mike Road, follow Moccasin Mike Road 1.4 miles east to Wisconsin Point Road. Turn left on Wisconsin Point Road and head 2 miles to the first turnout parking area. Access the beach here or from any other parking area along the road. Trailhead GPS: N46 68.654’ / W91 97.367’




The Hike

On a warm summer day with a light breeze kicking up its heels, strolling the shore of Lake Superior is a soothing elixir for the soul. Visiting during the icy grip of an irritable, howling November nor’easter hurling about foamy, death-cold waves is humbling and frightening. Wisconsin Point is your front-row seat for every performance.

The Ojibwa called her gitchi-gami, the great sea. They were right, as this is indeed a very special place and one of my favorite destinations in the state to hike. It’s more about wandering free, with every one of my senses in overdrive. Front and center, of course, is the immense beauty of Lake Superior, the largest freshwater lake in the world.

Let’s talk a minute about just how big it is. The lake’s surface area is about the size of South Carolina, and its deepest point plunges to more than 1,300 feet. There’s enough water out there to cover all of North and South America to a foot deep! It’s damned cold too. Although climate change is messing up the works, Superior’s water temperature well below the surface still hovers around 39°F. Brrrr.

For awestruck kids hailing from these parts, Lake Superior is our first chance to see what an ocean looks like. I was one of those kids, and even all grown up, I’m still spellbound by this place. It is equal parts enchanting and frightening, inviting and foreboding. I’ve seen the lake as tranquil and flat as an endless Kansas highway, and raging in bone-chilling, roaring fury. Both versions are life-list moments.
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Hiking along muddy spring waters.



Just like the little kid version of me, I can still look out over the big lake in rapt wonder and do so every chance I get. Wisconsin Point is a go-to destination for everything great about Lake Superior. From one of the parking areas along the road, trails over humps of sand dunes or through the stretch of pine woods allow easy access to the beach. From there, it’s all up to you. Wander the sandy beach and dodge incoming waves, stretch out in the tallgrasses and watch clouds chug by, or sit on a hunk of grizzled driftwood and lose yourself to the horizon. The views are spectacular in all directions. The ore docks of Superior and Duluth are right over there, with Canal Park and the lift bridge way in the distance, Duluth’s rugged hills, and a long stretch of the majestic North Shore.

And there’s a lighthouse as a bonus. Head down to the end of Wisconsin Point Road and walk the breakwater out to the Superior Entry lighthouse. You can’t go inside, but the view from out there is outta sight. In winter and spring it’s fun to walk
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Wisconsin Point Lighthouse and distant Duluth skyline.



along the entry pier and watch massive wedges of ice heave and crack and growl like some kind of colossal, watery beast. Speaking of winter, be sure to visit in the coldest months (there are a lot of them) to experience the point in a new and frosty light, when the lake sloughs oﬀ massive shards of ice 2 feet thick and heaps them in haphazard piles along the shore.




Miles and Directions


	
0.0 Wisconsin Point stretches roughly 3 miles end to end. Do the whole thing or start at any of the access points and wander as long as you like. Chase incoming waves, explore rolling sand dunes, or hike the path through the pine woods flanking the beach.

	
0.8 Arrive at the lighthouse breakwater.

	
1.6 Trailhead area of the beach. Continue hiking to the natural end of the beach and turn around.

	
3.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.




LIGHTING THE WAY

In the late 1800s the natural opening between Wisconsin and Minnesota Points served as entry for all shipping traffic into the Twin Ports. The Superior Entry Lighthouse was commissioned in June of 1913, safely guiding more than 900 vessels in and out of Superior Bay. The light’s location is situated on a 10-mile-long sandbar (the longest freshwater bar in the world) that runs between the Duluth and Superior ports, making this one of the world’s safest shipping harbors. Wisconsin Point is also on the National Register of Historic Places and the lighthouse is now privately owned.
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