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INTRODUCTION





  Our pace is so fast. In the ever-changing and evolving world of technology, we literally cannot keep up with the times. Once upon a time the train seemed like the epitome of the modern world. Sleek and bold trains were our nation’s pride and joy and symbolized the possibilities of a world beyond the one in which we lived. Connecting large cities and small towns, used for transportation and for shipping goods, the train was the pulse of the nation.




  But times change. With the advent of the car and the building of mass highways, trains became a secondary form of transportation. And dreams die. Railroad tracks were abandoned. Nature took over, and where once a track split through the woods, only a ghost of the track remained.




  Enter the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (RTC), a group of outdoor enthusiasts who in 1986 began the arduous task of transforming abandoned railroad tracks into nature trails. Banding together with other conservation groups, RTC removed tracks and molded the trails into wonderful paths running through urban and rural areas.
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  Children often take their first bike trip on a rail trail.




  There is something remarkable about traveling the nation in pursuit of the abandoned railroad track now converted to greenways, bicycle paths, and nature trails. What better way to see the country than by traversing these rail beds?




  A Little Wisconsin Rail History




  Outdoor recreation and access to the beauty of nature are top priorities for millions of Americans in the new millennium. Lifestyles include stressful occupations and many time demands. The need for the calming and physical health that recreating in the great outdoors can provide has become increasingly important. The development of rail trails is a big part of the effort to fulfill those needs.




  Wisconsin got an early start with rail trails. Shortly after the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad abandoned its line from Elroy to Sparta in 1965, the state bought land with the goal of creating a recreational trail. Renewed interest in self-propelled outdoor activities like hiking and bicycling prompted them to try an entirely new type of facility in a beautiful part of the state that previously had very little in the way of attractions. The Elroy–Sparta State Trail was an immediate hit and remains the state’s most popular destination trail today.




  The birth of the state of Wisconsin coincided with development of the railroad as a viable transportation technology. Before the railroad, people and goods traveled by watercraft or wagon. Lake Michigan, Lake Superior, the Mississippi River, and the Fox-Wisconsin Waterway were the connections to and from a spiderweb of primitive roads. Canals, which had been important in states just east of Wisconsin, were proposed here, but all major projects failed thanks to the coming of the railroads.




  The key to railroad superiority was its ability to function in any weather. Rivers and lakes froze over in winter. Wagon trails, bad any time of year, became impassable with winter snow and ice and springtime mud. In 1836, two years before statehood, a rail line between Milwaukee Harbor and the Mississippi was proposed; it was completed in the mid-1850s.




  There were no doubts about the benefit of the railroad to the state’s booming economy. At midcentury, Wisconsin produced half the nation’s lead and was number two in wheat production. Land values tripled and quadrupled along railroad rights-of-way. River and steamboat lines were abandoned. Towns went wild trying to outbid one another in luring the railroads with bond issues and other subsidies. In the meantime, the railroads were locked in bitter competition with each other. At times they built parallel tracks through the same regions, ignoring equally profitable areas in their efforts to annihilate their rivals.




  By 1900 the expansion of railroad trackage had stopped. Railcar loading peaked in 1927, when thirteen railroad companies served the state.




  In the waning days of rail passenger service, railroads staged one of history’s great competitions, vying for patronage with luxury and speed. Classic streamliners like the Burlington Zephyr, the “400,” and the Hiawatha raced between Chicago and Minneapolis at speeds in excess of 100 miles an hour.




  Despite tough competition from trucking and from automobile and air travel, the railroads show no signs of disappearing. Today, high-speed passenger rail seems to be an innovative transportation solution for the future. Freight rail is doing very well. What shook out from the lean railroad years is a legacy of abandoned rail lines. Outdoor recreation seekers are the beneficiaries.




  The History of the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy




  The beauty of RTC is that by converting railroad rights-of-way for public use, it has not only preserved a part of our nation’s history but also allowed a variety of outdoor enthusiasts to enjoy the paths and trails.




  Bicyclists, in-line skaters, nature lovers, hikers, equestrians, and paddlers can enjoy the trails, as can railroad history buffs. Many of Wisconsin’s rail trails are wheelchair accessible. Throughout Wisconsin there are nearly one hundred active RTC trails, and more are added each year. You can find urban multiuse paths, trails just outside cities, and rural trails far from the madding crowd. In many ways we have come full circle. By preserving part of our history, we can enjoy the trails as if time stood still.




  The concept of preserving these valuable corridors and converting them into multiuse public trails began in the Midwest, where railroad abandonments were most widespread. Once the tracks came out, people started using the corridors for walking and hiking while exploring railroad relics ranging from train stations and mills to bridges and tunnels.
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  Bike trailers are a common sight on rail trails.




  Although many people agreed with the great new concept, the reality of actually converting abandoned railroad corridors into public trails was a much greater challenge. From the late 1960s until the early 1980s, many rail trail efforts failed as corridors were lost to development, sold to the highest bidder, or broken into pieces.




  In 1983 Congress enacted an amendment to the National Trails System Act directing the Interstate Commerce Commission to allow about-to-be-abandoned railroad lines to be “railbanked,” or set aside for future transportation use while being used as trails in the interim. In essence, this law preempts rail corridor abandonment, keeping the corridors intact for trail use and any possible future use.




  This powerful new piece of legislation made it easier for agencies and organizations to acquire rail corridors for trails, but many projects still failed because of short deadlines, lack of information, and local opposition to trails.




  The Rails-to-Trails Conservancy was formed in 1986 to provide a national voice for the creation of rail trails. RTC quickly developed a strategy to preserve the largest amount of rail corridor in the shortest period of time: a national advocacy program to defend the new railbanking law in the courts and in Congress, coupled with a direct project-assistance program to help public agencies and local rail trail groups overcome the challenges of converting a rail into a trail.




  The strategy is working. In 1986 the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy knew of only seventy-five rail trails and ninety projects in the works. Today there are more than 2,100 rail trails, and many additional projects are under way. The RTC vision of creating an interconnected network of trails across the country is becoming a reality.




  The thriving rails-to-trails movement has created more than 24,000 miles of public trails for a wide range of users. At present, Wisconsin has nearly 2,000 miles of rail trails, a number ranking among the top state totals in the nation, and the count’s not over by any means. New trails come online each year as rights-of-way are acquired and developed. Today it is possible to cover 110 miles of nearly continuous rail trail from the center of the state to the Mississippi. In urban areas, rail trails are becoming important commuter links, allowing people to leave the car in the driveway and bike or walk to work or school. The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources has been a statewide and nationwide leader in trail development and will continue to be so in the future. Through its efforts, a cross-state route from Milwaukee to the Mississippi will one day be a reality.




  Bigger projects are already in motion: More than 300 miles are completed for the Route of the Badger, a trail network planned to top 500 miles from Milwaukee to as far west as Dousman and from Sheboygan in the north to Kenosha in the south. Linking trails will eventually connect this network to Chicago, Madison, and all the way into the Twin Cities in Minnesota.




  Benefits of Rail Trails




  Rail trails offer safe, scenic, easily accessible recreation. Grades on rail trails are gentle, rarely topping 3 percent even in the state’s southwestern hill country. That makes them great for kids, casual bicyclists and hikers, and people with disabilities. Often the grades double as snowmobile or cross-country ski trails in the winter.




  In urban areas rail trails act as linear greenways through developed areas, efficiently providing much-needed recreation space while serving as utilitarian transportation corridors. They link neighborhoods and work-places and connect congested areas to open spaces. In many cities and suburbs, rail trails are used for commuting to work, school, and shopping.




  In rural areas rail trails can provide a significant stimulus to local businesses. People who use trails often spend money on food, beverages, camping, hotels, bed-and-breakfasts, bicycle rentals, souvenirs, and other items. Studies have shown that trail users have generated as much as $1.25 million annually for a town through which a trail passes. Statewide estimates of return on investment from the bike trails total more than $1.5 billion annually.




  Rail trails have allowed many communities to recapture their heritage by revitalizing depots and historic structures, such as bridges, tunnels, mills, factories, and canals. These structures shelter an important piece of history and enhance the trail experience.




  Wildlife enthusiasts can enjoy the rail trails, which are home to birds, plants, wetlands, and small and large mammals. Many rail trails serve as plant and animal conservation corridors; in some cases, endangered species can be found in habitats along the route.
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  The hard hats check each other out.




  Recreation, transportation, historic preservation, economic revitalization, open-space conservation, and wildlife preservation—these are just some of the many benefits of rail trails and the reasons people love them.




  The strongest argument for the rails-to-trails movement, however, is ultimately about the human spirit. It’s about the dedication of individuals who have a dream and follow that vision so that other people can enjoy the fruits of their labor.




  
How to Get Involved




  If you really enjoy rail trails, there are opportunities to join the movement to save abandoned rail corridors and to create more trails. Donating even a small amount of your time can help get more trails up and going. Here are some ways you can help the effort:






	Write a letter to your city-, county-, or state-elected official in favor of pro-trail legislation. You can also write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper highlighting a trail or trail project.




	Attend a public hearing to voice support for a local trail.




	Volunteer to plant flowers or trees along an existing trail or spend several hours helping a cleanup crew on a nearby rail trail project.




	Lead a hike along an abandoned corridor with your friends or a community group.




	Become an active member of a trail effort in your area. Many groups host trail events, undertake fund-raising campaigns, publish brochures and newsletters, and carry out other activities to promote a trail or project. Virtually all of these efforts are completed by volunteers, and these groups are always looking for another helping hand.







  Whatever your time allows, get involved. The success of a community’s rail trail depends on the level of citizen participation.




  How to Use Rail Trails




  By design, rail trails accommodate a variety of trail users. While this is generally one of the many benefits of rail trails, it also can lead to occasional conflicts among trail users. Everyone should take responsibility to ensure trail safety by following a few simple trail etiquette guidelines.




  One of the most basic etiquette rules is “Wheels yield to heels.” The figure below indicates the correct protocol for yielding right-of-way. Bicyclists (and in-line skaters) yield to other users; pedestrians yield to equestrians.




  Generally, this means that you need to warn users (to whom you are yielding) of your presence. If, as a bicyclist, you fail to warn a walker that you are about to pass, the walker could step in front of you, causing an accident that could have been prevented. Similarly, it is best to slow down and warn an equestrian of your presence. A horse can be startled by a bicycle, so make verbal contact with the rider and be sure it is safe to pass.
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  Here are some other guidelines you should follow to promote trail safety:






	Obey all trail rules posted at trailheads.




	Stay to the right except when passing.




	Pass slower traffic on the left; yield to oncoming traffic when passing.




	Give a clear warning signal when passing.




	Always look both ahead and behind when passing.




	Travel at a responsible speed.




	Keep pets on a leash.




	Do not trespass on private property.




	Move off the trail surface when stopped to allow others to pass.




	Yield to other trail users when entering and crossing the trail.




	Do not disturb wildlife.




	Do not swim in areas not designated for swimming.




	Watch out for traffic when crossing the street.




	Obey all traffic signals.







  
How to Use This Book




  At the beginning of the book, you will find a map showing the location of Wisconsin’s rail trails. Before the text description of every trail, we provide the following information:






	Name: The official name of the rail trail.





	Activities: A list of icons tells you what kinds of activities are appropriate for each trail.





	Location: The end points of the trail.





	Length: The length of the trail, including how many miles are currently open.





	Surface: The materials that make up the rail trail vary from trail to trail. This heading describes each trail’s surface. Materials range from asphalt and crushed stone to the significantly more rugged original railroad ballast.





	Wheelchair access: Some of the rail trails are wheelchair accessible. This allows physically challenged individuals the opportunity to explore the rail trails with family and friends.





	Precautions: Adverse trail conditions, street crossings, and other potential difficulties are included here, as well as any trail fees or park rules you should be aware of before beginning the trail.





	Food and facilities: Towns and areas near the rail trails in which restaurants and fast-food shops are available. If a restroom is available near the trail, the book will provide you with its location. Parks, playgrounds, and swimming areas are also included.





	Seasons: Wisconsin’s trails are open year-round, though some are limited to skiers if groomed in winter.





	Access and parking: Locations where you can park to access the rail trails.





	Rentals: Some of the rail trails have bicycle shops and skating stores nearby. This will help you with bike or skate rental information. If you are having problems with your equipment, you can have it checked out at the store.





	Contact: The names and phone numbers of chambers of commerce, tourism bureaus, state agencies, or similar organizations are listed here. The selected contacts can provide additional information about the trail and its condition.





	Map: The main rail trails and state park trails featured in this book include basic maps for your convenience. It’s recommended, however, that online maps and GPS, street maps, topographic maps such as US Geological Survey (USGS) quads or the DeLorme Wisconsin Atlas and Gazetteer, or a state atlas be used to supplement the maps in this book.





	Mile-by-mile description: The major rail trails featured will have a mile-by-mile description, allowing you the chance to anticipate the experience of the trail.
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Wisconsin’s Top Rail Trails





  1 AHNAPEE STATE TRAIL




  The Ahnapee State Trail connects three fascinating maritime towns—Sturgeon Bay, Algoma, and Kewaunee—and provides access to Potawatomi State Park and the many attractions of Door County.




  Activities: [image: image]




  Location: Sturgeon Bay to Casco Junction; on to Luxemburg or Kewaunee




  Length: 39.3 miles of rail trail. At Casco Junction, the trail splits in two directions, adding more mileage—southeast to Kewaunee (4 miles) and west to Luxemburg (12.5 miles).




  Surface: Crushed limestone with wood-planked bridges; some asphalt and concrete sections on the Sturgeon Bay city trail




  Wheelchair access: Yes




  Precautions: Through the Stoney Creek Swamp, between Sturgeon Bay and Maplewood, the rail bed is elevated above the marsh level by a foot or more, which makes straying from the trail a wet experience. Horseback riders use the same trail bed as other users. Wisconsin State Trails have a carry-in/carry-out policy. Make provisions for carrying out any refuse. The trail between Algoma and Casco is mostly open, with occasional shaded stretches. The use of sunblock is advised. No fees are required on this state trail, but donations are gladly accepted at trailside boxes. In winter you must have a Wisconsin snowmobile registration or nonresident trail use sticker.




  Food and facilities: Numerous restaurants and fast-food places are found in Sturgeon Bay and Algoma. A tavern/restaurant and a convenience store are in Forestville. Taverns are in Maplewood and Rio Creek. A cafe, a couple of taverns serving food, and a gas station convenience store are in Casco. Water and flush toilets are at Sawyer Park in Sturgeon Bay and Legion Park in Forestville. Flush toilets, water, and a playground are at Cherry Blossom Park on the city trail in Sturgeon Bay. Pit toilets are just north of CR M near Algoma and at Forestville Dam Park. Playgrounds are at Forestville Dam Park and at Legion Park. A few restaurants are near the trailhead in Luxemburg. In Kewaunee the trailhead lies in a city park with restrooms, parking, and nearby restaurants.




  Seasons: Year-round




  Access and parking: From WI 42/57 in Sturgeon Bay, take Neenah Road south for 1.2 miles to the Ahnapee State Trail parking lot on the left. From WI 42 in Algoma, take Navarino Street west for one-half block and then turn right (north) into the Ahnapee Trail parking lot. Park on-street on WI 54 in Casco.




  Rentals: Nor Door Sport, Sturgeon Bay, (920) 818-0803; Bay Shore Outfitters, Sturgeon Bay, (920) 818-0431




  Contact: Algoma Area Chamber of Commerce, (800) 498-4888 or (920) 487-2041, visitalgomawi.com. Door County Chamber of Commerce, (800) 53–RELAX (73529) or (920) 743–4456, doorcountyvacations.com. Friends of the Ahnapee, (920) 388–0444. Kewaunee Area Chamber of Commerce, (920) 388-4822, kewaunee.org.
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  Your Ahnapee State Trail adventure will be a mix of the beauty of the land and the mystery of the lake. Rich traditions of sailing, fishing, and shipbuilding contrast with quiet rural farming lifestyles. You can always count on fresh fish on restaurant menus in Sturgeon Bay and Algoma, and there is a lot more than trail travel to enjoy on the Door Peninsula.




  The trail was once the route of the Ahnapee & Western Railroad. Trains served the countryside by hauling the bounty of the land—lumber and farm products—to the lake ports. Today the rail bed opens up the peninsula’s inland to recreation seekers.
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  The harbor view is fascinating in Sturgeon Bay.




  If you are bicycling, you may choose to start in Sturgeon Bay at Sawyer Park on the town’s waterfront. The scene hardly seems Midwestern. Next to the park is the US Coast Guard station, where the Mobile Bay, an active icebreaking tug, is often docked. Beyond the iron lift bridge, large lake freighters are docked at Fincantieri Bay Shipbuilding, the only yard on the Great Lakes big enough to handle 1,000-foot-long ships.




  There’s more than scenery in Sturgeon Bay. Right on the water near the iconic Steel Bridge is Sonny’s Italian Kitchen & Pizzeria, with brews from its own small-batch brewery, Bridge Up, on tap. Several great restaurants—Get Real Cafe, Lola’s Bakery, and Kinara Urban Eatery, to name a few—lie south of the canal.




  Potawatomi State Park, on the west side of the bay, is a wonderful place to visit. Sitting on a limestone bluff overlooking the water, the park is blessed with a beautiful forest of white paper birch, maple, and pine trees. An observation tower at the north end of the park offers a grand overview of the bay and the city. From the Ahnapee State Trail, you can reach the park on a bicycle via city streets.




  Riding southwest, you must follow city streets for the first 0.4 mile. Begin by going south on South Neenah Avenue for 3 blocks. Turn right (west) on Redwood Street and continue for 1 block. Turn left (south) on Madison Avenue, which becomes Green Bay Road, and follow it for 0.2 mile to the intersection of Lansing Avenue, where the city portion of the Ahnapee Trail begins (look for a brown-and-white sign on the south side of Green Bay Road). The trail is asphalt here and runs past Bay Mall, a possible alternate starting point if you want to avoid riding busy Green Bay Road. Past Bay Mall the trail becomes a wide concrete sidewalk that underpasses WI 42/57 and puts you out at a cul-de-sac on residential Hudson Avenue. Follow Hudson Avenue south for 2 blocks to a dead end and turn left (east) on the crushed-stone Ahnapee Trail. This trail portion will zigzag to the east and south, passing Cherry Blossom Park on the way, for 1.1 miles until it reaches the Ahnapee State Trail parking lot on South Neenah Avenue.




  The Ahnapee State Trail parking lot is the best starting point for hikers and equestrians; a short connecting trail departs from the south end of the gravel lot. The first few miles of trail cover nearly flat terrain through a mix of farmland and woodlots. At 3.0 miles (from the Ahnapee State Trail parking lot) you cross the Stoney Creek Swamp. The swamp is on both sides of the trail bed, which is elevated about a foot above the water level. A mix of cattails and tamarack trees fills the swamp. At 6.4 miles you reach the crossroads village of Maplewood, distinguished only by a grain elevator and a tavern.




  From Maplewood the trail makes a sweeping turn to the southeast to parallel the course of the Ahnapee River. At 10.9 miles you reach Forestville Dam County Park, where you can let children enjoy the playground. Another 0.3 mile farther the trail crosses CR J, which is West Main Street in the pleasant town of Forestville. Turn east on CR J and go 0.3 mile to Forestville’s downtown. One block north on North Grand Avenue is Legion Park, a nice resting spot with a modern playground.




  Along the first 0.8 mile south from Forestville Dam County Park, you’ll have close encounters with the Ahnapee River, which meanders to the edge of the trail in several places. Another river view comes at 13.3 miles, when you cross the Ahnapee on a special bridge constructed for the trail. All the original railroad bridges were removed before the state took possession of the right-of-way.
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  South of the bridge the trail passes through an interesting natural area. On the west side you’ll hear a steady chorus of croaking frogs in spring and early summer. The marshy land to the east of the trail is a hatching area for turtles, which sometimes bore holes in the trail. Aspens, white paper birches, and grapevines line much of the trail.
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