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  Introduction




  




  Wisconsin is a state of imagery: cows, woods, beer, fish. And let’s not forget the cheese!




  Sure enough.




  But the state has a lot more to offer. For instance, think of Wisconsin in superlatives: It has one of the world’s largest four-sided clocks, the biggest penny, and most massive loon. It offers a giant, 5-story leaping muskie in whose massive mouth avid fisherfolk can even be married. The state cradles the nation’s most comprehensive collection of works by beloved artist Norman Rockwell and the world’s largest carousel. The country’s only whooping crane preserve is in Wisconsin, and so is a record-size black bear. The cranes are alive and flopping. The bear is stuffed.




  Wisconsin is a place for doing and seeing. It hosts regattas, ice fishing competitions, one-act play festivals, and Civil War reenactments.




  There are lead mines, cornfields, and superconductors. There are ship manufacturers, goats on restaurant roofs, and milk-carton raft races. One city boasts of its own submarine; another hosts the world’s busiest airstrip during a summertime fly-in of experimental and private aircraft.




  Wisconsin is a state tailor-made for off-the-beaten-path adventures. You can discover some of the secrets in a corridor of Madison’s stately Capitol Building, on the rocky tip of foggy Door County, in a pine-scented Northwoods glade, on a narrow Milwaukee side street.




  Wisconsin Off the Beaten Path ranges from urban to rural and back again. Pam and I hope that this book will lighten your travel planning, heighten your sensibilities, and increase your fun.




  The enthusiastic explorer can use this poke-along guide to uncover secluded hideaways as well as to discover hints about getting around the more well-known tourist attractions.




  Care has been taken to ensure accuracy as much as possible. Over time, however, ticket prices, phone numbers, and hours of operation may change; establishments may close for one reason or another; and personnel may move on. Subsequently, there may be a few discrepancies in this edition that will have to wait for the next update. So please be patient and let the publisher know of any necessary adjustments, because you, as reader, can also be a great scout. Who knows what neat new Wisconsin discoveries you will find to share with other readers!




  On your journeys, always, always remember to verify lodging arrangements before arrival. It pays to call ahead. Even that most off-the-beaten-path bed-and-breakfast could be booked the night you wish to register.




  Resident admission stickers for Wisconsin state parks cost $28 annually, $8 daily, and $5 for 1 hour. For resident senior citizens (65 and older), stickers are $13 annually and $3 daily. For nonresidents the cost is $38 annually, $10 daily, and $5 for 1 hour. Stickers are required on all motor vehicles, including motorcycles, entering and stopping in state parks. They can be purchased at the parks, at local Department of Natural Resources (DNR) offices (dnr.wi.gov/Contact/officelocations.html), or by writing the DNR, Bureau of Parks and Recreation, 101 S. Webster St., Box 7921, Madison 53707-7921 (608-266-2181 or 888-947-2757; dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/admission.html). Reduced rate annual tickets are available for additional vehicles in a resident family.




  One thing you’ll notice as you journey through the state is that Wisconsinites have a way with slogans and nicknames. Almost every city, town, and hamlet has a booster phrase posted along the roads leading to Main Street. Abbotsford brags about being “Wisconsin’s First City.” Albany is the “Sweetest Village on the Sugar River.” You can pedal like crazy in Brodhead, “the Bicycle Gateway to Wisconsin” or in Sparta, which is the “Bicycling Capital of America.” Be sure to shake hands in Cross Plains, “Famous for Friendliness,” and in Middleton because it’s the “Good Neighbor City.” Don’t stop now, because Marion is “Where Strangers Are Friends We’d Like to Meet,” and “You’re Always Welcome” in Holmen. You’ll never get away from Monroe because “We Bring You Back.” Yet don’t forget that Frederic is “A Beautiful Place to Visit, A Great Place to Live.”




  You’ll have to come to the state to find who is “Tops in Wisconsin,” “the Gem City,” and “Home of the World’s Largest Sauerkraut Plant.”




  Wisconsin is also the capital of self-proclaimed “capitals.” Almost every community worth its civic salt has given itself some municipal distinction. Onalaska is the Sunfish Capital. Birchwood is the Bluegill Capital. Algoma is the Trout and Salmon Capital. Bayfield is the Lake Trout Capital. And a fierce battle to retain the Walleye Capital tag is constantly being waged by Presque Isle, Stone Lake, and Long Lake (depends on the size and amount of the annual sportfishing catch, and, by the way, it takes an average of 100 hours to catch a 33.4-inch muskie). With all these titles, don’t think that there’s something fishy about Wisconsin. After all, Sheboygan is the Bratwurst Capital. Racine is the Kringle Capital. Green Bay is the Toilet Paper Capital (because of its paper products industry). Bloomer is the Rope Jumping Capital. Monroe is the Swiss Cheese Capital. Elmwood and Belleville each claim to be the UFO Capital of the World.




  Consequently, it’s quite obvious that visiting Wisconsin is a capital idea, whether we’re on or off the beaten path. But much of the fun in Wisconsin comes in discovery, in finding the little known and the really unexpected. You can find that out for yourself.




  Restaurant cost categories refer to the price of entrees without beverages, desserts, taxes, and tips. Those listed as inexpensive are $15 or less; moderate, between $15 and $20; and expensive, $20 and over. Places to stay listed as inexpensive are up to $100 per night; moderate, $100 to $200 per night; and expensive, $200 and up per night.




  For More Information




  There’s a lot of help available for planning an off-the-beaten-path expedition. After all, any state that hosts the US Watermelon Seed Spitting Championships has to have a lot of affable neighborliness going for it and a lot of fun and interesting events and attractions for you to enjoy. Plus Wisconsin offers plenty of help finding all this fun.




  INFORMATION CENTERS




  Wisconsin has seven year-round centers at its borders with Illinois, Iowa, and Minnesota. You may wish to pull into any one of them for a driving break and to browse through brochure racks, check on maps, and discover what’s going on in nearby communities. Bathrooms are readily accessible.




  Open all year are facilities at Beloit (I-39/90, Rest Area 22); Kenosha (I-94, Exit 347); La Crosse (I-90, Rest Area 31); Marinette (on Bridge Street at the Menominee River crossing); Platteville (275 W. Business Highway 151); Prairie du Chien (at the Highway 18 bridge) and Superior (Highway 53 and Harborview Parkway). Hours vary by season and can be found on travelwisconsin.com.




  For the convenience of travelers, the state has 32 year-round, heated toilet stops along major highways and 163 primitive sites. The latter are closed in the off-season, so plan to accommodate your carload of kids accordingly. Look for the red triangle on state road maps for locations.




  Aside from being functional, most of the sites offer the bonus of exceptional views of the countryside. One of the best is about 5 miles west of Fennimore on Highway 18. On both sides of the road, deep valleys roll toward the horizon. Currier & Ives farmsteads dot the oak-shrouded hills, their red barns and white houses dappling the scenery. A tired traveler can lie on a sun-drenched summer hillside there and count clouds before meandering eastward toward Madison or west toward the Mississippi River. Unfortunately, area bathrooms are among those locked in the winter, although the access road is plowed. I’ve always wanted to stop there on our holiday trips to see Iowa relatives, but for one reason or another, we’ve always had to forgo the thrill of swooshing down the steep hillsides.




  HISTORICAL MARKERS & RUSTIC ROADS




  Historical sites abound in Wisconsin. There’s the usual selection of baronial mansions, rough-hewn pioneer settlements, and George-Washington-slept-here sorts of places—not that the famous Founding Father ever actually visited Wisconsin according to anyone’s tall tale, but many other presidents and other notables have stopped by since then, either simply to say hello or to do some fishing.




  Don’t whiz past the numerous historical markers scattered along Wisconsin’s highways. Nobody has ever kept an accurate total of the state, county, and local signposts, but 3,000 is a conservative estimate. They’ll tell you of famous personalities, famous fires, famous floods, famous Native American battles, and famous industries. Roadway signs about 0.5 mile before each marker alert motorists that such a monument is just down the pike.




  One prime way to wander Wisconsin is to follow any of the 50 officially designated paved or gravel Rustic Roads at key points around the state. The program started in 1973, with the first designation made in 1975. The roadways range from 2.5 to 37 miles long and are marked by easily identifiable brown-and-yellow signs that are highlighted by an outline of the state’s boundaries to indicate the appropriate routes.




  For a free map and brochure telling about these “less-traveled roads,” write to the Wisconsin Department of Tourism, 201 W. Washington Ave., PO Box 8690, Madison 53708-8690, or call (800) 432-8747 or (608) 266-2161, visit escapetowisconsin.com, or email tourinfo@travelwisconsin.com.




  The Department of Transportation, which puts together the Rustic Roads guides, has added several online. They are available at wisconsindot.gov/Pages/travel/road/rustic-roads/default.aspx and wisconsinhighways.org/other/rustic_roads.html.




  To have one of its byways so designated, a community or county submits an application to the board, which reviews the proposal and determines if it fits the following criteria: The road should have outstanding natural attributes, such as native vegetation, scenic vistas, or historical significance; it should be lightly traveled; no widening or other improvement can be scheduled to detract from the original condition of the road upon application; and the road should be at least 2 miles long.




  TRAVEL INFORMATION BUREAUS & CONTACTS




  For the latest general information on the state’s travel scene, contact the Wisconsin Department of Tourism, 201 W. Washington Ave., PO Box 8690, Madison 53708-8690 (608-266-2161 or 800-432-8747; travelwisconsin.com).




  Bureaus for the state’s primary tourism regions can provide details about specific areas, so write or call:




  • Visit Milwaukee, 648 N. Plankinton Ave., Suite 220, Milwaukee 53203-2917 (414-273-3950 or 800-231-0903; visitmilwaukee.org).




  • Wisconsin Indian Head Country, Box 628, Chetek 54728 (715-924-2970 or 800-826-6966; wisconsinindianhead.org).




  For information about specific lodgings, attractions, or parks, contact:




  • Wisconsin Association of Campground Owners (WACO), Box 228, Ettrick, 54627; (800-843-1821; wisconsincampgrounds.com). To receive a directory of the 154 WACO members, send $2 to cover postage or download it from the website. Otherwise, directions are free at tourist information centers, travel shows, chambers of commerce, and campgrounds.




  • Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, Bureau of Parks & Recreation, 101 S. Webster St., Box 7921, Madison 53707-7921 (608-266-2621 or 888-936-7463, dnr.wi.gov). Bilingual services are also available.




  • Wisconsin Historical Society, 816 State St., Madison 53706-1417 (608-264-6400 or 608-264-6535; wisconsinhistory.org).




  • Wisconsin Hotel and Lodgings Association, 1025 S. Moorland Rd., Suite 200, Brookfield 53005 (800-589-3211; lodging-wi.com).




  • Wisconsin Restaurant Association, 2801 Fish Hatchery Rd., Madison 53713 (608-270-9950 or 800-589-3211; wirestaurant.org).




  • Wisconsin Society of Ornithology, wsbirds.org




  • Wisconsin State Horse Council, 132A S. Ludington St., Columbus 53925 (920-623-0393; wisconsinstatehorsecouncil.org).




  Remember that most communities have a chamber of commerce or tourist office eager to help with drop-in requests. They’ll load you down with printed material or describe the best place in town for pecan pie. Or simply stop in at the corner pub, ask at the local gas station, or inquire of a passerby. Most likely, you’ll get some friendly suggestions and lots of advice on what to see and do locally.




  WISCONSIN TRAVEL PUBLICATIONS




  For a look at what Wisconsin has to offer, especially in the nooks and crannies of the state, take a look at the online Wisconsin Trails section of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel (jsonline.com/trails). Articles range from folksy pieces on how to bake onion-dill bread to reports on the latest bed-and-breakfast facility. The site is great for finding the perfect weekend getaway, recommended cultural events, and all sorts of seasonal activities. (For a list of other Wisconsin publications, see page xix.)




  For a selection of excellent maps of the state, secure a copy of the Wisconsin Atlas & Gazetteer ($19.95), published by the DeLorme Mapping Company (a division of Garmin). The state is broken into 81 quadrangular topographical sections, which show every bump and less-traveled path in the Badger State. There are also listings of bike routes, canoe trips, lighthouses, waterfalls, and numerous other handy details.




  Wisconsin Fast Facts




  WISCONSIN TRIVIA




  Although half the fun is in getting here, you may need some time fillers for the tykes in the backseat. So here are some background statistics and little details to use when, for the umpteenth time, the youngsters ask, “Are we there yet?” Have them guess these facts:




  • Population: 5,686,986 (2010)




  • State tree: maple




  • State bird: robin




  • State animal: badger




  • State fish: muskie




  • State capital: Madison




  • State cheese: Colby




  • Length of Wisconsin: 302 miles




  • Width of Wisconsin: 291 miles




  • Annual average snowfall: 46 inches




  • Forest area: 17.1 million acres




  • Lakes: 14,927 (the largest is Lake Winnebago, at 137,708 acres)




  • Golf courses: 500-plus




  • Bike trails: 10,000 miles




  • Off-road bike trails: 1,000 miles




  • Wisconsin State Park camping sites: 4,900




  • Cross-country skiing: 20,835 miles




  • Snowmobile trails: 22,000 miles




  • State parks, forests, trails, recreation areas: 1,700




  Had enough? Aw, how about a few more for the record? Wisconsin has 500 different types of soils; 108,000 miles of roads; 2,444 fantastic trout streams and a couple that aren’t so good (those are the ones where we don’t bag our limit); the Fox River flows north (one of the few in the country to do so); and Beatles recording luminary Paul McCartney owns the rights to the rousing state song, “On, Wisconsin.”




  CLIMATE OVERVIEW




  • Average July temperature: 70 degrees F (21 degrees C)




  • Average January temperature: 14 degrees F (-10 degrees C)




  • Record high temperature: 114 degrees F (146 degrees C) at Wisconsin Dells on July 13, 1936




  • Record low temperature: -54 degrees F (-48 degrees C) at Danbury on January 24, 1922




  • Average yearly precipitation: 31 inches




  POPULATION FIGURES




  • Population: 5,778,708 (2016)




  • Population in 1840: 30,945




  • Density: 104.7 persons per square mile; the US average is 80 persons per square mile




  • Distribution: 68 percent urban, 32 percent rural




  • Rank among states: 20th




  WISCONSIN CITIES WITH THE LARGEST POPULATIONS (2010 CENSUS)




  • Milwaukee: 599,642




  • Madison: 243,212




  • Green Bay: 104,883




  • Kenosha: 99,855




  • Racine: 78,183




  • Appleton: 73,558




  FAMOUS WISCONSINITES




  • Don Ameche (1908–1993), actor




  • Tammy Baldwin (1962–), United States senator




  • John Barden (1908–1991), winner of two Nobel Prizes in physics




  • August Derleth (1909–1971), author of more than 150 books




  • Edna Ferber (1887–1968), best-selling novelist, Pulitzer prize winner




  • Robert M. LaFollette (1855–1921), US senator and progressive political leader




  • Zona Gale (1874–1938), Pulitzer prize–winning author of Miss Lulu Bett




  • Hamlin Garland (1860–1938), Pulitzer prize–winning author of Main Traveled Roads and numerous novels




  • Eric Heiden (1958–), five-time Olympic gold-medal winner in skating




  • Woody Herman (1913–1987), band leader




  • Harry Houdini (1874–1926), escape artist, magician




  • George F. Kennan (1904–2005), diplomat




  • Aldo Leopold (1886–1948), conservationist, ecologist, author




  • Liberace (1919–1987), born Wlaziv Valentino Liberace, noted pianist and flashy showman




  • Joseph McCarthy (1909–1957), conservative Republican US senator




  • Golda Meir (1898–1978), Israel’s first female prime minister




  • Agnes Moorehead (1906–1974), actress




  • John Muir (1838–1914), geologist, naturalist, author




  • John Norquist (1949–), world’s tallest (6'7") singing mayor of Swedish heritage, mayor of Milwaukee (1988–2003)




  • Patrick O’Brien (1899–1983), actor




  • Georgia O’Keeffe (1887–1986), noted painter




  • Les Paul (1915–2009), musician whose guitar modifications made him world famous




  • William Rehnquist (1924–2005), Chief Justice, US Supreme Court




  • John Ringling (1866–1936), circus owner




  • Carl Sandburg (1878–1967), poet, essayist, Pulitzer prize–winning author of Abraham Lincoln: The War Years




  • Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929), economist and sociologist




  • Gene Wilder (1934–2016), actor




  • Laura Ingalls Wilder (1867–1957), author of Little House books




  • Thornton Wilder (1897–1975), Pulitzer prize–winning author of Our Town




  • Frank Lloyd Wright (1869–1959), architect




  • Frank Zeidler (1912–2006), historian, political activist, Socialist mayor of Milwaukee (1948–1960), Socialist candidate for president in 1976




  Wisconsin Newspapers & Other Publications




  MAJOR DAILIES




  Green Bay Press Gazette




  Box 23430




  Green Bay 54305-3430




  (920) 435-4411




  greenbaypressgazette.com




  Janesville Gazette




  1 S. Parker Dr.




  Janesville 53547-5001




  (608) 754-3311




  gazettextra.com




  Marshfield News-Herald




  144 N. Central Ave.




  Marshfield 54449




  (715) 384-3131




  marshfieldnewsherald.com




  Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel




  333 W. State St.




  Milwaukee 53203




  (414) 224-2000




  jsonline.com




  Oshkosh Northwestern




  224 E. State St.




  Oshkosh 54901




  (920) 235-7700




  thenorthwestern.com




  Rhinelander Daily News




  314 Courtney St.




  Rhinelander 54501




  (715) 365-6397




  rhinelanderdailynews.com




  Shawano Leader




  1464 E. Green Bay St.




  Shawano 54166




  (715) 526-2121




  shawanoleader.com




  Sheboygan Press




  632 Center Ave.




  Sheboygan 53081




  (920) 457-7711




  sheboyganpress.com




  Watertown Daily Times




  115 W. Main St.




  Watertown 53094




  (920) 261-4949




  wdtimes.com




  Waukesha Freeman




  801 N. Barstow St.




  Waukesha 53187




  (262) 542-2501




  waukeshanow.com




  Wausau Daily Herald




  800 Scott St.




  Wausau 54402




  (715) 842-2101




  wausaudailyherald.com




  West Bend Daily News




  106 S. 6th Ave.




  West Bend 53095




  (262) 306-5000




  gmtoday.com/promotions/cust_service/dailynews.asp




  Wisconsin Rapids Daily Tribune




  200 1st Ave. South




  Wisconsin Rapids 54494




  (715) 423-7200




  wisconsinrapidstribune.com




  Wisconsin State Journal




  1901 Fish Hatchery Rd.




  Madison 53713




  (608) 252-6200




  host.madison.com/wsj




  MAJOR WEEKLIES




  CNI Newspapers




  15700 W. Cleveland Ave.




  New Berlin 53131




  (262) 938-5000




  mycommunitynow.com




  Wisconsin State Farmer




  12000 Third St.




  Stevens Point, 54481




  (715) 258-5546




  static.wisfarmer.com




  ALTERNATIVE PUBLICATIONS




  Madison Isthmus




  100 State St., Suite 301




  Madison 53703




  (608) 251-5627




  (published on Friday)




  thedailypage.com




  Shepherd Express




  207 E. Buffalo St.




  Milwaukee 53202




  (414) 276-2222




  (published on Wednesday)




  expressmilwaukee.com




  CITY MAGAZINES




  These monthlies are available at newsstands, online, and by subscription:




  Key Magazine




  (262) 242-2077




  keymilwaukee.com




  M Magazine/Conley Publications




  W61 N306 Washington Ave.




  Cedarburg 53012




  (262) 375-5100




  mmagazinemilwaukee.com




  Madison Magazine




  PO Box 44965-53744




  7025 W. Raymond Rd.




  Madison 53719




  (608) 270-3600




  madisonmagazine.com




  Milwaukee Magazine




  126 N. Jefferson St., Suite 100




  Milwaukee 53202




  (414) 273-1101




  milwaukeemag.com




  DAILY ONLINE MAGAZINES (FREE)




  Onmilwaukee.com




  1930 E. North Ave., 2nd Floor




  Milwaukee 53202




  (414) 272-0557




  onmilwaukee.com




  Helpful Wisconsin Websites




  • Maps of Wisconsin: northwoodsmapping.com; delorme.com




  • Wisconsin Department of Tourism: travelwisconsin.com




  • Wisconsin Innkeepers Association: wisconsinlodging.org




  • Wisconsin Restaurant Association: wirestaurant.org




  

    Western Wisconsin


  




    The rolling, muddy waters of the Mississippi form most of the western boundary of Wisconsin. The river edges a slow way from where it first touches the state at Prescott, meandering 200 miles south to the rural southwestern corner of the state near Dubuque, Iowa. The Great River Road, Highway 35, skirts the rim of the river, crawling through sloughs, up over the ridgebacks, and along short straightaways that end much too soon in a sweeping curve. The road has consistently been voted one of the country’s most scenic routes by everyone from motorcycle clubs to travel editors. The route is well marked by white signs with a green riverboat pilot’s wheel.




    For a map of the entire Great River Road, covering the 3,000 miles from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico, contact the Mississippi River Parkway Commission, 222 State St., Madison 53703; (866) 763-8310; experiencemississippiriver.com.




    Muscular tugboats, with their roaring diesel engines, shove blocks of barges loaded with coal, oil, lumber, and other goods. They make these runs almost year-round between Minnesota’s Twin Cities, Minneapolis and St. Paul, to the Gulf of Mexico. Only the freezing cold of midwinter forces closing of the river traffic. The river is then turned over to hardy anglers who brave the blustery winds in search of the Midwest’s best-tasting bluegills and catfish. The hapless fish are plucked through holes chopped in ice that can be 2 or more feet thick.
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  Trappers range along the riverbanks, bringing in dozens of muskrat, beaver, and fox pelts each year to satisfy the demands of the national and international markets.




  The river is straight out of Mark Twain, with memories of the steam-spitting Delta Queen that called at quays in Prairie du Chien and La Crosse. I remember camping on a riverfront sandbar one summer and being awakened in the predawn hours to the crash of paddle wheels storming downriver. A quick glance out the tent flap revealed what seemed to be a sky-high bank of lights surging south on the blackness of the river. Waltz music wafted through the humid night air, just audible over the roar of machinery. Then it was gone, like a 19th-century dream. Or was it? These days, the La Crosse Queen paddle wheeler offers daily sightseeing tours, plus pizza, Sunday brunch, and lunch cruises, along with weekend dinner jaunts.




  The river itself is dotted with islands, fringed with marshlands, and speckled with drowned trees, which are the reminders of the Mississippi’s many spring runoff tantrums. But on decent days, canoeists can paddle along the backwater sloughs in search of great, flapping herons and slithery muskrats. Houseboaters can drift along in tune with seasons.




  

    WESTERN WISCONSIN’S TOP HITS


  




  

    American Players Theater




    




    Badger Mine Museum




    




    Elroy-Sparta Trail




    




    Fennimore Doll & Toy Museum




    




    First Capitol State Park and Museum




    




    Grand Army of the Republic Hall




    




    Grant County Courthouse




    




    House on the Rock Resort




    




    Joseph Huber Brewing Company




    




    Mount La Crosse




    




    Nelson Dewey State Park




    




    Norskedalen




    




    Pendarvis




    




    Prairie du Chien Museum at Fort Crawford




    




    Prairie Villa Rendezvous




    




    Spurgeon Vineyards and Winery




    




    Stonefield Village




    




    Sugar River Trail




    




    Swiss historical village




    




    Villa Louis




    




    Wisconsin High School Rodeo Association Championships




    


  




  Crawford County




  




  This is a county of rivers. The Wisconsin bisects the landscape, meandering downstream from the state’s Northland. Its importance in history is marked by a sign in Portage (Columbia County) that reads:




  

    ON JUNE 14, 1673, JACQUES MARQUETTE AND LOUIS JOLIET STARTED THE 1.28 MILE PORTAGE FROM HERE TO THE WISCONSIN RIVER, WHICH LED TO THEIR DISCOVERY OF THE UPPER MISSISSIPPI, JUNE 17, 1673, AT PRAIRIE DU CHIEN.


  




  Other markers in the county should be perused as well. While you are in Gays Mills for the annual Blossom Day Festival in May or the annual Apple Festival in September, read the marker on Highway 171 east of town. It tells of the early lives of the pioneers who developed the apple industry there. A marker commemorating early governor James Davidson is on Highway 61 near the village of Soldiers Grove. A marker on Highway 35 south of Lynxville describes the log rafts that used to float down the Mississippi in the 1800s. The Prairie du Chien marker is at the tourist information center on the Mississippi River, memorializing the building of the third frontier fort in the Wisconsin Territory. Another marker in Prairie du Chien, located at Villa Louis, outlines the importance of Fort Crawford in protecting the American frontier during the War of 1812. A Marquette-Joliet marker at the state’s tourism information center where Highway 18 crosses the Mississippi honors the two French explorers and their five French-Canadian voyageur companions as being the first whites to travel the Upper Mississippi.




  After the Mississippi and the Wisconsin, Crawford County’s third major waterway is the Kickapoo, a name derived from the Winnebago Indian term kwigapawa, which means “moves about from here to there.” The Winnebago knew what they were talking about. The Kickapoo offers more twists and turns than a dish of spaghetti on its crooked north and south route, joining the Wisconsin River at Wauzeka.




  Lovely as it is, the Kickapoo can be nasty. A flood in late August 2007 inundated much of Gays Mills, and the angry waters overflowed the banks so often that the town of Soldiers Grove moved from its base in the river valley to higher ground in 1978. The community now brags that it is America’s First Solar Village. Originally called Pine Grove, the town of 680 was an encampment for troops during the Black Hawk War in 1832 and subsequently changed its name in honor of the soldiers who bivouacked there. All buildings in the rebuilt community, now high above the floodline, receive 50 percent or more of their power supply from the sun. The solar panels over the bank, supermarkets, clinic, stores, and homes give the town a futuristic look. The site of the former village has been turned into a riverside park with a ball diamond, a campground, tennis courts, and a picnic spot. Tourist information is available at the Solar Town Pharmacy, 104 Sunset Ave. (608) 624-3257. Just outside of town is the Inn at Lonesome Hollow (15415 Vance Rd.; 608-624-3429 for reservations; lonesomehollow.com), lovingly situated on 160 picturesque acres. The Main Inn has 3 bed-and-breakfast rooms, the Cedar Cabin is a snug little 2-bedroom place with a deck and screened-in porch for lolling away the those wonderful vacation hours, and the Homestead has two 2-bedroom suites. Many of the rooms are complete with two-person whirlpool tubs. Rates vary with numerous packages and specials. For any stay of 5 nights or longer, guests receive a discount of 20 percent.




  In nearby Brodhead is the Country Garden Restaurant, which offers, as the counter girl says, “great home cookin’.” The Country Garden is usually just open for weekday lunches from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m., but it does have an all-you-can-eat fish fry on Friday evenings.




  There are two explanations of how Prairie du Chien was named. One legend says the place was called “Field of the Dogs” by French trappers who gathered here and saw acres of prairie dog mounds. Another version says the town was named after “Big Dog,” a local tribal leader. Whatever the true story, the city that evolved from the early frontier encampments has been a major Wisconsin trading center and river port for generations. Wisconsin’s first millionaire, fur dealer Hercules Dousman, put the place on the map when he built his mansion, Villa Louis, in 1843. That original house was razed in 1870, and the current Italianate building was constructed. The richly appointed building and its grounds are now owned by the State Historical Society of Wisconsin.




  

    oldabe


  




  

    The “Eagle Regiment,” the 8th Wisconsin, took its name from Old Abe, a tamed bald eagle that the unit carried into battle during the Civil War. During the fighting, the bird would perch on a cannon or fly overhead, taking part in 22 battles and 60 skirmishes. After the war he lived in the basement and yard of the state capitol.


  




  There’s a bit of personal history attached to the Villa Louis. My maternal great-grandmother, Bridget O’Malley, was a linen maid there when she came from Ireland to the United States around the time of the Civil War.




  Her beau, Louie Larson, was a young Norwegian shopkeeper who lived in Marquette, on the Iowa side of the Mississippi. In the winter Louie would ice-skate across the river to court Bridget.




  

    AUTHORS’ FAVORITES


  




  

    Badger Mine Museum, Shullsburg




    




    Dickeyville Grotto




    




    Fennimore Doll & Toy Museum




    




    Pendarvis, Mineral Point




    




    Spurgeon Vineyards and Winery, Highland




    




    St. John Mine, Potosi




    




    Swiss Historical Village Museum, New Glarus




    




    Yellowstone Lake State Park, Blanchardville




    


  




  In the summer he would take his sailboat, The Bluebird, across the river to pitch woo to his lady love. Naturally Bridget was quite smitten with all this attention, and the couple eventually married and moved to Iowa. Violà! Without them, Wisconsin Off the Beaten Path might never have been written—at least not by yours truly.




  Great-grandma Bridget was always hospitable, according to reliable family memories, so she probably wouldn’t mind the guests who come to the Villa each June to try their hand at preparing breakfast in a Victorian kitchen. Up to 16 adults can sign up for a hands-on cooking class in the mansion’s kitchen. Reservations are required; call the historic site. But as Bridget would have admonished, “Just clean up after yourselves and put everything back in the proper drawer.”




  The Villa Louis, 900 W. Bolvin St. (608-326-2721; villalouis.wisconsinhistory.org), is open from 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily May 10 to October 31. Admission is $12.50 for adults, $10.50 for seniors age 66 and older, and $6 for children ages 5 to 17. To get to the Villa from downtown Prairie, take Main Street north to Washington Street West.




  Prairie du Chien annually hosts the Prairie Villa Rendezvous on St. Feriole Island near the Villa Louis on the third weekend in June. Grizzled mountain men, Native American trappers, and appropriately garbed military men from the era fill the grounds with their tents and tepees. This is the place to pick up skins, beads, blankets, tomahawks, flintlock rifles, traps, and similar frontier accoutrements for the suburban homestead. As I’ve always said, “You never know when you might need a bolt of cloth or a kettle.” The participants lay out trade goods, talk shop, cook over open fires, scratch, and look at us 21st-century types with bemusement. But when the weekend is over, they all go back to being bank presidents, mechanics, nurses, shop owners, and lawyers. For details contact the Prairie du Chien Chamber of Commerce and Tourism Council, 211 S. Main St., Prairie du Chien (800-732-1673; prairieduchien.org).




  Prairie du Chien also played another part in our family history. Great-uncle Charlie (one of the sons of the aforementioned Louie and Bridget) and a couple of his friends sneaked across the old railroad pontoon bridge that linked Iowa and Wisconsin at the turn of the 20th century. They had hitched an all-night ride on an eastbound freight train from their hometown to see the Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show in Prairie du Chien. They got more than their money’s worth in that hot summer of 1901.




  The show folk and the townspeople began brawling in the streets, a brouhaha that resulted in calling out the Wisconsin militia. Uncle Charlie and his frightened young pals hid in an old boiler next to a tavern as they watched the boisterous fight. Buffalo Bill managed to round up his crew before the militia arrived and scurried westward across the river to the safety of Iowa.




  It’s a lot quieter now in Prairie du Chien. Down the street from the Villa Louis is the Depot Bar & Grill, a tavern at the old train station that claims to serve the best Bloody Marys on the Mississippi River. Judge for yourself at 200 Water St. (608-326-8548).




  St. Feriole Island is actually a spit of land jutting into the Mississippi on the west side of the city. The cars parked south of the quay in Lawler Park. The site is at the end of Blackhawk Avenue, where the railroad pontoon bridge used to link Wisconsin to Iowa.




  Each Father’s Day, a rendezvous that brings alive memories of the fur-trapper days is held on St. Feriole Island. Hundreds of reenactors portray traders, voyageurs, soldiers, and Native Americans in a large encampment of tents and huts. Interested in a skunk pelt? Tomahawk? Flintlock? Everything a frontier family could use is for sale. Even a contemporary suburban home can probably do with an iron kettle or two. There are black-powder musket firings, dances, fiddling, tall tales, and plenty of rough-and-ready types to photograph. In mid-July a War of 1812 military reenactment is held featuring British-Canadian and US troops. The pageant is held on the lawn of the Villa Louis.




  While in Prairie du Chien, stop at the Prairie du Chien Museum at Fort Crawford, 717 S. Beaumont Rd. (608-326-6960; fortcrawfordmuseum.com) and view its extensive collection of frontier surgical instruments and medical devices. Seen in today’s light, they look more like inquisitor’s tools than anything else. Dr. William Beaumont, whose studies on the digestive system revolutionized the medical world, was once stationed at Fort Crawford. While there he conducted some of his experiments on a French-Canadian trapper who had been wounded in the stomach. Beaumont would put food, tied onto a string, into the man’s stomach and withdraw it for study. The doctor published a book about his experiences in 1853.




  The fort, built by Zachary Taylor and Jefferson Davis, was one of the most important outposts in the young United States, especially during the Black Hawk War. Hours are 9 a.m. to 4 p.m., May through Oct; Admission is $5 for adults, $4 for seniors, $3 for children under 12, and $15 for families.




  Grant County




  




  Grant County is tucked into the far southwestern corner of Wisconsin, where the Mississippi joins the state with Iowa and Illinois. The county has some 49 miles of prime river frontage on its western border and 42 miles of Wisconsin River on its northern rim. To capitalize on this watery connection, the county operates 10 boat landings on the rivers, augmenting the dozens of private putin sites.




  The landscape consists of rolling ridges and deep valleys, with thick stands of oak and maple overlooking the waterways. Nelson Dewey State Park and Wyalusing State Park offer the best scenic overviews. Each perches some 400 to 500 feet on the limestone crests towering above the valley floors. Excellent views of the confluence of the Wisconsin and the Mississippi can be had at Wyalusing on Highway X near Bagley.




  Native American mounds dot both sides of the Sentinel Ridge Trail in Wyalusing State Park along the Mississippi River. The park is only 2 miles south of Prairie du Chien off US 18. After studying the mounds, many are the times we perched on the rocks high above the river and looked over the sprawling river valley below. This vista is especially great during October, when the oaks and maples are in full glory. Daughter Kate and elder Hintz even did an early spring look-see, at a time when ice still coated the shaded trails. But it was time for spring’s new life to peek through the snow patches. And it did: Skunk cabbage, morel mushrooms, jack-in-the-pulpit, and trillium were everywhere. You also can take this trail from the top of the bluffs at Point Lookout to a boat landing on the Mississippi. The area here is part of the Upper Mississippi Wildlife and Fish Refuge. Stay on the trail because the adjoining ground is marshy. Yet despite the mushiness, the bird-watching opportunities make this side trip worthwhile.




  In addition to bird-watching possibilities, Nelson Dewey State Park (named after Wisconsin’s first governor) near Cassville offers a good view of the Stonefield Village historic site (608-725-5210; cassville.org/stonefield.html). Take County Trunk Road VV north of town to the village (across the highway from the entrance to the state park), operated by the state historical society.




  

    TOP ANNUAL EVENTS


  




  

    JANUARY




    Bald Eagle Days




    Cassville




    (608) 725-5855




    cassville.org




    




    Ice Rally Cross (auto racing on ice)




    West Salem




    scclac.org




    




    MARCH




    Shamrock Shuffle




    Prairie du Chien




    (608) 326-7207




    prairieduchien.org/visitors/events




    




    JUNE




    Cheese Curd Festival




    Ellsworth




    (715) 273-6442




    ellsworthchamber.com/cheese-curd-festival




    




    SEPTEMBER




    Cranberry Festival




    Warrens




    (608) 378-4200




    cranfest.com




    




    Driftless Area Art Festival




    Soldiers Grove




    (608) 637-3788




    driftlessareaartfestival.com




    




    Horse & Colt Show




    Viola




    (608) 627-1419




    horseandcoltshow.com




    




    OCTOBER




    Center Color Festival




    Richland Center




    (608) 647-6205




    richlandchamber.com




    




    Hmong New Year Festival




    La Crosse




    (608) 781-5744




    lacrossehmaa.org/HMAA/newYearInfo.aspx




    




    Oktoberfest




    La Crosse




    (608) 784-3378




    oktoberfestusa.com




    




    Oktoberfest Car Races




    West Salem




    (608) 786-152




    oktoberfestraceweekend.com/




    




    Shihata Orchard Fest




    Prairie du Chien




    (608) 326-2785




    shihataorchard.com




    


  




  The community is a re-creation of an 1890s village, complete with railroad station, shops, firehouse, and school. The facility is open Memorial Day to Labor day, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., and then open weekends only until mid-October, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Stonefield is a good place to bring kids, who can talk with costumed interpreters portraying characters of the period. Admission is $10 for adults, $5 for children ages 5 to 17, and $8.50 for seniors and college students. There are also group rates.




  A moody color photo of Stonefield, taken from the Nelson Dewey bluffs just as the oaks shredded the morning fog, captured the grand prize in a Wisconsin tourism division photo contest. Needless to say, the place is photogenic . . . with or without the mist. So bring cameras and plenty of color and black-and-white film.




  After visiting Stonefield, head into Cassville, the “doorway to nature’s wonders and historic past.” The Cassville Historical Society has drawn out a map that guides you on a walking tour of buildings constructed by early Cassville residents. The sites and buildings that are included were chosen for their architectural and/or historical significance to the development of Cassville.




  The first stop on the map is the Denniston House, which was built in 1836. It was first constructed by a New York company, Daniels-Denniston Co., and later was purchased by Nelson Dewey, who converted the building into a hotel. This beautiful brick building has been standing tall for more than 160 years and is worth admiring. Feel free to pack a lunch and stop at Riverside Park for a picnic if you wish. It has been a village park since the 1890s. The 1889 St. Charles Borromeo Church, a Victorian Gothic structure built of solid brick laid upon a limestone foundation, has a steeple that soars 137 feet in the air. Open doors welcome you to enter and see the Gothic decor.




  

    Picnic, Parks & Mounds




    

      Wyalusing State Park, on Grant County Highway VV along the Mississippi, is a prime location for camping sites, hiking trails, and picnic areas. Native American mounds dating back 1,000 years can be found on the bluff overlooking the river. From the vantage point on the Sentinel Ridge Walk, you can see where the Mississippi and Wisconsin Rivers converge. The park, sprawling over 2,700 acres, is a wildlife haven. I’ve spotted white-tailed deer, bald eagles, Canada geese, muskrats, raccoons, wild turkeys, turkey vultures, and possums.




      Here are some of the best hiking trails in the park:




      Bluff, Indian, and Flint Ledge Trails. Take the 2-mile walk down the bluff side for great views of the Mississippi. These paths are not recommended for toddlers.




      Mississippi Ridge Trail. Hikers do not have any difficulty getting across the 3.5-mile trail overlooking the river.




      Old Immigrant, Old Wagon Road, and Sand Cave Trails. The trails run for more than 3 miles through heavy oak and maple groves and have some steep slopes, so watch your step. As the names imply, early settlers moving overland into the river valley used these tracks.




      Sentinel Ridge Trail. The 1.6-mile trail runs south from the park’s main campground along the high ridge. It offers some of the best views of the river.




      Walnut Springs Trail. This 2.6-mile grassy pathway is a 2-hour-long walk.


    


  




  

    OTHER ATTRACTIONS WORTH SEEING


  




  

    A. D. German Warehouse, Richland Center




    




    Cassville Car Ferry




    




    Hamlin Garland Homestead, West Salem




    




    La Crosse River State Trail




    




    Painted Forest Folk Art Museum, Valton




    




    Palmer-Bullickson Octagon House, West Salem




    




    Pump House Regional Center for the Arts, La Crosse




    


  




  Take the tour on foot, hop on your bicycle, or cruise in your automobile.




  Continue east on Highway 60 to Boscobel and the yellow limestone Boscobel Hotel, where the Gideon Bible Society was founded in 1898. A group of local businessmen formed the Christian Commercial Men’s Association of America, more commonly known as the Gideons International. They thought it would be important to place Bibles in hotel rooms to keep traveling salesmen on the straight and narrow. Since that time, the society has distributed more than 10 million Bibles to lodgings around the country.




  The hotel is a funky, comfortable old place that was remodeled with period antiques. The owners, however, decided to move back home to California and put the place up for sale. But you can still drive past the hotel with its high arched windows and plain facade at 1005 Wisconsin Ave. And, yes, there are—or were—Gideon Bibles in each room. If you wish to stop, the hotel now houses only a tavern, and most of the rest of the building is closed. Room 19, where the Gideon idea was launched, can be visited if one of the bartenders is able to take a break from serving patrons.




  Immediately off Wisconsin Avenue in Boscobel is the last remaining Grand Army of the Republic (GAR) Hall in the state. Built in the 1880s, the building has been left as it was when Civil War veterans met there to reminisce about their salad days in uniform. Plenty of memorabilia and regimental documents pack the display cases.




  The hall is open at irregular hours, so it’s a hit-or-miss proposition. Yet for any Civil War fan, an attempt is worth it. You’ll probably be lucky.




  From Boscobel, take off to Highland, driving southeast via County Roads S to T to M to Q. From Highland, go west 4 miles on County Highway Q to Pine Tree Road, then north to the Spurgeon Vineyards and Winery for a sample of its various vintages (608-929-7692; spurgeonvineyards.com). The vineyards host an annual Harvest Festival on the Sat and Sun of Columbus Day weekend in October. They also have a wine and cheese extravaganza in June and a children’s open house in December with hayrides, live music, and free tours. The vineyards are open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily year-round except for Christmas and Easter.




  

    Farm Fun




    

      Looking for a good getaway with the clan? Spend a few days at the Life O’Riley Farm & Guesthouse, where Jean Murphy and her family run an operating farm. Visiting parents and kids can feed chickens, pet the pig, and generally see how crops are raised and harvested. Guests stay in a renovated 100-plus-year-old schoolhouse that has its own kitchen, with a fridge well stocked with homemade goodies and farm-raised eggs.




      Life O’Riley has a great picnic spot on a rise overlooking the farm, where everyone can commune with nature. Little signage marks the place. “That way, people think they are the only ones who’ve discovered us,” laughs Jean. “It’s nothing fancy, but quiet and fun.” It isn’t really that hard to reach. Just take Riley Road south 6 miles out of Boscobel. The farm is located at 15706 Riley Rd., Boscobel (608-375-5798 or e-mail at mjmurphy@mwt.net).


    


  




  Spurgeon grows such American grape varieties as the Concord and Delaware, in addition to French hybrids such as Rosette and Aurora. Prices of the distinctively labeled wines range from $10.95 to $20.




  From the vineyards, return to Highland and drive south on Highway 80 to the tiny community of Cobb. Go west from Cobb to Fennimore (fennimore.com). Drive through town, heading west on Highway 18 to the Fennimore Railroad Historical Society Museum. You can’t miss the little park that features, of course, a little train. The locomotive, made by the late Vern Wilkinson, a local train buff, took several years to build. Kids love riding along the operational 15-inch gauge rail line with its 700 feet of track at the facility. An appropriately small-scale depot and water tower finish off the layout. A ticket booth has old-time telegraph equipment and a potbellied stove. Plenty of memorabilia and photos from Fennimore’s railroad past can also be perused. A real narrow-gauge engine on display is appropriately known as the Dinky, which operated between Fennimore and Woodman from 1878 to 1926, meandering through the scenic Green River Valley. The museum is open daily from Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. and weekends only through Sept and Oct. The facility is located at 610 Lincoln Ave. (608-822-6144; railmuseum@fennimore.com).




  The Fennimore Doll & Toy Museum (608-822-4100; dollandtoymuseum.com) has more than 5,000 dolls representing a span of generations. The dolls are made of wood, cloth, plastic, ceramic, and even stone, collected over the years by a local farm woman who wanted them to be available for viewing in her hometown, rather than in some big-city museum. Anyone who thinks dolls are too feminine will get a kick out of the display of Star Wars figurines and John Wayne and Roy Rogers action characters. But the biggest attraction is probably the Barbie collection, which covers the 50-plus years from the first leggy, buxom doll to the most contemporary. All her friends and accoutrements are shown as well.




  The Fenmore Hills Motel, 2 miles west of town on Old Highway 18, has 24 uniquely themed rooms. If you want to try out the circular waterbed, give the place a call at (608) 822-3281, or visit fenmorehillsmotel.com. Take some cheese along, and don’t forget the Spurgeon wine.




  After lolling on the waterbed, continue south out of Fennimore on Highway 61 to Lancaster for a peek at the Grant County Courthouse. The imposing structure, in the middle of the town square, has a copper and glass double dome modeled after St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome. The building was constructed in 1905, following a design by architect Armand Koch. Inside the dome are four beautiful murals painted by Franz Edward Rohrbeck. Another town landmark is the City Hall, which now includes a movie theater. Built in 1922, the building was designed by architects Claude and Starck, emphasizing a fashionable, prairie-style look. The Lancaster Chamber of Commerce (608-723-2820; lancasterwisconsin.com) can help tell of building tours and other activities around town.




  

    NATIONALLY KNOWN BLUES & ROCK BANDS FROM WISCONSIN


  




  

    The Blifftones




    




    BoDeans




    




    Bon Iver




    




    The Chevelles




    




    Cimmeron Show Review




    




    Die Kreuzen




    




    5 Card Studs




    




    The Gufs




    




    I’m Not a Pilot




    




    Killdozer




    




    Laarks




    




    Larry Lynne Group




    




    Little Blue Crunchy Things




    




    The Nomads




    




    Reverend Raven and the Chain Smoking Altar Boys




    




    Short Stuff




    




    Blues Disciples




    




    Violent Femmes




    


  




  The square is also the site of the first Civil War monument erected in the United States, according to local lore. The statue was dedicated on July 4, 1867, after a private and county fund drive.




  The “great, big, tall” monument (as proudly described by Lancaster citizens) is on the northeast side of the square and consists of a central marble pillar surrounded by eight smaller pillars. The memorial is inscribed with the names of 755 Grant County soldiers who either died or were injured during the Civil War. Don’t confuse that monument with the one erected in 1906 by the ladies’ auxiliary of the Grand Army of the Republic, a soldier atop a pedestal on the northwest side of the courthouse.
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