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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, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We would love to hear 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

PO Box 480

Guilford, CT 06437

Or you may e-mail us at:

editorial@GlobePequot.com

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction

Cheese, cows, and idyllic farmsteads tucked among sinuous hillsides of emerald green or fiery autumn yellow. Fluffy snow, ice-cold brew, and skiing. Deep coulees along the western border are living postcards. Lake Superior, cabins, and the resplendent Northwoods. These are just a few of our favorite things here in Wisconsin.

We boast 1,000 miles of Great Lakes shoreline to the north and east, and inland we have more than 15,000 lakes in a variety of shapes and sizes. Wisconsin also has nearly 13,000 rivers and streams, some small and quiet, others big and noisy. Did you know our state’s name is derived from a river? In Native Miami language, “Meskousing” is a river name that passed through French explorers and a transcription error to arrive at “Wisconsin.”Who’d a thunk it?

My favorite way to explore Wisconsin’s outdoorsy accoutrements is on foot, exploring hiking trails through the wilds, even better on a loopy path that is shiny and new with every step. A loop hike is a special treat. Every trail has its own unique characteristics, a personality, if you will, and there is something inherently mysterious about hiking a loop trail for the first time. It’s like meeting a new friend, discovering their ups and downs and learning their hidden secrets. Best of all, it’s about being together and having a good ol’ time. The anticipation of the unknown, the exploration of a new place, finding hidden treasures around each bend and over every knoll. On a loop trail, newfound territory never ends, and it’s like hiking the path for the first time, all the time.

Join me on a tour of Wisconsin, from bucolic, rolling countryside in the state’s midsection to the Driftless Area’s magic kingdom of bluffs and deep valleys. Explore vibrant cities, charming small towns, Door County’s legendary vibe, and breathe deeply of the incomparable northern forests. The hikes in these chapters take you up close with some of the state’s most dramatic scenery.

This book is arranged by region generally from north to south and highlights the state’s showiest environs. 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 you might wonder why your favorite hike isn’t included or what makes my choices so great, I’m sharing with you places that genuinely inspired me and that I believe best represent our amazing state. There are dozens more that will make a great sequel! Caveat: To appeal to the widest possible audience, most hikes herein are less than 10 miles in length and manageable in a couple of hours or an afternoon. Many locations, however, include longer options or are close to trails of extended distance (think North Country and Ice Age Trails).

Each entry is introduced by an information block outlining the name and location of the trail, hike distance and difficulty, applicable maps, GPS coordinates and directions for 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, especially near the big lakes. On longer hikes your feet will be happier inside sturdy shoes or hiking boots and be sure to 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 wherever you may roam.
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Boardwalk trail at Lion’s Den Gorge



And stay safe, please. 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. Oh, and I must mention mosquitoes. If you’re from here, you know the tale; if you’re visiting, heed the following: In summer months anywhere in or near a forest, lake, or even puddle, be sure to hike at least a step or two faster than the airspeed velocity of skeeters, lest the savage creatures gather upon you, mercilessly extract your lifeblood, and leave you like a withered, airless balloon. (That’s only partly embellished; no kidding, the bugs can be bad.) Wear strategic gear and never, ever forget insect repellent.

Trail Etiquette

What better way to wander the land than with a good hike? Tuck your feet into a faithful pair of boots, find a favorite trail, and just go. Sure, hiking gets us out there in a wonderful, uninhibited escape, but we still need to use our noggins on occasion to share the outdoor experience. A little common sense and good old-fashioned courtesy go a long way to ensure a good time for everyone. Chances are good you will cross paths with other user groups, such as mountain bikers, horseback riders, trail runners, or folks hiking with dogs. All of us need to recreate responsibly with a keen respect for the environment to preserve the trails we enjoy so much, especially in the backcountry. That said, here are a few reminders to take along on your next trek.
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Elevated Lake Michigan views



When meeting other hikers on the trail, give those traveling uphill the right-of-way. The ascending hiker is often focused on the trail immediately ahead to scan for obstacles or maintain a steady pace and might not even see a downhill traveler until they nearly bonk heads. It is also easier for descending hikers to rein in their strides and give the uphill group room to keep on truckin’.

Horseback riders have the right of way all the time, regardless of which direction they are heading. Hikers should exit the trail, on the downhill side if possible, to avoid intimidating the horses, and talk to the riders as they pass. Don’t stand behind trees or other concealing foliage, either; a spooked horse can instantly switch gears from a leisurely clip-clop to full-out, homestretch sprint.

Being more mobile, hikers can easily yield to trail runners and mountain bikers, as well, both of whom rapidly overtake our slower pace. While traditional practice sees bikes yield to boots, it is often wiser to step aside and let cyclists pass, instead of expecting bikers to ride around you, causing them to go off trail or dismount and get their steeds out of the way.

Along with good manners, we should also remember to tread lightly in our travels and practice minimum impact. Be familiar with and live the Leave No Trace principles of outdoor travel.

Camping

When ambling along a trail in the wilderness, with crystal skies and cool mountain air, not much else could make it better, except maybe one thing: staying longer. Most of the hikes in this book are day trips, from just a quick couple of miles to an afternoon’s worth, but many of them also have opportunities for camping. Throwing down a tent in perfect solitude gives us a seamless outdoor experience and can add a whole new page of memories. Seeing as how we are sensible outdoor enthusiasts, we carry our “tread lightly” habits from the trail to the campsite, too. Low-impact camping has all kinds of benefits—for us, for other users, for local flora and fauna, and especially for the land itself. Here are a few handy tips:


	Use an established tent site whenever available. These sites position campers in areas least likely to trample fragile vegetation or cause erosion. If no site is available, choose an area with rocky or sandy soil.

	When it comes to personal business, backcountry bathroom efforts require slight changes in your usual routine. If there is an outhouse in the vicinity, use it. An outdoor loo is there to keep nature tidy and clean. If no toilet is available, head far from the campsite and any creeks, trails, or lakes; dig a hole 6 to 8 inches deep; and do your thing. When finished, bury the waste with the previously removed dirt and cover with leaves and sticks.

	Resist the urge to build a campfire. In many areas of Wisconsin and at different times of the year, campfires are not allowed for several reasons, the obvious being to prevent starting a devastating forest fire. Frequent scavenger hunts for firewood eventually denude the area of downfall, which serves as food and habitat for lots of little critters. Bring a camp stove and save the fires for parks with designated pits.

	Hold fast to the “pack it in, pack it out” edict. Everything you bring should stay with you for the entire trip and all the way back to the trailhead (except the stuff buried in the hole).



Hiking is an activity that goes beyond the traditional goal of physical exercise. It allows us close contact with our favorite places, a chance to reach out, and for the land to reach in with a comforting hand. The beauty of Wisconsin beckons for a time of reflection or to challenge our spirit. A trek to a quiet Northwoods lake, for example, is the perfect place. Indeed, a pair of boots and a pack can do wonders for easing life’s ills or satisfying a case of wanderlust. It’s always recess in Wisconsin’s playground. Come wander in circles!

A final note before you hit the trails: I included a “Why Go?” callout for each hike in the book. I am forever fascinated by what’s behind the scenes of what’s out there, a place’s history or rare or endangered plants and animals within. Most of all, I feel a keen connection to the significance of Wisconsin’s special places and wanted to share that with you. We have an extraordinary privilege to connect with and enjoy nature at its finest; I hope you enjoy learning a little more of our state’s very best.




How to Use This Guide

This a fun book with zest matching its subject matter. You will find this guide contains just about everything you need to choose, plan for, and enjoy a Wisconsin loop hike. Packed with specific area information, Best Loop Hikes Wisconsin features nearly sixty mapped and cued hikes leading to some of our state’s most enticing outdoor trappings, grouped together geographically. Here is an outline of the book’s major components:

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 of not only the lake or river but also the hike to it.

Distance: The total distance of the recommended route.

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.

Photogenic factor: This is a 1 to 5 rating, with 5 being slack-jaw gorgeous.

Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty—easy, moderate, or challenging. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be guidelines 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 8 miles total trip distance in one day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain. A challenging hike may cover up to 10 miles total trip distance in one day, have significant elevation gains, and/or have rough and/or rocky terrain.

Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.

Other trail users: This includes information on frequent users of the trail, 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.

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.
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Horizon-wide views



The Finding the trailhead section provides 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 area and the hike, and interesting things you may see along the way, both natural and human.

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 collected while on the hikes.

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

How to Use the Maps

The overview map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number. The route maps are the primary guides to each hike. They show the hike featured, all the access roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. They also distinguish trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected routes are highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.




Trail Finder

To help readers get 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. Hikes may appear in more than one category.




	Hike #/name
	Best hikes for water lovers (views and/or access)
	Best hikes for great views
	Secluded locales
	Kid-friendly hikes
	Best hikes for backpackers





	1 Amnicon Falls State Park
	■
	
	
	■
	



	2 Stony Hill Nature Trail
	
	■
	■
	■
	



	3 Old Bayfield Road Trail
	
	■
	■
	
	



	4 Tomahawk Lake Trails
	■
	
	■
	■
	



	5 Hayward Recreational Forest
	
	
	■
	■
	



	6 Forest Lodge Nature Trail
	
	
	■
	
	■



	7 Hildebrand Lake Trail
	■
	
	■
	
	■



	8 Porcupine Lake Wilderness
	
	
	■
	■
	■



	9 Copper Falls State Park
	■
	■
	
	■
	■



	10 Big Ravine Trail
	■
	■
	
	■
	








	Hike #/name
	Best hikes for water lovers (views and/or access)
	Best hikes for great views
	Secluded locales
	Kid-friendly hikes
	Best hikes for backpackers





	11 Madeline Island—Big Bay State Park
	
	
	■
	■
	■



	12 Mount Ashwabay—Trogdor Trail
	■
	■
	■
	
	



	13 Mount Valhalla Trails
	
	
	■
	■
	



	14 North Lakeland Discovery Center
	■
	
	
	■
	



	15 Escanaba Lake Trail
	■
	
	■
	■
	



	16 Plum Lake Hemlock Forest SNA
	■
	■
	■
	
	■



	17 Drummond Loop
	
	
	■
	■
	



	18 Hunt Hill Audubon Sanctuary
	■
	■
	■
	■
	



	19 Nugget Lake Trails
	
	■
	
	■
	



	20 Newport State Park
	■
	■
	■
	■
	



	21 Nicolet Loop—Peninsula State Park
	■
	■
	
	■
	



	22 Whitefish Dunes State Park
	■
	■
	
	■
	



	23 Potawatomi State Park
	■
	■
	
	■
	








	Hike #/name
	Best hikes for water lovers (views and/or access)
	Best hikes for great views
	Secluded locales
	Kid-friendly hikes
	Best hikes for backpackers





	24 Point Beach State Forest
	■
	■
	
	■
	



	25 High Cliff State Park
	
	■
	■
	■
	



	26 Kohler-Andrae State Park
	■
	■
	
	■
	



	27 Lion’s Den Gorge
	■
	■
	■
	■
	



	28 Milwaukee Lakefront Trail
	■
	■
	
	■
	



	29 Falls Bluff Loop–Osceola
	■
	■
	
	■
	



	30 Sandrock Cliffs
	■
	■
	
	■
	



	31 Willow River State Park
	■
	
	■
	■
	



	32 Hoffman Hills Recreation Area
	
	■
	■
	
	



	33 Chippewa Moraine SRA–Circle Trail
	■
	■
	■
	■
	■



	34 Timms Hill
	
	■
	
	■
	



	35 Kinnickinnic State Park
	■
	■
	
	■
	



	36 Perrot State Park
	■
	■
	■
	
	








	Hike #/name
	Best hikes for water lovers (views and/or access)
	Best hikes for great views
	Secluded locales
	Kid-friendly hikes
	Best hikes for backpackers





	37 Wyalsusing State Park
	■
	■
	■
	
	



	38 Devil’s Lake State Park
	■
	■
	
	
	



	39 Natural Bridge State Park
	■
	■
	
	
	



	40 Wildcat Mountain State Park
	
	
	■
	■
	



	41 Castle Mound Nature Trail
	
	■
	
	■
	



	42 Wildcat Mound–Smrekar Trails
	■
	
	
	■
	



	43 Lakeshore Nature Preserve–UW Madison
	■
	
	
	■
	



	44 University of Wisconsin Arboretum
	■
	■
	■
	
	



	45 New Glarus Woods State Park
	
	
	■
	
	



	46 Blue Mound State Park
	
	■
	
	
	



	47 Yellowstone Lake State Park
	■
	■
	
	
	








Map Legend


Municipal
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Far North and Lake Superior


I only went for a walk and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.

John Muir



If you’re from here, you know the feeling, that swell of pride, respect, awe, allure. Whether for a single visit or a lifetime, seeing the big lake, plying its waters, feeling its pulse, is an indelible memory. Call it a siren song, sentiment, challenge, peace—for anyone hailing from the Northland, Lake Superior is part of our lives. The lake captivated me as a toddler and its spell remains strong in my heart. I’ve brought many friends and first-timers to its shores and all left here fascinated, inspired, and humbled by this legendary inland sea. Superior is stunningly beautiful. It is deep and icy cold, moody and seductive. To me, it is a maelstrom, peaceful inspiration, confidante. It is the Edmund Fitzgerald and campfires and hiking.
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Frels Lake



Lake Superior grabs ahold of its admirers in a hypnotic embrace; it is a young child discovering agates and polished round rocks at Wisconsin Point one day, and a seasoned freighter crew grappling with 20-foot swells the next. Indeed, as we are traditionally, instinctively, excitedly inclined to do around here, we love to get out into the wild to feel and touch and smell, and Gitchi Gummi delivers all of that and so much more.

In winter the big lake heaves and growls as its deathly cold waters toss 3-foot-thick ice blocks in chaotic piles along the shore and shipping lanes. Come October and November, furious storms turn Superior into a howling rage, tossing thousand-foot ships like bathtub toys and slamming roiling, frothy waves into anything in their way before reluctantly surrendering to battered but stalwart shoreline. Indeed, it is an incredible, life-list experience to be near the lake when it turns wild and surly, and I highly recommend a front-row seat.

The magic doesn’t end with the water, however. Lake Superior’s southern shore is a venerable conduit to adventure, boasting more than 300 miles of drop-dead gorgeous scenic sights, quaint villages, and verdant forests—millions of acres of decadent woods filled with towering pines, bright white birch, tick-ticking aspen leaves, noble oaks, and remnant old growth hemlock. Soft drapes of moss embrace ancient fallen logs, slender creeks dance over rocks and through rugged ravines, and through it all wander trails of mystery and adventure, inspiration and reflection. On a long and sinuous journey from the Twin Ports to Bayfield and the Apostle Islands, you can travel through lands of quiet bays; high, rugged cliffs; and scenic rivers. In springtime, boisterous rivers blast over crests of high cliffs into splendiferous vistas. Autumn is tranquil creeks whispering beneath aged bridges and past secret hideaways.

It is a place to engage with what matters most. Whatever that may be for you, you’ll find it up here in the Northland.






1 Amnicon Falls State Park

This popular state park boasts a splendid mix of waterfalls, aromatic pine-cedar forest, a historic bridge, and old sandstone quarry. Be sure to plan lunch at one of the riverside picnic sites.



Distance: 1.9 miles, with options for additional miles

Difficulty: Easy

Photogenic factor: 4

Hiking time: 45 minutes

Trail surface: Packed dirt

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed pets allowed

Land status: State park

Fees and permits: Vehicle pass required

Maps: State park map; USGS South Range

Trail contacts: Amnicon Falls State Park, 4279 South CR U, South Range, WI 54874; (715) 398-3000; https://dnr.wisconsin.gov/topic/parks/amnicon

Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 2/53, follow US 2 east 0.8 mile to CR U and turn left. Head north 0.3 mile to the park entrance. Trailhead GPS: N46 60.899' / W92 89.216'


The Hike

If you were around this area 9,000 years ago, you could have hiked with mastodons. The great beasts followed receding glaciers and ran from the spears of early nomadic hunters. Later, American Indians made homes along the Great Lakes, followed by waves of European settlers establishing brand-new lives and occupations. Many of these hardy souls trapped beaver, mink, and otter along the Amnicon River, trading their haul with resident American Indians. Right around 1850, the promise of copper mining riches lured even more people to northern Wisconsin lands. Their efforts largely failed, but successful lumberjacks reveled in harvesting vast swaths of pine, leveraging the Amnicon’s powerful spring flow to float logs to Lake Superior and onward to sawmills across the north.

Today’s state park and surrounding area also boast a rich geologic history, largely focused on the Douglas Fault and brownstone. The former is a 500-million-year-old upheaval of basalt bedrock stretching from Ashland to just northeast of Minneapolis. Furious volcanic eruptions created the fault and accompanying rock formations visible at the park’s Upper and Lower Falls. Sandstone exposed from the melee inspired another industry steeped in Wisconsin’s late 1800s history. A constellation of quarries in this part of the state extracted more than one million cubic feet of brownstone, a sandstone relative wildly popular as building blocks for grand architecture in nearby Superior and Duluth, as well as the Twin Cities, Chicago, Omaha, and other Midwestern locales. A remnant quarry site is located northwest of Amnicon’s Thimbleberry Nature Trail, this book’s first hike.


[image: chpt1_fig_001]

Lower Falls below Horton Bridge



From the trailhead, you’ll notice straight away that this is a popular place. Decades of footsteps have tamped paths to a smooth sheen and denuded many areas of foliage. Even so, soaring pines and aromatic cedar flanking the river remain splendidly elegant, and it’s easy to see what attracted generations of visitors to this special place. The waterfalls, of course, are the feature attraction, fueled by the root-beer-colored Amnicon River, a state-designated Outstanding Resource Water flowing 45 miles from its headwaters at Amnicon Lake. Easygoing trails lead along the river and across a short footbridge to close-up views of Upper Falls, dropping about ten feet over bulbous basalt. After a brief respite in a shallow pool, the river flows beneath Horton Bridge, a handsome, 55-foot span above Lower Falls. One of only five others known of its kind, the bridge was inspired by Wisconsin inventor Charles Horton, who incorporated arched support beams and hooks to create an efficient and visibly stunning design. The bridge originally served as a county highway river crossing and was moved to its present location in 1930, donning a roof 9 years later.

Trails on either side of the bridge allow for all manner of casual exploring among spectacular scenery of the narrow river gorge. After an exhilarating “warm-up” at the main falls, follow the well-trod path above the river to Snake Pit Falls, a slender cascade housed in an intimate grotto of rugged grey rock and emerald-green pine. From here, retrace your tracks to the trailhead and walk the road to the start of the Thimbleberry Nature Trail, adjacent to the park office.


[image: chpt1_fig_002]


[image: chpt1_fig_003]

Upper Falls (left); fall colors dress up an old pine snag (right)



The trail descends gently toward the river, with here-and-there views through the trees. Interpretive signs appear at regular intervals, announcing a variety of fascinating facts about the forest and area history. For example, did you know the northern white cedar is high in vitamin C? The tree’s natural elixir was frequently used by the Ojibwe people, who also offered it to French explorers stricken with scurvy. Visitors today can also turn to the basswood, should their GORP supplies run dry. The sap and leaves make a reliable food source and its flowers make a nutritious tea. Run out of rope? A basswood’s bark can be braided into twine and rope.

Look for red columbine and various fern species on the forest floor, along with colorful wildflowers in early summer, such as purple vetch, white pea, and pink pyrola. The vetch was a go-to food source and salve for American Indians, and pyrola contain ingredients that mitigate pain and swelling from injury or sickness. Beyond its outer beauty, the forest is full of healing properties and so many mysteries yet unknown.

About one mile in, a spur trail leads northwest to the old sandstone quarry site, while the main path curves into a small, open meadow, lingering only briefly before ascending a moderate elevation rise back into the woods. Walk quietly and stop often; this is a great place to spot resident wildlife like porcupine, ruffed grouse, coyote, fox, deer, songbirds, and lots more. Look for tracks on the ground, too, and likely critter homesites in old logs, snags, and hillsides. The trail loops southeasterly over barely there undulations back to the trailhead.

Why Go?

The Amnicon Falls-Pattison State Park research region is made of a mosaic of coastal plain, forest upland, wetlands, streams, and rivers. Largely remote, these areas coagulate to provide connectivity with adjacent lands, and that means critical habitat and migration corridors for a rich diversity of wildlife species. The gray wolf and pine marten, for example, have utilized wilderness and roadless areas in moving from Minnesota to Wisconsin. State management plans continue studies and plan implementation to direct similar success in future plant and animal populations.

Miles and Directions

0.0Set off from the trailhead to immediate views of the river. Follow the trail across a short footbridge adjacent to Upper Falls and cross Horton Bridge. Enjoy river and gorge views on that side and cross the bridge again, this time following the trail to the right, into the woods.

0.4Pass Snake Pit Falls and return to and pass the trailhead to the park road. Follow the road to Thimbleberry Nature Trail.

0.7Start Thimbleberry Nature Trail.

1.0Pass spur trail to quarry site.

1.8Complete Thimbleberry Loop.

1.9Arrive back at the trailhead.
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Autumn on the Amnicon







2 Stony Hill Nature Trail

Score a choice campsite and top it off with this short hike through quintessential North Country forest to the summit of Stony Hill and linger-worthy (foliage permitting) view of the Brule River Valley.


Distance: 1.8 miles

Difficulty: Easy with some moderate climbing

Photogenic factor: 4

Hiking time: 40–60 minutes

Trail surface: Packed dirt and spongy pine needle turf

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed pets allowed

Land status: State forest

Fees and permits: None

Maps: State forest map; USGS Brule

Trail contacts: Brule River State Forest, 6250 South Ranger Rd., Brule, WI 54820; (715) 372-5678; dnr.wi.gov/topic/StateForests/BruleRiver

Finding the trailhead: From Brule, follow WI 27 south 0.83 mile to Hatchery Road. Turn right and head south and west 1.1 miles to Ranger Road. Turn left and the trailhead is at the end of the road, 0.5 mile on the left. Trailhead GPS: N46 53.787' / W91 59.284'


The Hike

The Bois Brule River (translated from Ojibwe meaning “burnt wood”) is a revered and storied waterway, with hundreds of years of tales to tell. The ancestors of the birch trees along the riverbanks provided inspiration—and raw materials—for the earliest canoes of the Chippewa. The intrepid voyageurs followed during the heady days of the fur trade. Close behind were headstrong miners and tireless lumbermen, plying the waters and surrounding forests in their trades. Canoeists on the Brule today enjoy the same postcard scenery around every bend, including a few colossal white pines soaring skyward, providing ideal perch and nesting sites for bald eagles.

I’ve mentioned the Brule with affection and reverence on many occasions in my books, and this chapter celebrates the river from on high. This short, exhilarating hike leads to the top of Stony Hill with an overlook perched above the river valley for a predictably stunning view of Little Joe and Doodlebug Rapids far below. (Keep in mind dense summer foliage renders the scene slightly less beauteous.) Yes, a couple of hundred feet of elevation gain is hardly worth mentioning for those accustomed to topography in, say, the Rockies or Sierras, and this trail’s uphill trajectory is a gradual undertaking. Nevertheless, you should be prepared to hoof it a bit.

Breathing deep of the forest’s smells and spirit is sweet elixir in its own right, and this trail complements the experience with interpretive signs packed with engaging information and stories about this area’s rich history. In fact, hiking the loop clockwise (as related here) takes you on a past-to-present tour while counter-clockwise is a back-in-time trek. From the trailhead, the cozy trail curves gently through a stand of skyscraping red and white pines on delightfully spongy tread made of layers of pine needles and organic duff. In short order, the path ramps up and continues its winding course through a mix of pine, birch, aspen, and scattered oak.

Take a moment to reflect on the proud and deep past of the Sioux and Chippewa people living here long before the appearance of European explorers and settlers. The river valley provided abundant
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THE RIVER OF PRESIDENTS
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