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Experiencing the Trail

This section refers to the AGO-
designated section of the trail, from 
the Cross Plains Complex to the Aldo 
Leopold Shack.

ICE AGE COMPLEX AT CROSS 
PLAINS. The Cross Plains Complex 
is a 1,700-acre site near the village 
of Cross Plains, centered on the 
former Wilkie farm, that includes 
an outstanding collection of glacial 
landforms. It is one of the nine 
units in the Ice Age National Scien-
tific Reserve. The most prominent 
features of the Ice Age Complex are 
a spectacular gorge that was carved 
out by meltwater, an array of glacial 
erratics (some of which have been 
traced to their origin northeast 
of Lake Superior), four proglacial 
lakes, and great views to the Drift-
less Area, the Johnstown moraine, 
and areas of glacial outwash. The 
Complex is an especially good point 
for comparing views of driftless 
(unglaciated) and glaciated terrain.  
The Wilkie farm buildings include 
a stone house, parts of which date 
to the 1850s, a barn, and garage. The 
park applied for National Register 
of Historic Places designation for 
the farmhouse, a 1950s-era addition 
which had been designed by 
prominent local architect William 
Kaiser. Designation was denied on 
the grounds that the house was not 
a strong example of Kaiser’s work.  
The potential administrative, inter-
pretive, or maintenance use of the 
buildings has not been determined.  
The house features beautiful views 

of driftless terrain, as does a bluff 
located behind the barn. The NPS 
will evaluate a number of alternative 
scenarios to develop the Complex, 
including re-use of the existing 
buildings, and/or a new visitor center 
with broad views of the glaciated and 
driftless terrain.

Shoveler Sink, managed by the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, is a former 
ice-dammed lake that still holds 
shallow water, especially during wet 
weather.  There is a sinkhole at its 
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northeast end.  The lake features 
an excellent view of the terminal 
(Johnstown) moraine.  In addition to 
hiking, visitors come to Shoveler Sink 
to hunt waterfowl and pick berries.  

One of the most spectacular features 
in the Complex is located at the center 
of the site along a hiking trail just off 
Old Sauk Pass.  A deep gorge carved 
by glacial meltwater is found here 
that is considered very significant.  
Located adjacent to it are erratics that 
were dropped along the glacier’s edge, 
and limestone bedrock outcroppings.  
Habitat within the gorge is southern 
mesic, with remnants of oak savanna 
surrounding it. The property that is 
home to the gorge is currently owned 
by DNR.  The NPS and DNR plan 
to make the trail to the gorge from 
the Wilkie farmstead accessible; 
and DNR and Ice Age Trail Alliance 
chapter members are currently in the 
process of restoring the property to 
oak savanna habitat.  

Black Earth Creek, a Class A trout 
stream, runs through the Complex.   

It is located in the Black Earth Trench, 
a very large glacial drainageway that 
contains a 300-foot-thick bed of sand 
and gravel fill, the results of glacial 
outwash.  Today State Highway 14 
also winds through this drainageway. 

The center of the Complex is 
located within a seven-to-eight 
square mile road-less area. The 
night sky and sound environment 
are relatively free of intrusions.  
Potential interpretive topics in 
addition to the glacial features 
include restoration of native plant 
communities, sustainable habitat, 
climate change, and American 
Indian use of area resources and 
travel routes.  There are 30 schools 
within 10 miles of the Ice Age 
Complex.

CROSS PLAINS SEGMENT.  This 
2.7-mile segment crosses Black Earth 
Creek and goes right by the Ice Age 
Trail Alliance headquarters in the 
Village of Cross Plains. Visitors can 
stop at the headquarters for maps 
and other information and meet the 
IATA staff.  Driftless Area bedrock 
hills lie north of the Village of Cross 
Plains where the Ice Age Trail winds 
up to offer great views both to the 
south and east. This part of the 
trail features a prairie restoration in 
progress.

TABLE BLUFF SEGMENT. Table Bluff 
Segment extends northwest of the 
Village of Cross Plains for 2.4 miles 
through the Driftless Area.  On the 
south end, the trail meanders for 1.5 
miles on the Swamplovers property.  
This property, which has been 
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developed by a private nonprofit 
organization called Swamplovers, 
is well known for its biological 
diversity, displays of wildflowers, 
and the quality of the prairie and 
oak savanna restoration. A climb up 
the steep rocky slopes of the bluff 
yields a beautiful view of the driftless 
region and a valley filled with glacial 
outwash.  This landscape offers 
many resources, including native 
vegetation, wildlife communities, 
and geology.  

In 1986, five local men bought this 
450-acre parcel near Table Bluff 
as hunting lands and as a place to 
teach youth about hunting.  Once 
the lands were purchased, they 
began to clear brush on the bluff and 
found dormant native wildflowers 
(shooting stars).  As a result, they 
committed to restoring the former 
ecosystem, which includes 150 
acres of prairie, oak savanna, oak 
openings, wetlands, and wetland 
prairies.  The men created a 
501(c)3 nonprofit and a $1.1 million 
endowment to support the res-
toration.  The US Fish and Wildlife 

Service and the Ice Age Trail 
Alliance have contributed toward the 
prairie restoration, with much of the 
work attributable to the leadership 
of the Swamplovers Foundation, 
Inc.  The northern 0.9 miles of this 
trail segment, owned by the Ice Age 
Trail Alliance, leads to Table Bluff, a 
distinctive rock formation composed 
of St. Peters sandstone.

INDIAN LAKE SEGMENT.  Indian Lake 
is a 450-acre Dane County park that 
hosts about 80,000 visitors per year.  
The park features glacial outwash, 
erratic boulders, enormous tunnel 
channels, and a large kettle, which is 
occupied by Indian Lake. Also found 
within the park is a well-known 
small chapel. Trees include a grove 
of paper birch, as well as old oaks on 
the hilltops that are gradually being 
managed for oak savanna. Before 
settlement brought a halt to frequent 
fires, the area around the lake was 
mostly prairie.

LODI SEGMENTS.  Lodi segments 
include the Lodi Marsh, Eastern Lodi 
Marsh, and City of Lodi Segments.  
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The town and city of Lodi have been 
effective, supportive partners.  The 
IATA’s Summer Saunters program, 
a hiking program for elementary 
school children that helps them 
develop healthy lifestyles and 
appreciation for the natural environ-
ment, originated there.  Lodi schools 
make frequent use of the trail and its 
features.  The grand view from the 
Lodi golf course is from the top of a 
drumlin, and drumlins are a major 
glacial feature visible in this area.  

There is a beautiful loop trail through 
the Lodi Marsh State Wildlife Area 
that features an Education Trail with 
interpretive signage; a printed guide 
is also available. A State Natural Area 
designation overlays a portion of the 
State Wildlife Area that contains the 
marsh, which is biologically rich. 
The State Wildlife Area is located just 
outside the city of Lodi.  It features 
views of a tunnel channel, Central 
Bluff and Hawks Bluff (partially 
submerged drumlins), Gibraltar Rock, 
the Baraboo Hills, and the marsh. The 
trail goes right through Lodi, which 
offers hikers some nice restaurants, 
pubs, shops, and a German bakery.  
Total trail mileage here is approxi-
mately 5.0 miles.

GROVER PERTZBORN SEGMENT. This 
1.6-mile segment winds around the 
north side of a drumlin. A parking 
lot along County Trunk J provides 
access to it. 

GIBRALTAR SEGMENT.  This 2.4-mile 
trail segment includes a state park 
centered on a huge sandstone bluff, 
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Gibraltar Rock, a preglacial feature.  
Spectacular views of the glaciated 
landscape from the top include 
the Wisconsin River, the Baraboo 
Hills, a bog, and a scenic valley. The 
bluff face has a State Natural Area 
designation because of rare plant 
species, and the bluff is a spectacular 
post from which to watch migrating 
raptors riding thermal breezes near 
the cliff face.  During the 1960s, a 
road was built to the top of the bluff 
where a picnic area was placed. 
Today, the picnic area has been 
removed and the road has been 
allowed to naturalize. 

MERRIMAC FERRY SEGMENT.  The 
ferry is touted as the only part of the 
Ice Age Trail that moves.  It is the last 
inland ferry in Wisconsin, making a 
half-mile crossing of Lake Wiscon-
sin, and passage is free of charge.  A 
large wayside exhibit with a map of 
the trail is planned for this location; 
an Ice Age NST kiosk is already in 
place on the south side of Lake Wis-
consin (actually a reservoir created 

by damming the Wisconsin River) 
that addresses regional and local 
trail information.  On the north side 
of the river, the trail passes through 
the 1,800-acre Merrimac Preserve, 
a parcel of forest, prairie, savanna, 
wetlands, and streams owned and 
managed by the Riverland Con-
servancy, formerly the Wisconsin 
Power and Light Stewardship Trust, 
Inc.  The Preserve provides a wildlife 
corridor between the Baraboo Hills 
and the Wisconsin River.

DEVILS LAKE SEGMENT. This 
approximately 10-mile-long segment 
is part of the Ice Age NST’s Devil’s 
Lake Unit.  It includes Devil’s Lake 
State Park, Wisconsin’s third oldest, 
largest, and most visited state park.  
Perhaps the park’s most striking 
features are the ancient quartzite 
walls (1.6 billion years old) of the 
Devil’s Lake gorge. Here the terminal 
moraine lies on top of and wraps 
around the bluffs that were largely 
left untouched by the glacier.  The 
lake was formed when the ice left 
behind a moraine at each end of the 
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lake, creating “plugs” that blocked 
the flow of meltwater and created 
the lake.  It is unusual in that it does 
not have rivers or streams flowing in 
or out of its waters.

Glacial features include the 
Johnstown moraine and the beds of 
former lakes dammed by the glacier.  
Available experiences include hikes on 
the moraine and spectacular views of 
the driftless area from the top of the 
bluffs, as well as views of the lake.

City of Baraboo Segment.  The 
Ice Age Trail through the City of 
Baraboo follows the scenic Baraboo 
River corridor and the asphalt-
surfaced Baraboo Riverwalk. This 
3-mile trail section begins in south 
Baraboo at the popular Dog Park, 
located just one mile north of Devils 
Lake State Park. An ADA drinking 
fountain is available at the Dog Park 
for park and trail users. The trail 
follows the river northwest through 
the city, passing the Circus World 
Museum grounds and several city 
parks, including Ochsner Park 
Zoo, before ending on the city’s 
northwest corner at the University 
of Wisconsin, Baraboo.  In addition 
to the free admission zoo, Ochsner 
Park has a large mature oak tree 

stand covering many of its 24 acres.  
Public restrooms are available along 
the entire stretch of this trail and the 
modern conveniences of downtown 
Baraboo are only two blocks off this 
section of the Ice Age Trail.

ALDO LEOPOLD SHACK AND  
FOUNDATION. The AGO-designated 
Ice Age Trail segment ends at the 
Aldo Leopold Shack, the chicken 
coop that the famed conservationist 
turned into a rustic country retreat 
for his family. The family’s careful 
stewardship and restoration of the 
land inspired Leopold’s classic A 
Sand County Almanac. The Ice Age 
Trail will connect with Leopold 
Foundation trails, and through 
America’s Great Outdoors, the Shack 
and the Aldo Leopold Legacy Visitor 
Center (the Foundation’s headquar-
ters), will also be connected via a 
3,000-foot boardwalk. The Visitor 
Center is a spectacular modern 
building, created from lumber made 
from the pine trees the Leopold 
family planted on their farm, and 
is a LEED-certified platinum-
level building. The Aldo Leopold 
Foundation provides education and 
interpretation about Leopold’s land 
ethic through classes, seminars, and 
media productions. 
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