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Four hunters were killed by gunshots during November’s deer 
hunting season. This is the story of one…

It’s Thanksgiving Day, 1977. There’s a heavy overcast and it is 
cold and gray in Sawyer County. It’s threatening to snow.

Your name is Milton Dieckman. You are a Wisconsin conserva-
tion warden. You are on patrol. It has already been a hectic deer 
season.

Lost hunters. More than the normal number. You have been 
moving about your county, coordinating, directing, helping in 
whatever way you can.

The weather hasn’t helped. It went from bitter cold to warm 
to rain to snow and back to cold again. You know the woods. You 
know they can kill. And so you worry.

But it’s Thanksgiving Day, and the hunt is more than half over, 
and if it stays quiet this day you’ll join your family and other 
relatives for a holiday dinner, and maybe, a good night’s sleep. 
Something you haven’t had since the hunt began.

So you stop at the ranger station in Hayward. The time is about 
1 p.m. You are just inside the door when the phone rings. 

It’s the sheriff’s department.  There has been a report of a fatal-

ity about 25 miles from town. No other information. Just a report. 
A death.

The sheriff’s office has dispatched a deputy. You hurry to your 
squad car. You call DNR district headquarters at Spooner by radio. 
You ask for help.

Bill Hoyt, DNR safety specialist for the Northwest District, has 
been sent to the scene.

A township road. That’s the place. There will be a car and a 
hunter waiting. You find the spot. You stop.

A deputy sheriff is there. And a hunter is waiting to take you to 
the scene.

You get as much general information from him as you can. 
Then you tell the deputy to stay with the squad to keep in radio 
contact. 

The hunter guides you into the woods. You don’t talk. It’s about 
a quarter of a mile through the hardwoods to the place where the 
shooting took place.

You walk in silence, thinking.
You approach the area and you can see a small fire. A deputy 

sheriff is there. And another member of the hunting party.
The shooter is there, too.
They stand in silence around the fire trying to keep warm. 

Introductions are made. Credentials are shown.
You look at the victim. His body is crumpled in the snow. 

Nothing has been touched.
You attempt, then, to piece the story together.
The shooter is in his middle years. The victim is an old 

man, a veteran of many hunts.
There are no tears, no overt emotion. But there is deep an-

guish, deep sorrow, shattered spirit, a collapse of all that once 
was good and clean and bright and exciting.

How did it happen? 
Both the shooter and the victim had been standers on what 

was to be a routine drive through some hardwoods. There have 
been a thousand hunts on a thousand different days run off 
exactly the same way.

The man who was to become a victim was put on his stand. 
The middle-aged man was put on his. Others took stands. And 
others participated in the drive.

The middle-aged man watched the area for which he was 
responsible. He could see no signs of life, no other person within 
his range of vision.

About 10 minutes into the drive he saw two deer moving 
through the hardwoods. When the animals stopped on a logging 
road he leaned against a tree and took aim at one. He could see it 
clearly through his scope.

He fired once. And the deer ran.
The animal at which he had shot showed no sign of being hit.
It has been the rule of the hunt since time began that you 

A day of anguish in the Northwoods

Above:  Warden Milt Dieckman, left, who is highlighted in the story 
above, works a DNR exhibit in this August 1959 photo.

Below: With the help of a hunting partner, Jay Reed drags this buck 
out of the woods—as he did the spike buck described in another 
column, “Lightning Flashed and a Rifle Spoke,”  included in the book.
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stay on your stand until you see the drivers approaching. And 
that’s what the shooter did. 

In about 20 minutes from the time he fired the shot, the first of 
the drivers came into view. The shooter walked over to where the 
deer had stood when he fired.

Nothing. No spots of blood. No tufts of hair. Just the tracks of 
two deer.

He walked in little circles looking, seeking. But there was no 
sign of a wounded deer.

And then he saw it.
A body in the snow looks like nothing more than a lot of dull 

red in the distance. 

REED’S COLUMNS MADE INTO BOOK
Cancer may have killed Jay Reed in 2002, but his stories are 

living on through his new book, “Thor and More,” which includes 
more than 100 of his best-loved newspaper columns.

As the outdoor writer of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel for 
more than 40 years, Reed set aside the columns he felt were his 
very best, in the hope they’d be made into a book someday.

One of those stories, “A Day of Anguish in the Northwoods,” 
is reprinted here. Other columns include stories of hunting, 
fishing and outdoor humor, along with Reed’s reflections as a 
war correspondent in Vietnam, which twice made him a finalist 
in voting for the Pulitzer Prize.

Although Reed never got to see his book materialize, his wife, 
Christine, made sure it was published and celebrated his life, as 
well as Thor, Reed’s yellow Labrador retriever.

The 312-page book includes 70 photos and a foil-stamped 
spine and dust jacket. The hardcover book costs $29.99, or 
$5 if you wish to download it. To purchase the book, go to 
http://www.lulu.com/content/hardcover-book/thor-and-
more/5589764.

Proceeds from the sale of this book will be donated to further 
the Jay Reed Conservation Scholarship at the University of 
Wisconsin-Stevens Point.

Homer E. Moe

Homer Ellsworth Moe, 75, of West 
Salem, Wis., died peacefully surrounded 
by loving family at Gundersen Lutheran 
Medical Center in La Crosse on Satur-
day, Aug. 8, 2009.

Moe was born on March 28, 1934, in 
Holmen to Clarence and Eleanor (Cas-
berg) Moe. He was the fourth of nine brothers and sisters, 
and married his high school sweetheart, Vernetta Wilson, on 
May 15, 1954.

He served the people of the state of Wisconsin as a state 
patrol officer from 1955 until 1961. Moe went on to a life-
long career as a conservation warden and hunter education 
administrator, a program that rose to become No. 1 in the 
nation thanks to the 3,000 volunteers under his leadership. 
He was a respected hunting accident investigator and expert 
witness. He pioneered research into hunter behavior with Dr. 
Robert Norton and the late Dr. Robert Jackson of the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-La Crosse.

Moe was a member of Our Savior’s Lutheran Church 
of West Salem, Sons of Norway Lodge 5-028 and also the 
International Hunter Education Association, serving as past 
president. He became a charter member at age 16 of the Hol-
men Rod and Gun Club and was also a member of Ducks 
Unlimited.

He retired in 1989 and spent many summers house-boat-
ing on the Mississippi River, fishing with his grandchildren 
whenever possible. Homer and Vernetta traveled throughout 
the U.S. for several years, living in southern California each 
winter. He taught his grandsons how to shoot and took up 
painting and woodcarving.

Moe authored the first Hunter Education Manual that has 
been used nationwide for many years. 

He is survived by his wife, Vernetta of West Salem; his 
two daughters, Cheryl (Douglas) Hein of Los Angeles and 
Cindy Jones of La Crosse; and his grandchildren, Jessi 
Rose (Mark) Fry of Fredericksburg, Va., Michael Hein and 
Melissa Hein, both of Los Angeles, and Jacob Jones of La 
Crosse. 

He is also survived by his brother, Art (Leatrice) Moe of 
Hayward, Wis.; his sisters, Gloria Cassel of Onalaska and 
Joyce (Verlan) Urban of Rockland/Tavares, Fla.; his brother, 
Burton (Janice) Moe of Buffalo City, Wis.; his sister-in-
law, Barbara Moe of Mondovi, Wis.; his brother, Clayton 
(Joanne) Moe of Onalaska; his brother, Hjal Jonsen of 
Palm Springs, Calif.; his sister, Molly (Doug) Haskell of La 
Crosse; and many other nieces, nephews, family and friends.

Moe was preceded in death by his parents, Clarence and 
Eleanor Moe; his brother-in-law, Donald Cassel; and his 
brother, Aldin Moe.

Funeral services with a warden honor guard were held 
Aug. 14 at Our Savior’s Lutheran Church in West Salem 
with the Rev. J. David Bersagel officiating The Jostad-Jandt 
Funeral Home handled the arrangements. 

OBITUARY
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Fruits of their Labor
Brenda Von Ruenden shot her first 
turkey in Dodge County in May 
2009 with the assistance of Tim 
Lawhern, Wisconsin DNR hunter 
education administrator.  The 
22-pound turkey had two beards 
— one 12 inches and the other 
6 inches with 1 inch spurs. Von 
Ruenden is a program assistant 
for Hunter Education and the 
Learn to Hunt programs as well 
as a deputy warden for the South 
Central Region.

ABOVE: Nicole Nerva shows off the northern pike she caught during a 
June 2009 fishing trip with her father, Warden Ron Nerva of Tomahawk, 
and warden Jeff Knorr of Fremont. ABOVE LEFT: Genna Knorr poses with 
a walleye she caught during that same June 2009 fishing trip. MIDDLE: 
Nicole Nerva and Rachel & Genna Knorr after a successful June 2009 
fishing trip with their dads, warden Ron Nerva of Tomahawk and warden 
Jeff Knorr of Fremont.
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1931: A very bad year for wardens
By Harland Steinhorst

The Great Depression caught up with 
the Wisconsin conservation warden force 
beginning in July of 1931.

“Attempting to adjust the budget to 
available funds resulted in a cut for law 
enforcement from $258,000 in the com-
ing year to the available $160,000,” wrote 
Walter Scott in his book, “Wisconsin War-
den.” This meant that 20 wardens would 
have to be laid off, or as an alternative, 
“10 men could be laid off if the balance 
could be saved in some other way” such 
as enforced vacations without pay for two 
week intervals at three times a year for all 
men, “and a reduction in the car allowance 
which amounts to a cut in salary from $30 
to $20.” These conditions were voted on 
at the Conservation Commission special 
meeting held in Fond du Lac on July 7, 
1931.

But Chief Warden MacKenzie later 
presented a revised plan to lay off only 
11 wardens and give 15 days without 
pay during the first quarter and 18 days 
without pay during the third quarter to the 
remaining force, according to Scott’s book. 
MacKenzie’s plan was approved.

On July 23, a United Press release, 
appearing in the Baraboo News-Republic, 
further explained the budget reductions. 
“Only 29 Wisconsin game wardens are 
serving at the present time as the result 
of wholesale reductions announced in the 
conservation commission budget,” the 
paper reported. “Eleven wardens have been 
dismissed for lack of funds while 29 of the 
remaining 58 are on vacation without pay. 

When these 29 return the same number 
will be asked to take payless layoffs.”

On Aug. 29, the “dismissed 11” got 
some good news. “The 11 conservation 
wardens who were laid off because of 
budget cuts were offered positions in the 
forestry division (which had adequate 
funds) and Wardens Hougan, Jeske, Powell 
and Tourtillott accepted. Wardens Bos-
worth and Randall also were willing, but 
found they could not climb the fire towers. 
Wardens Long and Raeth both refused and 
Lanning couldn’t be contacted as he had 
left on a trip.”

H.O. Hougan’s salary as a warden 
was $160 a month; as a forest ranger it 

decreased to $110 a month. John Long of 
Mellon was laid of on July 15 and reinstat-
ed on Sept. 15 of the same year at a salary 
of $170 a month.

Two wardens not listed were Harold 
Apel of Menomonie and F.A. Dockham 
of Baraboo. The Baraboo News-Republic 
reported on July 2, 1936 that F.A. Dock-
ham was retiring at age 71 after serving 20 
years as a game warden.

The year had dismissals, transfers, 
vacations without pay and reductions in 
mileage. The dismissals did not last very 
long and by 1933 the warden force was 
back to 66 full-time wardens. The wardens 
weathered the budget shortfall and served 
for many more years until their retirement 
from the force.

Harland Steinhorst is a retired Wis-
consin conservation warden now living in 
LaValle.

The Great Depression hit the Wisconsin war-
den force hard in 1931, with wardens facing 
layoffs, furloughs and more. Wardens often 
had to complete tasks with less support.

NEWSPAPER FLASHES FROM THE PAST          By Harland Steinhorst

• 	� Oct.15, 1931, Wisconsin Rapids — “Game Warden Wil-
liam Cole of Wisconsin Rapids was shot by an Indian named 
George Lonetree. He is recovering from several buckshot 
wounds.”

• �	� Aug. 15, 1930,  Rhinelander — “Reports are that Wisconsin 
wardens, including A.J. Robinson of Rhinelander, arrested nine 
Chicago hoodlums, including the nationally known retired 
gangster “Beer Joe Saltis,” in an armed raid yesterday.”

• �	� May 10, 1898, Prairie du Chien — “G.L. Miller, the game 
warden, shot a fisherman named Charles Skellenger one day 
last week. While Warden Miller was seizing some set nets, the 
fisherman put in an appearance with a shotgun. Miller drew his 
pistol and shot the fisherman through the neck.”

• �	� Oct. 12, 1928, Crandon — “Failing to stop when ordered  

to do so by a state game warden (Charles Otto), William John-
son was shot and wounded this morning but his condition is 
not serious.”

• �	� Dec. 6, 1928, Sayner — “Game Warden Paul Smith today owes 
his life to a small metal star. The conservation comission badge 
pinned to the underneath side of his coat deflected a rifle bullet 
that might have killed him, had not the star been in the way.”

• �	� Oct. 30, 1890, Tomahawk — “The game warden has 11 men 
under arrest for hunting deer with dogs. Lincoln County is to 
be rid of its deer chasers.”

• �	� Jan. 21, 1919, Shawano — “(In) the case of  William Gresch 
vs. Ed Apel, a special conservation officer, the plaintiff 
believed that more force was used in making the arrest than 
necessary and he was given $5 in damages.”
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By Harland Steinhorst
In a series of newspaper articles the 

last 30 years of this extinct species is 
chronicled.

Passing Over Loganville, Sauk County
April 21, 1869

PIGEONS… “After a brief, but 
spirited passage-at-arms between eminent 
rival naturalists on the question of the 
respective merits of birds, our thoughts 
naturally revert to birds of passage, to wit: 
pigeons; and to shoot guns in connection 
with them. Never within the remembrance 
of the oldest inhabitant have these 
gallinaceans visited us in greater numbers 
that at the present time. One flock, which 
passed this village today, I estimated to be 
10 miles in length and to contain (allowing 
three birds to the square yard) some 
2,904,000 birds, which in all probability 
was far below the actual number. Now if 
we suppose that this one flock to feed for a 
single day upon wheat alone and each bird 
to consume one-half-gill, we shall find that 

it will acquire 5,671 bushels, worth at the 
present market price $45,561.87, making it 
rather expensive to entertain such visitors 
in a region where hops have failed. Should 
they nest in this vicinity 
(which is thought they will) 
the farmer of this section, 
will apt to wage against 
them a vigorous warfare, not 
withstanding the protest of 
eminent “naturalist,” against 
their destruction.”

The Great Pigeon Roost, 
Adams County
May 3, 1871

THE START – WEBSTER’S PRAIRIE 
– KILBOURN CITY – DELL PRAIRIE

On Saturday last a portion of the 
first nine of the Baraboo Sporting Club, 
consisting of the following named 
gentlemen: Louis Vallikett, Ephraim 
Hewett, James Stott, Capron Pratt and 
the writer hereof, went up to the pigeon 
roost to try our luck. An early hour in the 

morning found us on the road armed with 
shot guns, well supplied with ammunition, 
food, clothing preparatory, to camping out, 
and a lively team to take us through.

We struck the prairie just 
as the sun peeped over the 
horizon, and the green wheat 
field, extending on either hand 
as far as the eye could reach, 
as they reflected back the right 
rays of that early morning sun, 
presented a sight most glorious 
to behold. Three-fourths of the 
grain between Baraboo and 
Kilbourn is well above ground. 
The patches kept for corn and 
potatoes are being prepared 

for seed. There will, I should judge 
from appearances be considerably larger 
percentage of wheat, oats and rye, sowed 
this year than last; and less corn and 
potatoes planted. The rainy, damp weather 
has been very favorable to grain sowed, 
preventing the rapid upward growth and at 
the same time giving it good roots, so that 
when the time comes for it to shoot up it 

Chronicling the last 30 years of the passenger pigeon
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will have something to back it.
Arrive at Kilbourn City about eight 

o’clock, having enjoyed a very pleasant 
ride. Found business quite lively, city 
growing and improving, stores full of 
goods and customers, trains of cars, well 
loaded, stacking up at the depot, or just 
starting off, during their biggest try and 
keep up with the engine, every body sober, 
and a mighty low hop market. Saw fleet of 
some 15 or 20 rafts, composed principally 
of pine lumber, bound for St. Louis and 
other points down river. Dropped into The 
Mirror office just as they were running 
off their paper. The Mirror is a neat, home 
printed sheet, and looks well to the interest 
of the people of Kilbourn and the vicinity. 
Just as we are about to leave the news 
comes that the Northwestern Railroad 
Company has sold out to the Milwaukee 
& St. Paul Company, and that work on 
the branch running through thru Baraboo 
has been stopped. This we are very sorry 
to hear, as we had anticipated a good time 
when the road was completed.

Now we are on the road again, going 
north from Kilbourn. The first belt of 
timber we come to shows signs of the 
game, and no sooner have we struck the 
deserted nests in great quantities, the birds 
having been driven back or killed. Every 
tree is full of the nests, often counted 30 in 
a single tree. The ground is covered under 
the trees with egg shells...

We are now four or five miles from 
Kilbourn, on Dell Prairie. Here the 
traveler can ride for miles without seeing a 
house or any signs of life. About 10 miles 
from Kilbourn we struck our tent, where 
the pigeons were thick as locusts. After 
a little lunch, for it was now about noon, 
we went for them. Whatever induced 
the pigeons to stop here is more than I 
can comprehend. All the soil you find is 
bottomless drifts of white sand, capable 
only of producing little scrubby oaks and 
stunted pines, which appear to be better 
adapted to bearing pigeon’s nests than 
foliage. I at first wondered what made the 
farmer so careless in allowing their fences 
to run down, but I soon learned that there 
never is anything in the fields to tempt 
cattle to gain admittance. We had to go 
four miles for a drink of water, and were 
glad to get an armful of marsh hay by 
paying 50 cents. 

All that afternoon, and until dark in 
the evening, we waged war against those 
birds, and succeeded in bagging 250. 
In the middle of the day the hens are on 

their nests, and the cocks, which at this 
season of the year are much preferable, are 
always feeding. Found the woods full of 
hunters, lots of Baraboo boys around. But 
with the woods constantly ringing with 
reports of firearms, you can hunt all day in 
a place as large as our public square, and 
be unable to drive birds away. The extent 
of the business may be imagined from 
the fact that 35 barrels were forwarded by 
express, on Monday night, to Milwaukee, 
Chicago and New York, on which the 
charges were over $200. In the vicinity of 
Plainfield net settlers have been enabled 
to take as high as 500 a day, for which 
they receive, in Milwaukee, from 50 cents 
to $1 per dozen. This roost extends from 
Kilbourn to Black River Falls, and varies 
in width from 10 to 15 miles. Inside this 

tract, as far as I have been, not a single 
tree has been slighted by the nest builders.

After long and rapid firing our guns 
become foul, and at every discharge 
would, as the boys remarked, kill from 
both ends. To those of us who were not 
used to being out in a hot sun and hearing 
the report of shotguns, it gave us a severe 
headache. When too dark to shoot, we 
built a fire and spread our blankets on 
the ground, near where they used to hold 
camp meeting, with a euchre deck for a 
textbook, and the only tune we all could 
sing being Old Ben Skinner!

On the morrow we arose at an early 
hour and started for home at which place 
we arrive in due time. Reported by Hugh 
Kelly.

The Pigeon Trade – City of Milwaukee
May 1871

The Milwaukee Sentinel reported: 
Something of an idea of the “pigeon 
trade” may be formed when we state that 
every train arriving here on the La Cross 
road; bring from 100 to 200 barrels of the 
“dead” birds to market! In addition, great 
numbers are being brought to the city 
live for sportsmen to use at their “Trap 
shoots.” The birds are captured in great 
number in the vicinity of Kilbourn, and in 
fact, all along the Milwaukee and St. Paul 
Railroad, between Kilbourn and Sparta.

The Last Wisconsin Passenger Pigeon 
— Babcock, Wood County

In early September of 1899, Emerson 
Hough of Chicago’s Forest and Stream 
was hunting prairie grouse with a group 
of Wisconsin friends near Babcock. Mr. 
and Mrs. Neal Brown had engaged a 
guide called “Varney” and they had a 
very successful “chicken” hunt. He wrote 
a story about his experiences in which 
he states: “While we were cleaning our 
birds at lunch time on the first day, our 
guide, Varney, pulled out of his pocket 
some turtle doves which he had innocently 
been shooting in the morning. Among 
these were a bird to which he called our 
attention, saying it was “too big for a 
dove.”

This proved to be the last Passenger 
Pigeon killed in Wisconsin. The significant 
fact is that Varney didn’t have to violate 
the game laws because the state had 
not yet declared a closed season on the 
almost-extinct species.

Did you know?
• �The scientific name for the passenger 

pigeon is Ectopistes migratorius, 
meaning “Migrating wander.”

• �The estimated population of passenger 
pigeons in Wisconsin in 1871 was 136 
million.

• �The last large flight of passenger 
pigeons was in 1882.

• �The nesting grounds of passenger 
pigeons covered 850 square miles in 
Wisconsin.

• �Passenger pigeons nested in New York, 
Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, 
Minnesota and Wisconsin.

• �Passenger pigeons nested in the South, 
particularly Texas and Florida.

• �One dealer in Sparta reported selling 16 
tons of shot in 1871.

• �Many hunters used double-barrel 
muzzle-loading shotguns; breech-loading 
shotguns were available starting in 
1859.

• �Individual gunners could average more 
than 1,000 birds per day, and it is 
estimated that there were 10,000 
hunters per day during the peak of the 
nesting season.

• �Kilbourn City was renamed Wisconsin 
Dells in 1935.

• �Closed seasons for prairie chickens, 
quail, woodcock and pheasants were 
established in 1851. Partridge and 
ruffed grouse were added in 1860. 
•No law was enacted to protect the 
“migrating wander.”
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On July 26, 1938, The Capital Times carried the following 
story on four restocked turkeys:

In an attempt to bring back wild turkeys, the conservation 
department pen-raised turkeys at the experimental game and fur 
farm in Poynette. Some of the turkeys were released on July 8 at 
various locations in the Baraboo bluffs.

The turkey’s freedom lasted only a couple of 
hours. Four of the turkeys were captured, placed 
in a gunnysack and placed in the back of a ve-
hicle. A local resident witnessed the wildlife viola-
tion and wrote down the vehicle license number.

Later the pickup truck headed for Baraboo as 
fast as the road conditions would allow.  What 
they didn’t realize was that the bag full of tur-
keys fell off the truck and that Henry DuBois of 
Baraboo found them thrashing around on the road. 
He assumed they were domestic turkeys and ad-
vertised in the newspaper for the owner or owners.

A Mrs. Earl Pierce claimed the turkeys for her 
husband who had received the birds from a L.W. 
Sutherland of Madison and Everett Hawkins of 
Baraboo. The Pierce’s also believed that these 
were domestic turkeys.

Based on the eyewitness report and vehicle 
license number, Wardens Edward Fess of Madison 
and Andrew Sampson of Stoughton paid a visit 
on Mr. L.W. Sutherland. He claimed he was in the 
Baraboo area on July 8 to have his car repaired 
at a local garage but knew nothing about the four 
wild turkeys.

After some questioning, Mr. Sutherland and 
Mr. Hawkins finally admitted they had caught the 
birds shortly after the conservation department 
had released them. Each of them were fined $50 
plus court costs by Justice of the Peace Robert 
Holmes of Baraboo.

In the fall from the back of the Pierce pickup 
truck, one of the turkeys was beyond redemp-
tion and died. The other three were seized by the 
wardens and replanted back in the bluffs. This 
attempt to restock pen-raised birds failed as many 
of the planted birds ended up in chicken coops 
with the door shut behind them. The newspaper 
article does not indicate how these two indi-
viduals captured the four birds. It is possible that 
even Sutherland and Hawkins thought these were 
escaped domestic turkeys.

Note: Warden Frank Adamski was stationed at Baraboo at the 
time of this incident and was the Sauk County warden from 1936 
until 1967.

Contributed by Harland Steinhorst, a retired Wisconsin con-
servation warden now living in LaValle.

State’s first attempt to restock  
turkeys ran into problems

Wisconsin’s first attempt to restock turkeys ran into problems when many of the planted 
birds ended up in chicken coops with the door shut behind them.
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By Barbara A. Schmitz
If you drove through Wisconsin Dells 

during the summer, you couldn’t miss the 
signs: “Welcome back Lake Delton.” 

It was only a year ago in June that storms 
dumped rain across Wisconsin and the dike 
wall of the lake gave way, draining the man-
made lake within two hours.

While repairs have been made and the 
lake is refilled, the results of 2008’s extreme 
rainfall can be observed elsewhere: Parfrey’s 
Glen, the state’s first natural area.

Parfrey’s Glen is a rocky gorge, a quarter 
mile long, located 4 miles east of Devil’s 
Lake State Park. A deep cool, shady ravine 
that frames a small creek, the glen included 
a wooden and stone walkway, including 
elaborate elevated boardwalks with railings 
and overlooks that provided easy access to a 
small waterfall. It was a microclimate with 
moss-covered walls providing cool tempera-
tures on even the hottest day.

But the excessive rain and tons of rushing 
water changed the glen’s appearance in June 
2008, shifting rocks and boulders, obliterat-
ing the trail in places, crushing footbridges, 
and washing away vegetation. The course 
of Parfrey’s Glen Creek was somewhat re-
routed; it now runs where the trail was.

Steven Schmelzer, acting superintendent at Devil’s Lake  
State Park, said it took workers three or four months to clean up 
the glen. 

“The boardwalk had to be completely dismantled and hauled 
out,” he said.  “There were also a good number of trees that had 
fallen and had to be removed.  When we initially went into Par-
frey’s Glen after the flooding, the old trail was completely gone 
and we had to crawl through some sections to gain access.  Most 
of the work was done by hand and hauled out in small utility 
vehicles.” 

After being closed for almost 11 months, the glen opened again 
for visitors in May 2009. But the trail has been simplified, with 
only small wooden footbridges where necessary to cross the creek. 
The official trail now stops a little short of the previous trail’s 
end. Only the posted trail is designated for public use, and will 
be maintained to normal trail standards. Visitors may choose to 
continue a short distance past the trail’s end, by their own choice, 
at their own risk. 

Schmelzer said the waters caused an estimated $100,000 dam-
age to the former trail. A new sustainable trail will be constructed 
to the west of the creek, beginning this fall. 

Still, Thomas A. Meyer, conservation biologist with the Sate 
Natural Areas Program within the DNR, said damage could have 
been much worse.

“To be frank, I don’t know if there was any measurable dam-
age to the significant fauna,” Meyer said. “The significant fauna 
is found on the rock faces above the gorge … and those were left 
high and dry.”

The walls of the glen support flora more typical of northern 
Wisconsin, such as yellow birch, mountain maple, and several rare 
plant species, including northern monkshood. 

ABOVE and RIGHT: 
Excessive rains in June 
2008 took out the trail 
and bridges in parts 
of Parfrey’s Glen, the 
state’s first natural area.  
Photos from Wisconsin DNR

Parfrey’s Glen: 2008 rains change 
appearance of state’s first natural area

continued on next page
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However, the common species were significantly impacted, 
Meyer said, due to the erosion and sloughing of the soil. “In the 
lower section, down stream if you will, where the river dumped 
its bed and took on a new course, there was a huge flow of water 
where native vegetation like trilliums got washed out.”

But the true gorge, with its microclimate, was left relatively 
intact. “The flatter area that you walk through to get to the glen 
proper is more indicative of the Baraboo Hills and not unique to 
Parfrey’s Glen. There was damage to that…”

In addition, when the Parfrey’s Glen creek was flooding, there 
was a lot of undercutting of the bank, resulting in some fallen 
trees. So much sand and gravel washed out of the stream that 
there was nearly a foot of soil covering the entire parking lot, he 
said.

But a bigger concern is that invasive species like garlic mus-
tard may have washed into the Parfrey’s Glen property, Meyer 
said. “We try to control it on our property, but when you have it 
uncontrolled outside of the state boundary, we’re limited in what 
we can do. We’re concerned that the water carried the seeds in 
the natural area, but it will be next year before we know if our 
concern is valid.”

No studies have yet been done to look at the impact of the 
flooding on the fauna such as the aquatic insect species, Meyer 
said. But he suspects the deluge of water decimated the aquatic 
fauna. Still, he said the aquatic fauna are resilient and will find 
their way back to that stream.

Parfrey’s Glen is owned by the DNR and was designated a 
State Natural Area in 1952. It is named after Robert Parfrey, an 
Englishman who acquired the property in 1865.

Parfrey’s Glan a year later, in June 2009.

PAFFREY’S GLEN: from page 23


