THE LEGACY
OF OUR LAND,

WISCONSIN
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They were here when Native Americans lived freely
without threat from settlers. They were here when
pioneers established homesteads. They were here
when our grandparents walked barefoot as children
on warm spring days. They’ve always been here.
They’ll always be here.
Or will they?

The physical landscape of Walworth County is, in itself, a treasure. But six places in
particular are so unique, so special, so in
need of our protection, that the Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources recently
christened them “legacy places” in the
aptly named publication, Wisconsin Land
Legacy Report: An Inventory of Places to Meet
Wisconsin’s Future Conservation and Recreation Needs.
Three years in the making and a collaboration between DNR officials, private citizens, environmental groups, farmers and
business leaders, the report inventories 229
legacy places throughout Wisconsin. Its
call to action is simple: If we want to pass
these legacies on to the next generation,
these places need our collective support
and protection today.
“Once you put a parking lot on a wetland,
it’s really hard to turn it back into a wetland,” said John Pohlman, a DNR biologist
and a lead project manager for the report.
“That’s why this report is so important. We
have to find a way to balance our need to
grow and prosper with the needs of the land
we cherish so much, and no one entity can
do it all. To protect these places requires efforts from all of us.”
The report itself doesn’t look like a typical government document. In fact, it looks
more like a coffee table book one would
put out to impress company — fitting,
given that it’s an educational publication
and not a regulatory report. Its lush color
photographs, striking illustrations and detailed maps make it a good read for anyone wanting to get to know the Wisconsin
landscape better.
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Unlike Geneva Lake or Delavan Lake, which
are not named as legacy places in the report,
most of the Walworth County legacy places
aren’t necessarily infusing local economies
with vast sums of money, even though many
offer superb recreational opportunities. Nevertheless, according to biologists, each are
critical to the overall health of the county,
state and, yes, even the nation — each a vital piece in a natural mosaic of meadows,
forests, woodlands, marshes, bogs, lake, rivers, streams and wildlife.
Breaking the state down into 16 distinct
ecological landscapes, the report inventories the places that make Wisconsin, well,
Wisconsin. Walworth County, it notes, is
situated in a region known as the southeast
glacial plains, and some of the world’s best
examples of continental glacial activity can
be found here.

The following are snapshots of what each of
the legacy places in Walworth County offer
— and why they’re worth protecting.

THE KETTLE MORAINE
Experiencing what the last ice age did to
Wisconsin millions of years ago can best be
done in the Kettle Moraine State Forest, a
legacy place that most county residents are
familiar with. As a state forest, it enjoys considerable protection.
Recreationally, it offers some of the state’s
best hunting, fishing, camping, swimming,
hiking, cross-country skiing, horseback riding, snowmobiling, and off-road biking.
But as a home to several different types of
wetlands, this 50,000-plus-acre state forest feels the strain of that recreational demand. In some cases, recreational use has
exceeded recommended levels and resulted
in degradation of natural communities here.
Though the park is state-owned, the area
around it is under some of Wisconsin’s
most intense development pressure. But expansion of buffer zones could strengthen its
ecological integrity.
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“It’s very clear that people are becoming
more tuned in to some of these areas and
the need to preserve them… rather than
have these areas swallowed up by urban
or suburban sprawl,” says Gary Gagnon,
president of the Land Trust of Walworth
County.

LAKE KOSHKONONG
TO KETTLE MORAINE
CORRIDOR
Lake Koshkonong lies in three counties:
Rock, Jefferson and Dane. However, four
state wildlife areas, including the Clover Valley Wildlife Area, lie between Lake Koshkonong and the southern unit of the Kettle
Moraine State Forest, and could hold the
key to forming a larger, more-protected corridor to buffer against the growing demand
for new homes.
Three miles south of Whitewater on Highway 89 and Island Road, the Clover Valley
Wildlife Area is a refuge of marsh and forested acreage boasting pheasants, waterfowl, deer, rabbits, woodcocks, squirrels
and sandhill cranes. The stunning beauty of
Clover Valley helps one understand why a
larger insulated corridor would prove beneficial for the entire state.

“People have a will to make it happen,” says
Nole Cutwright, a WE Energies emeritus scientist who provided input on the Wisconsin
Land Legacy Report. “For years, we’ve been
trying to connect the northern Kettle Moraine with the southern Kettle Moraine…
We want a legacy for our grandchildren.
Once the parking lot is there, once something is developed, it’s not going to revert
back to a natural state.”

MUKWONAGO RIVER
AND JERICHO CREEK
Fed by an intricate system of lakes and
springs, the Mukwonago River flows through
a hilly region and is, at points, dotted with
sedge meadows and cattail marshes. A critical stopover for migrating songbirds, shorebirds and raptors, this landscape boasts a
range of natural communities, including
forest, savanna, wetlands and lakes. Though
substantial conservation measures are already in place, this watershed still contains
several large tracts of undeveloped, unprotected land.
A 44-acre state natural area lies within the
larger Mukwonago River and Jericho Creek
watershed corridor. It can be accessed from
the intersection of County ES and State
Highway 83 in Mukwonago, by proceeding
south on 83 for just under a mile to a parkand-ride on the north side of the highway.
“It’s really considered to be one of the cleanest, most pristine rivers in the state,” explains Patricia Morton, biologist and Mukwonago River Watershed project director for
The Nature Conservancy, which manages
much of this land and river. “It’s just a little
over 18 miles long, but it sports a very high
diversity in fish and mussel species communities. We have over 50 species of fish and
over 16 species of mussels, and that’s a lot.
These tend to be smaller fish and some of
them are quite rare, and declining.”

SOUTHERN KETTLE
MORAINE: WHITEWATER LAKE TO TURTLE
CREEK
This swath of land is the southern-most
extension and the oldest part of the Kettle
Moraine glacial deposits. Protection of this
area could help link the state forest to the
north with a state wildlife area to the south
— something report stakeholders say is
strongly needed since little has been done
to protect this region.
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Heading northwest out of Delavan, you’ll
find the Turtle Creek Wildlife Area, a restored and DNR-managed wetland habitat
open to the public. Parking is available off
of County Roads O and P. A birder’s delight,
one can spot an array of ducks, geese, pheasants and even Hungarian partridges.
“The Turtle Creek Valley Wildlife Area is about
1,700 acres right now, and it’s all part of this
really long linear piece,” explains Brian Glenzinski, a DNR wildlife biologist for Walworth
and Waukesha counties. “You can’t really
take it all in from any one vantage point.”

SUGAR CREEK VALLEY
Think you couldn’t find Sugar Creek Valley
on a map? Chances are, you’ve been through
it. You just didn’t know it at the time.
“If you’re ever driving on I-43 just south of
Mukwonago, you’ll come down and drive
through this big valley and it’s just this block
of wide open space that’s pretty rare. That’s
the Sugar Creek Valley,” says Glenzinski.
The DNR recently purchased nearly 1,600
acres of restored wetland at the headwaters of the creek. A fairly large stream,

Just two miles southeast of downtown Lake
Geneva on Highway 12, the area can be
accessed from Bloomfield and Litchfield
Roads. An array of wildlife, including pheasants, rabbits, deer and waterfowl, can be
spotted year-round. The White River is scenic in spots, suitable for canoeing, and also
contains largemouth and smallmouth bass,
northern pike and panfish.
“It’s a significant area in that the White River is the main drain, if you will, for Geneva
Lake,” says James Celano, III, Executive Director of the Geneva Lake Conservancy, explaining that it then feeds into other streams
and rivers, and ultimately connects to the
Mississippi River and then spills into the
Gulf of Mexico.
Celano says a big focus of his organization
is to get private citizens and farmers to curb
pesticide and herbicide use whenever possible because they pollute this and other bodies of water. His educational mantra could
also be a rally cry to protect all the legacy
places in Walworth County — not just the
White River.
“It’s all connected,” he emphasizes. “What
we do upstream really does affect what goes
on downstream.”

LEGACY PLACES
TOMORROW
Though much of the global environmental
forecast looks bleak, Morton, the Mukwonago River Watershed Project Director, is
encouraged with what she sees happening
in Wisconsin. Half the battle in protecting
cherished places, she says, is getting citizens
to find and voice their collective will to do
so — and for much of Wisconsin, that appears to already be happening.
Sugar Creek is bordered by wooded slopes
in many areas, flowing eastward across
Walworth County. Ideal for canoeing, it
also contains northern pike, largemouth
bass and panfish. Price Park Conservancy,
on Hodunk Road in the Town of Lafayette,
offers nearly 70 acres of rolling hills, flood
lands, wetlands and a meadow bursting
with wildflowers in spring.
Dan Walbrandt grew up in the area and is
still enamored with it.
“It was nicer before the freeway went
through,” he reflected recently while hunting small game with his son, Jason, and
brother, Steve. “But it’s still a nice place to
get away. If you like looking at birds or seeing wildlife, it’s a great place.”

WHITE RIVER AND
BLOOMFIELD AREA
A diverse upland and wetland habitat, the
White River and Bloomfield area contains
nearly 1,100 acres of state-owned wildlife
areas and also features several lakes.

“The people in Wisconsin really do love
their native habitats and their natural areas,
and this is not true in a lot of states. People
here have a connection with the land. It’s a
tribute to the people that they understand
the importance of these places and want to
contribute to their conservation.”

The Wisconsin Land Legacy Report is available online at http://dnr.
wi.gov/master_planning/land_legacy. A printed copy can also be ordered for $23, including tax and shipping, by calling 800-362-7253.
Nei-Turner Media Group’s Touring the Trails of the Southern Kettle
Moraine Region can be purchased for $5 by calling 800-386-3228.
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