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MIDWEST TRAVELER
 

Sanctuary in southwestern Wis.
 
KickapooValleyRanch 
has fall colors,a wealth of 
recreation nearby - and 
no mosquitoes. 

ByMEIANIEMcMANUS 
Speciaitoth~ Star TribuD e 

W ispy tend r ils of fog 
loo sel y cu rl around th e 
o cooch Mou nta ins , whic h 
suddenly - and strikingl y 
pop up on the horizo n. Erland 
I are mesm erized. We've tra v
ele d ove r nearly every inch 
of wisconsin an d have seen 
ma ny bea utiful sigh ts, but 
nothing quit e like this . Th e 
mountains, which are really a 
tbickc1us terofforestedbluffs, 
appear perfectly rounded and 
resemble scoop s of choc olate 
ice cr eam in the darkening 
nigh t. As we dri ve along the 
serpentine country road, th e 
Ocooch ice cream scoo ps on 
e ither side , I hop e we reach 
the ranch before night's inky 
curtain {ails. Cowbo y Joe said 
ifwedidn' t,it might bedifficu1t 
to find the place. 

The "pl ace " is Kick apoo 
Valley Ranch, a clutch ofeigh t 
cabins sn ugged up against the 
Kickapoo Valle y Reserve, 
&,600acres of pu blic lan d in 
southwestern Wi scons in's 
Drif tless Region. Th e ranch is 
touted.asasanctuary- a tran
quil.beautifu l spc t.p erfectfor 
unwind ing. No ac tivities are 
offe red, and cabins lack tele
vision rece ption, daily maid 
ser vice, phones or bathrobes. 
What isincl uded, according to 
the ranch's webs ite, is a comfy 
bed, kitch en or kitch ene tte, 
and handcrafted Nantucket 
rockers on your cabin's expan
sive back porch. 

We reach the ranch jus t as 
thes un plopsoutofsight,then 
cru nch alo ng a small grave l 
walkway past a pen of lla 
mas to reach the office. Cow
boy Joe. aka co-owner Joseph 
Regan-Nordstrom, is waiting 
for us. He gives us a key to the 
Big Sky Getaway, a spacious 
cabin tha t pai rs handmade 
quil ts with fine Egyptian-cot
ton linens.Then he dispenses 
pointers to he lp us en joy our 
stay: Th e Kickapoo Valley 
Reserve offers a weal th of rec
reation . There are some great 
Amish gift shop s in the area . 
The Driftless Cafe in nearby 
Viroqua , W is., serves the bes t 
food with in 300 miles . And 
the re are no mosquitoes here 
on the ranch. 

"No mosquitoes?" I raise an 
eyebrow. 

"f ro not saying the re aren't 
any at the Kickapoo Valley 
Reserve," sa ys Cowboy Joe. 
"But because of th e up-and
dow n te rr a in here, we have 
no standin g water. and so no 
mosqui toes." 

I don' t quit e bel ieve him. 
Thi s is Wisconsin, after all. 

Th e Big Sky Ge taw ay 
cabin is large, clean and well

Pho1os provided by Xkkapoo Valley R.Mch 
The Kickapoo Valley Reserve in southwestern Wisconsin ha s more than 50 miles of trail s through the so-called OcoochMo untains. 

Kickapoo ValleyRanch's office includes an on -site bakery . 

appointed (Cowboy Joe is an 
interior designerj.Ed immedi
atelyfinds four plumpdouble
chocolate-chip -with-waln ut 
cookies.and downsonewithin 
secon ds. Tbecoosl es ere aglfi 
fr om Cowboy David Rogan 
Nordstrom, the ranch's o ther 
co- ow ner. Cowboy Dav id 
now ope rates a bakery on-s ite 
and cre a tes gourmet cook
ies. cakes, cupcakes and rnuf
Ims. Th ey've been extre mely 
po pular with guests since the 
ranch 's opening in 2003. 

The nextmorning.cnmfort
ab ly ens conced in lhe gia nt 
rocker on our cabin's bac k 
po rch, I want to linger rather 
tbanget the day started, But if 
we'r e to exp lore more than a 
sliver of the reserv e, it's time 
to ge t going. Reluctantl y I se t 
down th e mug of coffee I' m 
clutching and we head out 

Impressive :rese:rve 
Thereserve, openedin2001. 

has an interesting history. Its 
ac reage is dominated by th e 
Kickapoo River and its tnb u
taries,pre ttily trimmedby tow 
ering bluffs and sandstone-out
crop pings.Th e river isa canoe
ist 's dream. as it gently mean 
de rs acro ss th e terrain. But it's 
prone to flooding. The reserve 
property was originally se t 
aside {or a flood-contro l proj 
ect that included the crea tion 
of a dam and rocreational lake. 
But in 1973,it was halted due to 
environmental an d economic 
concerns.Th e land lay un used 
Cor20 years beforeitsrebirth as 
the Kickapoo Valley Reserve, 
a perfe ct spot for canoeing. 
fishing , hiking , mountain bik
ing , horseba ck riding, skiing. 
snowshoeing and mor e. 

Some 50 miles of trail wind 
through the reserve, one of 
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whic h is righ t across the road 
from the ranch. running along
side Weister Creek in the prop
erry'sfur western fringe. After 
walking along the flat, scenic 
path we motor to the reserv e's 
mainarea, where we beginhik.
ing an interco nnectingseriesof 
trails:West Ridge,Haru;onRock, 
Ma and Fa's, Little Canada, Ice 
Cave. Then Wintergree n Bluff, 
Dam Tower, Old Harris Road, 
Star Valley_The scenery ranges 
from thick woods to sceni c 
ridges, from a mud dy andsurg
ing Kickapoo River to impres 
sive bleffs soaricgseveral htm
dred feet above the valley floor. 

Thwack! Th wack! Ed slap s 
his nec k. then his arm. Mos 
quitoes. None had bothered us 
for thefirs t few hours out here. 
but now they' re everywhere. 
Aftersw atting andswipingour 
way along a few more path s, 
we d eci de it's tim e to head 

back and pre par e to dine at 
the Driftless Cafe,per Cowboy 
Joe's recommendation. 

Once cleaned up, however, 
we hes itate . It 's awfully nice 
in this cab in, and Viroqu a is 
20 min utes away. Soo n Ed is 
warmin g up the electric grill 
on the bac k porch wh ile I'm 
seasoning steaks. We'll enjoy 
dinner he re, and hope fully 
catch a beautiful celestial dis 
play afterward, as th e sk y is 
quite dark. in this little valley. 

Unfo r tuna te ly, a clo udy 
sky masks the twinkling stars 
tonight But Ed and I are per
fectly conte nt to slow ly rock 
on the back porch and listen 
to nature 's sym phony. 

"He y!" Ed suddenly whis 
pers , s tart ling me out of my 
relaxing reverie. 

"Wh at?" 
"Cowboy Joe was righ t 

there hasn't been one mo s
quito out here all night" 

lbataloneis worth a retu rn 
trip. 

Gelling there 
Kickapoo Valley Ranc h i.s 

abou t 200 miles or 30 hours 
southeas t of the TwinCities .It's 
anhour eastofka Crosse,WlS.. 
or an hou r so uth of Tomah. 
WiS.,viastateand couruy roads. 

MmeWonnatlon 
Kicltapoo Valley Ranch: 

King and qu een cabins sta rt 
ing at $169~$219. kvran ch.com 
or 1-608 -625-6222. 

Kitkapoo Valley Reservp: 
kvr.sta te.wi us or 1-608-62 S~ 

2960. 
WisconsinfaDColo:rRepart: 

travelwisconsin.com. 

Radzkkl McMilIllIS.o fSun Prairie. wts., 
wtit es aboutlrawlandfTtrTe$5. 

QUICK TRIPS 

CROSSLAKE. MINN. 
Stop by Crosslala! Days 
Thu.-Sat.in theBrainerd 
Lakesarea to check out 
live music and dancin g. an 
outdoor movie (all Fri); a 
classiccar/motorcycleand 
tracto r show (9 e.m.ep.rn. 
sat.) , chili cookoff sampl es 
(noon Sat.), plus other actw
rties including a historic 
log village with a cider and 
can dlelight tom.horse and 
wago n rides .disc golf,wine 
tasting and arts and crafts. 
tinyurl.comfjac99jv; 1·800
450-2838. 

ALBERT LEA .MINN. 
Relive the pioneer era dur 
ing the 30th annual Big 
IslandRendezvousand 
Pestival. the state 's largest 
fur -trade re-enactm ent , 
Oct. 1-2 in Albert Lea, Minn . 
Theweekend f eatur es 
rnorethan a.ooccosturoed 
performers.derncnstra
ticns .crafts.stcryte nmg 
music,food an d other actfv 
rties.Hoursare-s am-r 
p.m sa , 9 a.m -a p.m. Sun. 
Adrnission is $12, $7for 
ages 6to ll.bigisland fes ti
valorg; 1-800-658-2526. 

Duluth. 

DULUTH 
Fan s of fright,get ready far 
the annual Haunted Ship 
TD1Ils in October aboard 
the retired ore carrier Wi!· 
liamA.Irvin.Visito rs wiU 
walk the eerie decks to 
experience ghosts,ghoul s. 
haunting sounds and a 
dark maze in the ship's hu n 
beginning Oct.6.The-event 
continues wee ken ds and 
select days through Oct.31. 
Adrnission is saz.eges12 
and un der must be accorn 
partied by a parent Bring a 
canned good to get $2 off. 
Cash and checks crdy.dulu 
thhauntedship.com. 

COLLEEN A. COLES 

VIEWFINDERS EXUMA. THE BAHAMAS 

Readershowsoffa 
realBahamian star 
THE TRAV EL ER : ZachStadlerof Northfie ld. 

THE SCENE: A st arfish rest s on rippled san d in shall ow, 
aqua waters of the Exum a Cays, part of the sxumas. 
the Bah am as. 

THE DES TINATION : The Exumascontain about 365 
islands-t he large st ofthem is Grea t Exuma. where the capit al 
city of the dist rict, George rcwn.t s located. An international 
airport is also located on the island ,an d Nassau is nearby. 
During m ore tha n a week ofkayaking 120 miles in the Exwna 
Cays,Sta dler didn't come in conta ct with a single person . 
"The w ater is so clear, there are hu nd reds of small untouched 
is lan ds and the marine life is still very heal thy."he w rote in 
an e -mail . 

HOW I GOT THIS SHOTI Stad ler used an Olymp us OM-D 
E-M5 with a s -ramm wide -angle lens. all en cased in under
water housing. He likes th e photo for "the vibrant colors of t he 
starfish and how th e y disappear in the surfa ce of th e water." 

ABOUT PHOTOGRAPHY: Stadle r wrote,"Over the last 
few years. Ihave ha d the plea su re of trav eling t o som e of th e 
mos t exotic destinations in the world .With the te rritory,l 
quickly developed a love for th e ocea n and photography natu
rally becam e my tool for capt urin g my surreal experiences 
both in and out of the water." 

SHARE YOUR PHOTO S : Thsubmrryourrravelphotojor 
consideration to Viewfinde rs, share it onInstagrom tagged with 
#STtravel, or e-mail ajpegtoviewfinders@startribune.com. 


