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Our day was short on hiking
but long on history. We drove to
the North Kettle
Moraine in a
downpour in June
and walked a
couple of miles
before another
downpour hit on
our drive home.
Luckily we
sandwiched our
two-mile walk
between rains. 

Before we
hiked, however,
we sat down to
discuss the history
of the Ice Age Trail
and the Kettle
Moraine State Forest at the Henry
S. Reuss Ice Age Center on
Highway 67, half a mile west of
Dundee. That was prompted by an
important anniversary for
Wisconsin’s Ice Age Trail.

On Oct. 3, 1980, 20 years ago,

the US Congress designated the
Ice Age Trail a National Scenic

Trail, giving it national stature
and setting up the final form of
the three-legged partnership that
builds it, the National Park
Service, the Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources
(DNR) and the Ice Age Park and

Trail Foundation.
Our group

included Walt
Adams, who
retired from the
DNR five years
ago after a
quarter century
as superintendent
of the Kettle
Moraine State
Forest —
Northern Unit,
and Bernard
(Barney) L.
Michaels, a
lifelong resident
of the area and a
retired forest

foreman who laid out some of the
first trails.

After retiring, Barney became
a true historian. His 81-page
“Ploughs among the Eskers,” a
rich social history of the North
Kettle Moraine, sells for $12.50 at
the Reuss Center. Last year, he
published the 163-page “A Bit of
the Old Sod,” a history of the
Irish who, along with Germans
and Yankees, settled the area as
small farmers starting 150 years
ago. 

Ed Muzik, the Ice Age Trail’s
new eastern field coordinator who
himself had worked nine years for
the DNR in the North Kettle
Moraine, Ed Merz, a summer
intern studying public
administration and geography at
the Universit y of Wisconsin-
LaCrosse, and I comprised a
willing audience. 

Now 73, Barney grew up east of
Dundee when the Kettle Moraine
was a patchwork of rock-strewn,
hilly farms, 20 to 40 acres each
with some cattle, hay and grain,
chickens and vegetable gardens. It
was Wisconsin’s equivalent of the
Ozarks or Appalachians, he said,
and the farms produced just
enough food for a family. Still, the
people lived better than they had
in Europe, where the Irish were
starving trying to farm five to ten
acres they rented from an English
lord. 

We were close to the origins of
the Ice Age Trail as we talked. The
18-mile Mauthe Lake to
Greenbush trail segment, known
until 1980 as the Glacial Trail,
was laid out 60 years ago and was
the first trail in the forest. The

Featured Segment
Remembering Our History on the
Mauthe Lake to Greenbush Segment
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Bernard (Barney) L. Michaels, left, Ed Merz, Walt Adams and Ed Muzik,
from left, pose at a mural in the Henry S. Reuss Ice Age Center that depicts
a mammoth in the Kettle Moraine 10,000 years ago.
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Ed Merz, Walt Adams, Bernard (Barney) L.
Michaels and Ed Muzik leaving the Henry S. Reuss
Ice Age Center in the Kettle Moraine State Forest —
Northern Unit.
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In 1958, after more than two decades
of tireless effort to protect the Kettle
Moraine, Ray Zillmer turned his attention
to the larger task of establishing a national
park. What he proposed was a new kind
of park — a linear national park and trail
to commemorate the world class
aftermath of continental glaciation found
in Wisconsin. He founded the Ice Age
Park and Trail Foundation (IAPTF) the
same year to further the cause.

During the next two years, legislation
was introduced in Congress to create a
Wisconsin Glacier National Forest Park.
The proposed park was to encompass
several hundred thousand acres. Striking
a progressive chord, Ray Zillmer argued
that this new park, “would be used by
millions more people than can use the

more remote national parks.”
His vision captured the interest of

many conservationists, political leaders
and the public. But in a most untimely
loss, Ray Zillmer died in 1960. The vision
for an Ice Age park with a linear corridor,
similar to the glacial end moraine it was to
embrace, nearly passed away with him.
Through the ensuing decade, a 1964 act
creating the nine-unit Ice Age National
Scientific Reserve occupied the attention
of Ice Age park and trail supporters.

In a 1965 address, President Johnson
stated, “We can and should have an
abundance of trails in close to our cities.
In the backcountry we need to copy the
great Appalachian Trail in all parts of
our country.”

The nationwide movement to establish

linear national parks grew. It reached a
milestone in 1968 when legislation
sponsored by U.S. Senator Gaylord
Nelson, from Wisconsin, created the
National Trails and National Wild and
Scenic Rivers systems. The Appalachian
and Pacific Crest Trails were established as
the only initial components of the new
National Trails System.

Grassroots volunteers kept Ray
Zillmer’s vision alive. Hundreds of miles
of Ice Age Trail (IAT) were constructed
during the 1970s. The Trail’s first
through-hiker completed the trek in 1979.

The following year, U.S. Congressman
Henry Reuss, of Wisconsin, began to
press for federal recognition of the Ice
Age Trail. Congressman Reuss had been a
supporter of Ray Zillmer’s vision since

Ice Age Trail:
Twenty Years in the National Trails System
by Drew Hanson


