
My	Ice	Age	Trail	journey:	4/17/2016	(Waterville)	through	6/2/2023	(Timberland	Hills	+	
CR	to	Grassy	Lake)	
	
How	does	one	capture	all	the	experiences	and	emotions	from	over	7	years	of	hiking	the	Ice	Age	
Trail	in	bits	and	pieces?	Certainly,	the	thousands	of	photos	I	have	taken	from	my	adventures	
help	as	does	the	Excel	spreadsheet	that	I	maintained	with	the	details	of	my	numerous	trips	up	
from	Illinois.	But	how	does	one	capture	the	sounds	of	nature	such	as	the	hammering	of	
woodpeckers,	the	squawking	of	Canadian	geese,	the	drumming	of	ruffled	grouse,	the	different	
sound	that	snow	makes	when	you	walk	on	it	in	subzero	conditions?	How	do	you	capture	the	
farm	aroma	along	connecting	roads,	the	smell	of	freshly	sawn	wood	where	logging	operations	
are	taking	place	or	the	scent	of	pine	forests?	And	then	there	are	the	physical	sensations	of	the	
hot	sun	on	your	back,	the	cold	wind	in	your	face,	the	mud	sucking	at	your	boots	and	
threatening	to	pull	them	off	your	feet?	And	what	about	those	delightful	moments	when	you	
catch	sight	of	a	beaver,	see	the	forest	floor	carpeted	with	trillium,	or	witness	a	beautiful	sunrise	
as	you	are	making	your	way	to	the	trailhead	to	start	your	day?	These	are	all	just	a	few	snippets	
of	what	I	experienced	during	my	trek	along	the	Ice	Age	Trail	that	began	in	2016.	
	
I	have	lived	in	Illinois	my	entire	life.	The	first	time	that	the	phrase	“Ice	Age	Trail”	entered	my	
vocabulary	was	when	my	father	started	hiking	after	retirement	with	the	Forest	Trails	Hiking	
Club	in	the	Chicago	area.	While	most	of	the	club’s	weekly	hikes	were	in	forest	preserves	in	
Illinois,	they	also	had	several	hikes	every	year	in	Wisconsin.	North	and	South	Kettle	Moraine	
were	some	of	the	areas	that	they	hiked	in	Wisconsin.	At	some	point	my	father	became	the	
leader	for	the	North	Kettle	Moraine	hike	which	started	at	the	parking	area	north	of	H	in	
Kewaskum	and	went	up	to	the	Group	Camp	in	Greenbush.	I	seem	to	recall	that	he	was	the	one	
who	came	up	with	the	idea	of	doing	this	hike,	the	longest	hike	that	the	club	had	on	their	regular	
calendar,	but	there	is	no	longer	a	way	to	verify	that	as	my	father	passed	away	at	age	88	in	2005.	
	
For	the	longest	time,	I	thought	that	the	Ice	Age	Trail	was	only	in	the	Kettle	Moraine	areas.	
During	the	summer	of	2014,	I	was	training	for	a	trail	race	that	started	at	Ottawa	Lake	and	used	
part	of	the	IAT	for	the	course.	It	was	during	one	of	those	training	runs	that	I	came	upon	a	bench	
that	had	the	URL	for	the	IAT	Alliance.	When	I	got	home,	I	checked	out	that	website	and	began	to	
learn	more	about	the	IAT	and	promptly	donated	in	my	father’s	memory.	Exploring	the	site,	I	
learned	that	the	trail	spanned	the	entire	state!	I	soon	decided	that	completing	the	IAT	would	be	
on	my	bucket	list.	My	original	goal	was	to	complete	the	trail	by	the	time	I	turned	65	in	2026.	I	
figured	that	if	I	could	hike	about	100	miles	a	year,	then	I	could	make	my	goal.	
	
My	first	official	hike	was	in	2016	as	I	signed	up	to	be	a	field	editor	and	was	assigned	the	
Waterville	segment.	I	very	much	enjoyed	exploring	this	segment	and	then	hiked	the	other	
segments	in	Waukesha	county	so	that	I	could	earn	my	Walk	The	Wauk	award.	Later	in	the	year,	
I	completed	the	segments	for	Walworth	and	Jefferson	counties	and	earned	my	Kettle	Trekker	
patch.	I	was	hooked!	By	the	end	of	2017,	I	had	covered	close	to	300	miles	of	the	trail.	
	
I	didn't	hike	much	in	2018	and	2019	because	I	was	bike	riding	a	lot	as	I	had	discovered	
randonneuring	(long-distance	self-supported	cycling).	In	2020,	the	pandemic	shut	down	most	
biking	events,	not	to	mention	many	other	things	we	all	enjoyed	doing.		When	the	call	went	out	
for	volunteers	to	try	to	survey	as	much	of	the	trail	as	possible	on	National	Trail	Day,	June	6th,	I	
eagerly	signed	up.	I	selected	Point	Beach	as	it	was	the	next	segment	I	needed	to	complete	in	the	
eastern	part	of	the	state.	I	had	a	great	time	and	found	my	motivation	renewed	for	completing	



the	IAT.	Over	the	remainder	of	that	summer,	I	completed	all	the	segments	to	the	eastern	
terminus	by	taking	advantage	of	long	weekends	away	from	work.	I	reached	the	eastern	
terminus	on	August	8th.	I	was	now	about	500	miles	into	my	journey.		
	
The	Mammoth	Challenge	in	October,	hiking	40	miles	to	celebrate	the	40th	anniversary	of	the	
IAT,	gave	me	another	boost.	I	went	to	the	Portage	area	and	continued	working	my	way	north	
from	Devil’s	Lake	along	the	eastern	bifurcation.	I	returned	to	Portage	over	the	Christmas	
holidays	and	kept	working	my	way	up	through	the	central	part	of	the	state.	I	ended	2020	close	
to	the	halfway	point.		
	
In	2021,	I	made	it	up	to	Antigo	and	the	start	of	the	northwestern	part	of	the	trail,	the	most	
challenging	in	my	opinion.	When	I	was	in	Antigo,	I	remember	checking	out	parking	areas	for	
the	next	batch	of	segments	I	needed	to	complete	and	realized	that	the	northern	part	of	the	state	
is	nothing	like	the	rest	of	the	state.	I	wondered	if	the	many	gravel	roads	I	encountered	would	be	
accessible	in	the	winter	months.		Many	of	the	parking	areas	also	would	likely	be	inaccessible,	at	
least	in	my	vehicle,	in	the	winter.	I	made	copious	notes	on	copies	of	my	IAT	Atlas	pages.	I	also	
added	new	phrases	to	my	vocabulary	such	as	“primitive	road”	and	“ford”.		
	
I	returned	to	Antigo	at	the	end	of	2021	and	completed	Summit	Moraine	by	using	my	snowshoes	
and	breaking	it	into	3	chunks.	It	was	hard	work	breaking	trail,	but	oh	so	gorgeous	with	all	the	
fresh	snow.	I	also	set	a	new	record	for	lowest	temperature	that	I	ever	did	a	bike	shuttle	in,	
minus	8	degrees!	But	it	was	a	calm	morning	with	full	sun	so	it	didn’t	feel	that	cold.	I	was	also	
able	to	hike	the	notorious	Thornapple	Creek	segment	as	an	out-and-back	on	a	day	that	featured	
subzero	temperatures	and	a	20-mph	wind.		The	portions	in	the	woods	were	nicely	protected	
from	the	bitter	winds.		
	
2022	was	my	most	productive	on	the	trail	and	by	the	end	of	the	year,	I	was	past	the	1,000-mile	
mark.	Driving	back	from	my	trip	in	December	2022,	I	realized	that	it	was	very	possible	to	
complete	the	trail	in	2023,	a	full	3	years	earlier	than	I	had	originally	planned.		In	January	2023,	
I	was	able	to	finish	up	Gandy	Dancer	and	Tuscobia	by	being	willing	to	share	the	trail	with	
snowmobiles	as	the	regular	trail	segments	were	all	but	impassable	in	the	northwestern	part	of	
the	state	due	to	an	excessive	amount	of	snow.	I	hoped	to	make	more	progress	over	Easter	
weekend,	but	like	many	others,	I	was	foiled	by	all	the	snow	that	remained	on	the	trails.		
	
I	realized	in	April	that	I	could	finish	up	my	remaining	120+	miles	before	summer	with	a	baker's	
dozen	of	hikes.	The	day	after	commencement	(I	teach	at	a	university)	I	headed	back	up	to	
northwestern	Wisconsin.	I	made	3	trips	(4	days,	5	days,	and	4	days)	to	get	it	done.	The	drive	
each	way	was	6+	hours.	That	was	almost	harder	than	the	hiking.	The	last	trip	was	the	toughest	
thanks	to	temps	in	the	80s	(I	much	prefer	cold	weather)	and	the	billions	of	mosquitoes.	I've	
never	been	swarmed	so	much,	especially	on	the	Timberland	Hills	segments	(I	split	that	
segment	at	CTY-H).	It	was	probably	more	of	a	mental	challenge	than	a	physical	one	to	get	this	
done	under	these	conditions.	I	had	never	given	much	thought	to	which	segment	would	be	my	
last,	nor	what	time	of	year	it	would	occur.	I	would	have	preferred	to	finish	in	the	fall	but	my	
teaching	schedule	this	year	precludes	the	extra-long	weekends	necessary	to	get	to	the	
northwestern	part	of	the	state,	so	I	just	got	it	done	now.		
	
So	why	did	I	undertake	this	journey?	My	father	is	my	inspiration	for	so	many	of	my	outdoor	
pursuits.	I	inherited	his	stubbornness	and	endurance	in	pursuing	whatever	goal	I	set	my	mind	



on.	As	mentioned	previously,	he	joined	a	hiking	group	after	retirement.	His	group	hiked	every	
Sunday,	no	matter	the	weather	as	they	abided	by	the	motto	that	there	is	no	such	thing	as	bad	
weather,	just	bad	clothing	choices.	I	take	after	my	father	and	have	hiked	in	all	the	weather	and	
trail	conditions:	hot	summer	days,	snow	showers,	rain	storms,	bitter	cold,	strong	winds,	along	
with	perfect	crisp	sunny	winter	days,	fall	days	where	a	dusting	of	snow	enhanced	the	color	of	
the	autumn	leaves,	and	spring	days	where	the	trail	came	to	life	with	trillium.		
	
I	learned	to	read	maps	from	my	father	and	therefore	the	IAT	Atlas	is	my	friend	and	favorite	
resource.	I	loved	studying	the	maps	and	figuring	out	where	I	was	parking.	Biking	is	my	first	
love	so	I	extensively	bike	shuttled	during	this	journey.	The	combination	of	the	atlas	along	with	
Ride	with	GPS,	my	navigation	tool	for	all	my	regular	cycling	adventures,	allowed	me	to	plot	out	
my	bike	shuttle	routes.	
	
My	father	was	with	me	in	this	journey	as	the	bike	I	use	for	the	shuttles	was	his	bike	purchased	
back	in	1997	after	his	other	bike	was	stolen	when	someone	broke	into	his	house.	I	also	use	his	
hiking	poles.	I've	had	to	repair	the	cork	handles	as	they	have	started	to	break	down	from	use	
over	the	years.	Part	of	the	cork	from	one	handle	is	somewhere	over	by	the	western	terminus	in	
St.	Croix	Falls	as	it	fell	off	and	I	didn't	realize	it	until	I	was	back	to	my	car.	I	think	my	father	
would	be	happy	to	know	that	part	of	him	is	out	there	on	the	trails.	
	
Some	statistics:	
	

• 55	trips	to	Wisconsin	thus	far	(some	were	combined	with	other	cycling	adventures	or	
vacations)	

• 107	nights	of	lodging	in	Wisconsin	(I	don’t	camp.	I	want	to	end	my	days	with	a	hot	
shower	and	a	real	bed)	

• 147	days	on	the	trail,	including	repeating	some	sections	that	had	reroutes	(not	required	
for	Thousand	Miler	status	but	something	I	wanted	to	do)	

• 131	of	those	147	days	moved	me	closer	to	my	goal	of	completion	
• 1,367+	miles	of	walking	(some	segments	were	out	and	back)	
• 1,101+	miles	of	bike	shuttles	
• 120	days	of	bike	shuttles	(did	I	mention	that	biking	is	my	first	love?)	

	
What	these	statistics	don’t	capture	is	that	feeling	when	I	stepped	off	the	trail	into	the	parking	
area	where	my	father’s	annual	hike	of	North	Kettle	Moraine	began.	They	don’t	capture	the	day	
when	I	was	passed	by	a	garage	that	was	being	relocated	while	completing	the	road	walk	
between	Kewanee	and	Algoma.	Where	did	it	come	from?	Where	was	it	going?	They	don’t	
capture	the	absolute	lack	of	sounds	of	human	civilization	when	I	was	doing	the	road	walk	
between	Tisch	Mills	and	Twin	Rivers	where	the	only	sounds	I	heard	were	that	of	the	random	
fly	buzzing	past	my	head	and	the	complaints	of	the	red	winged	blackbirds	who	felt	I	was	
invading	their	territory.	These	statistics	don’t	capture	how	I	felt	when	I	tackled	the	scary	
Mondeaux	Esker	East	segment	where	I	kept	expecting	the	trail	to	get	bad	and	it	never	did.	I	
must	have	picked	the	right	day	in	the	fall	to	hike	it.	
		
My	father	hiked	up	until	he	was	around	age	80.	Then	the	cumulative	effects	of	several	medical	
conditions	put	him	into	a	downward	spiral	that	he	never	fully	recovered	from.	He	passed	away	



at	age	88.	My	father	would	have	loved	to	have	done	this	whole	trail.	And	he	did,	in	spirit,	with	
me.		
	
A	huge	amount	of	thanks	goes	to	the	tireless	volunteers	who	maintain	the	trail,	to	the	
landowners	who	grant	easements	for	the	trail	to	cross	their	property,	to	the	many	
organizations	and	municipalities	that	support	the	trail,	to	my	husband	who	stayed	home	with	
our	cats	during	my	travels,	and	to	everyone	who	takes	the	time	to	post	something	about	their	
adventures	on	the	trails	to	the	Facebook	pages.	I	learned	so	much	about	what	to	expect	for	
certain	segments,	where	to	park,	where	to	stay,	etc.	from	those	postings	as	well	as	from	the	
official	IAT	publications	and	website.	
	
In	closing,	none	of	us	knows	how	many	years	lie	ahead	of	us,	so	let's	live	each	day	to	the	fullest!	
Got	a	dream,	go	pursue	it!	Don't	wait!	
	
Epilogue	
My	engagement	with	the	Ice	Age	Trail	is	far	from	over.	This	year	I	volunteered	to	be	a	property	
monitor	and	was	assigned	Rib	Lake!	I	will	likely	pick	up	another	property	on	the	fall	
monitoring	schedule.	I	also	plan	to	complete	the	western	bifurcation	that	I	started	over	Easter	
weekend.	I	also	want	to	hike	the	new	segments	and	reroutes	that	have	been	done	since	I	
originally	completed	those	areas.	As	a	section	hiker,	are	we	ever	really	done	since	the	trail	is	
always	evolving?	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 


