Wisconsin’s top recreational and scenic sites have been literally millions of years in the making and dozens of the state’s parks, trails and lakes are natural treasures and nationally -- or even globally -- unique.  Wherever you travel in Wisconsin, you’re surrounded by earth’s fascinating history.  

Far in the geological past, about 700 million years ago, Wisconsin was mountainous. Glaciers have covered the state on several occasions, most recently about 75,000 years ago, leaving behind the landscape we know today. The tracks of the glaciers can still be clearly seen in Wisconsin’s diverse terrain, including some of the finest glacial landforms and features to be found anywhere in the world. 

The Fox River Valley was carved by post-glacial rivers draining into Green Bay. The Fox Valley includes nearby Lake Winnebago, the nation’s second largest inland freshwater lake, and Horicon Marsh, a shallow, peat-filled lakebed gouged out by glaciers about 12,000 years ago. Today, the nationally significant Horicon Wildlife Reserve protects this rare and precious habitat, while Lake Winnebago is a prize site for Sturgeon, one of world’s ancient fish species. 

As the Horicon basin was being carved out of the land, the advancing ice also created a series of elongated hills, called drumlins. South of the Horicon Marsh in Dodge County is the highest concentration of drumlins in the world. 

In a larger geographic context, both the Horicon Marsh and Niagara Falls are on the Niagara Escarpment. The escarpment is a steep rock ridge that arcs from east central Wisconsin through upper Lake Michigan and down through Lake Huron toward New York. It’s a unique and famous regional landmark and a prominent geological feature that rises up to 200 feet high and is at least 400 million years old. The ledge is visible around Green Bay and on the northeast shore of Lake Winnebago, High Cliff State Park is atop the escarpment.

Farther south are the famous "kettles." Kettle moraine is the geographical equivalent of Swiss cheese. The last great glacier left behind deep hollows that were made when huge, building-sized ice blocks were churned in with glacial till. After the glacier retreated and the ice blocks melted, deep ruts formed.

The natural beauty and biological richness of the Door Peninsula have made it one of Wisconsin’s most popular destinations. The 70-mile-long Door Peninsula separates Lake Michigan from Green Bay is one of the most sensitive areas on the Lake Michigan shoreline.  Many globally rare species are found there because of its unique blend of geographical position, climate, geology, glacial history, and soils. 

The heart of Wisconsin is where the modern environmental movement was born. The headwaters of the Fox River in central Wisconsin host a remarkable variety of rare plants and animals.  This landscape inspired the fathers of America’s environmental movement, including Aldo Leopold’s “Sand County Journal.” Gaylord Nelson, the founder of Earth Day, was born in Clear Lake, just northwest of Eau Claire. And John Muir, father of the National Parks System, wrote eloquently about his boyhood home in Fountain Lake, calling it  “that glorious Wisconsin wilderness.”       

Wisconsin’s Great River Road meanders 250 miles along the Mississippi River.  North America’s second longest river is another remnant of the most recent glacier advance. Its path was carved during the 3,000 years that prehistoric runoff carried water from Canada, the Dakotas, Minnesota and Wisconsin.

Remnants of folded rock reveal that there were once lofty ridges and deep valleys in northern Wisconsin. These worn-down pre-Cambrian mountains now lie deep beneath the surface, except for visible portions in the Northern Highland, Baraboo Range, Barron Hills and other areas. 

Rib Mountain, with a peak 1,940 feet above sea level, is one of the most prominent ancient mountain crests in Wisconsin. Its top is about 800 feet above the Wisconsin River near Wausau. Devils Lake State Park also is  within a buried mountain range. It is part of the Baraboo Range, which is 25 miles long and 5 to 10 miles wide extending east and west in Sauk and Columbia counties. 

Military Ridge is a well-known topographic feature in southwestern Wisconsin and eastern Iowa. In Wisconsin, it is the divide between the north-flowing tributaries of the Wisconsin River and the south-flowing streams feeding the Rock and Mississippi. Its crest was followed by the Military Road, built in 1835 from Green Bay to Prairie du Chien, by way of Fond du Lac, Portage and Blue Mounds.

The Apostle Islands are 22 islands just off Lake Superior’s Wisconsin shore. All but one of the islands are within the National Lakeshore designated in 1970, that also includes a 12-mile strip of the shore. 

The islands vary in size from a tiny 3 acres to 10,000 and are home to one of America’s largest concentrations of black bears and are famed for their sea-kayaking. The area’s soil is a fascinating mix of sand, clay and rocks dragged into the region and deposited by glaciers.

All but the southwest corner of the state was buried beneath an ice sheet like those now found in Greenland and Antarctica, where Wisconsin’s original rugged landscape is still evident in the sharp ridges of the state’s driftless zone. The rocky ridges cut through by deeply winding valleys, or coulees, are the distinctive geology of Wisconsin’s driftless zone. Coulees cover all of Buffalo and Trempealeau counties and parts of La Crosse, Monroe, Jackson, Eau Claire and Pepin counties. 

