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Wisconsin Dells, WI   -  Five million visitors come here each year to experience the wonders of the gorges of the Wisconsin River.  The unfortunate fact, however, is that most do not begin to see the true majesty of the area.

The city of Wisconsin Dells is a relatively recent invention.  In 1853 land speculators rushed to an area near a bluff two miles south of here and established the city of Newport. The word was that a railroad bridge was going to be built at this location to cross the Wisconsin River.  Land values skyrocketed, but the railroaders, when faced with the new high cost of land, abruptly moved the crossing north a few miles, leaving the landowners rail-less.  Somewhat fittingly, a large forest fire wiped out all of Newport two years later. 

A far larger town, Kilbourn City (named after the owner of the railroad) immediately sprang up on the banks of the river near the new railroad bridge.  Tourists began to come to the area in the late 1800’s, drawn by the natural beauty of the gorger and sandstone bluffs carved by the river long ago.  Other natural attractions, such as stunning lakes surrounded by rocky mountains created by Ice Age glaciers, brought more folks into the region.  Local entrepreneurs successfully pushed to change the name to Wisconsin Dells based on the argument that everyone referred to the area as the “Dells.” [derived from the French settlers who described the area on maps as “Dalles.”]  You do have to admit that it was a great marketing ploy, even if the long-deceased Kilbourn was probably turning in his grave.

Following World War II, a local visionary named Mel Flath bought surplus amphibious vehicles from the military and began an advertising blitz to lure tourists by offering rides through the surrounding lowlands and into and out of the river.  These “ducks” caught on rapidly and soon became the trademark attraction for the area.  Another company was formed to compete. The duck war continues to this day.  Ironically, the new outfit now bills itself as “the original Wisconsin Dells ducks.”  Go figure. 

Currently the Dells, as it is known, calls itself as “The Water Activity Capital of the World.” There are now 18 indoor and 3 outdoor water parks, along with all the usual suspects of an ocean beach resort area.  You could easily mistake the region for Atlantic City – yes, there are also casinos and clubs featuring magicians.  If you want honky-tonk, you can get it here.

On the river itself, there is now nearly a duck a minute, along with jet boats and other river boats taking additional hordes along the natural splendor of the river.  The jet boats are particularly obnoxious, because they literally roar up and down the river at high speed and then rapidly do a sharp U-turn while stopping – sort of a water-borne equivalent of the “donut” routine of a NASCAR driver after winning a race.  All of this water traffic creates a scene not unlike Time Square in New York as the tour guides wax eloquently with touristo factoids on loudspeakers to be heard over the roar of the boat engines.  It is not a pretty sight, either visually or aurally. 

Yet, just a few miles upstream on the Wisconsin, there is an entirely different setting available.  We were taken here by two college age brothers who operate as kayak tour guides.  There is no boat traffic, only waterfowl and fish, and some of the world’s most amazing scenery.  We glided under spectacular cliffs cut into the sandstone banks carving formations of incredible beauty.  Near one small island we visited several eagles which swooped down to say hello.  In the clear water of a shallow inlet, I saw schools of carp at least two feet long scurrying about in the bottom vegetation.  We saw only two other humans along the eight mile stretch of the river.  It was truly a unique adventure.
One can only hope that the hordes of tourists choose to remain on the ducks and in the casinos and honky-tonk attractions surrounding the city.  They have no idea what they are missing.  Please do not tell anyone our secret of the Dells.
I thought you might like to know.
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