
Story and photos by Samantha Christian

Day Trip...

Fall is fleeting and ever-changing, especially in 
Wisconsin. One day, the sun shimmers through rustling 
treetops of auburn and gold … and the next, rain clouds 

pelt the leaves to the ground in damp, drab layers. 
If you want to take advantage of the sights and sounds 

of autumn before the cold hush of winter arrives, one great 
way is to lace up your hiking boots, bring along a pair of 
binoculars and pack a snack for a trip to Horicon. 

This small city in north-central Dodge County is only 
an hour’s drive from Madison, Milwaukee, Oshkosh or 
Whitewater, which leaves the whole day open for exploration. 
Banners affixed to its downtown light poles highlight the 
centennial legacy of the John Deere Horicon Works factory 
(where many of its 3,600 residents are employed), but it is 
the nearby natural wonders that draw tens of thousands of 
visitors to the area each year. 

Best known is the Horicon Marsh, a state and national 
wildlife refuge for more than 300 species of birds and other 
critters. The “City on the Marsh” is at the southern tip of the 
country’s largest freshwater cattail marsh, which spans over 
33,000 acres to the north, into Fond du Lac County. 

To catch an elevated glimpse of this massive sanctuary 
and surrounding woods popping with color, take a short 
drive east to Ledge Park. But watch your step while walking 
along the rocky cliff, which is part of the Niagara Escarpment 
geological formation that arches through the Great Lakes 

region.  
Both of these sights were familiar to me through class field 

trips and family outings, since I grew up in a rural farming 
community just south of Horicon. My mom, Carol Christian, 
and I decided to revisit them last October, which ultimately 
got us on a nature kick. 

Despite being amateurs, we even signed up for a birding 
festival along Lake Superior this past spring, but it proved to 
be much easier to spot and identify migrating birds at their 
resting stop at Horicon Marsh.

Go out on a ledge
As we drove on country roads past dairy and wind farms, 

my mom pointed to a cluster of trees on a hill in the distance. 
“That’s it,” I said. 
But the phrase, rather than an exclamation, trailed off into 

a question. Clearly, Ledge Park was a distant memory for me. 
My skepticism was reversed once we made it to the top of 

the hill, where we were met by towering maples cloaked in 
yellow and signs for campsites and hiking trails. I was eager 
to get out of the vehicle and start our adventure.

What surprised me most was how quiet walking through 
the woods was, with the exception of the occasional 
chattering squirrel or chipmunk. The birds must have been 
busy visiting the marsh, which is visible from a scenic 
overlook. The view is impressive year-round but especially 
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Fall foliage, migratory birds flourish in
Dodge County gem, Horicon

The Eggerts from Caledonia and Sweets from Milwaukee explore Ledge Park in October 2014.
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Ledge Park
Park Road, Horicon
Open 7 a.m. to 8:30 p.m.  
for day use
(920) 386-3700
www.co.dodge.wi.us/index.
aspx?page=422

Centers and Friends
Horicon Marsh has state, federal 
and nonprofit centers as well as 
two Friends groups to help with 
projects and plans. 

Horicon Marsh Education 
and Visitor Center
N7725 Hwy. 28, Horicon
(920) 387-7860
Explorium open 9 a.m. to  
5 p.m. weekdays, 10 a.m. to  
5 p.m. weekends, except  
major holidays
Admission: $6 adult, $4 students 
(5-17), free children 4 and under
dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/
wildlifeareas/horicon

Horicon National Wildlife 
Refuge Visitor Center
W4279 Headquarters Road, 
Mayville
(920) 387-2658
fws.gov/refuge/Horicon

Marsh Haven Nature Center
W10145 Hwy. 49, Waupun
Open April through mid-
November: Noon to 4 p.m. 
weekdays, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
weekends
Admission: $2 adult, $1 child
(920) 324-5818
marshhaven.com

Friends of the Horicon 
National Wildlife Refuge
(920) 387-2658 ext. 117
horiconnwrfriends.org

Friends of Horicon Marsh 
Education and Visitor 
Center
(920) 387-7890
horiconmarsh.org
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A great blue heron stalks its prey in the shallow marsh.

A chipmunk pauses on a log while carrying 
old leaves in its mouth at Ledge Park.

A gartersnake slithers through fallen 
leaves at Horicon Marsh.

Maddy and Miguel Osuna traveled with their family from Chicago to see the Horicon Marsh. 
They are pictured outside of the Horicon National Wildlife Refuge Visitor Center in October 2014.

when the leaves are changing in fall.
As we walked down natural limestone steps and tried to squeeze through 

crevices and peer into caves, I imagined how exhilarating it must have felt for 
someone to stumble upon this place long ago. Light penetrated an opening in the 
rocks where a single tree stood, cascading shelves of fungi clinging to its aged 
bark.

Although trails total just over two miles in the 83-acre park, the going is slow on 
the rocky terrain and outcroppings, especially because the moss-covered rocks and 
carpet of leaves can be slick. One of the trails took over a half-hour to complete, 
though we were also making frequent stops for photos.

Park officials warn that extra caution is needed for children who walk near the 
cliffs due to steep drop-offs, some between 30 and 50 feet. However, some of the 
trails on the lower part of the park are much more accessible. 

Benches surround the Contemplation Tree at the base of the park for those who 
want to take a break or reflect. Continued on page 12
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Maze through the marsh
Knowing how much there is to see at Horicon Marsh, we 

decided to leave Ledge Park early and just snack on granola 
bars rather than breaking the momentum with a full lunch. 

It is possible to walk, drive, bike, paddle and even hunt in 
different areas of the marsh, but it can become a confusing 
maze through the prairie, marsh and forest unless you are 
equipped with a detailed map. If snow comes early, there are 
also opportunities for cross country skiing and snowshoeing. 

Be sure to check out resources and trail maps online or at 
the various visitor centers before you decide how you want to 
experience the marsh.

My mom and I made the mistake of just winging it. We 
still had a great time driving through some parts and walking 
others, including a floating boardwalk on the northern end 
that is also handicapped-accessible, but we could have 
covered more area instead of backtracking if we had chosen a 
specific route to follow. 

Still, there is no required start or finish line, since you 
can pick up the trail at various points along the loop. And no 
matter where you are or what time of year you come, you will 
see birds. Lots of them.

Four-season fun
A sign near one of the parking lots refers to the changing 

seasons as acts in a play and asks the reader which act 
the refuge is performing that day. Act 1: Winter – A Subtle 
Scene of owls, hawks, deer and foxes; Act 2: Spring – An 
Awakening of coots, herons, egrets and warblers; Act 3: 
Summer – New Life Emerges with baby muskrats and fluffy 
ducklings; and Act 4: Fall – The Big Finale of geese, ducks 
and cranes flocking to the marsh to rest and feed before the 
long migration south. 

We were certainly witnessing the final act. The shallow 
water was full of honking Canada geese and a variety of 
ducks. From a distance they all looked like mallards, but our 
binoculars revealed several different species that we had 
never seen before. 

In some areas we were driving with water on both sides of 
us, so I poked my head through the sunroof for a 360-degree 
view while my mom steered, which came in handy to capture 
shots of an egret flying overheard. We pulled over to watch a 
great blue heron deliberately dip its stilts into the water with 
barely a ripple to search for its next meal. 

While you can cover more area in a vehicle, you’ll need 
to step outside to really get immersed in its melodies. The 
overlapping cackle of sandhill cranes may drown out the 
sound of water gurgling, frogs ribbiting or tall reeds shaking 
in the wind, but each note signals the vitality and season of 
the marsh.  

People of all ages can learn more about the history of the 
marsh and the types of birds and animals that stop there 
through informational signs on the trails and interactive 
exhibits at the nature centers, including the Explorium, 
which opened in August 2015.

Food with local flair
For those looking to fill up their bellies before embarking 

on this active trip, consider stopping in at Horicon’s local 
establishments for a bite to eat. 

Enjoy a sandwich or burger with a view at The Rock River 
Tap, 110 W. Lake St. This bar and grill has expanded over 
the years to add a dining room and deck for outdoor seating 
overlooking the Rock River. 

If kids’ palates can be hard to please, drive across the 
bridge to try the expansive menu at Mother’s Day Family 
Restaurant, 417 E. Lake St., open daily, for an affordable 
meal. The dated decor, scalloped booths and floral chairs on 
wheels only add to the charm of this homey diner.

Then, for dessert, walk up a block to the Ice Cream 
Station, 518 E. Lake St., and choose from over 25 flavors of 
Cedar Crest ice cream at the corner of, wait for it ... Cedar 
Street. Fall hours may vary. 

Since there are multiple access points to the marsh, you 
could visit Ledge Park first and break for lunch in Mayville, 
just northeast of Horicon, before winding through the water 
and prairies. Within just a few blocks downtown you’ll have 
the options of American, Chinese, Mexican, Italian and 
Creole cuisine. 

But nothing says fall like a caramel apple, and Tom Dooley 
Orchards, W5759 Hwy. 49, Waupun, at the northern tip of the 
marsh, does not disappoint. Opening late August through 
November, the bakery will offer all things apple, including 
breads, scones, pies and new cider apple cream puffs, all 
made from scratch and prepared fresh daily.  l
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The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
is unveiling the new Explorium in the Horicon Marsh 
Education and Visitor Center in August 2015. 

I got a sneak peak of the $3.7 million project, which 
features wildlife displays, historical artifacts and interactive 
exhibits, on a tour led by wildlife conservation educator Liz 
Herzmann two weeks before opening day.

When she opened the door in the lower level of the 
building and flipped on the lights, I almost let out a shriek. 
I was startled by a realistic mannequin (which, I found out 
moments later, was modeled after Herzmann) crouching in 
front of a partially 3-D marsh scene just in front of me. 

“The Explorium’s goal is to tell the story of the marsh,” 
she said. “So basically, to tell people about how the marsh 
was created, the human history on the marsh, the wildlife 
on the marsh and then the ways that we take care of and 
manage the marsh today.’’

The journey through the Explorium will take people back 
through time to understand Horicon Marsh’s history while 
having fun along the way. It starts with a walk through the 
glaciers in the Ice Age and a face-to-face view of a woolly 
mammoth to illustrate the marsh as hunting grounds 10,000 
years ago. People will learn how humans have affected the 
marsh over time, including building a dam in 1845 to create 
a lake and draining it in 1910 to convert it to farmland, as 
well as introducing commercial hunting. 

Look for a clovis spearpoint on displays to be your guide 
through different periods of time. Quotes from naturalists, 
such as Wisconsin’s Aldo Leopold and John Muir, are scribed 
on walls to transition between rooms.

Since many school-aged children are expected to visit 
the Explorium, there are a few hands-on activities, such as 
a predator-and-prey matching game. Kids can also crawl 
through a muskrat hole and look up to see live turtles 
through a glass bottomed display. 

You may feel as though you’ve been shrunk upon entering 
the oversized, underwater world of the marsh and its 
creatures, and you can also get a photograph souvenir after 
riding an airboat simulator. 

Herzmann said that conversations about this project 
started in 2009, but the design process didn’t take off until 
2013. She has been part of the project’s core team and 
has seen it progress from beginning to end. Before the 
Explorium opened, she estimated that 50,000 people would 
come through the visitor center each year.

“It’s our goal in the next three years to triple that,” she 
said.

The center is planning a few free programs for the public 
at the end of August to mark the Explorium’s grand opening. 
They include Archery Day at 10 a.m. and 6:30 p.m. Aug. 27, 
Wild Edibles of the Marsh at 10 a.m. and Night Sounds Hike 
at 6:30 p.m. Aug. 28, and Edible Berries at 10 a.m. Aug. 29.

Explorium opens at marsh
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Kids can learn about predator and prey relationships by playing a matching game with oversized photo blocks at Horicon Marsh’s new Explorium.

FAMILYFUN


