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Madison to La Crosse – In September 2006 I walked, poled and paddled from Madison

(Lake Mendota) to La Crosse, Wisconsin to commemorate the sesquicentennial founding

of these two great Wisconsin cities in 1856. 

This journal marks a departure from the format I have used documenting other “voyaging” 

trips I have taken in the past 9 years. I have deviated from the long narrative to try a new

approach to document this journey. Why?  My first three days of this trip were in misty,

rainy and cold weather and not something that I would care to dwell on. I also have 

previously described trips down the Lower Wisconsin River in my 1998 (Fox-Wisconsin)

and 2001 (Wisconsin River) journals. Lastly, my last journal (Illinois Waterway) took me a

year and half to complete and I wanted to avoid a similar delay on this relatively short trip

across our great State. 

Riverfest – July 2006



September 9, 2006 – Lake Mendota Southwest side 7 a.m. Although calm here, 

strong winds on the east side of the lake discouraged me from making a early morning

crossing of the lake from the east side near the Capitol.  I paddled around a landing

on the west side of the lake to say “I started at Lake Mendota.”

Departure from landing - Lake Mendota southwest end. All gear was hauled using

a two-wheel canoe carrier. Note my poling poles came in handy for my “canoe cart”.

The light colored spheres in the pictures were due to rain drops on my camera’s lens.



Portaging “mule.” I fashioned a waist

support strap for the canoe carrier from

the waist strap from my back pack. This 

provided additional leverage for climbing 

the hills that I encountered between Lake 

Mendota and Cross Plains.

Yes, it looked silly and I received

questionable stares from fellow pedestrians, 

bikers and car and truck drivers, but it

worked wonderfully. 

I donned an fluorescent orange vest (not

shown) to finish my ensemble.  Hey, might

was well be safe too.

On way to Cross Plains along Airport Road.  Mule is on break. I averaged 2.7 mph during 

this phase of the trip.

“Have canoe, will travel”



“Bucky” provided a high five at Cross Plains. I tried to trade him my colorful vest

for his sweatshirt, but he indicated it would ”deflate” his ego to part with it. 

Approaching Black Earth Creek at Cross Plains. I discovered I was on part of the

Madison Ironman course a day early.  I wondered if the race officials would have let 

me enter. I think I could have won the “water” leg but the biking and running part would

have been terribly slow I’m afraid.



Black Earth Creek at S. Valley Road – Upstream side. This was about 12 miles 

from my takeout at Lake Mendota. I had tired of walking and was looking for some

easy paddling in the clear cool waters of this swift flowing trout stream. My plan was

to descend Black Earth Creek to Blue Mounds Creek then paddle a short ways to

the Wisconsin. The boards across the channel were to keep cattle from wandering 

downstream. I put in just below this bridge.

Downstream of South Valley Road. Worry-free paddling to the Wisconsin?



Cattle Crossings on Black Earth Creek. I had been told about these obstructions

to navigation. They were more of a nuisance than a real problem. I was able to

get my canoe under the few that I encountered on my run down to Mazomanie.

Dam above Mazomanie. This dam was

completely unexpected since it didn’t 

show up on my topographic map and the

local fish and water quality biologists 

failed to mention its existence during my 

pre-trip planning. A difficult portage 

through a thick cover of prickly ash 

containing strands of rusted barbed wire 

was made on the right descending bank.



Debris on Black Earth Creek. Substantial woody debris and some 

refuse was blocking the stream especially below the dam at Mazomanie. I 

expected to see the woody debris but the density and frequency of this

material was more than I imagined.  A moderate amount of refuse, building

materials and occasional discarded farm machinery was present below 

Mazomanie. Blockages of the stream greatly slowed my descent to about

1.4 mph or about half my walking speed when I was pulling the canoe.



A debris-free reach north of Mazomanie. The riparian shrub and deciduous tree 

vegetation with its cathedral-like arching trunks over the clear flowing stream provided 

a pleasing view. I pulled out a few miles below Mazomanie at 6:30 p.m. and setup 

camp on a similar vegetated bank. Stockcar races, fireworks and a rock-and-roll 

band at a nearby fairground kept me awake until midnight.

Day 2

September 10, 2006. A low-lying wooden 

bridge blocked the stream below Mazomanie. 

I was just barely able to float my canoe under 

it while I carefully crawled over the top of this 

obstruction.  One can imagine that this 

structure will form the foundation for the next 

major blockage at or below this site. 



Lake Mendota to the Wisconsin River. I portaged (black dashes) about 12 miles from Lake

Mendota to Black Earth Creek, then poled (blue dashes) 9 miles down the creek to below

Mazomanie. I made another portage of 5 miles to a boat landing on the Wisconsin River near Arena

to avoid debris dams on the lower ends of Black Earth and Blue Mounds Creeks.

Madison

Lake

Mendota

Cross Plains

Black Earth

Mazomanie

Arena

Morrill Road Bridge. Debris dams again 

slowed my descent for the first two hours 

of poling, pushing and pulling. I finally 

decided to take out and walk the rest of the 

way to the Wisconsin River since I figured 

my portaging speed would be substantially 

faster.  I took out at this bridge crossing 

while Wisconsin’s favorite farm animals 

looked on with considerably curiosity as I 

readied my canoe carrier for a 5-mile trek 

to the Arena boat landing in moderate rain.

On to the Wisconsin…

I reached the Arena landing on the 

Wisconsin River after 11 a.m. just as a  

flotilla of 30 canoes carrying wet cold 

paddlers arrived from Prairie du Sac. The 

group was from Illinois.  They seemed 

eager to find shelter from the cold rainy 

day.  It was too dark and wet to take 

pictures of the historical gathering. They 

liked my canoe carrier but looked 

questionably at me when they heard of my

La Crosse destination.
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On Wisconsin.  It rained during most of my trip down the river so I took very few 

pictures during the descent. I had the river mostly to myself so plenty of campsites 

were available.  I paddled to stay warm and pulled out for the day about three

miles below Lone Rock.

Campsite below Millville Landing. Rainy and cold all day. I pulled out about a mile 

below the Millville landing after 44 miles of paddling in dreary weather. The white 

streak on the right side of this image was due to a light leak in my film camera.

Day 3



Mississippi River backwaters near Prairie du Chien. Left - Gremore Lake 

lotus bed. Right – Sneeze weed and cardinal flower on the banks of Ambro 

Slough.

Upper Ambro Slough in Pool 10 of the Mississippi River. The rain had

finally stopped and it turned into an misty overcast day. I camped on the

floodplain forest immediately below Lock and Dam 9 on the left ascending

bank.

Day 4



Day 5

Early morning approach to Lock & Dam 9. A light blanket of fog was scattered 

over the river’s floodplain and hid distant bluff tops.  I reached the lock at 6:45 and 

was released to Pool 9 within fifteen minutes. The weather had finally broken and I 

was greeted with a beautiful sunrise (below). 

Duckweed-covered submersed aquatic vegetation bed in lower Pool 9. The 

water  contained large beds of wild celery harboring large fish and minnows which 

could be seen easily in the clear water where the surface was free of duckweed.  I 

paddled up Iowa’s bank towards Lansing and observed numerous fishing boats 

along the way.



Towboat below Lansing, Iowa. Commercial navigation makes the Mississippi very 

unique from paddling inland waters. Although these crafts are enormous and have the 

right-of-way on the river, they produce little wake provided you keep a safe distance

from the tow’s prop wash.

Blackhawk Park, Desoto, WI. It was sunny most of the day. I pulled out for the 

evening at Blackhawk Park, a popular campground operated by the Corps of 

Engineers. A young boy played in the sand at dusk while nearby his father (not shown) 

tried to fish with limited success. Battle of Bad Axe – On August 1st and 2nd, 1832, 

Black Hawk, a Sauk Chief, and his band warriors, women and children were 

massacred by the U.S. Troops and militia forces in this vicinity of the river resulting in a 

great lost of life by the Native Americans. I found it a bit ironic that none of this 

historical information is mentioned in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ Blackhawk 

Park brochure. 



Day 6

Barge fleeting below Dairyland Power. Dense fog during my early morning 

paddle slowed my ascent to Lock & Dam 8 located below Genoa, Wisconsin. I 

waited for more than an hour at the Dairyland Power boat landing for the fog to lift 

before making my final approach to the lock chamber.

Departure from Lock & Dam 8. There was still moderate fog on the river at 11 

a.m. but the visibility had increased to about a mile. Light winds from the south 

aided my ascent up lower Pool 8 during the afternoon.



Below Coon Creek Delta. A long narrow habitat island was recently constructed by 

the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers below the Coon Creek delta in lower Pool 8. The

purpose of the island is to improve aquatic vegetation growth and provide habitat for 

fish and wildlife.  This is one of many man-made islands that have been constructed 

in this pool in the past several years.

Above Coon Creek Mouth. Filamentous algae formed an unsightly dense canopy over 

submersed aquatic vegetation, primarily wild celery. This algal mat is an indication of 

nutrient enrichment which promotes excessive growths of this undesirable algae in the 

river.



Fisherman at Stoddard. A rare sight on the Mississippi River – a fisherman in a small

flat-bottomed boat without an outboard. The man was fishing the Stoddard Island’s 

backwater area adjacent to the village of Stoddard, Wisconsin. Fishing was slow.

Fishery Biologist at Goose Island.

Members of the Wisconsin DNR 

field station identify and count fish 

for the federal Long Term Resource 

Monitoring Program at the southern

end of Goose Island. The crew 

showed me an assortment of large 

and small fish that they had 

captured while electro-shocking 

along a shoreline containing 

moderate submersed vegetation 

and lily pads. 



Below La Crosse. “Paddle the channel less traveled.” Paddling the Mississippi River should be

more than traveling in the “main channel.” One needs to explore its many backwater sloughs,

lakes, side-channels and isolated wetlands within the river’s 1 to 2 mile wide floodplain to truly be 

exposed to this great river. I paddled up the far right channel (arrows) on my return to La Crosse. 

USDA Sept. 2005 aerial photo.
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Main channel bridges at La Crosse. A moderate breeze from the south aided my ascent up the 

last half-mile of the river at La Crosse. I paddled along the right bank past Riverside Park as 

sightseers strolled along the river walk. I then traveled a few hundred feet up the rain-swollen 

mouth of the La Crosse River at 5:45 p.m. and pulled out below the old railroad bridge on the right 

bank.  I prepared my trusty canoe carrier and readied my gear for my walk home. It was a beautiful 

evening and I enjoyed the walk as I reflected on my trip and the changes brought to our community 

since it was founded in 1856. Although the weather could have been better, I had an enjoyable trip.


