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The Lower Wisconsin Riverway (LWR) is an area that has drawn a significant amount of 

attention in recent years, most notably Governor Jim Doyle's proclamation that 2009 is the 

"Year of the Riverway." In the wake of this attention, Professor Bill Gartner at the University of 

Wisconsin - Madison selected the Riverway as the focus for the Geography 565 - Colloquium 

for Undergraduate Majors course which he taught during the spring semester of 2009. As 

students in this course, the authors of this paper employed their backgrounds in Human 

Geography to examine a theoretical aspect of the Lower Wisconsin Riverway with regards to 

signage, built environment and the perception of space and place. The Riverway has been long 

valued for its plethora of incredible natural resources and cultural heritage, and in 1989 

legislation was passed to "protect and preserve the scenic beauty and natural character of the 

river valley" (Lower Wisconsin Riverway Board: "Strategic Plan," revised 2006). Since this 

legislation and initiative began, the Riverway has been placed under a brighter spotlight and 

efforts to keep this area protected have sharply increased. 

The long-standing appreciation for the river valley adds weight to the urgency ofkeeping 

the area protected. Aldo Leopold, in his article titled "The Land Ethic" focuses on land use and 

environmentalism and how nature must first be appreciated before it can be used in an effective 

manner. Leopold states, "It is inconceivable to me that an ethical relation to land can exist 

without love, respect, and admiration for land, and a high regard for its value. By value, I of 

course mean something far broader than mere economic value; I mean value in the philosophical 
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sense" (Leopold 1996, 363). Just as Leopold cared for the inherent beauty and grandeur of 

Wisconsin's natural resources, the LWR Board is also trying to preserve the river's 

"philosophical value" and ingrain a sense of community, respect, and gratitude for the history 

and nature that are admired by residents and visitors daily. 

Our aim for this paper is to examine how humans have demarcated the Lower Wisconsin 

Riverway as ecologically protected and significant through signage and the built environment. 

The principal impetus which prompted this choice of topic stemmed from the book Space and 

Place: The Perspective ofExperience, written by the immensely influential geographer Yi-Fu 

Tuan. His work explores the experience ofplace and how it is created by the lived, personal 

experiences of everyday life. We therefore chose to focus primarily on signs and maps that 

attempt to denote the Riverway as a place of importance that is worth protecting because they are 

aspects of the landscape that are mostly unchanging and are viewed daily by residents and 

visitors alike. The signage created by both the Lower Wisconsin Riverway Board and the 

Wisconsin Department ofNatural Resources are clearly the most authoritative examples of 

place-making found along the Riverway. Throughout this project we hope to show the successes 

and failures of these organizations' attempts to portray the region as a "quasi-protected scenic 

area." 

Our first plan of attack was to examine the LWR Board's "Strategic Plan" which focuses 

on the many different ways in which they hope to influence the public into making a more 

concerted effort to conserve and appreciate the intrinsic ''value'' of the river and the surrounding 

areas. The points in the plan focus on their efforts to connect with counties, local groups and 

residents in an attempt to lower pollution and other negative practices that are harming the 

natural beauty of the area. The plan states, 

2 



"The mission of the Lower Wisconsin State Riverway Board is to protect and preserve 
the scenic beauty and natural character of the Lower Wisconsin State Riverway through 
administration of a program to control land use and development... The challenge facing 
the Lower Wisconsin State Riverway Board is to maintain the fragile and delicate 
balance between protection and preservation of the scenic beauty and natural character of 
the Lower Wisconsin State Riverway and protection and preservation of the rights of 
landowners and local residents within the bOWldaries of the Lower Wisconsin State 
Riverway." (Lower Wisconsin Riverway Board: "Strategic Plan," revised 2006) 

They have also set up a number of goals and objectives, as well as proposed strategies for how to 

accomplish these goals. They are attempting to meet with local leaders, "establish dialogue with 

the various Riverway communities," assist landowners on proper land usage, and "assist local 

municipalities in efforts to preserve sites of historical, archeological or geological interest which 

contribute to the character of the Riverway." (Lower Wisconsin Riverway Board: "Strategic 

Plan," revised 2006). The strategic plan was a great place for us to start because it clearly 

repr~sents the intentions of the Board, and thus with it we thought that it would be easier to 

determine why certain signs were placed in certain locations. It also set the stage for our 

fieldwork because the plan allowed us to understand the intentions of the Board and provided 

backdrop for our entire project. After a thorough examination of the LWR Board's strategic plan 

we began researching a great deal of geographic thought that we felt could be useful when we 

began to do our fieldwork. 

Spatial analysis, place-making studies, and investigations regarding border issues are all 

important aspects ofour research and the rest of the essay is an exploration of these different 

fields in order to explore how the Riverway was transfonned into a "place" worth protecting. To 

gain a more encompassing knowledge about the different aspects of space, place and their 

creation by humans we looked at the writings of geographers who studied these concepts in 

depth. We did not limit ourselves to a particular school of geographic thought because we felt 

that a great number of geographers who typically disagree all had interesting and important 
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background infonnation to add to our study. Our essay is going to go through a great deal of 

geographic theory and in certain instances we are going to tie in our actual fieldwork to explicitly 

show how the theory can be used to supplement our inspection of the built landscape of the 

LWR. 

As was previously noted we began our project by looking at Yi-Fu Tuan's Space and 

Place: The Perspective ofExperience. Tuan is known for his writings on both the creation of 

place and the way people feel, think, and react to the places that they have created. Tuan believes 

that space is transfonned into place only when it acquires definition and meaning. These 

definitions and meanings that create "places" are constructed by humans, and the knowledge is 

passed down to new generations. Tuan's research can be connected to our study because people 

have viewed the space surrounding the Riverway as a significant place for generations. The early 

explorers to the area detailed the Riverway's abundant beauty and resources and therefore 

endowed this area with meaning. The area grew due to the ease of transportation and trade along 

the river, and presumably from its reputation for spectacular scenery. As years passed, the 

untouched natural area shrank as the land was privately purchased around the river. 

Continuing this abstract notion of transforming a space into a place worth protecting we 

came across an article by Wolfgang Natter and JP Jones III that spotlights what they tenn 

"nonessential space," which is the idea that instead of thinking of space "as self-present social 

essence" it is more important "to start with a conception of space that . . . is a lack to be filled, 

contested, and reconfigured though contingent and partially detennined social relations, 

practices, and meanings" (Natter and Jones 1997, 149). This applies to our project because the 

LWR Board is attempting to take the "nonessential space" of the Riverway and transfonn it, 

through signage and awareness, into a "pseudo-protected scenic area." 

4 



GtoY• • 

..lis 

w"'"'""""o 

•Dane 

. 
LOClIEquipped with the 

knowledge ofhow place can be 

portrayed we set out on our first 

trip to the Riverway on March 19, 

2009 (see map to right - courtesy 

of Google Maps). We went 

without prior knowledge of the 

specific developments made by the 

Lower Wisconsin Riverway Board 

so that we could read the landscape as first-time visitors. We were not looking for extremely 

pristine areas that only a person experienced on the Riverway would know about. Instead we 

desired to know only what the area informed us of through the eyes of a passerby. The goal of 

this preliminary excursion was to see how the Riverway area is portrayed through visible signs 

and information placards that would teach us of the value of the Riverway. We stopped at 

various recreation sites and boat landings near Sauk City and Prairie du Sac. These cities along 

the river were chosen because of their close proximity to Madison which therefore makes them a 

logical destination for a first-time visitor. In class we also learned that the dam at Prairie du Sac 

is the start of the Riverway's protected area, thus it seemed like a good starting point to our trip. 

In Sauk City and Prairie du Sac we collected information brochures on the Riverway 

from local commerce buildings and stores because people who want to find information about 

the area tend to go to museums, tourist-information centers, commerce buildings, historical 

societies, etc. This information is pertinent to our research because we want to see how the 

Lower Wisconsin Riverway Board displays information about the Riverway and how accessible 
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it is to the public. From there we were directed to a nearby recreation site: August Derleth Park. 

On the way we noted the considerable amount of advertisement in town that boasted the 

"remarkable scenic beauty." This undoubtedly adds to the visitors' attraction to the river and 

plays on the standing appreciation we read about from Aldo Leopold earlier. 

At August Derleth Park in Sauk City we discovered a kiosk containing many postings on 

the importance of protecting the local species. "Why be careful with fire in the forest? Pick a 

reason." Below this message multiple plants were pictured and named. The kiosk also listed 

donors to the Sauk Prairie River Project's Adopt-A-River Bank program, which included mostly 

local individuals and businesses in Sauk City/Prairie du Sac. Furthermore, the kiosk included 

signs and posters warning of exotic aquatic species in the river and telling of practices that 

prevent the spread of such invasive species. 

Lastly, a few feet from the kiosk, there was an art display with an informational sign that 

told of the Indian mounds and oak savannahs 

which pre-date white settlement in the area 

(see inset). This information about the 

natural significance of the area furthers one's 

appreciation for preserving native species 

and empowering communities. This sign is 

the type of sign we had expected to see 

throughout the entire LWR. Although it did 

not explicitly speak about the Riverway or any conservation efforts of the LWR Board, it did 

create a certain "place" that had cultural and historical significance. This sign will later be 

contrasted with the majority of the signs we encountered which revolved almost exclusively 
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around laws and regulations concerning recreational activities, such as boating, fishing and 

campmg. 

We decided to extend our drive back down the river (westward) and after looking at the 

Wisconsin Atlas and Gazetteer, we found that State Road 78 runs directly along the Lower 

Wisconsin Riverway and has fishing stops and beaches that veer off from it. We decided that the 

signs at these recreation areas and along the road fulfill our requirements ofbeing both on the 

river and having significant human activity that could warrant the use of signs as explanation for 

the area's natural significance. Along the way we spotted many posts that said "Lower 

Wisconsin Riverway" (see below) and a Mazomanie unit sign with the wood duck logo. 

These signs certainly aided our image of the Riverway as a place, however we weren't convinced 

that portrayal of the river showed it as a "quasi-protected scenic area" nor did we see any 

mention of the Riverway Board or Wisconsin Act 31 (the original legislation that declared the 
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LWR as a protected area in 1989). Also many of the small, brown LWR signs, as pictured above, 

were dilapidated, hidden behind trees and bushes or in some cases very difficult to read. We will 

delve more deeply into an analysis and critique of the signs at the end of our essay, but for the 

most part we felt that the brown LWR signs were essentially useless and did not add anything to 

the conservation efforts of the LWR Board. By the time we reached the town of Mazomanie, it 

was becoming dark, so we turned eastward and headed back to Madison. 

After the first trip, we decided to look into more theory concerning signs and the 

portrayal ofplace through signs. We also emailed the former director of the LWR Board, Dave 

Gjestson, the current director, Mark Cupp and an employee at the Department ofNatural 

Resources, Brian Hefty to learn about their participation in sign placement. By this point we had 

focused on other authors and theorists and had completed our research regarding Yi-Fu Tuan's 

work in Space and Place. Tuan believes that experiences are shaped the "modes by which a 

person knows and constructs reality". Tuan's writings are relevant to our analysis on the way 

people view the space surrounding the Lower Wisconsin Riverway. Tuan believes that people 

construct realities through sensory information, like sight. This is a very important aspect to our 

research because we believe that the signs and built environments that people observe by seeing 

creates an image of the areas of the Lower Wisconsin Riverway as protected. Tuan's belief that 

our surroundings shape our reality supports this idea that ifpeople read the area is protected they 

will experience it that way. 

Tuan believes that signage plays a significant role in the meaning people associate with 

certain areas. In his book Space and Place the Perspective ofExperience, Tuan pays particular 

attention to the role signs play in creating significant natural space. He says that areas of 

insignificance become significant when people place meaning on them. For example, the source 
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of the Mississippi River used to be overlooked. But, "once...(it) was marked as the Mississippi's 

source and the area around it designated a park, it became a place to which people would want to 

visit" (Tuan 1997, 162). Marking a place as significant changes how a person experiences it. 

Before the Mississippi's source was marked people ignored it, but when signs conveyed the 

place as noteworthy people's experience changed. 

Signs are an important way ofmarketing and informing space's significance that may 

otherwise go unnoticed. It is the sign's responsibility to fill in the specific details; to create a 

place out of the given space. In other words, a visitor wants a sign to provide meaning beyond 

the more obvious contexts ofplace, like mere appearance. Tuan elaborates on this concept in his 

book "Space and Place," saying that: 

Many places, profoundly significant to particular individuals and groups have little visual 
prominence. They are known viscerally, as it were, and not through the discerning eye or 
mind. A function of literary art is to give visibility to intimate experiences, including 
those ofplace. The Grand Tetons of landscape do not require the service of 
literature...literary art can illuminate the inconspicuous fields ofhuman care such as a 
Midwestern town, ...or an Appalachian hollow" (Tuan 1997, 162). 

The Lower Wisconsin Riverway does not have the ''visual prominence" that the Grand Tetons 

possess, and to display the importance of the landscape it needs the help of "literary art." For the 

Lower Wisconsin Riverway to be viewed as a significant place and as an area that can be 

understood ''viscerally,'' signs from the built environment are needed for the area to command 

presence in the mind of the visitor. 

Tuan also believes that learning affects the perception of space. When a person knows 

nothing about the space they are in, it is meaningless. Tuan says unfamiliar place is "abstract 

space, lacking significance other than strangeness" (Tuan 1977, 199). But, once meaning is 

attached to an unfamiliar space, "it becomes concrete place, filled with meaning" (Tuan 1997, 

199). Signs convey meaning through learning. People learn about an area and attach meaning to 
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it, so the abstract, insignificant, strange space becomes something meaningful. Knowledge 

obtained from signs as well as connotations made about the place as a result of language and 

images on the signs shape a person's experience of a place. 

A great deal of literature is devoted to the theories surroWlding space and place, how it is 

created and the effects it has on personal and communal experiences. In addition to Tuan we read 

a number of authors including Henri Lefebvre and David Delaney and several related case 

studies to further understand the idea that created-space influences a person's experience. Henri 

Lefebvre, a philosopher on space, and parts ofhis book The Production ojSpace, were important 

to our research. Specifically his work on the significance of "social space," how it is produced, 

and by whom was important to our inquiry ofwho designed the signs for the recreation sites 

along the river. Delaney, who specializes in law, looked at the human "construction of nature" 

and about the laws and politics that go into creating this type of space. His theories help us to 

consider who created the signs and why certain signs may be stressed over other signs. 

We also looked at previous case studies on the importance built environments and how 

the "space" they create impacts places and they way people view them. A case study done by 

geographer and anthropologist Dydia DeLyser show that the way space is portrayed is very 

influential on the way space is then experienced. She found that people experienced the "ghost 

town" ofBodi, California mainly through artifacts and landscapes (some built) and they in turn 

viewed their experience of the space as a part of the "Romantic West." John Eyles and Walter 

Peace did similar research regarding the Steeltown ofHamilton and how signs and symbols 

shaped the city's view on their "place". Both authors believe created space is an important 

aspect in a person's interpretation of experience. Though there is some dissent in the theorists 

about who produces space, but for the most part they all agree that created space effects the 
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human interpretation of experience. Many of these authors were heavily influenced by Tuan and 

therefore throughout our study we continually returned to his works and understanding of the 

human perspective of experience. It is interesting to note that in the realm of Geography, space 

and place are usually focused in Human Geographical thought, but, the topic crosses into 

Sociology, Law, and Anthropology. Space and place are topics that affect many areas of thought 

because they are essential to every person's life. 

We also researched a little on infonnation visualization and effective signage to see how 

information displayed on the signs can help or hurt the message they promote. The common 

mistake ofpoor information visualization, as the Citizens for a Scenic Wisconsin note is having 

as much information on the sign or bulletin board as possible. Edward Tufte, the guru of 

information display, states that the goal of information display is to have as much information 

with the least amount of ink possible. These pieces of advice are useful to our sign study because 

although any signage is better than no signage, showing redundant, confusing or misleading 

information can throw off the visitors to the Riverway. On our trip we encountered many signs 

on singular information boards that stated similar messages of anti-pollution. The visual 

variables in Slocum's textbook, Thematic Cartography and Geovisualization, allow us to 

additionally evaluate how well someone can read or notice the sign from its surroundings. On 

our first trip we encountered a very interesting sign regarding the history of a natural area yet we 

had to stop the car to read the whole sign. 

Since great thinkers such as Tuan and Lefebvre placed great importance on precisely who 

produced space and for what purpose; and as was previously mentioned we emailed the former 

Dave Gjestson, Mark Cupp and Brian Hefty to try and tease out the decisions made by the Lower 

Wisconsin Riverway Board and the DNR concerning the use of signs to portray the area as 
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protected. Many signs on our first trip were marked with the DNR logo, so we presumed they 

had a large part in sign placing. Their responses focused on the decision making regarding the 

design, funding, contracting, construction, and installation of the signage along boundaries and at 

recreation sites of the Riverway. Cupp suggested we visit the Arena boat landing and Peck's 

Landing at the Hwy. 23 bridge at Spring Green. He also suggested we visit the boat landing on 

County Highway Y, which we already visited on the first trip. Their responses also included 

things to observe like sign language (the mention of the Stewardship Fund), private land signs 

and sign placement. 
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Once we had these defined destinations (see map above), our second trip to the Lower 

Wisconsin Riverway led us westward along highway 14 towards Arena. On the way to the 

Arena's boat landing, we passed another unit sign with the wood duck logo (see inset on p. 13). 

In Gjestson's email, he mentioned that the wood duck was chosen over the Giant Blue Heron 

because it was a game species and would appeal to the hunters and fishennen who paid for most 
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of the state-owned land in the Riverway. 

This response also helped us realize the 

main demographic of the Riverway. We 

might have missed the sign on the side of 

the Arena unit board explaining that "This 

Land (was) Purchased with State 

Stewardship Dollars," posted by the DNR 

had we not been advised to look out for it. 

We then stopped at the boat landing and 

found similar signs as those in Sauk City, mainly concerning rules (no camping, glass nor 

campfires, etc.) and precautions (like the dangers of viral hemorrhagic septicemia in fishes). 

What we began to notice is that a large majority of the signs were dedicated to recreation 

activities and did not focus on the cultural, historical and natural heritage of the area that was 

spoken about on the LWR Board's strategic plan. 

We continued to Spring Green and stopped at the Hwy. 23 bridge recreational area, 

Peck's Landing. Similar signs were posted here, too. One sign calls our attention: "RIVER 

ETHICS: Have a good time; Pick up after yourself; Don't bother others." Gjestson wrote in his 

email about constructing this sign, we were happy to find it. This sign will be discussed in depth 

in our critique of the signs, but we felt that it was a step in the right direction because it was not 

simply a list of rules and regulations, but was instead focused on preserving the area on a more 

ideological level. 

After Peck's Landing, we drove up-river to Ferry's Bluff, a common eagle spotting 

location between Spring Green and Sauk City. The road leading to Ferry's Bluff was hard to find 
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save a small road marker directing us down a gravel road. The road was lined with "No 

Trespassing" signs on one side and a steep bluff on the other side. This reminded us of the 

Newman and Paasi article on borders because these "Private Land" signs made a clear boundary. 

At the end of the road was a parking area where we encountered the familiar array of signs 

detailing the rules and regulations of the area before the trail to the bluffbegan. Less than 20 

feet from the ''No Ground fires" sign was a recent fire pit. We questioned how serious people 

take the signs considering this blatant disregard for their messages. Dissimilar signs included a 

sign warning against mustard seeds, an invasive plant to the area, with an accompanying boot 

brush, and also a sign detailing the eagle activity in the area. After Ferry Bluff, we had officially 

hit all recommended sites and decided to head back to Madison to interpret our findings. 

Our last area to study before heading out was the question ofborders. In the LWR 

Board's "Strategic Plan" it mentioned the pressure ofprivate land owners in the area, 

encroaching on all sides of the Riverway. David Newman and Anssi Paasi in their article titled 

"Fences and neighbors in the postmodem world: boundary narratives in political geography" 

takes a critical look at boundaries and the different effects that they can have on political 

geography. They state that the history ofboundary studies has been around for a long time; but 

has more recently moved from standard, politically influenced international discourse to a more 

theoretical study. They also examine the "four major themes" of contemporary boundary studies 

which are: "1) the suggested 'disappearance' ofboundaries; 2) the role ofboundaries in the 

construction of sociospatial identities; 3) boundary narratives and discourse; and 4) the different 

spatial scales ofboundary construction" (Newman and Paasi 2006, 191). The most interesting of 

the sections was "the role ofboundaries in construction of sociospatial identities" because it 

focused on how certain groups ofpeople can fonn their entire identities around simply the 
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borders that surround them. Newman and Paasi state, 

"Boundaries both create identities and are created 

through identity" (Newman and Paasi 2006, 194). The 

LWR Board is attempting to affix new borders along 

the river by placing conservation, recycling, anti

pollution and anti-intrusion signage in areas frequented 

by humans and it seemed that the private landowners 

were somewhat hesitant to follow the new regulations 

by posting large and colorful ''No Trespassing" signs 

(see inset). Ostensibly the LWR Board and DNR are hoping to curb the negative effects that 

human involvement can have on a landscape and by creating these new borders but they are 

essentially changing the entire complexion of both the built and natural landscapes of the LWR 

and it seemed that certain landowners did not want to be a part of this process. 

Michael J. Watt's article "Enclosure: a modem spatiality of nature" focuses on 18th 

century English "enclosure acts" and how they are similar to modern zoos, poultry farms and 

genetically modified crops. These enclosure acts cut off commoners from using land and as he 

states, "the land, and the landscape, no longer looked the same; its boundaries and borders 

restricted movements and hence altered the experience of the landscape" (Watt 2004,51). His 

first comparison, zoos, shows that humans continue to dominate the landscape by changing the 

natural ecosystems and "alienating" the animals from their natural habitats simply so that 

humans can view them. This section of his article can apply to our project because the Lower 

Wisconsin Riverway Board is attempting to lower the amount of "domination" of the natural 
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landscape by limiting access to certain areas and posting signs along areas that focus on 

conservation and anti-pollution efforts. 

Signs are important communication tools. They are used to convey information the sign 

maker deems significant. By investigating place-making studies, spatial analyses and border 

narratives we had hoped to learn about the deliberate placement of certain signs. Signage can 

create significance by their sheer presence; a person recognizes a place such as the Lower 

Wisconsin Riverway as having significance by not only noticing the beauty surrounding the area, 

but also by observing signs that distinguish the area as special. Signs are therefore important 

because they have the ability to alter a person's understanding when experiencing a place. 

Signs are also used to create an image of an area. Signs are purposely placed to influence 

others. It is not just a passive process that occurs, but often experience is purposely altered by 

signs to induce a specific response. John Eyles and Walter Peace, authors of"Signs and Symbols 

in Hamilton: An Iconology of a Steeltown" take this approach to human experience through 

signs. They believe that signs "reflect and refract" (Eyles 1990, 74). Signs are created not only 

to instill significance to an unfamiliar space, but also can change a person's preconceived notions 

of a place. Hamilton, a city that was once thought of as filthy and unpleasant, was transformed 

into a desirable place through symbols and signs. Through the use of symbology and signs 

(among other things), the city created a favorable public opinion about Hamilton by ignoring 

many of the unpleasant features of the town and highlighting the agreeable aspects. They 

focused on creating and promoting space on the forefront of the city that was more amicable so 

people's experience was pleasant. In the case of Hamilton signs and symbology not only help 

create a person's perception of a place they are experiencing for the first time, they also can 

change a person's previously held notions about a place. Hamilton Steeltown: Signs were often 
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found in convenient places for 

recreation (i.e. fishers) users, not 

necessarily in the most scenically 

beautiful. Also, when they 

implemented the area as "protected" 

it changed the way people could use 

the land and thus how they 

perceived it. 

In general we felt that the 

signs we saw were not nearly 

adequate to fulfill the LWR Board's 

"Strategic Plan." Their lofty plan, 

along with the information found on 

the Lower Wisconsin Riverway 

Board's website that stresses the history and legislation surrounding the conservation efforts, is 

not represented in the local signage. The impression the signs gave was that the area was of some 

natural significance, but only insofar as it pertained to recreation activities such as boating, 

fishing and camping (see inset). We anticipated seeing many signs regarding the overall 

protection efforts for the area and perhaps maps or other information on how 2009 is the "Year 

ofthe Riverway." Perhaps our expectations were too high, given that our entire Senior 

Colloquium revolved around the "Year of the Riverway" legislation, but we were constantly 

surprised by the lack of any mention of the cultural or historical significance of the Riverway. 

Any mention of the LWR itself was purely tangential and we did not see any mention of any of 
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the "Year of the Riverway" 

proceedings, even though they 

were starting in early May (see: 

http://lwLstate.wi. us/section.asp?li 

nkid= 1533&locid=50 for a full 

description of all the ''Year of the 

Riverway" events). 

Signs are an important 

communication tool and we 

thought was reasonable to expect at least a few signs that the signs would convey information 

about the cultural and historical significance of the area. There were a few signs that followed 

these criteria, such as the sign shown on page 6 which explained the significance of ancient 

Indian burial mounds and also another sign (shown on page 19) which gave great detail 

regarding eagle populations in the Sauk Prairie area. These signs, the only ones we could find 

with lengthy information on the cultural or historical importance of the area worked to paint a 

broader picture of what the Lower Wisconsin Riverway is as a place worth protecting. They 

bisected local community, ecological stewardship practices, and even the area's natural history, 

and in this sense created a vivid "place of importance" in the mind of the passing tourist. As was 

previously mentioned, beyond these signs, the majority signs found at many sites along our 

journey regarded only the rules and regulations of boating and fishing in the area. The 

commonplace "Riverway Information" bulletin boards (as seen on page 18) at boat launchings 

were filled with warnings against litter and fish disease. Nothing was found about the 

aforementioned legislation of Wisconsin Act 31. 
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Most signs we saw were yellowed with wear and age. One example at Ferry Bluffhad 

what looked like a bite taken out of the comer. Another sign at a different site was partially 

covered with cobwebs and dust. The impression that a visitor gets is that the signs haven't been 

updated or cared for in a number of years. We can only assume that the priority and/or budgets 

for sign upkeep are not particularly high and this shows in the majority of the signs being 

damaged or discolored. The only new signs we witnessed were ones that needed to be changed 

as different fishing and boating regulations changed, such as the aforementioned VHS disease 

and also new fines for catching certain fish. 

In general, the signs were highly site and activity specific. The boards at the boat 

launchings were a smorgasbord of colored dictations. It seems as though each sign was added 

individually with little regard to overlapping messages or fully encompassing ideals about the 

Riverway as a whole. The messages sent lacked contextualization. There is little shown about the 

holistic effort to preserve the entirety of the Riverway. There were occasional maps ofWisconsin 

with the Riverway highlighted, however the scale was inappropriate to explain the Riverway area 

in detail and no additional information about the area was provided. Ifmaps were used to clearly 

outline the sum total of the project, better contextualization could be established. The project 

encompasses 79,275 acres yet the signs don't reflect the enormity and magnitude of the political 

act's undertaking. Perhaps it is this very magnitude of the Lower Wisconsin Riverway 

proposition that leads to insufficient funds for signage. 
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As was mentioned previously, one of the signs we thought was a movement in the right 

direction was the sign that reads, "RIVER ETHICS: Have a good time; Pick up after yourself; 

Don't bother others." (see inset) This sign is a movement 

toward more effective signage because it gives the viewer a 

reason to protect the Riverway other than simply because 

they might get fined. It establishes a sense of community and 

does not exlcude anyone as the other signs do (by catering 

only to boaters, fishers and campers). The sign at least 

attempts to open a dialouge with the viewer instead of simply 

stating rules and regulations. We felt that this was a great 
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step forward and our only suggestion was that perhaps next to it there could be another sign or 

brochure that could provide an outline that focused on giving a history of the cultural an natural 

significance of the area to fully implant a sense of duty with regards to conservation efforts on 

theLWR. 

In her article "Engaging Ecologies," Margaret Fitzsimmons examines the ways in which 

the field of ecology can help to influence and further human geography. She shows many 

instances where ecology and human geography look at the same ideas and states that they two 

fields need to work as a cohesive unit or a better understanding of the world will never be 

attained. She states that nature-human relations are also important to study and that, "life is what 

we share with others (human and non-human" (Fitzsimmons 2004, 32). She speaks at length 

about David Harvey and his ideas about how all organisms interact with each other and how this 

shapes the world around us. She then gets more into explaining what ecology is and how it can 

help to change the world (the Ecological Research Agenda calls for: global change, biological 
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diversity and sustainable ecological systems). She finishes her article by looking at how human 

geographers can use ecology to further their studies and that they must work side by side with 

ecologists to better understand the world (e.g. an increased focus on how humans create spaces 

of"public interest and precaution" (Fitzsimmons 2004, 44) with regards to conservation, 

agriculture and land management). This article focuses on precisely the same concerns as the 

Lower Wisconsin Riverway Board and can be used to show how perhaps in the future the 

committee will be able to work with many different fields within academia to help create new 

spaces of conservation with new signs and 

The Lower Wisconsin Riverway Board and the Wisconsin DNR have undertaken a very 

difficult task by trying to take the massive space of the Lower Riverway and demarcate it as a 

place that is worth protecting and conserving. They have done an admirable job and we 

commend both groups for attempting to give the Riverway a higher profile in popular thought. 

As was mentioned at the end of the interpretation section, the lack of funding for signage is 

perhaps the greatest deterrent to the Riverway Board achieving their goal of increased ecological 

awareness with regards to the Riverway and the surrounding areas. Many of the signs are faded, 

turning yellow or difficult to read and this proved to be a great hindrance to the successful 

creation of a new "quasi-protected place." 

There is not much the LWR Board or the DNR can do about their current monetary 

situations, especially in the modem economic climate, because they have to answer to a greater 

political agenda. For the DNR a significant portion of their revenue comes from hunting, fishing 

and camping (whether selling licenses and pennits or ticketing conservation offenders) and most 

of this money needs to be allocated to other areas besides the creation ofnew signage. The 

newest, nicest signs we found all revolved around camping, hunting and fishing regulations and 
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it is clear to us that while ostensibly the DNR and LWR Board hope to create a new "quasi-

protected and scenic" image for the Riverway; they must focus on the aspects of conservation 

that can also make money. It is a shame that this is the case and we applaud the LWR Board and 

the DNR for their efforts. We hope that in time perhaps an outside donor or governmental 

stipend can be given for the sole purpose of creating signage that adequately promotes the 

natural beauty of the Lower Wisconsin Riverway. 
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