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President’s Column
John Collins

We’re all volunteers!
Much of what makes our 

parks wonderful is due to 
volunteers. Since the State 
of Wisconsin eliminated 
state funding for state park 
operation in 2015, our parks 
have become more dependent 
on volunteers.

The Friends currently 
employ a part-time environmental educator, Ashley 
Goldbeck, who is doing a wonderful job putting together 
classes for kids and programs for all ages. But she cannot 
manage all this by herself. On a nice day, several hundred 
people may visit the nature center looking for information 
or bringing kids to explore. To keep the nature center open 
at least noon-4:00 every day volunteers are required.

Volunteers groom the ski trails and do much of the 
cleanup after major holidays. Our volunteers have laid out 
and developed new trails, including the new Red Trail on 
the south side of the Kinnickinnic River, and winter hiking 
and snowshoe trails at Willow. Volunteers are currently 
laying out a new snowshoe trail that creates a route from 
the nature center to the falls. You may remember a few 

Superintendent’s 
Report
Aaron Mason

Here we are again with another 
quick jump from winter into our 
busy season. Park staff have been 
hustling to get buildings and 
water systems up and running, 
campgrounds open, and trails 
ready. All campgrounds are now open. The past few nice 
weekends have brought many visitors out to the parks.

The spring floods have made for a slow start at Kinni. 
Much of the river delta is still flooded delaying placement 
of docks and buoys. 

I’m sure many of you are interested in an update on 
the Little Falls Dam project. Miron Construction began 
work late last summer. By early fall the remaining pieces 
of the old dam were removed and the site was excavated 
down to bedrock. The river was diverted around the site 
for this phase of construction. Miron worked through 
the bitter winter cold and heavy snow, pouring much of 
the base mat, gates, right abutment, and the intake tower. 
The late March spring floods created a definite project 
setback. Extremely high flows, debris, and ice dams 
caused significant damage to the diversion channel and 
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The sudden spring snowmelt caused major damage at the Little Falls Dam project. The diversion channel and coffer dam were severly impacted. 
The force of the water washed away a significant portion of the northern bank.
Photo by Nick Schmit
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years ago when the Trout Brook (Purple) Trail was a 
tunnel through dense buckthorn. The volunteer Buckthorn 
Brigade has cleared the tangle back so once again the trail 
is lined with native trees. Next they will clear buckthorn 
from much of the riverbank to open 
up river views. They have cleared 
out dense buckthorn in the 300 
Campground that was crowding 
campers and blocking lake views.

Events like the Trail Challenge, our 
annual fundraiser, depend on a small 
army of volunteers. Our planning, 
fundraising, and programming for a 
new nature center at Willow River 
State Park depends on volunteers, 
along with a bit of professional 
fundraising guidance.

If you are looking for funp 
camaraderie, and want to make 
a difference in your parks, we 
would love to hear from you. For 
more information or to sign up as 
a volunteer, email naturecenter@
willowkinnifriends.org, call (715)386-
9340, or stop in.

breached the coffer dam, flooding the construction site. 
The new concrete structure itself was not damaged, but 
a lot of equipment and materials were. Significant debris 
was washed down stream and the site filled with sediment. 

April and May were spent 
cleaning up the river, making 
repairs, and removing sediment. 
Hopefully normal construction 
will resume in early June. We are 
still planning on a completion 
date of late 2019 with the 
refilling of the lake to follow. We 
expect to have a full lake by the 
spring of 2020. 

Other projects have kept the 
staff busy. We are finishing 
the electrification of another 
10 sites in the 100 and 200 
Campgrounds. New drinking 
fountains have been installed 
in much of the park. Also, as 
part of the dam project, we 
removed over 6,000 cubic yards 
of lake bottom near the beach 

and reshaped the area to improve 
flow and reduce aquatic weed growth. The beach area 
and underlying membrane was extended and additional 
sand was added to make the beach a much cleaner and 
more pleasant place for swimming. There were also 
approximately 1,000 tons of 4 ft boulders placed around 
the lake bottom to serve as fish habitat.

Much of the material removed from the lake bottom 
was clean sand and gravel. This material was reused to 
construct a new park road from the office to the Willow 
Falls parking lot and add approximately 50 stalls of 
parking. The road will serve as the new main access for the 
falls. The existing access off County Rd. A will be closed 
April through November. This will greatly improve visitor 
safety and reduce traffic issues associated with that lot. We 
are excited to have this in place for this season.

Thank you to all of the Friends and volunteers who help 
make these two parks such great places to visit. All of your 
help is greatly appreciated. I hope to see you out here soon.

Buck Malick, Linda Malick, and Karen Schmit volunteer 
at the food tent.

River Rambles
Ashley Goldbeck, 
Naturalist Educator

Signs of Spring! Finally a 
warm breeze greets you as you 
walk out your door and start 
your day. You shrug out of your 
winter jacket and wonder “is 
spring finally here?! Have we 
finally broken through the long 
winter season?!” Here in Wisconsin it can be hard to tell 
since it can be warm and sunny one day and bitter cold and 
snowing the next. Its best to look for many signs of spring 
in order to confirm that it’s truly here to stay! 

Here are some examples to keep an eye out for: 
Early mornings and late afternoons are filled with 

birds singing
Buds on trees and shrubs
Flowers in bloom
Sweet smell in the air 
Rivers rising/flooding due to vast snow melts
Monarchs migrating
Misty/foggy mornings
Chirping of frogs (especially the spring peeper)
The grass is no longer brown. It’s lush and green 
Ducks are back up in the air
Baby animals greet the world
Your allergies are back in full swing!

Ashley Goldbeck and Albert
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Take a Hike Through the Prairies 
of Willow River State Park
Ashley Goldbeck

Prairies benefit us more than you may know! Two main 
benefits they provide for us include food and medicine. 
Prairie plants have been found useful in curing several 
ailments from toothaches to colic as well as topical 
ointments to heal burns and relieve pain. Plants have also 
been used to make teas, eat and even cure or ease the 
effects of diseases! Wisconsin prairie lands once provided 
a home for large game animals such as antelope and bison, 
and provided many plants Native Americans used for food 
and health. Today, native tall grass prairies are the most 
endangered ecosystems in North America. When you visit 
our park you will notice that there are numerous prairie 
restoration projects going on. We have a small prairie 
garden located in front of the Nature Center and the largest 
surrounds the Park Office. In our prairies you will find 
many common prairie plants such as: 

Goldenrod
Big Bluestem
Blazing Star
Wild Quinine
Indian Grass
Rattlesnake Master
Black-eyed Susan 

Prairies are good for the 
environment because they 
absorb water and prevent 
runoff pollution in the 
event of a large storm. 
They also provide a home 
for hundreds of different 
species of animals including: Badgers, Red Fox, Cottontail 
Rabbits, Ornate Box Turtles, Timber Rattlesnakes, Tiger 
Salamanders, Red-tailed Hawks, Red-winged Blackbirds, 
Sandhill Cranes, and many more!

High Water Shows Beauty on the Kinni
Julie Gujer

The St. Croix River crested this year on April 1st at 
88.48 feet, making it the seventh-highest crest in recorded 
history. These historic highs have caused widespread 
devastation from washed-out highways to houses 
submerged in water up to the attic.

However, the high water also gives us an opportunity 
to see beauty and access usually inaccessible areas. I 
decided to do some 
exploring, and put 
my kayak in the cold 
St. Croix River near 
Kinnickinnic State 
Park. I was able to 
kayak through trees 
and poke into places 
I’ve never been 
before. Paddling 
through the trees is 
almost an adventure 
in itself. I headed 
upstream on the 
Kinnickinnic River 
to an area called 
the Devil’s Punch 
Bowl (or Devil’s 
Mixing Bowl or Devil’s Den), a spectacular gorge within 
the Kinnickinnic State Park. It is part of the Kinnickinnic 
Gorge and Delta State Natural Area.

I have been there many times by foot, but never by 
kayak. In the spring you can see the amazing waterfalls 
and during the winter, the canyon walls freeze blue. On 
this day, the St. Croix River was so high, it rose above the 
banks of the Kinnickinnic River, allowing me to paddle to 
the base of the lower cascade, an area where there usually 
isn’t water. It is absolutely beautiful. I feel as if I have 
been transported somewhere else.

According to the Wisconsin DNR, the Devil’s Punch 
Bowl is a nice example of a box canyon. It is likely this 
canyon was formed by glacial meltwaters many thousands 
of years ago. The amount of water that passed through 
this area to create this small canyon must have been 
astounding. Kinnickinnic River gorge and delta contain 
an undisturbed area with a diversity of plant communities 
and features one of the finest examples of river delta 
in Wisconsin. The Devil’s Mixing Bowl is a series of 
cascades originating in a deep box canyon and emptying 
into a small pool. A spectacular example of dripping cliffs 
is found within this canyon. At the head of the canyon the 
sheer walls support a ribbon of bulblet ferns growing along 
a high shelf. From this shelf, water falls more than15 feet 
down the cascades to the canyon floor. The lower waterfall 
is dry except in wet seasons. Numerous mosses and lichens 
blanket the canyon floor. Of special geologic interest is the 
large semi-open delta deposited by the Kinnickinnic River 
as it flows into the St. Croix River. Devil’s Mixing Bowl

Photo by Tom Greggory

Paddling through a forest
Photo by Julie Gujer
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Your membership expiration date is printed on 
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Please take a moment to renew online at: 
squareup.com/market/friendswrk. 
Thank you!


