
BADGER LANDS Sauk Prairie
State Recreation 

Area

Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance 
Visitor guide 

The Visitor Guide 
was developed by 
the Sauk Prairie 
Conservation 
Alliance with a grant 
from REI. We hope you enjoy your  
visit to the Sauk Prairie State 
Recreation Area!

For 100 years, McFarlanes’ has 
provided the Sauk Prairie area with 
innovative farm and power equipment, 
authentic parts and dedicated service. 
Three generations of the family built 
the business from the ground up, on 
principles like the business’s motto 
which is:  McFarlanes’ Where Service is 
a Family Tradition.

The Visitor Guide has also been 
supported by the Norma & Stanley 
DeBoer Quiet Trails Fund of the 
Natural Resources Foundation of 
Wisconsin and the The Friends of 
Scenic Lodi Valley.

Geology is All Around Us!
The Badger Lands were created by both ancient and recent 
geologic events. The Baraboo Hills at the northern edge of 
the property are comprised of very hard Precambrian (1.6 
billion years old) quartzite that has resisted erosion. Around 
18,000 years ago, the last glacier bumped up against the 
Baraboo Hills, wrapped around the eastern edge, and 
flowed southward. The edge of that glacier ran through 
the middle of the Badger Lands. When the ice melted, a 
terminal moraine, a low ridge comprised of rocks, sand and 
soil, was left behind at the edge of the former glacier. Water 
from the melting glacier created the flat outwash plain to 
the west of the moraine. The outwash plain represented 
the edge of what is now called the Driftless Area, the 
southwest portion of the state never covered by glaciers. 

First People   
Not long after the glacier began melting from our area 
some 14,000 years ago, humans began hunting caribou, 
muskox and wooly mammoths in the cold, barren Arctic-
like landscape. These early humans likely established small 
temporary camps. The earliest record of human habitation 
in the area—around 12,000 years ago—is found at the 
Raddatz Rockshelter in Natural Bridge State Park only a 
few miles to the west. Starting around 1,000 years ago, the 
people that comprised what is known as the Woodland 
Culture built earthen effigy mounds throughout southern 
Wisconsin; several mounds are preserved at Devil’s Lake. 
The mound builders were the ancestors of the people 
known today as the Ho-Chunk (formerly Winnebago). For 
several generations in the 1700s this landscape was home 
to the Sauk tribe, who were forced to move from their 
ancestral lands further to the east. The U.S. government 
acquired the land through the 1837 treaty with the Ho-
Chunk Nation. In 2014 a portion of the Badger Lands 
returned to the Ho-Chunk Nation. Full circle!

The Sauk Prairie
Tundra-like conditions existed following the melting of the 
glacier 14,000 years ago. As the climate warmed, tundra 
was replaced by conifer forest. About 6,000 years ago, the 
area became much warmer and dryer, and an increase in 
fire on the land (often set by the native peoples) favored a 
grassland ecosystem—prairie. When Europeans first viewed 
this area in the 1700s, they encountered a vast nearly 
treeless landscape—the 14,000 acre Sauk Prairie—abloom 
with millions of wildflowers, thick with native grasses 
and full of prairie wildlife-deer, elk, wolves, badgers and a 
preponderance of grassland birds. The prairie gave way to 
oak openings (savanna) at the base of the Baraboo Hills and 
to the east.

European Settlement
The rich soils laid down under the Sauk Prairie were 
attractive to European settlers moving westward from the 
East in the mid-1800s, eager to establish farmsteads in 
the newly opened “Northwest,” a place called Wisconsin. 
Breaking the dense prairie sod to reap its fertility was very 
hard work, requiring a team of oxen and plowmen working 
day in and day out. But broken the entire Sauk Prairie 
became, and farmers enjoyed—for the most part—a century 
of good crops and prosperity on the Sauk Prairie landscape, 
where they raised their families and livestock, supported 
schools and churches and built a community. 

Badger Army Ammunition Plant
Although plans had already been made earlier to locate 
a munitions factory in Sauk County, the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor in December 1941 brought the U.S. immediately into 
World War II. Thereafter, the construction of the Badger 
Ordnance Works (later Badger Army Ammunition Plant) 
on the Sauk Prairie proceeded at an accelerated pace. 
Within several months, 74 farm families had been forced 
to move off their farmsteads, the farm buildings, churches 
and schools were moved or destroyed, and construction 
of the largest propellant factory in the country began in 
earnest.The Plant eventually encompassed 7,400 acres and 
contained over 1,400 buildings and more than 120 miles of 
road and rail. The facility employed over 12,000 construction 
and production workers during its brief period of operation 
in WWII (1943-1945) and over 5,000 during the Korean War 
(1951-1957) and Vietnam War (1966-1975).  The Plant was 
idled but kept in a state of readiness from 1975 to 1998. 

The Future: Sauk Prairie Restored!
When the Army announced in 1997 that the Badger Plant 
was to be decommissioned, a group of representatives 
from the area’s conservation community came together to  
discuss the opportunity for a “green future” to heal the land 
at Badger. A painting by renowned artist Victor Bahktin, 
“Sauk Prairie Remembered” was commissioned to serve as 
the future vision of the Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance 
for the land. Following many years of public planning of 
the Badger property, the Alliance’s green vision prevailed. 
Deconstruction of the buildings ensued from 2004 to 2013. 
The various Badger landowners are now committed to 
working together to create a revitalized landscape, where 
prairie and oak savanna are restored, sustainable agriculture 
is practiced, and public recreation can occur. Almost half 
of the Badger property is now the Sauk Prairie State 
Recreation Area, a state-owned property accessible to the 
general public for various types of recreational activities.

The mission of the Sauk Prairie Conservation 
Alliance, a regional non-profit organization, 
is to promote cooperative conservation on 
the Badger Lands and in the surrounding 
Sauk Prairie landscape. The Alliance supports 
ecological restoration, public education, 
research and quiet nature-based recreation on 
the Badger Lands

The organization conducts restoration on 
remnant prairie and oak savanna sites at 
Badger, leads educational tours and offers 
public programs. For more information visit 
saukprairievision.org
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A Brief History of the Badger Lands
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