
 

A celebration of recreation trails and 
historic preservation on the 
Chequamegon-Nicolet NF 

A trailside kiosk tells the story of 4,000 years of Native American 
settlement and history at this scenic area. 

Contributed by Mark Bruhy, Chequamegon-
Nicolet NF 
 
Top Photo: A view of Hidden Lakes Trail 
 
Bottom Photo: Interpretive team members, 
from left, Rainey Kreis, giiwe Martin, and 
Theresa Ford 
 
The Butternut-Franklin lakes area, located east 
of Eagle River in the Chequamegon-Nicolet 
National Forest, is distinguished by its scenic 
beauty and ecological diversity. Increasingly, 
hikers have been drawn to the area and to 
accommodate access, the Hidden Lakes Trail 
was developed in the 1990's. The 13 mile trail 
encircles the Butternut-Franklin lakes area and 
passes through numerous scenic vistas. Though 
largely unknown to trail users, it also crosses 
through or nearby 20 archaeological sites that 
represent a 4,000 year continuum of Native 
American settlement and history.  
 

A concentration of inter-related and undisturbed archaeological resources of this 
nature is rare, and consequently, its importance was recently recognized through 
designation as the Butternut-Franklin Lakes Area National Register of Historic Places 
Archaeological District. The numerous investigations that led to this designation were 
conducted over a 30 year period and a variety of partners participated. They include 
Nicolet College, Northland College, Beloit College, Commonwealth Cultural Resources 
Group, Great Lakes Archaeological Research Center, University of Wisconsin-



Waukesha, Butternut-Franklin Lakes Foundation, Lac du Flambeau Band of Lake 
Superior Chippewa Indians, and the Wisconsin Historical Society. Further, hundreds of 
individuals were recruited to participate in these investigations through the Forest 
Service's Passport in Time volunteer program.  

While the success of the archaeological research was based on collaboration, so too 
was the Hidden Lakes Trail born of a broad spectrum of partnerships. Those who 
helped build the trail include Wheaton College's Honey Rock Camp, who provided 
student labor in trail construction. Inmates from McNaughton Correctional Center, 
assigned to community service projects, were important contributors. The Wisconsin 
Conservation Corps also lent a hand as did members of the John Muir Chapter of the 
Sierra Club. Today volunteers from the Butternut-Franklin lakes area continue to help 
maintain the trail.  

With the trail established and well-used, and the District's historic significance 
affirmed, there was an obvious need to bring the remarkable story of Native 
settlement to the attention of trail users. To do so the Forest Service turned to yet 
another partner, the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point (UWSP), for help with the 
development of interpretative media. UWSP Department of Environmental Education 
and Interpretation faculty enthusiastically accepted our request for help and handed 
the task to two graduate students. To ensure the Native perspective was accurately 
and respectfully reflected in the interpretive media, the Forest Service approached Ms. 
giiwegiizhigookway Martin, Lac Vieux Desert Tribal Historic Preservation Officer, and 
she graciously agreed to serve as project consultant.  

With Ms. Martin's advice and suggestions, students Theresa Ford and Rainey Kreis 
completed an interpretive plan in 2007. And, with funding provided by the Butternut-
Franklin Lakes Foundation and the Eastern National Forest Interpretive Association, 
three interpretive panels were recently fabricated and have been placed in a trailside 
kiosk. Trail users will continue to enjoy the scenic beauty of this remarkable area, and 
they will now also better understand how Native peoples call this area their home for 
thousands of years.  

To celebrate the popularity of the trail as well as the establishment of the National 
Register District, a ceremony and celebration is scheduled to take place on June 7th, 
National Trails Day. It will be hosted by the Butternut-Franklin Lake Foundation and 
the Forest Service. 
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Trail Length: Approximately 13 miles

Difficulty: Moderate, mostly level, some 
rolling terrain, one bridge crossing

You are here
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