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Patty Loew:

Welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew. This week we travel to Devil's Lake State Park near Baraboo for an amazing aerial display as swarms of turkey vultures gather before their annual migration. Sturgeon Bay's Michigan Street Bridge was originally built to join the community. But nearly 80 years later, controversy surrounding the bridge divides Door County. And head to Lincoln County where Videographer Frank Boll was thinking spring but it was all winter as he had to ski instead of hike along the Ice Age National Scenic Trail. Those stories this week "In Wisconsin." 

Announcer:

Major funding for "In Wisconsin" is provided by the people of Alliant Energy, who bring safe, reliable and environmentally friendly energy to keep homes, neighborhoods and life in Wisconsin running smoothly.  Alliant Energy, offering energy-saving ideas on the web. And by the Animal Dental Center of Milwaukee and Oshkosh.  A veterinary specialist working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin, providing care for oral disease and dental problems of small companion animals.  

Loew:

Bird watching in Wisconsin is taking flight. During the past several months, "In Wisconsin" has been reporting on the Great Wisconsin Birding and Nature Trail. It offers some of the best wildlife viewing in the state. Producer Jo Garrett is on the trail at Devil's Lake State Park to show you where to find the largest gathering of turkey vultures in the Midwest. 

Jo Garrett:

Devil's Lake State Park is always a stunning place. And on an 80 degree day in October, it's bustling with visitors. It's a bit of a climb up past those boulder fields to the top of the ridge but the view is worth the walk. But look again. There is something more. Many more. 

Park Visitor:

Look at all of them. 

Visitor:

This morning we saw 250 at once. 

Visitor:

Wow. 

Visitor:

Wow. 

Visitor:

Wow. 

Visitor:

This is cool. 

Garrett:

You're watching an annual October event. Turkey vultures massing in Devil's Lake State Park before their fall migration. 

Lisa Hartman:

During migration time when 300 or 400 birds congregate there. 

It’s the biggest roost in the whole Great Lakes area, for sure.

Garrett:

Mike Mossman organized this field trip, along with his wife, Lisa Hartman. Mossman works as a wildlife researcher for Wisconsin's Department of Natural Resources, yet it's on their own time that this couple has spent decades researching this bird. 

Hartman:

I met mike in 1981. I guess in 1983 is when I started going out to do turkey vulture work with him so I've been doing it for 25 years. I love watching them fly in. 

Mossman:

It was absolutely magical. Still like that for me. it doesn't change at all. They're so beautiful to watch in the air. They seem to be so adept and they can fly literally for hours and hours and hours without flapping their wings. They're adept at just soaring. I'm sure when they’re soaring, they are as relaxed as they would be when they were standing expect they have to pay attention and follow the currents. Their wings are in a shallow “v” above the body. That's an identifying characteristic of the birds in flight. 

Garrett:

Flight is one thing.  Do they still compel close up? For this couple they do.

Hartman:

I can't stop looking at them. I'm so taken with them. I could spend all my days just staring at that bird watching them coming into roost, watching them flying and socializing with one another in the trees in the morning. There is nothing that I don't -- I'm not interested in knowing about them or watching them. 

Garrett:

It is this passion that has fueled their decades of research. We've prevailed upon those years of knowledge when we asked these two turkey vulture experts to look close, to analyze some roosting and flying footage we had shot. For example, we knew that the turkey vultures are stars at soaring. They can float for hours. But how do they change directions if they don't flap their wings? 

Hartman:

Their wing tips, they have emarginated primaries so there is a finger length space between the tips of the primaries. So they maneuver those. Each feather is the shape of a wing in itself. They use just the wing tips to maneuver on the current. 

Garrett:

They talked about feathers and behaviors, sunning and the preening of feathers. 

Mossman:

They do a lot of the same things he's doing right now. 

Garrett:

Yes, that he with his head buried in his feathers, sitting on a perch overlooking their kitchen table, is their turkey vulture. 

Hartman:

So this is our captive turkey vulture, Uncle Butzhe. I named him Uncle Butzhe after a favorite uncle of mine who loved birds and encouraged my interest.  His left wing is broken.  We took him on as an education bird.

Garrett:

Uncle Butzhe provides the up close portion of their education program. 

Hartman:

We have learned that our birds go down to South and Central America for the winter. I would do slide shows, educational slide shows for people and still people would come away and say but they're ugly and they stink. When I started taking a live bird with me it was amazing the difference trying to convince people how beautiful the bird was. You have to look at them close up. They have this incredible iridescence in their feathers, it's so anemicly described in the literature in the field guides.

Garrett:

They both feel that the turkey vulture doesn't get its due and it's unduly dissed for chewing on dead things. Consider another bird, an American icon that often shares the same diet but has much better PR.

Mossman:

In the winter I know bald eagles are feeding primarily on dead things the same way -- the same fields and type of carcasses that turkey vultures would be in on in the summer, bald eagles are on in the winter. 

Garrett:

Death is ever present and vultures play a crucial role, due in part to their biology. 

Mossman:

They have a good sense of smell which is strange for a bird to have. 

Garrett:

Maybe it helps to watch them for a while. To gain an appreciation of their place. Jan Aslaksen of La Valle, one of the trip participants. 

Jan Aslaksen:

Being on a farm and seeing them and something dies in the field or woods and you see the turkey vultures clean it up. They do a good job, nature’s clean up tool.

Mossman:

For me they're beautiful because they're part of creation, they have a place in nature. We look up and there is a whole bunch of vultures flying around.  We feel like, you know, the world is okay. Everything is working, everything is beautiful. Nothing could express that more than that bird. 

Garrett:

Hartman has been writing a memoir about her time as a turkey vulture researcher. Here is a little bit to leave you with. 

Hartman:

It's just that sort of day where the only thing that makes sense to do is to stand on the highest point possible to greet migrant vultures coming in from the south, to search and wait like the fair young maidens in the old ballads for their lovers to return over the distant and rolling seas. The only difference is that I know my love, the vultures, will actually return. Whereas for the young maidens in the ballads, this wasn't always the case. 

Garrett:

There is beneath our busy lives an old call, painted stroke after stroke on the sky.  It’s the call of migration, that ancient coming and going reminding us of our own rise and fall. 

Loew:

Here is an interesting side note. The turkey vulture has the largest breeding range of any bird in North America. It stretches all the way from central Canada to the tip of South America. For more reports on the Great Wisconsin Birding and Nature Trail, you can go to our website at wpt.org/InWisconsin. You'll also find more information about the trail and the full version of Lisa Hartman's poem, plus some fascinating and unusual ways the turkey vulture stays warm and cool. Again, that's on our website at wpt.org/InWisconsin. In northeast Wisconsin, a ship canal cut through Sturgeon Bay more than a century ago. Today you can't get to the northern tip of Door County without crossing a bridge. They are the lifeline of that community. And as "In Wisconsin" Reporter Art Hackett discovered, when you mess with them, you create controversy. 

Art Hackett:

Bridges are supposed to join communities, but there are times and places where they divide them. Door County, home of Sturgeon Bay's steel bridge is one of those places. 

Joe Knaapen:

People are passionate about issues in Door County. It is an artistic community, a working man community. It’s a combination of some very wealthy and very poor people.  All of this diversity comes together, and when there is an issue, people take sides. 

Art Hackett:

The diversity of people and opinions former newspaper reporter Joe Knappen is talking about didn't just come together. They collided head on in the middle of the steel bridge. To appreciate the condition of the old bridge, you have to get on a boat and go underneath it and look up and see the condition of the beams that support the decks on the two lift sections. It's official name is the Michigan Street Bridge, dating to 1932. It looks like it was built with an erector set. 

Christie Weber:

The bridge is a rare example, a Schwerzer type overhead, upper lift bridge. It is one of only two in the country that exist. 

Hackett:

Historic preservationist Christie Weber is part of the artistic community Knaapen referred to.  She notes the bridge's delicately balanced center sections can lift to clear ship traffic. 

Weber:

It has 300 ton weights on the top that actually swing the draw section up. You could actually hand crank it open. 

Bill Parsons:

It's the icon of Surgeon Bay. 

Hackett:

Which is why retired yacht builder Bill Parsons is happy to see the state talking about fixing up the steel bridge and the working man's community, perhaps it was represented by the guy who drove by during our interview. 

Parsons:

You might guess we're pretty pleased with Governor Doyle and Secretary Busalacki for supporting our town. 

Knaapen

The discussion goes back to at least 1996. What do you do about the Michigan Street Bridge? It's deteriorating. In the 1990s it was declared functionally obsolete. The state engineer said we have to do something. 

Parsons:

There began a plan initially on the part of the city to talk about its replacement. When a lot of people realized what was about to happen, they said hey, wait a minute. We really love this old bridge. 

Hackett:

They haven't just waited a minute. They've waited 12 years. In the meantime, the bridge hasn't gotten any younger. In some places, the sections that are supposed to open like a swiss army knife look like swiss cheese instead. As rust ate away the beams, controversy ate away at people's emotions. 

Weber:

The community was torn apart. People being afraid of the old bridge and people wanting to save the old bridge. 

Pat MacDonald:

It is pretty peculiar how something so inanimate can elicit such strong reactions plus and negetive.

Hackett:

Mac Donald is a nationally known rock musician who lives in Sturgeon Bay and also happens to be Christie Weber's brother. In 2006 Mac Donald, Weber and others organized the Steel Bridge Song Fest. Every year musicians from all over the country gather to write and perform songs about, and raise consciousness of, the steel bridge. But by 2008 in the county known for fish boils, the bridge controversy also came to a boil. In August of that year the Wisconsin Department of Transportation suddenly closed the steel bridge to traffic. They allowed it to re-open only with police officers and other city and county employees strictly enforcing the five-ton weight limit. 

Hackett:

Have you had to stop any of them so far? 

Cady Cookle:

Just a truck with a huge camper, otherwise not that many people. 

Hackett:

At night when traffic didn't justify the guard's expense, the bridge was blocked off. Cars were forced to detour about ten miles out of the way on another bridge of a  highway which bypasses the city. 

Tony Depieus:

If we weren't able to keep the weight limits to five tons there could be more damage, knocking the bridge out of alignment. It might not open or close in the future. It could have total failure. 

Hackett:

In October of 2008, Sturgeon Bay was reconnected amid much celebration, a new bridge was opened a block away from the steel bridge. The plan was open the new bridge, then rehab the steel bridge at a cost of $14 million. When the repairs are done, the two bridges will function as a pair. But even before the new bridge opened, some, including Door County Board Chair Leo Zipperer wrote the Governor with a new idea. Live with just the new bridge and spend the repair money intended for the steel bridge somewhere else. 

Leo Zipperer:

And I do know that our infrastructure to maintain our county highways at least requires $17 million. And I'm saying I think $14 of that could get us a long way down the line. 

Hackett:

Zipperer suggested just removing the weakened center portion of the steel bridge. 

Zipperer:

It could be for festivities and/or a fishing pier on the other side would be better use for the dollars. 

Hackett:

But it wouldn't be a bridge anymore. 

Zipperer:

You're right. 

Hackett:

Which would likely be fine with the guy who drove by during our earlier interview. 

Hackett:

In the middle of the interview somebody yelled out of his car “tear it down.” 

Knaapen:

Right. 

Hackett:

How many people like that are out there? 

Knaapen:

There are a lot of them. But they're not the people that take time to write letters, they're not the people that take time to organize things. They're the people that go to work and when it comes to vote they vote for people like Leo Zipperer. 

Hackett:

County Board Chair Zipperer's suggestion to turn the steel bridge into the steel fishing pier went nowhere. The city and the DOT say when the state took federal money to build the new bridge, it committed itself to maintaining two, two-lane bridges. Argument over? Not, apparently in Sturgeon Bay.

Mac Donald:

I'm a little concerned that perhaps the rehab will be delayed indefinitely until such time that somebody figures out a way to get around it. 

Zipperer:

I do think it's -- it requires a fresh look to see if we can better spend the dollars. 

Parsons:

I feel completely confident that once we have two downtown bridges people will -- can't imagine they could ever have lived any other way. 

Knaapen:

I don't think this is ever put to bed. My experience is like this. It's very simple. Every time I think I've written the last story about a political issue, it shows up again. 

Hackett:

It's as if there is still a divide in Door County that's yet to be bridged. 

Loew:

The controversy hasn't derailed plans to rehab the Michigan Street Bridge. The Wisconsin Department of Transportation is scheduled to open bids for the project April 14th. By mid April, the weather is warming up and it's prime time to hike along the 1100 miles of the Ice Age National Scenic Trail. But as Videographer Frank Boll found out, plans for a spring hike can quickly turn into a winter adventure in Wisconsin as he explored the east “new wood” segment in Lincoln County. 

Frank Boll:

This is pretty late in the year. It's April. We got about three inches of snow last night on a base of eight to ten inches of old snow that was wet. Skiing did not work very well today. It was right around freezing all day. The snow would stick to the bottom of the skis. Then you would go through the new snow and bog down in the snow that was underneath that was still wet. It didn't freeze. So it was kind of like slushy underneath. I didn't make very good time and the sled was pretty heavy with the camera equipment so I just camped over here and skied over to the pines and took some pictures over there. 

Boll:

It takes longer in winter to do anything. I think it took two hours to set up camp here. Once I found a spot, I leveled it off and I tied the fly off the branches off to the side because the ground is still frozen so you can't get stakes in the ground. Because of the camping you have to get off the trail and find a place where it's kind of out of the way and you're not supposed to build campfires. You're supposed to have a backpacking stove, don't cut any trees. Don't cut any branches. They don't want you to do that. They want you to use a gas stove. There is a small creek down here and it's got a metal plate as a ford. That was under water when I got here. I noticed -- I looked at it about an hour later and the water was even higher. I think by tomorrow morning it might be completely under water. One nice thing about winter camping you don't have any mosquitoes to worry about. I don't know how the night is going to go. It's supposed to get about 25 tonight. I have a down sleeping bag, a pad underneath. I think I'm pretty tired. I'll see how it goes. It reminds me of a speech I taped once for Governor Dreyfus. He said, at my age a little backpacking goes a long way. I think I know what he meant. One problem with winter camping that I forgot about. I took off my pants because it was so wet last night and there’s only so much you can take in the sleeping bag. I put the boot inserts in dry. The pants are kind of frozen shut this morning and I had to open them up to get the leg in and then my boots are also frozen shut and I had a hard time getting my inserts in but I finally did after breathing in the boots for a while. Looks like it's a beautiful day. Blue sky, sun is already up. I slept pretty good. Woke up about four times. And I couldn't believe morning was here already. It's about three or four inches under water yet. Today it's a foot and a half or more of water going over it. I knew I couldn't walk over it without getting my feet wet. I took out the liners and socks and put on the boots and put the garbage bags around them on. Figured it would keep me from getting completely wet. I came across with a tripod in the backpack first to test if it would work and it worked pretty good. I went back and got the camera, the most expensive part of all this gear. I didn't want to see that float down the creek. I went back and got my skis across and brought this across and I thought for sure as I was coming across there would be a boat effect and try to pull me off the walkway but it followed me pretty good. I got out with just a little wet feet. Not too bad. Could have been a lot worse. It's been 24 hours since I skied in here with the new wood segment of the ice age trail pulling a 90 pound pack. 40 pounds of camera, tripod and extra batteries. I haven't done this for about 20 years and I found out I wasn't in as good a shape as I thought I was. I dropped this water and food along the trail. I left the camera here and the gear and I went back almost to the creek again and I found these items and came back. It truly was delightful. A beautiful day. I had a very good experience on this trail. It's a great trail. I would love to ski it without camera equipment. 

Loew:

You can check out other "In Wisconsin" reports featuring the Ice Age Trail by logging onto our website at wpt.org/InWisconsin. We return next week with this Wausau teacher who in his retirement clears unexploded bombs in Laos. See how his students inspired this mission of mercy. Our winter weather has had no mercy on drivers. But in Beloit they're fighting back with beet juice to clear the ice and snow. Plus we’ll soar with the eagles along the Wisconsin River high above Sauk Prairie. Those stories next week “In Wisconsin.” We leave you now with a look forward to spring and scenes like these near Portage in Columbia County. For "In Wisconsin" I'm Patty Loew, have a great week.

Announcer:

Major funding for "In Wisconsin" is provided by the people of Alliant Energy, who bring safe, reliable and environmentally friendly energy to keep homes, neighborhoods and life in Wisconsin running smoothly.  Alliant Energy, offering energy-saving ideas on the web. And by the Animal Dental Center of Milwaukee and Oshkosh.  A veterinary specialist working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin, providing care for oral disease and dental problems of small companion animals.  

