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2.1  Introduction 
 
This is the second of nine elements that comprise the Adams County 
Comprehensive Plan. This element is based on the statutory requirement for a 
“compilation of objectives, policies, goals, maps, and programs for the 
conservation, and promotion of the effective management, of natural resources 
such as groundwater, forests, productive agricultural areas, environmentally 
sensitive areas, threatened and endangered species, stream corridors, surface 
water, floodplains, wetlands, wildlife habitat, metallic and nonmetallic mineral 
resources, parks, open spaces, historical and cultural resources, community 
design, recreational resources and other natural resources.” The 
Comprehensive Planning Legislation also establishes 14 state planning goals. 
Of these 14 goals, three relate directly to this element. These goals are: 
 

1) Protection of natural areas, including wetlands, wildlife habitats, lakes, 
woodlands, open spaces and groundwater resources. 

 
2) Protection of economically productive areas, including farmland and 

forests. 
 
3) Preservation of cultural, historic and archaeological sites.  

 
The element is organized into three main components: natural resources, 
agriculture, and cultural resources. Each component is then divided into three 
sections: 1) Background, 2) Inventory & Trends, and 3) Goals, Objectives and 
Recommendations. 
 
Although these components are separated, they are all interrelated. For 
example, the crop cultivation practices described in the “Agriculture” 
component of this element are based upon the soil and water information given 
in the “Natural Resources” component. Similarly, this element relates to the 
other eight elements as well since the development of our society derives 
directly from our ability to use natural resources to provide for our wants and 
needs. As a result, the information provided by this element will be referenced 
in other parts of the overall Plan. 
 
Future development of Adams County depends upon plans and policies of its 
communities. These plans and policies are defined by the physiographic, 
geologic, vegetative, and hydrologic characteristics of the community. 
Consideration of factors such as drainage, soils, ground and surface water, 
woodland cover, floodplains, wetlands, and topography are important to land 
use decisions and the economy of agriculture and tourism. Culture is also a 
derivative of natural resources to the extent that the historical development of 
a community is based upon the rational for community settlement, use of 
resources to generate employment, and the necessary developments that 
accompany the creation and growth of population centers. This element will 
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focus on describing these resources in detail and identify the goals and policies 
intended to protect and utilize these resources in a responsible and efficient 
manner. 
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2.2.  Natural Resources 
 
2.2.1 Background 
 
This section provides an inventory of the natural resources found within the 
county’s 685 square miles.  The county ranks 43rd in land mass among 
Wisconsin’s 72 counties, but ranks 18th for surface water mainly due to the 
Petenwell and Castle Rock Lakes on the Wisconsin River. 
 
Much of the county’s landscape was formed during the latest glacial epoch over 
12,000 years ago. Highlands to the north furnished a temporary protection 
from ice invasion while faster moving lobes spread around Adams County and 
the majority of southwestern Wisconsin. The glacial lobes rejoined to the south, 
thereby encircling sections of Wisconsin and neighboring states in a ring of ice 
demarcating what is known as the “Driftless Area” because of its lack of rocky 
glacial debris (or “drift”). The ice mass reached only as far as the eastern edge 
of the County before receding.  On the western side of Adams County, glacial 
melting formed what is known as Glacial Lake Wisconsin. This temporary body 
of water floated icebergs containing clay, sand, and erratic boulders into the 
Adams and Juneau County area as well as down what is the Wisconsin River 
today. Geologists estimate that Glacial Lake Wisconsin covered 1825 square 
miles (larger than Green Bay), was 960 to 1000 feet above sea level, and was 
approximately 70 to 150 feet deep. The Lake existed for only a relatively short 
time, which makes the shorelines and deltas of the lake too faint for 
recognition. These lake deposits were subsequently covered by sandy, glacial 
stream deposits and by dunes and loess. The geological impact of both Glacial 
Lake Wisconsin and the glacial moraine are the reason for much of Adams 
County’s breathtakingly spectacular scenery. 
 
Adams County’s natural scenery includes: spires, pinnacles, castles, domed 
buttes, and flat-topped mesas.  These buttes and mesas are often called 
mounds despite their craggy appearance. These so-called mounds have simple 
rock structures, are usually flat-topped, and have cliffed sides much like those 
commonly found in the southwestern U.S. wherein the distinction between 
buttes and mesas are determined by small and large size respectively. Roche-a-
Cri looks like, from a distance, a ruined castle. It stands about 300 feet above 
the adjacent plain and crests at 1185 feet above sea level. It is a long, narrow, 
flat-topped ridge bordered by sheer precipices. Thus, it is probably the steepest 
hill in Wisconsin. Friendship Mound rises 85 feet higher but is a less striking 
topographic feature. Lone Rock, Ship Rock, Quincy Bluff, and Rabbit Rock are 
also prominent mounds in Adams County. These natural monuments once 
stood as islands in Glacial Lake Wisconsin. 
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A. Previous Planning Efforts 
 
1. Adams County General Development Plan 
 
This plan was developed under assistance from the federal Department of 
Housing and Urban Development authorized by Section 701 of the Housing Act 
of 1954. The Wisconsin Department of Local Affairs and Development prepared 
the plan in 1977. The plan is comprehensive in nature and contains a 
significant amount of information regarding the physical features and natural 
resources of Adams County. 
 
After a description of the geology and general geography of the county, the plan 
looks at groundwater resources. “Groundwater is the source for all public, 
industrial, domestic, farm and irrigation supply in Adams County.” Because 
most of the county’s water comes from within glacial outwash, the plan also 
makes the point that “(t)he shallow, unconsolidated groundwater sources are 
easily polluted by such practices as refuse disposal…fertilizers, pesticides and 
herbicides.” 
 
In looking at the surface water resources of the county, the plan makes the 
point that although there are relatively few natural lakes, limited to the pitted 
outwash area east of the terminal moraine, overall there are abundant surface 
waters in the county; most notably the Petenwell and Castle Rock flowages. The 
creation of Lakes Camelot and Sherwood (at the time of this writing less than 
ten years old) and how they satisfy a need as demand for vacation homes and 
water-oriented recreation grows are also covered. After describing the process 
of eutrophication, by which lakes age and fill-up with weeds and silt over time, 
it goes on to say: 
 

“Development on the scale seen in Adams County in recent years 
raises the definite possibility of rapid eutrophication unless septic 
tank systems are properly installed and maintained. A common 
sewerage treatment facility…would be preferable from the 
standpoint of protecting the lake, but the economics of 
development often seem to militate against this.” 
 

The report details points of historic and contemporary interest, including many 
of the butte-like “bluffs” or “mounds” that dot the county. It advocates the 
creation of a county historical society, increasing the number of descriptive 
markers, and perhaps developing a tour of points of interest in the county. 
There is a long discussion of scientific and natural areas, including Blackhawk 
Island, Cold Water Canyon, Witches Gulch, and Artists Glen. It also mentions 
the 47 mounds built by native peoples in the years before white settlement. 
This section of the plan ends with the statement that, “Increased volumes of 
tourists, attracted by natural areas, would seek the area as a contrast to the 
commercialized Wisconsin Dells recreation area.” 
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2. Waters of Wisconsin: The Future of our Aquatic Ecosystems and 
Resources 

 
This report is the product of a yearlong effort involving state agencies and 
private groups to emphasize the importance of water in the state. It looks at a 
broad range of issues involving water, from storm water runoff to land-use and 
transportation as they affect water quality. The over-riding message of the 
report is the inter-relationship between all the elements of the hydrological 
cycle, specifically the link between groundwater and surface water quality. It 
suggests that policy should: 

 
“…begin to act on recognition of the connections that characterize 
water – between the waters of the atmosphere, surface waters, and 
groundwater; between human uses and ecosystem needs; between 
water quality and water quantity; between Wisconsin and its 
neighbors; between our generation and generations to come.” 
 

Of particular significance to Adams County is the discussion of the quantity of 
groundwater and how it should be safeguarded. Because of the prevalence of 
irrigated agriculture in the county the amount and quality of groundwater is a 
special concern. Statewide, “water use for irrigation has more than doubled 
since 1980. Ninety percent of the water used in irrigation is consumptive use; 
99 percent of irrigation water originates as groundwater.” In addition to 
agriculture, water use by industry in the state has increased by over 600 
percent in the last half century, which could potentially have a significant 
affect on water table levels. The reliance on groundwater in Adams County puts 
it in the forefront of a trend identified by the report: 
 

“…the amount of available water and its capacity to meet human 
needs, support economic development, provide services, and 
sustain ecosystems.  These demand-driven trends present 
significant long-term challenges to Wisconsin waters.” 

 
3. Adams County Land and Water Resource Management Plan 
 
The Adams County Land Conservation Committee and staff developed this plan 
with assistance from the North Central Wisconsin Regional Planning 
Commission in March 1999. The impetus for the plan was the state 
legislature’s demand for a reevaluation of the state’s non-point pollution 
control programs. Enabling legislation was passed allowing the creation of 
county land and water resource management plans throughout the state. The 
plan provides an inventory of the County’s natural resources and a series of 
goals and objectives intended to improve and protect these resources in the 
future.  This plan will be updated in 2006.  Attachment A includes a listing of 
the goals and objectives of this plan.  A variety of related plans are being 
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prepared that will be added to this plan, including Watershed Management 
Plans and Lake Management Plans. 
 
4. Petenwell and Castle Rock Flowages Comprehensive Management Plan 
 
This ten-year plan was developed by the Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources (WDNR) in 1996 and is intended to guide the remediation of the 
Petenwell and Castle Rock Flowages. The plan identifies water pollution issues 
in both flowages and its effect on recreation, aesthetics, and species habitat. 
Toxic pollutants such as dioxin, mercury, and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) 
as well as conventional pollutants such as phosphorus, nitrogen, and 
suspended solids are noted as being present in these water bodies. This plan is 
notable in that it is the first WDNR plan to address an inland lake as an “area 
of concern” to the state. The plan’s overall goal is to guide the restoration of the 
ecosystem and protection of the biological community and non-living 
surroundings while still maintaining the recreational value of the resource. The 
“area of concern” is more specifically identified as the Wisconsin River 
Southern Sub-basin, which spans ten watersheds, 1,634 square miles, and 
62.2 river miles, from Stevens Point to Castle Rock Dam. 
 
5. Neenah Creek Priority Watershed Project Plan 
 
The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) and the Department 
of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection (DATCP) developed a plan in 
cooperation with the Adams, Marquette, and Columbia County Land 
Conservation Departments to control non-point pollution control in the Neenah 
Creek Watershed. This cooperative effort is known as the Neenah Creek Priority 
Watershed Project and the plan is officially titled: Nonpoint Source Control Plan 
for the Neenah Creek Priority Watershed Project. The primary objective of the 
project is to reduce non-point source pollution delivered to the twenty-one 
lakes and to enhance and protect the water quality of streams in the Neenah 
Creek Watershed 
 
6. State of the Central Wisconsin River Basin 
 
This plan originated with the development of the Central Wisconsin River Water 
Quality Management Plan in the 1990s and the designation of the Central 
Wisconsin River Geographic Management Unit (GMU) by the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR). Adams County and the Petenwell and 
Castle Rock dams lie within this GMU. This plan studies everything from the 
geology to the demographics and land use patterns of the basin and provides 
an interesting assessment of water quality on the “mainstream” of the 
Wisconsin River. The plan identifies certain pollution issues including the 
classification of the Petenwell and Castle Rock Flowages as “impaired water 
bodies” by the EPA. The results of this plan were integrated into a statewide 
plan during 2000-2001 with the state’s other twenty-two GMUs. This effort 
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provided 1) an inventory and assessment of land and water resource 
conditions, 2) identification of major issues, priorities and objectives, and 3) 
recommendations for action. Overall, this “State of the Central Wisconsin River 
Basin” report provides a snapshot of ecological conditions and prioritized 
management needs. This report also forms the basis for work planning, budget 
decisions, and management recommendations regarding fish, wildlife, and 
watersheds. The plan is updated on a six-year cycle. 
 
7. Regional Comprehensive Plan: A Framework for the Future, 2000 – 2020 
 
On December 10, 2003, the North Central Wisconsin Regional Planning 
Commission (NCWRPC) adopted the Regional Comprehensive Plan (RCP). This 
plan was developed in compliance with a state statute requiring all regional 
planning commissions to prepare a “master plan” for their region. The 
NCWRPC offers planning services to ten counties in Wisconsin. Adams County 
is a member of the NCWRPC and is therefore detailed within the RCP. The 
information and data within the RCP has been used to provide a general 
framework for the Adams County comprehensive plan, however, Adams County 
is not required to follow the RCP in developing its own local plan. Overall, the 
RCP is very general in nature and not intended as a substitute for a local plan. 
The RCP contains a Natural, Agricultural, and Cultural Resources element that 
provides the foundation for this element of the Adams County Comprehensive 
Plan. 
 
8. County Ordinances 
 
In addition to many planning efforts there are several county ordinances in 
place related to natural resources.  These include the Non-Metallic Mining 
Reclamation Ordinance, Septic System Ordinance, and Shoreland Zoning 
Ordinance. 
 
9. Statewide Forest Plan 
 
The Statewide Forest Plan is an articulation of a commonly held vision for the 
future of the State’s forest resources. This plan provides a comprehensive view 
of all forests in the state regardless of whether they are under county, state, 
federal, urban, or private (industrial and non-industrial) ownership. The plan 
identifies the ecological, economic, and social significance of forests in the 
state. The WDNR has made the goals and policies of this plan available on their 
website with convenient subject headings matching the nine elements required 
under Wisconsin’s comprehensive planning law. 
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10. Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan 
 
To help with planning for outdoor recreation, the WDNR updates the Statewide 
Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP) every five years. The purpose 
of the SCORP is to offer a sourcebook and overall guide for providers of 
recreational activities/facilities. The 2000-2005 SCORP identifies a number of 
issues such as the changing demands on recreational resources, how new 
recreational activities compete for the same limited recreation resources as the 
traditional ones, and the effect of surrounding land use on recreational areas. 
Financial resources are straining to meet the cost of operating and maintaining 
recreation resources, therefore the SCORP urges the use of creative solutions to 
meet need while casting the WDNR in the role of providing leadership to the 
public with respect to planning and stewardship of the state’s natural resource 
assets. 
 
11. State Trails Network Plan 
 
This 1993 document clarifies a WDNR role and strategy in the provision of all 
types of trails. The plan identifies a series of potential trail corridors that would 
link existing trails, public lands, natural features, and communities. This 
statewide network of interconnected trails would be owned and maintained by 
municipalities, private entities, and partnerships of the two. Preserving 
transportation corridors, such as old rail lines, is specifically discussed as a 
very important strategy in the creation of recreational and alternative 
transportation corridors. 
 
12. Adams County Soil Survey 
 
The Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) is a federal agency that 
produces the Adams County, Wisconsin Soil Survey. The survey contains 
predictions of soil behavior for selected land uses and also highlights the 
limitations and hazards inherent in the County’s soil. A series of detailed maps 
identifying the location of soil types in Adams County accompanies the survey. 
 
13. Land Legacy Report 
 
This draft report was prepared by the Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources to delineate lands that have significant value to the public. The 
report recommends that these lands should be protected through the use of the 
State’s Stewardship Fund or other means. While the report identifies land in 
need of protection, it does not speculate on how these lands should be acquired 
or managed. Potential Land Legacy sites in Adams County are: Central 
Wisconsin Grasslands, Colburn – Richfield Wetlands, Middle Wisconsin River, 
Neenah Creek, and Quincy Bluff. 
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14. Adams County Outdoor Recreation Plan 2000-2005 
 
The primary purpose of this recreation plan is to provide continued direction in 
meeting the current and future recreation needs of the County. This direction 
takes the form of an inventory and analysis of outdoor recreational facilities 
followed by establishing recommendations to meet identified needs. Adoption of 
this plan and its subsequent acceptance by the Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources (WisDNR) allows for continued eligibility for financial 
assistance from the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LAWCON), the 
Stewardship Fund, and many other federal and state funding programs. The 
North Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission prepared the plan for 
the Adams County Parks and Recreation Department. The plan is in the 
process of being updated. 
 
15. Wisconsin Historic Preservation Plan 2001-2005 
 
This plan is the product of collaboration between the State Historical Society of 
Wisconsin and a number of governmental and non-governmental agencies. It 
seeks to describe a vision for historic and cultural preservation efforts 
throughout the state. The plan identifies five critical areas that should be 
addressed over the next several years.  According to the report there is a lack of 
funding for preservation; along with a lack of awareness and understanding of 
the issues surrounding historic and cultural assets; and a lack of planning. A 
special point is made of the relationship between preservation and “Smart 
Growth”. In describing the effects of the revised comprehensive planning 
statutes the report states: 
 

“In effect, the doors have been opened, and the preservation 
community must be ready to provide information and suggestions 
on how best to preserve those historic resources which make each 
community unique.” 

 
16. Adams County Community Resource Team Report 
 
In September of 2002 Wisconsin Rural Partners organized a Community 
Resource Team that, over a week of intense study, provided a “big picture” 
assessment of Adams County. In looking at the potential for tourism in the 
county those who met with the Team expressed a “general consensus of 
opinion that the natural resources of the county are outstanding. The parks, 
the lakes, the hunting, the fishing – all are utilized and enjoyed by many.” 
 
In looking at agriculture the Team concluded that, because of the central role it 
has played in the county, special efforts should be made to reach 
accommodation between agricultural practice and the newer residential uses 
that are beginning to predominate in many parts of the county. Several very 
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specific proposals are made for how zoning could be used to ameliorate the 
conflict between agriculture and residential development. 
 
 
B. Issues 
 
1. Groundwater: Quality and Quantity 
 
The recent controversy over the proposal to build a high capacity well and 
bottling plant by the Perrier Corporation has highlighted the importance of the 
quality and quantity of groundwater to county residents. Virtually every person 
in Adams County relies on the aquifers that underlie the county for their 
drinking water. The unique geology of the county, lying as it does almost 
completely within the ancient lakebed of Glacial Lake Wisconsin, creates an 
abundant and easily accessible supply of water for a wide range of uses. But 
the same sandy soils and high water tables that make groundwater abundant 
and accessible make it vulnerable to contamination. The prevalence of on-site 
sewage disposal systems (septic tanks), many of which are aging and likely to 
fail, poses a special threat to the quality of the county’s groundwater. 
 
The other factor affecting the availability of groundwater is quantity. The DNR 
and other agencies have researched the effects that high-capacity wells can 
have on the quantity of groundwater available for the other uses. (DNR, 1997) 
It has been demonstrated that large-scale withdrawals from aquifers within the 
central sands area can have a negative impact of baseline flows that can in 
turn affect lake levels and stream flow. Although the proposed bottling plant 
put the question of groundwater quantity on the public agenda, the prevalence 
of large irrigated farming operations may pose an on-going threat to the 
quantity of groundwater. 
 
The protection of the substantial resource that groundwater represents in 
Adams County requires that all the issues that will affect its quality and 
quantity should be carefully examined as part of any planning process.  
 
2. Development of Recreational, Cultural, and Tourism Assets 
 
Adams County is at the heart of the Sand Country, of which Aldo Leopold wrote 
so lovingly. The last glacier endowed the county with a unique landscape, a 
flat, sandy lake-bottom, interspersed with butte-like islands, known locally as 
“bluffs”. Virtually the entire county is within the basin of Glacial Lake 
Wisconsin. Added to this glacial landscape are large impoundments on the 
Wisconsin River, two of the largest water bodies in the state. This offers the 
potential for water-oriented recreational activities on these and other lakes in 
the county. With its much greater proximity to the large population centers of 
southern Wisconsin and northern Illinois, Adams County offers an alternative 
to traditional Northwoods locations. Further, the county has demonstrated a 
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capacity to offer more affordable retirement opportunities than are available in 
other parts of the state. 
 
How best to utilize the county’s natural assets, while at the same time 
safeguarding the environmental quality that makes the county attractive to 
tourists, retirees and residents alike requires a difficult balancing act. Great 
care must be taken so development does not adversely impact water quality. At 
the same time, opportunities to expand the county’s share of visitor dollars 
should seek to build upon the county’s unique natural features. Perhaps 
nowhere is this opportunity clearer than in the development of the Dells of the 
Wisconsin Natural Area. Located adjacent to the center of the huge visitor 
market of the Dells, this area offers enormous potential for nature-based visitor 
activities that could draw a new cohort of tourists to Adams County. As was 
pointed out in the 1977 Development Plan, it could attract people who  “would 
seek the area as a contrast to the commercialized Wisconsin Dells recreation 
area.” It seems safe to presume that this statement still holds true over the 
intervening decades. 
 
3. Waterfront Development 
 
A considerable portion of the new development that has taken place in the 
county over the last twenty years has been associated with waterfront property 
able to access Petenwell and Castle Rock Lakes, or the other smaller water 
bodies in the county, including the three large artificial lakes in the Town of 
Rome. Though this development has brought new wealth, it has put new 
demands for service on local governments. That much of the new development 
within the county has taken place within close proximity of water fits a 
national pattern. Waterfront property has become attractive everywhere. 
 
What distinguishes waterfront development from other similar developments 
elsewhere is the unique potential for environment effects that can result. This 
is the justification for the shoreland zoning standards that are required by the 
State, and implemented at the county level. The concentration of on-site 
sewage disposal systems in close proximity to surface water presents a 
challenge. The developing awareness of the linkage between surface and 
ground water gives special urgency to the need to tightly regulate the density of 
development and the quality of sewer service in waterfront areas.  
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2.2.2.  Inventory and Trends 
 
Understanding the natural resources of Adams County is an essential 
component of planning for the future. The County’s resources represent both 
the potential and the limiting constraints on development and change. The 
natural resources of Adams County are comprised of many elements such as 
geology, topography, mineral resources, soils, ground and surface waters, 
woodlands, wetlands, and wildlife. These elements continue to provide the 
stage for development and exert pressures that greatly influence the direction 
and form future development will take. For example, constraints in the form of 
unsuitable soils, steep slopes, and rock outcroppings may preclude the use of 
an area for certain agricultural pursuits. 
 
Achieving balance and harmony between the conservation and use of the 
county’s natural resources is one of the primary goals of comprehensive 
planning. Sound decisions about future development depend upon knowledge 
of the supply, demand and value of Adams County’s resources. If properly 
sustained, the county’s resource base will continue to be a prime economic and 
recreational asset to its residents. 
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1. Setting and Geography 
 
Adams County is located in central Wisconsin and is bounded on the north by 
Wood and Portage Counties, on the east by Waushara and Marquette Counties, 
on the south by Columbia County, and separated from Juneau County on the 
west by the Wisconsin River. The county’s total area is about 685 square miles 
or 440,646 acres, ranking 43rd in size of land area among Wisconsin’s 72 
counties. Adams County has approximately 40 square miles or 26,099 acres in 
surface water area, largely due to the Petenwell and Castle Rock flowages on 
the Wisconsin River, and ranks 18th in the state with respect to total surface 
water. Dimensions of the county are 41 miles north-south by 21 miles east-
west, narrowing to 9.5 miles at the southern border. See Map 1 in the Issues & 
Opportunities Element for the general location of Adams County. 
 
Adams County is located in that part of Wisconsin known as the “driftless 
area”, or, that area of Wisconsin that was not covered by glaciation during the 
most recent Ice Age. Although Adams County was not glaciated, the county was 
mostly covered by the Glacial Lake Wisconsin at that time which created what 
is known as the Central Plain Geographical Province of the state. The Lake 
bottom collected sandy sediment until the glacier retreated north which left 
behind a broad valley plain and an abundance of marshes, swamps, and 
smaller lakes. Occasionally, this broad plain of sandy soils is interrupted by a 
mesa or butte. The unglaciated section of Adams County currently lies within 
the watershed of the upper Wisconsin River. The glacier reached its furthest 
point in Adams County in the southeast. Soil, rock and sediment were pushed 
by the force of the glacier to this point and left behind when the glacier 
eventually receded (also known as a “glacial terminal moraine”). The moraine 
area drains into the Fox River. Map 1 provides the location of significant buttes 
and mesas within the county. 
 
Overall, Adams County is rural in nature and the majority of its land area is 
comprised of agriculture, wetlands, and forests. Despite its rural character, the 
county is within convenient driving distance of some of the state’s larger 
population centers. Adams County offers a wide variety of recreational activities 
on its water bodies and large natural areas providing entertainment for both 
residents and tourists. 
 
2. Geology and Topography 
 
A sandstone bedrock generally defined as the “Dresbach Group 
undifferentiated” lies under Adams County. Overlying this bedrock are outwash 
and glaciolacustrine (glacial lake) deposits associated with the terminal 
moraine that lies in the southeastern part of the county and near the County’s 
northeastern border. The Dresbach Group is comprised of sedimentary 
sandstone of late (Upper) Cambrian Age that overlies crystalline basement 
rocks of Precambrian Age. Both the crystalline rock surface and the sandstones  
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Map 1: 
Insert Buttes and Mesas 
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decline gently toward the south and the sandstones thicken in the direction of 
the decline from less than 100 feet in the northern part to nearly 400 feet in 
the southern part of the county. In places, the sandstones project up through 
overlying materials to create the scenic sandstone mounds and castle rocks of 
Adams County. The flat tops of these buttes and mesas are capped by resistant 
sandstone layers, which are better cemented than average. These sandstones 
range from fine to coarse in grain and are relatively permeable. The precipitous 
cliffs, irregular crags, and towers result from a breakdown in the sandstone 
along vertical joints caused by rain and wind erosion. These rocks fall to pieces 
and are blown or washed away slowly making mesas into buttes, and buttes 
into conical towers. There is one small “pocket” of Precambrian Quartzite 
bedrock to the southeast of Rome near Lake Camelot. 
 
The extensive outwash plains extend southward along the terminal moraine 
and covers nearly 400 square miles of the Driftless Area. These plains consist 
largely of glacial sand and gravel with some silt and clay cover. Outwash 
deposits also occur east of the terminal moraine. Average thickness of these 
deposits is about 100 feet but may be as much as 200 feet deep in some 
places. Generally, outwash deposits are very permeable. The rest of Adams 
County is covered by glacial lake deposits, consisting of sand, silt, and clay 
covered with a fine to coarse grain. The lake deposits are less permeable and 
are generally twenty-five feet or less in thickness. In the northern half of the 
county, lake deposits actually lie on top of outwash. Unlike areas near the 
Mississippi River, there are no thick loess deposits adjacent to the outwash 
deposits in Adams County. This may have been due to local climate, preglacial 
weathering, topography, or the composition of the glaciers, but the exact 
reason for this absence is not definitively known. 
 
3. Soils 
 
The majority of the soils that make up Adams County today (sandy and loamy) 
are a result of these glacial sandstone deposits. Other soils include stream 
deposits, the glacial till found in southeast Adams County, organic deposits, 
and small amounts of alluvial soils. Soils are classified based upon similarity in 
physical characteristics between the soils and the topography of the area. 
These similarities are put into groupings called soil associations. The U.S. 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has grouped Adams County 
soils into ten of these associations. Map 2 provides a generalized version of 
where these soil groupings are found within the county.  
 
A more detailed account of these soils may be found in the NRCS’s Soil Survey 
for Adams County, however, each soil association shown in Map 2 is discussed 
briefly below:  
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MAP 2: GENERALIZED SOILS 
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a. Briggsville-Kewaunee-Poygan 
 
This association occurs in the southeast corner of the County on undulating 
relief. Soils in this group developed in sandy to clay material and range from 
well to poorly drained and have slight to severe limitations for most 
development uses. The clay soils in this group have slow permeability and have 
high shrink-swell potential, low bearing values, and are unstable when wet. 
 
b. Delton-Wyeville-Plainfield 
 
These soils occur on near level slopes bordering on the Wisconsin River and its 
major tributaries. This association is comprised of well-drained, sandy soils 
developed in old glacial lake deposits. 
 
c. Dickinson-Dakota-Billett 
 
These soils occur on nearly level relief in the south central region of Adams 
County. They are comprised of well-drained, loamy and sandy soils developed 
over glacial outwash. 
 
d. Fordum-Sturgeon-Dunnville 
 
This association occurs on nearly level to undulating relief. This loamy sand 
may be found in some areas adjacent to the Wisconsin River and is comprised 
of poorly-drained sandy soils formed in alluvial deposits. 
 
e. La Farge-Urne-Norden 
 
This association is found on rolling relief in the southwestern part of the 
County along the Wisconsin River. Soils in this association are loess and loamy 
deposits over sandstone, well-drained, and closely associated with sandstone 
bedrock. 
 
f. Newson- Meehan-Friendship 
 
This association is found on nearly level relief and is comprised of sandy soils 
with high water tables and organic soils in depressional areas. These soils are 
primarily found in the northeast portion of the County and in areas south of 
the Adams-Friendship community. The high ground water table sands and 
organic soils are well-drained. 
 
g. Plainbo-Boone-Eleva 
 
This association is found on rolling relief in the southern part of the County. 
Soils in this association are sandy to sandy loam, well-drained, and closely 
associated with sandstone bedrock. Where the bedrock is near the surface or 
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slopes are over 12 percent, these soils have limitations for development 
purposes. 
 
h. Plainfield-Friendship-Meehan 
 
This association occurs on nearly level to undulating relief. It is primarily found 
in the western part of the County and is comprised of well-drained sandy soils 
(with inclusions of organic soil) and sandy soils with high water tables. 
Groundwater contamination can be a hazard on these soils. 
 
i. Plainfield-Richford-Friendship 
 
These soils occur on nearly level relief and are confined mainly to the eastern 
portion of the County. They are comprised of well-drained, loamy and sandy 
soils developed over glacial outwash. 
 
j. Plainfield-Wyocena-Okee 
 
These soils are found on undulating to rolling relief in the southeastern part of 
the County. Soils in this association are sandy- to sandy-loam, well-drained 
and stony in places. Because of their sloping relief and sandy nature, these 
soils have moderate to severe limitations for development. Included in this 
group are a few small areas with wet mineral and organic soils. 
 
Soils and soil conditions greatly affect certain types of development. Depth to 
rock, poor filtration capabilities, slow water percolation, wetness, ponding, 
susceptibility to erosion (slope), and subsidence are all factors which make 
development/construction activities difficult. These types of soils are generally 
found in wetlands, on hillsides, in shallow soils overlying bedrock, and in 
depressioned mineral areas. Due to their fragile nature, destruction of 
vegetative cover on such soils can trigger irreparable damage from wind and 
gully erosion. 
 
These soil associations demonstrate the relationship between soil types and 
characteristics to the various types of development or use.  Residential, 
commercial, and industrial buildings are limited by shallow depth to bedrock 
which restricts foundation depth or increases construction costs, by high water 
tables which cause wet basements and are often found with unstable soils, and 
by land with excessive slope (over 12 percent) which hampers commercial and 
industrial uses more than residential.  These conditions also pose problems for 
underground utilities to serve such areas. 
 
Modern codes and ordinances that regulate land development and building 
location are based upon soil characteristics. Several ways of guiding 
development where soils are poor include not allowing 
residential/commercial/industrial development unless sewer is available; 
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requiring alternative systems to on-site absorption of septic; requiring large lot 
sizes; and placing particularly severe areas into a “Conservancy” zoning 
district, as recommended in the NCWRPC revised zoning code for Adams 
County. 
 
4. Mineral Resources 
 
Mineral resources are discussed in more detail in the Town plans, but an 
overall summary of metallic and non-metallic resources in Adams County is 
provided below. 
 
a. Metallic 
 
The majority of Adams County contains no useful deposits of metallic mineral 
ore since these deposits are generally associated with Precambrian bedrock 
(most of Adams County is Cambrian sandstone). There is, however, a small 
“pocket” of Precambrian Quartzite bedrock in the eastern edge of the Town of 
Rome near Lake Camelot. This site could potentially yield iron ore. 
 
b. Non-metallic Mineral Resources 
 
There are a number of rock, sand, and other aggregate mines throughout the 
county and are often referred to as “pits” or “quarries”. These sites produce 
unconsolidated material such as sand or gravel and can vary in size from just a 
few acres of land to large excavations covering hundreds of acres. Rock and 
sand deposits are mostly mined in the area of the Town of Rome. Meanwhile, 
gravel pits may be found in a variety of locations in the County.  The county 
has a non-metallic mining reclamation ordinance.  
 
5. Climate 
 
Adams County is classified in the “continental” climate type. Continental 
climates are characterized by the marked weather changes common to the 
interior of large landmasses. Adams County is under the influence of 
atmospheric high and low pressure systems approaching from predominantly 
northwesterly directions during colder months and predominantly from the 
south during warmer months. The wind speed generally ranges from 4 to 15 
miles per hour and can bring about weather changes every few days – both 
warm and cold as well as wet and dry. Daily and seasonal temperature ranges 
are wide and vary from season to season and from year to year. In general, 
winters are cold and snowy while summers are warm with occasional periods of 
uncomfortable heat and humidity. The spring and fall seasons are frequently 
short with highly variable weather. Tables 1A and 1B summarize some 
important climate information in the Adams County area. 
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Monthly mean temperatures range from 69.6 degrees Fahrenheit in July to 
12.3 degrees Fahrenheit in January. Although wide fluctuations are common, 
periods of weather extremes are infrequent and short. Mean annual 

Table 1A:
Adams County Area Temperature

Month
Daily High Daily Low Monthly  

January 21.5 3.0 12.3
February 27.7 8.7 18.2
March 39.0 21.0 30
April 54.8 33.3 44.1
May 67.7 45.2 56.5
June 76.6 54.8 65.7
July 80.0 59.2 69.6
August 77.2 57.3 67.3
September 69.2 48.7 59
October 57.7 37.8 47.8
November 40.2 24.1 32.2
December 46.2 10.3 18.3

Annually 53.2 33.6 43.4
Source:  Wisconsin State Climatology, Hancock Exp. Farm Station, 2003

Average Temperatures (°F) 1971-2000

Table 1B:
Adams County Area Precipitation

Month
Mean Greatest Daily Year

January 0.95 1.20 1909
February 0.90 2.00 1922
March 2.00 2.80 1917
April 2.97 3.10 1909
May 3.41 3.46 1970
June 3.81 5.04 1940
July 4.17 5.75 1997
August 4.29 3.95 1940
September 3.62 4.14 1978
October 2.28 3.34 1959
November 2.17 2.25 1934
December 1.05 1.60 1966

Annually 31.62 5.75 1997
Source:  Wisconsin State Climatology, Hancock Exp. Farm Station, 2003

Precipitation Totals (Inches) 1971-2000
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precipitation is almost 32 inches which is adequate for agricultural purposes, 
although some degree of soil moisture deficiency often occurs in July and 
August. Approximately 60 percent of the year’s precipitation falls in the five-
month period of May through September and severe droughts are rare. Snow 
cover on the ground and ice cover on the lakes lasts from December to April. 
Snowfall averages 54 inches per year, but there is a significant range between 
extremes. For example, snowfall changed from 13 inches in 1958 to 93 inches 
in 1959. The county usually receives its first inch or more of snowfall in 
November and receives its heaviest monthly snowfall in January. 
Thunderstorms, on average, occur on 32 days out of the year while hailstorms 
occur on two days. 
 
The percentage of sunshine ranges from an average of about 40 percent in 
November and December to more than 60 percent during May through 
October. The remaining months average between 50 and 60 percent sunshine. 
Relative humidity is highest during the winter and lowest in the spring and fall. 
The growing season in Adams County is considered to be that period of time 
between the last 32 degree freeze in the spring and the first frost in the fall. 
This season lasts approximately 100 days in the extreme northern part of the 
county to slightly more than 140 days in the southern part. On calm nights, 
minimum temperatures may vary considerably as the valley land is usually 
several degrees cooler than land at higher elevations. 
 
Climate has several implications for Adams County. Climatic extremes are 
infrequent and of short duration, and therefore do not interfere often with 
normal activities other than the slowing of construction work and occasional 
traffic disruption during the winter months. Conditions are favorable for 
recreation, but large seasonal changes restrict particular recreational activities 
to certain seasons. The length of the growing season in the northern part of the 
county is suitable for silage corn, hay, small grains, and some of the faster 
growing and maturing vegetables. In the southern part of the county the 
somewhat longer growing season are suitable for crib corn, potatoes, and 
canning vegetables. 
 
6. Surface Water 
 
Wisconsin identifies its surface water as a primary component of its 
recreational and tourist appeal. Recreation and tourism has steadily become 
more important to the economy in Adams County in recent years.  Map 3 
provides the general location of the lakes, rivers, drainage ditches, and streams 
within Adams County as well as wetlands and floodways. 
 
The total surface water area, lakes, streams, and drainage ditches, in Adams 
County exceeds 26,000 acres. The Petenwell and Castle Rock flowages, the 
second and fifth largest lakes in the state respectively, cover 36,995 acres at 
normal elevation. About 18,000 of these acres are attributed to Adams County, 
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but for all practical purposes the whole of each flowage is part of the county’s 
resource base. These lakes were formed when the Wisconsin River Power 
Company (WRPCO) built two dams on the Wisconsin River in the late 1940s to 
regulate flow, control flooding, and produce hydropower. Ten Mile and 
Fourteen Mile Creeks are the major tributaries to the Petenwell Flowage; Big 
Roche a Cri Creek, Little Roche a Cri Creek, Klein Creek, and the Yellow River 
are the major tributaries for Castle Rock Flowage. The US Geological Survey 
maintains only one water flow gauging station in Adams County. Data from 
this station, as well as some historical data from former gauging stations, may 
be found in Table 2. 
 

 
Like most of the counties in the west central part of the state, Adams County 
has relatively few natural lakes of significance. There are approximately 47 of 
these natural lakes comprising about 2,309 acres and are mostly located in the 
pitted outwash area in the southeast portion of the county. Most of the 
unnamed lakes amount to less than five acres of surface area and have a 
maximum depth of less than ten feet. These small lakes are subject to 
winterkill because of shallowness. Table 3A indicates that twenty-six named 
lakes provide the bulk of the county’s lake resources. The largest waterbodies 
are Petenwell and Castle Rock Lakes. Other significant lakes include Lake 
Arrowhead, Big Roche a Cri Lake, Lake Camelot, Jordan Lake, Mason Lake, 
Sherwood Lake, and the Friendship Lake. Jordan Lake is the deepest lake in 
the county with a listed maximum depth of 79 feet. Named lakes have over 70 
miles of shoreline, and unnamed lakes add less than ten miles. Some features 
and characteristics of these lakes are given in Table 3. 
 
Artificial impoundments like Lake Sherwood, Lake Camelot, and Lake 
Arrowhead are increasing in number and importance due to demand for 
vacation homes near water-oriented recreation sites. These impoundments not 
only add to the county’s recreational area, but the associated development also 
adds greatly to the tax base. For example, the Town of Rome has been subject 
to a large amount of shoreland development in the past forty years. 

Table 2:

Stations Period of Area of Average Maximum Minimum
Record Basin Discharge Flow Flow

Fourteen Mile Creek
(near New Rome) 1964-1979 91.1 sq. mi. 43.3 cfs 546 cfs 0.65 cfs
Big Roche a Cri Creek
(near Adams) 1963-1978 52.8 sq. mi. 60.3 cfs 623 cfs 28 cfs
Wisconsin River 
(near Wi. Dells) 1934-2004 8090 sq. mi. 8,823 cfs 72,200 cfs 1060 cfs
Source:  U.S. Geological Survey, 2004

Stream Gauging in Adams County
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MAP 3: WATER FEATURES 
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Adams County has approximately 73 streams covering 234.5 linear miles and 
450 surface acres. Twelve of the 26 named streams and 27 of the 47 unnamed 
streams have average widths of less than ten feet which makes them relatively 
undesirable for water-oriented development. These streams comprise a 
minority of the total stream frontage, however they are still very important in 
the hydrological and ecological regime. The DNR has identified 38 miles of 
Adams County streams as Outstanding or Exceptional Resource Waters. Table 
4 provides a listing of the streams in the Adams County area and their 
respective lengths by watershed. 
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Three drainage districts cover about 28,339 acres, and contain about 17 
ditches covering 43.6 linear miles.  All ditches have a number, and formerly 
natural creeks and rivers also retain their original name. These ditches were 
created to drain land for agricultural purposes.  Drainage districts are defined 
later in this element in section “7. Watersheds and Drainage Districts”. 

Table 3:

Lake Name Township Acreage Public Lake Type
Access

Amey Pond New Haven 56 7 Roadside Seepage
Arkdale (Millpond) Strongs Prairie 55 6 Trail -
Arrowhead (Manchester) - 350 30 Boat Ramp -
Big Roche A Cri Preston 205 20 Boat Ramp Drainage
Big Spring - 7 5 Roadside Drainage
Camelot Rome 445 24 Boat Ramp -
Castle Rock* - 13,955 36 Boat Ramp Drainage
Crooked Jackson 48 56 Boat Ramp Seepage
Deep Jackson 35 47 Trail Seepage
Easton Easton 24 10 Boat Ramp Drainage
Fenner New Chester 33 30 Boat Ramp Seepage
Friendship (Millpond) Adams-Preston 115 16 Boat Ramp Drainage
Goose Jackson 81 18 Boat Ramp Seepage
Jordan (Long) Jackson 213 79 Boat Ramp Seepage
Kilbourn Flowage* - 1,868 35 Boat Ramp Drainage
Mason* New Haven 855 9 Boat Ramp Drainage
McCall New Haven 4 37 - -
McDougall Jackson 9 8 - Drainage
McGinnis New Chester 33 28 Boat Ramp Spring
Parker Jackson 59 30 Roadside Seepage
Patrick New Chester 50 10 Boat Ramp Seepage
Peppermill (Beaver Pond) Jackson 100 9 Boat Ramp Drained
Petenwell* - 23,040 44 Boat Ramp Drainage
Rollers New Chester 27 5 - Seepage
Sherwood (Deer Lodge) Rome 246 27 Boat Ramp -
Silver Quincy 7 11 - Seepage
Wolf Jackson 49 47 Boat Ramp Seepage

Total Inland Lakes
23 Named Lakes 2,251
24 Unnamed Lakes 58
47 Total Lakes 2,309
* Lake is in two counties

Source:  Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, 2001

Named Lakes in Adams County
Max. Depth

Feet
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The Wisconsin River 
 
The Wisconsin River deserves special mention as a prime recreational resource. 
The Wisconsin River covers 1,274 acres, after deductions for the Castle Rock 
and Petenwell Lakes, which is three times the total surface area of all interior 
streams in the county. The River’s abundant fish, game, and scenic qualities 
are a tremendous natural asset. The Wisconsin is known as the “nation’s 
hardest working river” and has 24 dams between Castle Rock Dam and Lac 
Vieux Desert. The river gradient is about 3.15 feet per mile with a 60-foot drop 
(1.6 feet per mile) between Nekoosa Dam and Castle Rock Dam. 
 
The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR), per requirements of 
the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), maintains a list of water bodies 
that do not currently meet water quality standards under the Clean Water Act. 
This list is commonly known as 303D, corresponding to the applicable 
subsection of the Act. The list is used as the basis for development of Total 
Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) under provisions of section 303(d)(1)(C) of the 
Act. The WDNR is required to update the list every two years. Adams County 
has five water bodies appearing on the 2004 list. These water bodies include 
part or all of Peppermill Creek, Mason Lake, an unnamed tributary to Mason 
Lake, the Castle Rock Flowage, and the Petenwell Flowage. The fact that both 
the Petenwell and Castle Rock appear on this list is significant since 
approximately 85 percent of the land area of the county eventually drains to 
these flowages. 
 
Surface water is an important resource to Adams County, however it is 
threatened by both point and non-point source pollution. Excess nutrients 
entering water bodies from wastewater treatment plants (“point”), and urban 
development & agricultural runoff (“non-point”) causes algae blooms and 
suffocates fish by using up available oxygen in the water. This negatively 
affects tourism and outdoor recreation, which are both an important facet of 
Adams County’s economy. 
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Table 4:
Stream Length in Adams County Area Watersheds

Watershed Stream Name

Big Roche A Cri Creek Big Roche a Cri Creek 45.94
Dead Horse Creek 12.94
Dry Creek 10.36
Unnamed 72.62

Duck and Plainville Creeks Campbell Creek 7.88
Corning Creek 5.71
Duck Creek 15.33
Fairbanks Creek 5.50
Gulch Creek 5.13
Plainville Creek 6.65
Risk Creek 5.47
Shadduck Creek 5.00
Trout Creek 3.50
White Creek 5.09
Unnamed 111.52

Fourteenmile Creek Chester Creek 1.22
Fourteenmile Creek 4.37
Spring Branch 2.65
Unnamed 22.08

Little Roche A Cri Creek Bingham Creek 8.54
Carter Creek 25.14
Fordham Creek 6.56
Klein Creek 3.90
Little Roche a Cri Creek 22.30
Unnamed 73.41

Montello River Lawrence Creek 1.18
Neenah Creek Big Spring Creek 3.00

Neenah Creek 7.06
O'Keefe Creek 7.22
Peppermill Creek 1.71
Unnamed 23.59

170.78
Total Stream Miles 703.35
Total Named Stream Miles 400.13
Total Unnamed Stream Miles 303.22
Source:  Wisconsin DNR, NCWRPC

Data does not include Wisconsin River

Total Miles of 
Stream
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MAP 4: WATERSHEDS INCLUDING SURROUNDING AREAS 
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7. Watersheds and Drainage Districts 
 
Adams County is characterized by flat or gently undulating topography. Relief 
is generally low except for occasional pinnacles and hills of sandstone such as 
Pilot Knob, Friendship Mound, and Roche-a-Cri Mound; which rises to a height 
of 1,185 feet, approximately 300 feet above the surrounding plain.  Elevations 
along the Wisconsin River bottoms range from 850 feet in the southern part of 
the County to 950 feet in the northern part, and the altitude of the alluvial (or 
riverbed sediment) plain ranges from 1,000 to 1,100 feet. The Johnstown 
terminal moraine in southeastern Adams County forms a divide between the 
Wisconsin River and Fox River drainage basins. 
 
The northern half of the county is located in the Upper Wisconsin Basin.  The 
southern half of the county, along the Wisconsin River, is included in the 
Lower Wisconsin River Basin. The southeastern edge of the county lies in the 
Upper Fox River Basin. Five main watersheds make up the two Wisconsin River 
basins in Adams County: Fourteen Mile Creek, Big Roche a Cri, Little Roche a 
Cri, Duck and Plainville Creeks, and Neenah Creek. The principal drainage is 
westward to the Wisconsin River, which forms the western boundary of the 
county. Little Roche a Cri Creek, Big Roche a Cri Creek, and Fourteen Mile 
Creek are the largest of the drainage tributaries of the Wisconsin River and flow 
southwestward. East of the moraine, drainage is to the Fox River via Neenah 
Creek, Widow Green Creek and their tributaries. The 260.4 miles of the 
Wisconsin River above Castle Rock Dam drains 7,056 square miles of land in 
46 sub-watersheds. The Petenwell Flowage receives drainage from 5,970 square 
miles and 39 sub-watersheds. Map 4 shows the major drainage basins in the 
county. 
 
a. Summary of Drainage Basins in Adams County 
 
Duck Creek Watershed 
The Duck Creek Watershed is located in Adams and Columbia Counties. The 
creeks and streams in the watershed are mostly comprised of sand and silt 
substrates with low gradients and small to moderately sizes spring ponds. Most 
of the 182 square miles of land in this basin is in forest use, however, a quarter 
of the land area is in agricultural use. The groundwater table is close to the 
surface and the soil is highly permeable which leads to a contamination threat 
by chemicals. As a result, portions of the watershed are designated as “no 
atrazine application” areas. Surface water within the watershed is generally 
considered to be fair to poor and the Castle Rock Flowage has several 
limitations on the type and size of fish that is safe to eat. Industrial discharges 
in the watershed include the Dells Boat Company in Witches Gulch and the 
Chula Vista Resort (both in the Town of Dell Prairie). The boat landing on 
Witches Gulch used by the Dells Boat Company has restrooms with a septic 
tank, lift station, and sand filter system. Chula Vista Resort’s wastewater 
treatment facility was constructed in 1999 and discharges to the Wisconsin 
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River. The watershed contains a wide variety of public lands that can be used 
for a variety of recreational activities. The Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources maintains these public lands to help improve the overall habitat 
quality in and along stream banks and to increase public access to high quality 
trout streams. The White Creek State Fisheries Area is located in this 
watershed between White and Duck Creeks. 
 
Little Roche a Cri Watershed 
The Little Roche a Cri watershed is located in Adams, Waushara, and 
Marquette Counties. It measures 193 square miles with 16 streams totaling 99 
miles. The upper portions of the watershed lie in the Towns of Colburn, 
Richfield, and Lincoln; from here the watershed narrows and drains into the 
Castle Rock Flowage. This watershed has a high need for erosion control in 
Adams County due to wind and agricultural ditching. Most of the watershed is 
in forest, agricultural, wetland, and grassland use. There are five named 
streams in this watershed: Bingham Creek, Carter Creek, Fordham Creek, 
Klein Creek, and Little Roche a Cri Creek. There are also nine unnamed creeks 
and two unnamed ditches. There are three lakes in this watershed: Friendship 
Lake and two unnamed lakes. 
 
Big Roche a Cri Watershed 
The Big Roche a Cri watershed is located in Adams and Waushara counties. 
Measuring 163 square miles with 15 streams totaling 104 miles, this 
watershed is known for pivot irrigation and potato production. This intense 
agricultural activity takes place mostly in the Towns of Leola and Colburn and 
much of the surface water in these areas have been altered by ditching or man-
made impoundments. Wind and water soil erosion greatly contributes to 
pollution in this watershed and water quality data indicates adverse impacts 
from agricultural activities. The watershed is mostly ditched and drained for 
crops and cranberry operations. There are three named streams in this 
watershed: Big Roche a Cri Creek, Dead Horse Creek, and Dry Creek. There are 
also five unnamed creeks and seven unnamed ditches. There are twelve named 
lakes in this watershed and two unnamed lakes covering 844 acres. The named 
lakes include Arkdale Lake, Big Roch a Cri Lake, Bullhead Lake, Crooked Lake, 
Deer Lake, Fish Lake, Goose Lake, Herrick Lake, Pine Lake, Piper Lake, Reeder 
Lake, and Sand Lake. The Village of Hancock in Waushara County has a 
wastewater facility within the watershed. The facility is an oxidation ditch with 
seepage cells that discharge to groundwater. 
 
Fourteen Mile Creek Watershed 
The Fourteen Mile Creek watershed lies in portions of Adams, Wood, Portage, 
and Waushara Counties. A large portion of this area is commonly referred to as 
the Leola Marsh. A hundred years ago, this watershed was an extensive 
wooded wetland. Today, much of the upper portion of the watershed has been 
ditched and drained for agricultural activities. The watershed measures 157 
square miles with 32 streams totaling 87 miles. The streams consist of: Chester 
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Creek, Ditch #7, Fourteen Mile Creek, Leola Ditch, Spring Brook, and 27 
unnamed ditches. There are fourteen lakes within the watershed totaling 1,224 
acres and consist of the following: Arrowhead Lake, Camelot Lake, Fiddle Lake, 
Horsehead Lake, Huron Lake, Long Lake, Mud Lake, Plainfield Lake, 
Pumpkinseed Lake, Second Lake, Sherman Lake, Sherwood Lake, Shumway 
Lake, and Weymouth Lake. Intense irrigation farming and cranberry farming in 
this watershed contributes pesticides, herbicides, and nutrient runoff to the 
Petenwell Flowage. The Town of Leola is noted by the WDNR as a large source 
of wind erosion in the watershed, particularly during the winter, late fall, and 
early spring. The Village of Plainfield in Waushara County discharges 
wastewater into the groundwater of this watershed via an oxidation ditch with 
seepage cells. 
 
Neenah Creek Watershed 
The Neenah Creek Watershed lies in southeastern Adams County as well as 
portions of Marquette and Columbia Counties and is considered part of the 
Upper Fox River Basin. Nearly half of the 169 square-mile watershed is in 
agricultural use. There are a number of small glacial pot-hole or kettle lakes 
with no outlets in this part of Adams County (mostly in the Town of Jackson). 
The watershed contains six named streams and several unnamed streams and 
tributaries totaling 116.5 miles. 
 
Currently, the U.S. Geological Survey does not maintain any stream gauging 
stations in Adams County. Up until the late 1970s, there were two stations: 
one on Fourteen Mile Creek in the Town of Rome and one on Big Roche a Cri 
Creek in the Town of Strongs Prarie. The gauge station closest to Adams 
County along the Wisconsin River is located just over the southern border near 
Wisconsin Dells. This station monitors a drainage area of approximately 8,090 
square miles and has an average discharge of 8,823 cubic feet per second. 
There is also a stream gauging station just north of the Adams County line in 
Wood County on Ten-mile Creek near Nekoosa that gauges flow for 
approximately 73.3 square miles of drainage. 
 
In Adams County, relatively large and constant amounts of groundwater from 
the outwash plains contribute to the streams leading into the Wisconsin River. 
Annual regional runoff in the Adams County area averages about nine inches 
or 0.7 cubic feet per second (cfs) per square mile of drainage basin. This 
provides the Wisconsin River with a relatively constant flow. Floodplains in 
Adams County are small and floods typically occur only during periods of 
exceptionally heavy rainfall. To date, the US Army Corps of Engineers has not 
seen cause to recommend improvements for flood control on the Wisconsin 
River and its tributaries. 
 
Urban and rural non-point pollution is the leading cause of water quality 
problems in Wisconsin. Nonpoint source pollution is pollution that cannot be 
traced to a single source; most commonly referred to as stormwater runoff and 
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erosion. As pavement and buildings create more impervious area, there is a 
decreased amount of ground infiltration by rainwater, hence an increased 
volume of runoff enters water bodies. A large amount of this water carries 
pollutants such as sediment, bacteria, pesticides, and waste into the rivers, 
lakes and streams. Farm fields and construction sites also contribute to non-
point water contamination unless appropriate stormwater and erosion control 
measures are taken. Wet ponds, infiltration systems, diversions and storage 
facilities are used to mitigate the effects of stormwater, but these can be costly. 
The state, under the direction of the Federal Clean Water Act of 1987, has 
developed a state storm water management and permitting program to address 
stormwater management issues. This state program is administered by the 
WDNR, but also involves the Wisconsin Departments of Commerce and 
Transportation as well. 
 
The Wisconsin State Legislature created the Wisconsin Nonpoint Source Water 
Pollution Abatement Program (NPS) in 1978. The goal of the NPS Program is to 
improve and protect the water quality of streams, lakes, wetlands, and 
groundwater by reducing pollutants from agricultural and residential non-point 
sources. The WDNR and DATCP administer the program, which focuses on 
critical hydrologic units called priority watersheds. The program is 
implemented through priority watershed projects led by local units of 
government. Landowners, land renters, counties, cities, villages, towns, sewer 
districts, sanitary districts, lake districts, and regional planning commissions 
are eligible to participate. 
 
b. Definition of Drainage Districts 
 
Adams County has three drainage districts: Leola Drainage District organized 
September 12, 1907; Colburn Drainage District organized March 1, 1923; and 
Widow Green Creek Drainage District organized February 14, 1921. 
 
Drainage districts are special purpose districts formed for the purpose of 
draining land, primarily for agricultural purposes.  Lands within a drainage 
district are drained by means of common drains that cross individual property 
boundaries.  Chapter 88, Wis. Stats., spells out procedures for creating, 
modifying and dissolving drainage districts. 
 
County drainage boards are primarily responsible for laying, operating, 
maintaining, and repairing drains and associated ditches, along with resolving 
drainage disputes within and between drainage districts.  Each county 
drainage board has 3-5 members, who serve staggered three-year terms, and 
all members are appointed by the circuit court.  A county drainage board may 
levy assessments against landowners in a drainage district to pay for the 
design, construction, and maintenance of district drains, and to pay other 
district operating costs.  The county drainage board must allocate cost 
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assessments between landowners based on a drainage district benefit received 
by the landowner. 
 
A county drainage board may prevent municipalities and other persons from 
connecting their drains to district drains, except under terms prescribed by the 
county drainage board.  A county drainage board may also require a person to 
disconnect a drain.  If a proposed connection will increase costs to the drainage 
district, the county drainage board may assess costs to the person wishing to 
connect. 
 
The state of Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer 
Protection (DATCP) monitors county drainage board compliance with ch. 88, 
Stats., and ch. ATCP 48, Wis. Admin. Code.  Drainage district specifications 
and construction projects must be approved by DATCP.  Within the limits of 
available resources, DATCP also provides technical assistance to county 
drainage boards. The state of Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources may 
review drainage district projects that may impact navigable streams based 
upon the following Wisconsin Statutes: §30.195 (changing of stream courses), 
§30.20 (dredging), §88.31 (drainage projects which affect navigable streams), 
and §88.72 (removal of obstructions). 
 
Landowners in a drainage district have certain rights and responsibilities 
prescribed by ch. 88, Stats., and ch. ATCP 48, Wis. Admin. Code.  Drainage 
rights are based on drain specifications formally established by the circuit 
court (or by a county drainage board under ch. ATCP 48, Wis. Admin. Code.).  
A county drainage board may not change established drain specifications 
without DATCP approval.  The county drainage board must comply with 
procedures designed to protect landowner rights.  A landowner may petition a 
county drainage board to comply with applicable requirements, and may also 
ask DATCP to order a county drainage board to comply. 
 
All landowners who own land that receive water from or discharge water to a 
drainage district, regardless of whether the land is included in the drainage 
district are required to notify the drainage board of any proposed activity that 
may affect a district drain in any way. 
 
A landowner in a drainage district has the right to access drainage; petition the 
court to organize or dissolve a district; petition the drainage board to hold a 
district meeting, conduct a benefits reassessment, remove dams or other 
obstructions to provide adequate outlet, annex or withdraw land from an 
existing drainage district, and appeal decisions of the drainage board made by 
rule or order by the circuit court. 
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8. Groundwater Resources 
 
Groundwater is the primary source of water supply in Adams County. Adams 
County has abundant supplies of groundwater from unconsolidated glacial 
deposits and from underlying sandstone aquifers. Generally, unconsolidated 
outwash covers the northern half of the county and wells yield 500 to 1,000 
gallons of water per minute. There are also outwash deposits in the 
southeastern part of the county and wells adjacent to the terminal moraine in 
the south with similar yields. Yields decrease in the southwest as the 
unconsolidated deposits become thinner and more silty. Groundwater in 
Adams County is generally of good quality although some areas have non-
threatening problems with iron, dissolved solids, and hardness. Depths to the 
water table generally range from 0 to 20 feet in the outwash glacial lake 
deposits, 50 to 100 feet in the pitted outwash, and up to 170 feet in the end 
moraines. Depth to water in the area of ground moraines generally ranges from 
20 to 30 feet. Regional groundwater flow is generally from the northeast to the 
southwest towards the Wisconsin River. There is a groundwater divide in the 
eastern portion of the county where groundwater flow is to the southeast 
toward the Fox River. 
 
Natural groundwater generally discharges at streams, marshes, lakes, and 
springs or as underflow. The continued flow of perennial streams during long 
dry periods is caused by the natural discharge of the groundwater reservoir. 
Most of Adams County’s natural springs are found in the Neenah Creek 
Watershed in the vicinity of the terminal moraine. Adams County uses nearly 
fourteen billion gallons of groundwater for irrigation each year. All other 
groundwater uses in the County amount to less than one billion combined. 
Ensuring an adequate supply of usable groundwater is an important issue in 
Adams County since the water becomes more difficult to obtain for everyone 
when the resource is more heavily used. 
 
Groundwater quality can be impaired by a variety of pollutants including 
leaking underground storage tanks (LUSTs), landfills, septic tanks, over-
application of pesticides and fertilizers, and spills of hazardous chemicals. The 
most common contaminants found in Wisconsin’s groundwater are pesticides, 
nitrates, nitrogen, and volatile organic compounds (VOCs). These contaminants 
come from a multitude of sources including nitrogen-based fertilizers, septic 
systems, animal waste storage, feedlots, municipal and industrial wastewater 
discharges, and sludge disposal. Nitrates are an issue in the eastern part of the 
county in vegetable and potato production areas. Groundwater contaminants 
can affect the health of humans, livestock, and wildlife. Because groundwater 
seeps more slowly than surface runoff, pollution that occurs today may not 
become evident for several years. Once polluted, the groundwater is very 
difficult to purify and may take many years to clean itself by the dilution 
process. 
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The DNR has developed a groundwater contamination susceptibility model. 
This model identifies groundwater contamination susceptibility by measuring 
the ease with which water (and any contaminant carried in the water) travels 
from the land surface to the top of the groundwater layer. Five characteristics 
are used to obtain the composite measurement: bedrock depth, bedrock type, 
soil characteristics, surficial deposits, water table depth, and contaminated 
source waters. Map 5 shows the susceptibility to groundwater contamination of 
Adams County based upon soils while Map 6 provides a generalized view of soil 
limitations for septic systems in the County. 
 
9. Forests 
 
Most of the original woodland cover in Adams County was logged during the 
initial settlement of the area by early pioneers. For the most part, pine trees 
and prairie grasses were replaced in its place, however, burr oak, and white 
oak trees also grew up in the eastern third of the County. Other plant 
communities in Adams County include conifer swamps and sedge meadows in 
the northeast and lowland hardwoods in the far northern part along the 
Wisconsin River. Today, nearly two-thirds of Adams County, or over 253,000 
acres, is in woodland use. Hardwoods comprise about half of all commercial 
woodland cover, softwoods are about 30 percent, and grasses account for the 
remaining 20 percent. Noncommercial forest land is mostly made up of 
stagnated aspen. Of the non-forest land approximately 31 percent is farmland, 
16 percent wetland, and 53 percent other mixed uses. Common tree species in 
Adams County are oak, hickory, elm, maple, pine, and aspen. Tables 5A and 
5B offer data on the amount of forestland and ownership of timberland in 
Adams County. 

 
The change in forest cover over time can be an important indicator of how 
sustainable forestry activities are within the county. From 1982 to 1996, 
Adams County forests have increased by 16,400 acres or 6.9%. This increase 
in forested land follows a similar trend throughout the state of Wisconsin. 
Forest cover is typically quantified by a ground level forest inventory or by 
using satellite imagery data. Commercial forest, pulpwood, and Christmas tree 
production account for 90 percent of the woodland uses in Adams County. The 
close proximity of paper mills makes pulp the main forest product in the  

Table 5A: 
Area of Forest Land (Acres)

Minor Civil Division 1983 1996 1982-1996 1982-1996
Forest Land Forest Land % Change Net Change

Adams County 236,700 253,100 6.9% 16,400

State 15,351,300 15,964,800 4.0% 613,500
Source:  USDA Forest Service, 1996
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MAP 5: CONTAMINATION SUSCEPTIBILITY 
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MAP 6: SOIL LIMITATIONS FOR SEPTIC SYSTEMS 
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county. A majority of the woodlands owned by the paper mills are open to the 
public and offer a variety of recreational opportunities for residents and 
visitors. Map 7 offers a generalization of the location of woodlands in Adams 
County. 

 
 
The majority of forestland in Adams County is privately held and therefore not 
controlled by the government. Currently, there are only 4,900 acres of 
forestland owned by the federal government and 5,200 acres owned by the 
state of Wisconsin. County and municipal government own 3,100 acres. 
Meanwhile, the forest industry, corporations, and individuals account for 
approximately 239,900 acres of forestland in Adams County. Some woodlands 
in the county are maintained through the Managed Forest Law (MFL) and its 
predecessor program – Forest Crop Law (FCL).  This program is a tax 
assessment available to landowners willing to manage their forestland 
according to sound forestry practices as specified in a management plan. A 
portion of the forgone taxes is recouped at the time of a timber harvest when a 
yield tax is imposed based on the volume of timber removed. In other words, 
the annual property tax is reduced and a portion of the balance is postponed, 
or deferred, until the time of harvest. Qualifying parcels must have a minimum 
area of 80 percent in productive forest cover while having no more than 80 
acres closed to public. As of January 1, 2004, Adams County had 91,601.66 
acres in the MFL program and another 1,882.47 acres in the FCL program (a 
predecessor program). 
 
Woodland cover also plays a key role in the protection of environmentally 
sensitive areas like steep slopes, shorelands, wetlands, and flood plains. 
Removal of woodland cover can be detrimental to these areas in both ecological 
functions and to visual enjoyment. The health of a forest is measured by its 
capacity for renewal, for recovery from a wide range of disturbances, and for 
retention of its ecological resiliency.  At the same time it must meet current and 
future needs of people for desired levels of values, uses, products, and services. 
Arguably, invasive exotic species like garlic mustard and multiflora rose 
present the greatest threat to the long-term health and integrity of the forests. 
Invasive plants present a problem for native plants as they invade natural  

Table 5B:
Ownership of Timberland (acres)

 
Federal State County and 

Municipal
Tribal Forest 

Industry
Corporate Individual Total

Adams 
County 4,900 5,200 3,100 0 32,500 26,400 181,000 253,100

State 1,520,700 744,100 2,282,300 343,500 1,102,200 691,700 9,018,000 15,702,500
Source:  USDA Forest Service, 1996
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Inset: 
Map 7 Woodlands 
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systems, often dominating a community by competing for nutrients, sunlight 
and space, and by altering the food web or physical environment. Invasive 
species like the Gypsy moth and the Asian long-horned beetle can prey on or 
hybridize with native species. 
 
Development patterns have caused disturbances in forest patterns over the 
past half-century in Adams County. This “parcelization” of land has broken up 
the continuity of forest cover in certain areas of the County leading to 
difficulties in forest sustainability and health. Frequently, these parcels are 
used for seasonal housing and other recreational uses rather than for forestry 
or farming. Fragmentation of forest cover may become an important issue for 
Adams County tourism and aesthetics in the future. 
 
10. Wildlife Habitat 
 
Adams County offers a number of wildlife habitats including: wetlands, 
riparian forests, forest pine plantations, and fields. The rural nature of the 
community is quite conducive to the existence of a wide variety of animal 
species. Consequently, there are many opportunities for visitors and residents 
to hunt, fish, photograph or watch wildlife. Common species found in the 
county are deer, turkey, rabbits, ruffed grouse, mallards, wood ducks, blue-
wing teal, Canada geese, beavers, minks, squirrels, red foxes, woodchucks, 
pheasants, woodcocks, muskrats, raccoons, skunks, and weasels. Other 
species that appear in Adams County but less frequently include: the snowshoe 
hare, quails, Hungarian partridges, prairie chickens, raptors (birds of prey), 
green-wing teal, badgers, coyotes, gray foxes, opossums, sandhill cranes, and 
otters. Fish species are also found in a wide variety including walleye, northern 
pike, perch, bass, and numerous panfish. Unfortunately, a large number of 
carp have unbalanced fish communities in the Petenwell and Castle Rock 
Lakes. Waterfowl numbers have dropped significantly in recent years, likely 
due to the loss of suitable habitat and the loss of food sources such as the 
fingernail clam and aquatic macroinvertibrates. Table 6 provides some general 
information regarding fish species in named lakes of Adams County. 
 
The DNR maintains two wildlife areas in Adams County: the Leola Marsh 
Wildlife Area and the Colburn Wildlife Area. The Leola Marsh Wildlife Area is 
1,860 acres of state-owned land that provides a grassland habitat popular with 
birdwatchers and hikers. These large parcels of grassland primarily support 
prairie chickens and require prescribed burns, cuttings, and summer cattle 
grazing as part of routine maintenance to prevent forestation of the grassland 
habitat. Leola Marsh is located in the Town of Leola in northeast Adams 
County. The Colburn Wildlife Area is 4,965 acres of state-owned land that 
provides a marsh, forest, and brush habitat popular with anglers and hikers. 
Migrating Sand Hill Cranes are numerous in Colburn Public Hunting Grounds 
in the spring of the year. They usually spend two to four weeks resting in the 
public marsh. The total migration lasts for a period of about two and one-half 
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to three months. The Colburn marsh area is located in the Town of Colburn in 
northeast Adams County. 
 

 
 

Table 6:
Species of Fish in Named Lakes

Lake Name Muskie N. Pike Walleye LM Bass SM Bass Panfish Trout Cat Fish Sturgeon

Amey Pond X X X
Arkdale X X X
Arrowhead X X X X
Big Roche A Cri X X X X
Big Spring X X X
Camelot X X X X
Castle Rock X X X X X X X X
Crooked X X X
Deep X X X X
Easton X X X X
Fenner X X X
Friendship X X X X
Goose X X X
Jordan (Long) X X X X X
Kilbourn Flowage X X X X X X
Mason X X X X X
McCall
McDougall X X
McGinnis X X
Parker X X X
Patrick X X X
Peppermill X X X X
Rollers
Petenwell X X X X X X X X
Sherwood X X X X
Silver
Wolf X X X X
Source:  Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, 2001
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11. Threatened and Endangered Species 
 
Adams County contains a wide range of plant and wildlife resources. Human 
influence can have a dramatic effect on vegetative communities. Natural 
habitats have been greatly affected by rural development and agricultural 
practices. In most cases, these influences are directly responsible for the 
endangerment or threatening of certain species. The Endangered Species Act 
(ESA) requires all federal agencies to conserve endangered and threatened 
species. The State of Wisconsin has similar statutes. In the past, land use 
changes in Adams County have lead to the destruction of habitats for the 
sharptail grouse and bison. Habitat change and market hunting resulted in the 
extinction of the passenger pigeon as well. Wisconsin law prohibits the “taking” 
of any plant or animal listed as endangered or threatened. Taking is defined as 
the act of killing, harming, collecting, capturing, or harassing a member of a 
protected species. The WDNR-Bureau of Endangered species operates the 
Wisconsin’s Natural Heritage Inventory (NHI), which maintains data on the 
location and status of rare species, natural communities, and natural features 
in Wisconsin. Map 8 shows the areas of Adams County with endangered land 
and aquatic species. 
 
Adams County has approximately ten species that are threatened or 
endangered. The bald eagle is listed on the federal registry as a threatened 
species, but has not been listed as such on the state registry. The bald eagle is 
a special concern to the DNR because its rarity increases the possibility of 
being extirpated from the state. As of 2001, there are nine other species native 
to Adams County that are listed on the state’s Natural Heritage Working List as 
endangered or threatened. The Barn Owl and the Trumpeter Swan are the only 
two endangered species in Adams County. Three other species are considered 
threatened: the Greater Prairie-Chicken, the Red-Shouldered Hawk, and the 
Osprey. The Black Tern and the Northern Harrier are bird species under 
special concern and fully protected by both federal and state laws under the 
Migratory Bird Act. Two rare species of tiger beetle are listed as a special 
concern, but there are no laws in place to protect them. 
 
A substantial concentration of Bald Eagles exists near the Petenwell Dam. The 
gathering is most numerous during the winter and spring months when the 
power dam keeps a section of the water open. Both the birds and their nesting 
areas are visible to the visitor. As yet, neither the county nor the state has 
taken any measures to safeguard the eagles or to ensure their continued 
nesting in the Petenwell area. 
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MAP 8: ENDANGERED RESOURCES 
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MAP 9: ENVIRONMENTALLY SENSITIVE AREAS 
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12. Environmentally Sensitive Areas 
 
The presence of surface water, floodways, wetlands, and steep slopes creates 
situations where some locations are less suitable for development than others. 
These less suitable areas are often referred to as “environmentally sensitive 
areas” due to the generally negative impact development in these areas has on 
the environment. As a rule, the areas where development is most harmful are 
the same areas where development is most difficult or expensive. For example, 
building a house on the edge of a steep hillside requires expensive footings and 
erosion control measures to prevent the structure from falling. At the same 
time, the removal of trees and dirt for construction can compromise the 
integrity of the cliff and cause more stormwater erosion or landslides thus 
harming the entire hill itself. Map 9 provides a graphical representation of the 
county’s environmentally sensitive areas based upon the location of open 
water, wetlands, floodplains, shoreland buffers and steep slopes. 
 
13. Shorelands 
 
Shorelands, as defined in Wisconsin Administrative Rule Chapter NR 115, are: 
“lands within 1,000 feet of the ordinary high watermark of a lake (including 
ponds and flowages) or 300 feet of a navigable stream or river or to the 
landward extent of the floodplain (whichever distance is greater)”. Many 
homeowners and visitors seek out lakes and rivers as places to enjoy natural 
beauty in a quiet setting, yet the sheer number of users and riparian 
landowners can create user conflicts due to demand for limited resources. 
Furthermore, due to the way it can alter the natural landscape shoreland 
development changes the aesthetic and recreational value of lakes, rivers, and 
streams. In the unincorporated area of each county, a shoreland zoning 
ordinance is required by state statute to protect and maintain natural 
shoreland areas. A shoreland in its natural state can protect surface water by 
acting as a buffer for sediment and pollutants. A buffer is an undeveloped strip 
of land that protects water from the impacts of nearby development. If properly 
designed, a buffer can help protect a water body from physical, chemical, 
hydrological, and visual impacts. 
 
Shoreline development is an important consideration in lake development, 
particularly if the lake has a high degree of irregularity in its shoreline. More 
irregularity means more land area with access to the lake and therefore greater 
development pressure on the lakefront itself. Reservoirs and other 
impoundments tend to have more irregular shorelines since they reflect the 
flooding of existing landforms. Development impacts on these lakes are 
generally more severe than on natural lakes.  The Adams County Shoreland 
Ordinance details the specific rules for the county. 
 



 

 
Natural, Agricultural, & Cultural Resources - 46 - Adams County 
2006  Comprehensive Plan 

14. Wetlands 
 
Wetlands perform many indispensable roles in the proper function of the 
hydrologic cycle and the local ecological system. They also act as water storage 
“sponges” in times of high water by absorbing excess water and then releasing 
it back into the watershed slowly, thereby preventing flooding and minimizing 
flood damage. Wetlands have valuable ground and surface water purification 
capabilities since potentially harmful compounds and bacteria in the water are 
absorbed into plant tissues thus buffering the adjacent water body. Wetlands 
occur in areas where the water level is usually near or above the soil surface. 
Wetland vegetation in Adams County primarily include emergent wet meadows 
(such as water lilies and rushes) and broad-leafed deciduous forests. Swamps, 
bogs, marshes, potholes, wet meadows, and sloughs are all considered 
wetlands. The soils in these areas are usually saturated within a few inches of 
the surface during the growing season and need some type of artificial drainage 
to be made arable. Besides their ecological value, wetlands are also an 
important recreational, educational, and aesthetic resource. Wetlands are a 
breeding and nesting ground for waterfowl and for many other animals 
depending upon aquatic habitats. Maintaining these breeding grounds ensures 
a variety and adequate amount of game for hunting and wildlife observation 
activities. Sometimes a particular chain of wetlands can be home to a rare or 
endangered species thereby provoking interest from scientists and educators. 
Lastly, the visual appearance of the wetlands themselves can constitute a 
scenic resource. Map 3 in the water resources section above provides the 
location of wetlands in Adams County. 
 
The DNR identifies the location of wetlands on their Wisconsin Wetland 
Inventory maps and associated database. According to this database, Adams 
County has 52,268 acres, or 12.6% percent of its total area allocated to 
wetlands. Significant concentrations of wetlands in Adams County include the 
Leola Marsh Wildlife Area, the Colburn Wildlife Area, and the Quincy Bluff and 
Wetland Natural Area. Additional wetlands are associated with the floodplains 
discussed above and smaller wetlands are scattered throughout the County. 
 
Given their important role, destruction of wetlands can negatively affect the 
public in many ways. The development of impermeable surfaces and the 
addition of fill materials can destroy the hydrological function of a wetland site 
while simultaneously increasing flood dangers downstream. The WDNR has 
promulgated minimum standards for managing wetlands to help reduce the 
negative impacts of developing in or near wetland areas. 
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MAP 10: FLOODPLAINS 
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15. Floodplain 
 
Floodplains are a natural flood control system that provides an area where 
excess water can be accommodated. The extent to which a floodplain may 
become inundated depends upon the amount of water, the speed and distance 
that the water travels, and the topography of the area. Adams County contains 
approximately 19,016 acres of floodplain, or about 4.6 percent of the total 
County land area. Map 10 provides a general characterization of floodplain 
areas in Adams County.  
 
Given that these areas are prone to flooding, development in floodplains is 
usually discouraged. Even so, development does occur in these areas and in 
turn affects the ability of this system to function properly. The encroachment of 
development on the floodplain system is often mitigated by the construction of 
dikes, levies, or other man-made flood control devices. Unfortunately, these 
mitigation measures are expensive and not always adequate to control a flood 
or may cause other areas to flood even if they were formerly not part of the 
floodplain. The expense of maintaining these floodplain control measures and 
replacement of structures damaged by flooding is eclipsed by the potential for 
loss of human life due to the danger inherent from flooding. 
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Chapter NR 116 of the Wisconsin Administrative Code requires all 
municipalities to adopt reasonable and effective floodplain zoning ordinances 
for the purpose of protecting individuals, private property, and public 
investments from flood damage. Floodplain zoning regulates development in 
the floodway and flood fringe areas usually by requiring structures to be built 
above flood levels or be otherwise flood-protected. For regulatory purposes, a 
floodplain is generally defined as land where there is a one percent chance of 
flooding in any year (also known as the 100-year floodplain). Floodplain 
regulation can also keep communities eligible for the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency’s (FEMA) National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP). FEMA 
offers emergency monetary assistance to flood stricken communities provided 
these areas are in compliance with NFIP requirements and have also completed 
a Flood Insurance Study. Currently, Adams County, the City of Adams, and the 
Village of Friendship all participate in the NFIP program, have completed the 
Flood Insurance Study, and have created a Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM) 
that delineates those areas likely to be inundated by a 100-year flood (also 
known as “A” Zones). According to these three FIRMs, there are 19,016 acres of 
floodplain in Adams County, or approximately 4.6 percent of the land area. 
Overall, floodplains in Adams County are small and floods occur only during 
periods of exceptionally heavy rainfall. 
 
16. Steep Slopes 
 
Adams County is mostly level in terrain, but there are some areas with 
sandstone buttes and mesas rising above this level surface. The sides of these 
buttes and mesas are extremely steep and unsuitable (if not impossible) for 
development. These rock formations are constantly in a state of erosion due to 
wind and rain. Development on these surfaces would be subject to unstable 
foundations and exacerbate the erosion process. Development on or near these 
environmentally sensitive areas must be approached carefully. 
 
17. Other Natural Resources 
 
a. Air Resources 
 
Air quality in Adams County meets National Ambient Air Quality Standards 
(NAAQS) for carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen oxides (NOx), sulfur dioxide (SO2), 
particulate matter (PM), lead (Pb), and ozone. Even so, there are sources of air 
pollution that are cause for concern such as carbon monoxide from vehicle 
exhausts resulting from incomplete combustion of gasoline or diesel fuel, NOx 
and SO2 from power plants, and the volatile organic compounds (VOCs) 
created by industry.  
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b. Public Land Resources 
 
Public land can be put to a number of different uses. Adams County currently 
has approximately 411 acres of State Parks, 7,938 acres of wildlife and natural 
conservancy areas, and 46,159 acres of county land for recreation. Most of the 
54,508 acres of public land provides a valuable wildlife habitat as well as 
outdoor recreation. A proposed national trail system known as the Ice Age 
National Scenic Trail would pass along the glacial terminal moraine in 
southeastern Adams County if completed. 
 
c. Purchase of Development Rights 
 
Beyond the outright purchase of property, the development rights of that 
property can be purchased.  This technique is used to protect unique 
agricultural or forestland, open space, or notable landscape features such as 
the bluffs.   If these lands are purchased outright by government and put in 
permanent conservation, the land is taken out of commerce and off of the tax 
rolls.  Purchase of development rights  (PDR) offers one alternative that allows 
land to stay in its current use while the landowner realizes some benefit from 
development potential in the property, while at the same time the land remains 
a part of the tax base. 
 
Property ownership has been described as conveying a bundle of rights.  These 
include the right to possess, use, modify, develop, lease, or sell the land.  Some 
rights, such as the mineral rights, are sometimes sold separately from the 
surface rights.  Others including air rights or the ability to cross a particular 
section of property are conveyed in the form of an easement that gives another 
party the right to limited use of the property.  In all these cases the landowner 
retains ownership, albeit somewhat encumbered. 
 
In a purchase of development rights the landowner, in exchange for 
compensation, agrees to forgo the development of his property.  A deed 
restriction is placed on the property stating that it can never be put to a more 
intensive use.  For example, a property that is in agricultural or forestry use 
may continue, but may be restricted from residential, recreational or 
commercial uses.  In return for such a concession the landowner is paid the 
difference in appraised value based on current use and full development 
potential.  The landowner has the right to use the property within the bounds 
of the deed restrictions, or sell it to another party, lease it or pass it on to heirs, 
but the restrictions still apply. 
 
A PDR program is voluntary, and only willing sellers would participate.  A land 
trust or other local agency is the buyer of what is known as a conservation 
easement, expressed through the deed restrictions.  Several local governments 
in Wisconsin, including the City of LaCrosse, Sauk County, Sheboygan County, 
the Town of Dunn in Dane County and the Town of Bayfield in the far northern 
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part of the state have initiated PDR programs.  Sauk County and the Town of 
Bayfield may provide the best models for Adams County efforts.  Sauk County 
seeks to protect land within the Baraboo Range, while the Town of Bayfield has 
protected agricultural land.  Both have been able to secure funding from 
outside sources, including Wisconsin DOT, foundation and federal grants. 
 
An important first step in developing any effective PDR program is a 
comprehensive assessment of the land resources within the county.  Because 
financial resources are limited, it is crucial to identify the areas and landscape 
features that are threatened and the most important to protect.  A review 
committee should be established made up of knowledgeable citizens and local 
officials.  This would be the body that would consider and negotiate the 
purchase of conservation easements to ensure that they conform to the 
assessment of land resources and the County’s Comprehensive Plan. 
 
d. Transfer of Development Rights 
 
Another technique available to local governments is the transfer of development 
rights (TDR).  The most successful applications have been in Maryland and 
New Jersey.  Strong development pressure is a necessary condition for these 
programs to succeed.  Under a TDR program local governments designate a 
sending zone where development is discouraged and a receiving zone where it 
is encouraged.  The idea is that a property owner in a sending zone can 
transfer the right to develop land in a sending zone to another property in a 
receiving zone, or sell that right to another landowner.  Such programs can be 
administratively complex.  Since what is being transferred is essentially a right 
under the zoning code the uniform enforcement and reliability of the zoning 
process is essential to its success.  No communities in Wisconsin currently use 
this tool. 
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2.3  Agriculture 
 
2.3.1  Background 
 
The extensive pine forests and vast expanses of marsh grass in Adams County 
were left largely untouched by humans until the time of concentrated white 
settlement in the 1840s. The history of agricultural development in southern 
and central Wisconsin is different than the north. While northern counties 
made a transition from lumbering to dairying directly, the southern and central 
counties engaged in wheat production after lumbering and before switching to 
dairying. Adams County followed this pattern by shifting its emphasis from 
subsistence farming to wheat farming, with wheat production peaking as early 
as 1870. This transitional period was extremely difficult for early farmers. 
Many lacked experience with the weather and soils in this part of Wisconsin 
and few were successful in agriculture. A particularly risky venture in Adams 
County was the production of hops (a key ingredient in beer and ale). During 
the hops boom of the 1860s, many farmers in the southern townships lost their 
farms trying to meet demand for this crop. Closer to the turn of the 20th 
century, the county’s farms began to diversify in the direction of dairying, 
which soon became the main form of agriculture. This period also saw a large 
number of immigrant farmers from Eastern Europe lured by promoters 
promising inexpensive marshland that could easily be converted to fertile 
farmland through drainage. One significant exception to this general pattern of 
wheat to dairy production was the large number of potato farms in the county 
near the turn of the twentieth century. Corn, hay, oats and similar crops have 
also increased significantly during the last hundred years.  The production of 
butter in Adams County reached its peak in 1940 and has declined since then, 
but the county’s cheese production has continued to increase; although the 
dairy sector has continued to decline in the county. 
 
Farming practice in Adams County is influenced by a combination of 
technology and environmental awareness. Employment in farming has declined 
rapidly in Adams County as farms have become less reliant on human labor 
and more dependent upon machinery and chemicals. The yields of all crops 
have been enhanced in many areas where modern irrigation techniques have 
proved economically feasible. Larger farms can now be more easily maintained 
by fewer people leading to a reduction in the total number of farms in the 
county and an increase in the average size and value per farm. Despite the 
importance of farming in Adams County, the productivity of the soil is relatively 
poor. This low productivity also leads to the elimination of small farms and 
keeps farm incomes below the state average. Farm size, conservation practices, 
and effective irrigation techniques have increased productivity to make rural 
Adams County into profitable farmland. 
 
The primary agricultural enterprise in Adams County is irrigated vegetable 
farming. Potatoes, of several russet and white varieties, are particularly suited 
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to the well-drained, sandy soil prevalent in most parts of the county. Corn of 
both the sweet and field varieties is raised throughout the County, as are snap 
beans, soybeans, and peas. These vegetables are processed at plants outside 
the County. Adams County is also becoming increasingly known as a leading 
Wisconsin cranberry producer. Dairy farms constitute a minimal portion of the 
agricultural activity in the county, but the major trend is toward large irrigated 
farms. A wide variety of produce is marketed locally by several small farms and 
offered fresh at roadside stands. 
 
A. Previous Planning Efforts 
 
1. Adams County Agricultural Preservation Plan 
 
This plan was developed by Donahue & Associates, Inc. and submitted for 
County Board approval in 1981 by the Adams County Agriculture, Extension, 
and Soil and Water Conservation District Committee. The Adams County 
Agricultural Preservation Plan is intended to address the loss of productive 
farmland. The plan was funded by the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, 
Trade, and Consumer Protection (DATCP) and the Department of Development. 
The planning process identified agricultural problems for the purpose of 
formulating goals and policies. Standards were developed to delineate five main 
planning districts: Farmland Preservation Areas, Secondary Agricultural Areas, 
Environmentally Sensitive Areas, Urban Transition Areas, and Exclusion Areas. 
 
2. NRCS Soil Survey for Adams County 
 
The Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) is a federal agency that 
produces the Adams County, Wisconsin Soil Survey. The survey contains 
predictions of soil behavior for selected land uses and also highlights the 
limitations and hazards inherent in the county’s soil. A series of detailed maps 
identifying the location of soil types in Adams County accompanies the survey. 
 
3. County Ordinances 
 
In addition to many planning efforts there are several county ordinances in 
place related to agriculture, such as the Animal Storage Ordinance. 
 
B. Issues 
 
Agricultural issues in Adams County are similar to those issues found 
throughout the world with general farming practice. Changes in climate, too 
much or too little rainfall, insects, invasive vegetation, erosion, and soil 
nutrient depletion are all hardships faced by the farmer. Fortunately, Adams 
County is well-drained which counters the effects of too much rain. In dry 
periods, groundwater is used to irrigate crops to maintain proper soil moisture. 
Pesticides and herbicides are used to control insects and weeds and fertilizers 
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are used to maintain soil nutrient levels. Wind and water erosion can be 
mitigated through the use of proper management practices, tree-plantings, and 
tiling methods. Central Wisconsin’s mild climate keeps temperature levels 
relatively fluid during the summer months thereby avoiding long periods of 
excessive heat. All of these factors help to maintain stable agricultural 
production in Adams County. 
 
Probably the single most important resource in this case is the county’s 
groundwater. Depletion or pollution of groundwater supplies could have a 
serious impact on agricultural practice in Adams County since it would become 
more difficult to mitigate the effects of drought, heat waves, and the 
maintenance of soil moisture in rapidly draining, sandy soils. Sandy soil is also 
prone to wind erosion and therefore it is important for Adams County to 
maintain a certain amount of tree cover to prevent loss of productivity. Heavy 
application of pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers can create problems for 
drinking water supplies as well as for fish and wildlife habitats. 
 
2.2.2  Inventory and Trends 
 
Agriculture figures prominently in the economy of Adams County. Agricultural 
trends have a significant impact on the county for this reason. Table 7A 
provides census data regarding the size of farms in Adams County. In the late 
1980s and early 1990s, census data indicated a significant loss in the total 
number of farms in the county. That trend appears to be recently reversed. 
Table 7B shows that the number of farms grew from 340 in 1992 to 414 farms 
in 2002. Meanwhile the average size of farms decreased from 351 acres to 298 
acres during this same period. Nearly four thousand acres of farmland was 
added, but these were likely smaller farms of less than 150 acres.  

 
1. Crops 
 
Vegetable crops are irrigated extensively in the northeastern part of the county 
and in the central and southern parts. Large amounts of water are withdrawn 
chiefly from the unconsolidated glacial deposits in these areas during the 
irrigation season. Major crop exports from Adams County include sweet corn, 
snap beans, and potatoes. In 2002, Adams County ranked second and third in 

Table 7A:

Minor Civil Division
1992 1997 2002 1992 1997 2002

Adams County 119,354 121,572 123,539 351 338 298

State 15,463,551 14,900,205 15,741,552 228 227 204
Source:  Census of Agriculture, 2002

Adams County Farmlands (acres)
Farmlands (acres) Average Size of Farm (acres)
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the state for production of sweet corn and snap beans respectively. The county 
was also a top ten producer of green peas. Adams County produced 64,900 
tons of sweet corn in 2002, which was approximately 11% of the state’s total 
production that year. Fewer farmers in Adams County engage in corn cropping 
than the production of grain or silage, with grain predominating. In 2002, 
Adams County produced nearly 9% of the state’s total snap bean yield, 
approximately 14% of the state’s potatoes, and nearly 5% of the state’s green 
peas. Soybean production amounted to 476,900 bushels in 2002.  Slightly less 
than surrounding counties which averaged 600,000 bushels.  The exception is 
Marquette County at 457,000 bushels.  Oats and winter wheat crops exist in 
Adams County, but are not as common as corn and soybeans and yields are 
generally lower than neighboring counties. Forage and alfalfa hay are also 
minor crops within Adams County. Table 8 provides historical data on crop 
production in Adams County. 

 
While grain corn accounts for the largest share of cropland in Adams County, 
there has been a trend to dedicate land into soybeans, snap beans, sweet corn, 
and green peas. Potato crops have also been reduced in recent years. This 
identifies a general trend toward vegetables intended for human consumption 
and away from the traditional Wisconsin staple of grains intended for livestock. 

Table 7B:

Total
Year 1 to 49 50-179 180-499 500-999 1000 plus Farms 

1992 50 119 107 41 23 340
1997 55 124 128 26 27 360
2002 107 159 99 23 26 414

1992-2002 % Change 114.0% 33.6% -7.5% -43.9% 13.0% 21.8%

1992-2002 Net 57 40 -8 -18 3 74
Source:  Census of Agriculture, 2002

Acres
Adams County Farms by Size

Table 8:
Adams County Cropland by Crop Type (acres)

Crop 1992 1997 2002 1992-2002 1992-2002
% Change Net Change

Sweet Corn 6,684 10,533 8,135 21.7% 1,451
Green Peas 3,317 2,406 3,793 14.4% 476
Snap Beans 8,081 6,044 10,225 26.5% 2,144
Potatoes 15,701 15,471 11,218 -28.6% -4,483
Soybeans 6,698 8,809 13,049 94.8% 6,351
Other Corn 20,089 19,673 17,608 -12.4% -2,481
Source:  Census of Agriculture, 2002
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2. Livestock 
 
Livestock and dairy businesses do not figure prominently into Adams County’s 
agricultural sector. The number of cattle and calves in the County in 2003 
numbered only 6,500 – well below an average of approximately 42,800 per 
county statewide. The Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and 
Consumer Protection estimates that Adams County had 26 dairy herds as of 
April 1, 2003 which comprises little more than a tenth of a percent of the 
state’s total number of herds. Not surprisingly, Adams’ County accounts for 
approximately a tenth of a percent of the state’s total milk production. A 
majority of the milk produced is used for cheese by the cheese factory in the 
county. Other small livestock operations such as hogs, chickens, and sheep 
exist, but these are relatively few in number. 
 
3. Productive Agricultural Areas 
 
The most productive agricultural areas may be found in the northeastern, 
central, and southern parts of the county. Map 11 provides a characterization 
of these areas based upon soil data. 
 
Vegetable crops are extensively irrigated in these areas using large amounts of 
groundwater. These areas are mostly flat and therefore conducive to the use of 
large farm machinery and the efficient application of chemicals. Those areas 
with high water tables, rocky outcroppings, and steep slopes limit agricultural 
activities to small areas making them less productive. Furthermore, 
agricultural uses on these marginal lands are more likely to result in extreme 
erosion due to the porous soils. The Adams County Agricultural Preservation 
Plan defines prime soils as those designated Group I or II by the Soil 
Conservation Service (NRCS) and feasibly irrigable. The plan specifically 
mentions the importance of not confusing prime soils with the definition of 
prime farmland. Prime soils are based upon the physical properties of the land. 
Prime farmland takes into account, in addition to soils, other factors such as 
type, size, and locality of agricultural operations. The locations of prime 
farmland are identified more specifically in the town plans. Agricultural land in 
Adams County has generally gained value over the past decade. The number of 
agricultural land sale transactions per year varies, but has slackened since the 
early 1990s and has remained relatively static for the past few years. Table 9 
shows that land value has increased in ten years and that selling farmland for 
development has a strong monetary incentive for the farmer. 
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Map 11: 
Prime Soils 
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4. Other Agricultural Activity 
 
a. Farm Infrastructure 
 
Farm-to-market roads are probably the most significant factor when 
considering farming infrastructure. Quality roads are absolutely necessary to 
the farmer for transporting the wholesale farm product to the appropriate 
market in a timely manner. Farm-to-market roads are discussed in more detail 
in the Transportation Element of this plan. Depending upon the type of 
farming, irrigation wells may also be extremely important. Irrigation sprayers 
are a common sight in Adams County as they seek to maintain proper soil 
moisture in the rapidly draining, sandy soil. Irrigation ditching is also used 
with great effectiveness in draining low fields and in the maintenance of 
cranberry operations. 
 
b. Programs 
 
To protect farmland from being converted to some other use, the state enacted 
the Farmland Preservation Program (FPP) in 1977. FPP was intended to protect 
against urban sprawl and unplanned development by keeping productive 
farmland in agricultural use. The program promotes soil and water 
conservation management techniques and is regulated by the Wisconsin 
Department of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection (DATCP). To 
participate in the program, a county must adopt an agricultural preservation 
plan. This plan designates agricultural preservation areas within the county 
and then an exclusive agriculture zoning (EAZ) ordinance is used to implement 
the plan. In return, owners of farmland within these exclusive zones are 
provided state income tax relief in the form of tax credits. It is possible to still 
qualify for tax credits if an EAZ ordinance is not adopted by entering into an 
agreement with the County Land and Water Conservation Department for 10 to 
25 years. Under such an agreement, the landowner must follow a certified soil 

Table 9: 

1993 2002 1993 2002 1993 2002 1993 2002

Adams 
County 33 11 457 1,391 553 1,602 476 1,422
State 3,731 1,808 698 1,982 1,276 4,324 859 2,635
Source:  Wisconsin Agricultural Statistics, 2002

Number  Dollars per acre

Agricultural Land Sales (Land Without Buildings and Improvements)
Minor 
Civil 

Division

Number of 
transactions

Agricultural land 
continuing in 

agricultural use

Agricultural land being 
diverted to other uses

Total of all 
agricultural land
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and water conservation plan and may not develop any of their enrolled acreage 
for non-farm purposes.  
 
Adams County adopted a certified agricultural preservation plan in December 
of 1981. In 2001, there were 37 individual farmland protection agreements in 
Adams County comprising almost 6,550 acres. In order to encourage exclusive 
agriculture zoning, the farmland preservation program provides higher tax 
credits under an EAZ ordinance than under an agreement. Nine Towns in 
Adams County have implemented EAZ ordinances to date. Included are the 
Towns of Adams, Dell Prairie, Richfield, Easton, Jackson, Lincoln, New 
Chester, New Haven, and Springville.  Farmland preservation standards were 
updated in 2005. 
 

 
 
The federal government’s Conservation and Wetland Reserve Program (CRP or 
WRP) were established in 1985. This program provides landowners with annual 
payments in exchange for agreements to keep farm fields with high erosion or 
runoff potential out of agricultural production. The Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP) and a number of other land retirement programs traditionally 
receive the bulk of USDA’s conservation funding. In 1997, 4.1 percent of the 
total cropland in Adams County was enrolled in one of these programs. This 
amount has tripled since the 1987 Census of Agriculture (1,029 acres in 1987 
to 3,490 acres in 1997). The Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 
increased the funding levels for conservation to $9 billion over six years. The 
Act emphasizes conservation practices on working lands instead of focusing on 
taking land out of use. The Act also offers cash subsidies for conservation 
practices and grants higher funding levels to existing programs such as the 
Environmental Quality Incentive Program and the Wildlife Habitat Incentive 
Program. 
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2.4  Cultural Resources 
 
2.4.1  Background 
 
The culture of Adams County was originally defined by the natural setting. 
Most early settlers focused their travels on or near the Wisconsin River. The 
terrain of Adams County, particularly in the areas near the Wisconsin River, 
offered artists fine opportunities for the display of taste and skill in rugged 
studies. The famous “Dells” provided several of the grandest glimpses of 
scenery some settlers had ever seen. Among them were “Cold Water Canyon” 
and “Witches Gulch” which extend back into the country more than a mile 
from the Wisconsin River. Settlers also discovered “Devil's Jug”, “Ruffle Rocks”, 
“Steamboat Rock”, “Rood's Glen”, and other curious and picturesque localities 
that gained nation-wide renown. Settlers found the view less grand along the 
river in the northern towns, but the bluffs were still bold and the scenery ever 
varied. The soft sandstone banks formed by water erosion offered an endless 
variety of forms. The next section reviews the natural history of Adams County, 
and then provides a contemporary historical summary of the transformation of 
this wilderness into the developed community it is today. 
 
A. County Historic Review 
 
During the final stages of the ice age, Adams County became suitable for its 
first human inhabitants. These prehistoric people utilized the waters of the 
waning Glacial Lake Wisconsin for sustenance while pursuing mammoth and 
mastodon across the Wisconsin tundra.  A record of their presence in Adams 
County is etched into the sheer southwest rock face of Roche-a-Cri Mound in 
the form of carvings and paintings. Despite having been carved in lichen-prone 
sandstone and effaced by the graffiti of white settlers, the rock art at Roche-a -
Cri Mound remains clearly visible today. The earliest decipherable markings 
date from about 100 A.D. It is likely that these markings were made to indicate 
distance and direction when the mound served as a natural landmark along 
Native American trading routes. There are, however, other figures and symbols 
of a more mysterious nature. Early cultures often viewed bluff rock faces as 
doors to the spirit world and therefore this site certainly held a religious 
significance as well. Prior to European-American settlement in the early 1800s, 
the native people of Adams County settled into the areas bordering the 
Wisconsin River. 
 
The need to supply food to the lumbermen in the pineries of Northern 
Wisconsin induced the first settlement of Adams County. In 1838, the 
Menominee allowed Jared Walsworth and his Menominee wife to construct a 
trading post and lodging house along an overland route through the northern 
pine forests known as the Pinery Road. Walsworth, a former engineer on a 
Mississippi steamer and experienced frontiersman, maintained a supply post at 
this location near what is now Big Spring in the Town of New Haven. 
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Walsworth then constructed a tavern on his property and served the loggers 
who used the Pinery Road. Walsworth’s Tavern was the site of the first white 
child in 1843 - J. S. W. Pardee, son of George Pardee. George Stowell, an 
employee of Walsworth, is considered to be the first farmer of the County in 
1844. His frame “shanty” was put up in the town of New Haven and he began 
the cultivation of a small tract of land. 
 
In 1845, the Territorial road from Milwaukee to Stevens Point passed through 
Adams County. William Sylvester opened a supply post upon this highway and 
combined it with a tavern and post office. Soon afterwards, a man named 
Strong began a similar enterprise on the Big Roche-a-Cri, about eight miles 
north of Friendship not far from another landowner named Cotton. These 
supply posts, taverns, and post offices combined with the ready supply of white 
pine for building homes enticed other pioneers to also establish themselves in 
Adams County. In 1848, the same year Wisconsin became a state, the 
Menominee relinquished their claim to the entire Wisconsin River Valley. This 
allowed the Wisconsin Territorial Legislature to create Adams County by an 
official act on March 11, 1848.  This was not the Adams County of today 
geographically – it was actually the south part of Juneau County. The new 
county was created out of territory originally belonging to Portage County and 
was attached to Sauk County for legal reasons. The name of Adams County 
was chosen to honor John Adams, the second President of the United States.  
In 1853, Adams County was given its autonomy from Sauk County and 
enlarged to include all of present-day Adams and Juneau counties combined. 
 
From the year 1850 to 1853 immigrants poured into Adams County. In 1850, 
Thomas Rich built the first schoolhouse in the county. Rich hired Lewis Carter 
as teacher, at $12 and board per month, and invited the neighbors to send in 
their children. The building was later replaced by the Dell Prairie post office. 
Reverend Anderson preached the first sermon in the county, in 1852, at the 
house of Mr. Rich, who paid him one dollar a visit. Rich bought the Reverend a 
horse for $65 and told him to wear his legs out in the good cause. In August of 
1853, at a special meeting the county board of supervisors, Stillman Niles gave 
bond to furnish a courtroom and three office rooms. The legislature changed 
the boundaries of Adams County again in 1855 by splitting Adams County in 
half thereby creating a new Juneau County on the west side of the Wisconsin 
River, although Juneau County remained attached to Adams County for 
judicial purposes for some time afterward. 
 
In May of 1858, Julius C. Chandler issued the Adams County Independent – 
the first newspaper in the county. Chandler’s interest in starting the paper was 
to persuade officials to relocate the county seat from Quincy to Friendship. 
Chandler argued that the creation of Juneau County left Adams County with a 
county seat on its western border therefore a new county seat should be 
created that was more centrally located. By January of the following year, a 
popular vote had been taken and the County seat had been officially moved to 
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the Village of Friendship. The Village brought its name with settlers from 
Friendship, New York in Allegheny County. These pioneers built a water-
powered grist mill on the banks of Roche-A-Cri Creek and the village grew 
around it. The new courthouse was a two-story frame building measuring 32’ 
by 46’ feet and was two stories high with a stone, fire-proof vault. The Village 
also offered a 30’ by 46’ schoolhouse and a church. 
 
There were also settlements in the Towns of New Haven, Jackson, Dell Prairie, 
and Springville. By 1860, the population of Adams County had reached six 
thousand with an economy driven by farming and numerous sawmills powered 
by the county’s many creeks and rivers. By this time, the Press Publishing 
Company had started the Adams County Press under the direction of S.W. 
Pierce. Julius Chandler subsequently discontinued his newspaper less than 
two years later. Population growth slowed until European immigrants from 
Germany, Norway, Denmark, Bohemia, and Poland arrived in the 1890s 
seeking inexpensive and fertile farmland. Since there was no railroad, Kilbourn 
City (the original name of Wisconsin Dells) acted as the chief depot for supplies 
to the area and the outer terminus of a daily stage line. By 1907, the county 
seat of Friendship had been officially incorporated into a Village. 
 
In 1910, the Chicago & North Western Railroad skirted two miles to the south 
of Friendship due to high land prices caused by speculation leaving the village 
without a train depot. The result of this decision caused the creation of the 
community of Adams in an attempt to accommodate the railroad’s workers, 
depots, and yards. Today, the City of Adams and the Village of Friendship have 
grown together so that the municipal separation between the two cannot easily 
be identified. Recreation and tourism brought a development boom in the 
1920s to the communities of Dellwood and Quincy. Many recreational cabins 
were constructed for vacationers to enjoy seasonal activities along the 
Wisconsin River. Unfortunately, this prosperity was short-lived. Subsisting on 
a predominantly agricultural economy, Adams County suffered severely from 
the droughts and economic hardship of the Great Depression era. 
 
The transportation improvements of the 1940s brought new life to Adams 
County when the Wisconsin River Power Company began construction on the 
dams creating Castle Rock and Pentenwell Lakes. These dams stimulated the 
growth of recreational subdivisions and made the County a second home and 
retirement haven. A bridge spanning the Wisconsin in the 1950s and the 
development of a nearby interstate highway brought increasing numbers of 
visitors and urban expatriates to Adams County. This trend has continued to 
the present day and appears to be increasing in intensity. The accessibility of 
Adams County’s recreational lakes has made the area very attractive to persons 
seeking a natural environment for construction of homes, both seasonal and 
permanent.  
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B. Previous Planning Efforts 
 
The Wisconsin Historic Preservation Plan 2001-2005 
This strategic plan provides goals and objectives for historic preservation in 
Wisconsin. The plan was financed by the National Park Service and 
administered by the State Historical Society of Wisconsin. The plan is used to 
prioritize tasks and to focus efforts on five critical issues identified in the 
planning process: education and outreach, comprehensive planning, under-
served groups, publicity, and financial resources. 
 
C. Issue 
 
Historic Preservation 
 
The practice of preserving historic sites and structures recognizes the 
architectural, engineering, archaeological, cultural, or historic importance of 
these assets to a community. In 1994, the Wisconsin Legislature enacted 
statutes requiring cities and villages with property listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places or the State Register of Historic Places to enact an 
ordinance to preserve these places. In 1997, the Village of Friendship created a 
historic preservation program to preserve and protect its historic buildings and 
sites. Further, the Village created its own Historic Preservation Commission to 
act as an advisor in the implementation of an ordinance. The Commission 
helps to identify significant historic resources, reviews projects affecting those 
designated properties, and provides necessary preservation services. 
 
Similar to the State Register of Historic Places, the Architecture and History 
Inventory (AHI) also provides historical and architectural information. This 
database contains information on approximately 120,000 properties in 
Wisconsin and is maintained by the Wisconsin Historical Society. The AHI 
contains data on structures that illustrate Wisconsin’s unique history and 
cultural landscape. Inclusion in this inventory affords no special protection to 
structures nor does it convey special status, rights, or benefits to owners.  The 
Village of Friendship contains the majority of the structures in the inventory. 
 
The Archaeological Site Inventory (ASI) is the most comprehensive list of the 
archaeological sites, mounds, marked and unmarked cemeteries, and cultural 
sites in the state. However, it includes only those sites that have been reported 
to the Wisconsin Historical Society and therefore does not include all possible 
sites and cemeteries of archeological significance in the state. This inventory 
has been developed over a period of 150 years, therefore, each entry in the 
database varies widely and the information has not been verified in all cases. 
Adams County has 244 sites listed on the Wisconsin ASI and four sites on the 
national ASI. These archeological sites are identified on Map 12. Many of these 
sites are grouped near water bodies within the County. 
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Map 12: 
Arch. Sites 
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2.4.2  Inventory and Trends 
 
1. Historical Structures 
 
There are a large number of historical structures in Adams County. The Village 
of Friendship has nominated more of these structures than other 
municipalities likely due to the presence of its own Historic Preservation 
Commission. The Village currently has 68 architecturally significant buildings 
on the state AHI, most of which are homes. The City of Adams has listed the 
Ranger Station and post office on the inventory. Other historic buildings 
include: Colburn’s Town Hall, New Chester’s L. Schieber Farm, the Castle Rock 
Dam in Quincy, and a number of other structures in the Towns of Preston and 
Strongs Prairie. The special structures are detailed more thoroughly in the 
municipal plans. 
 

 
 
 
2. Historical and Cultural Resources 
 
The Pinery Road 
When European-American settlers first moved into central Wisconsin in the 
1830s, the Pinery Road was the main overland route through the wilderness of 
Adams County. For the lumberjacks, traders and settlers intent on reaching 
the northern woods, Adams County was merely a temporary resting place 
during their travels. But for Adams County’s pioneers, the Pinery Road was the 
lifeline that supported their homes, trading posts, inns, and taverns. The 
Adams County Historical Society sponsors Pinery Road Days during one 
weekend in mid-July each year in Friendship Village Park. Although there are 
many activities that take place during the festival, the most prominent is the 
Buckskinners teepee encampment along Roche-a-Cri Creek. Participants in 
this activity cook over campfires and exhibit the skills and crafts of the pioneer 
era in period dress. A flea market, miniature log raft race, and other contests 
are among the many events that take place during this historical celebration.  
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The McGowan House 
 
Having lost his house to a fire in 1889, Dr. Emmett McGowan rebuilt his home 
and furnished it in the Gothic Revival style popular during the period, 
incorporating several unique decorative elements rescued from the blaze. The 
nine-room, two-and-a half story house reflects Dr. McGowan’s social standing 
in the Village of Friendship in the days before the railroad arrived in Adams 
County. The McGowan House is the site of the Adams County Historical 
Society’s offices, library and archives, and generally open to the public on 
weekends from May through October. 
 
3. Community Design and Retaining Community Character 
 
The shape and appearance of a community changes over time. Styles of 
building and development react to changing economic conditions and 
technologies, and to changing tastes. Each community becomes an expression 
of the conditions that have prevailed throughout its history. We shape our 
communities and in turn they form us. The design of a community must be 
primarily focused on serving the needs of residents today. In the process of 
adapting community design to changing needs care must be taken not to 
discard the remnants of the past that has made the community what it is 
today. At the same time a community is not a museum and must change with 
the times. So community design is a balancing act: balancing the past and the 
future; the needs of business with those of families; the modern and the 
traditional; and, most importantly, the diverse needs and aspirations of the 
people who call that community home. 
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2.3 Goals, Objectives & Policies 
 
Natural Resources 
 
Goals: 
 
1) Protection of natural areas, including wetlands, streams, rivers, wildlife 

habitats, lakes, woodlands, open spaces and groundwater resources. 
 
2) Protection of economically productive areas, including forests and scenic 

landscapes upon which tourism depends. 
 
3) Protection of open space and unique landscape resources. 
 
 
Objectives: 
 
1) New development should not negatively impact natural resources. 
 
2) Minimize impacts to the County’s natural resources from non-metallic 

mineral mining. 
 
3) Encourage and support the preservation of natural open spaces that 

minimize flooding such as wetlands and floodplains. 
 
4) Promote development that minimizes groundwater impacts from on-site 

septic systems and other sources. 
 
5) Promote groundwater protection efforts in Adams County to maintain or 

lower nitrate, pesticide, and volatile organic compound pollution at levels 
below safe drinking water standards. 

 
6) Reduce contamination of surface waters in Adams County. 
 
7) Increase and improve wildlife habitat within Adams County. 
 
8) Encourage multiple uses of forests. 
 
9) Develop a long-term plan for the identification of land to preserve. 
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Policies: 
 
1) New development should be discouraged from areas shown to be unsafe or 

unsuitable for development due to flood hazard, potential groundwater 
contamination, loss of farmland, highway access problems, incompatibility 
with neighboring uses, etc. 

 
2) Expansion of existing non-metallic mining operations or development of 

new sites should be allowed only on lands where the expansion will not 
conflict with preexisting development. 

 
3) Reclamation of non-metallic mining sites should conform to the land use 

plan map in regard to the reclaimed use. 
 
4) Discourage the draining or filling of wetlands. 
 
5) Maintain and encourage reforestation to protect large contiguous blocks of 

forests. 
 
6) Work to minimize forest fragmentation and explore techniques that would 

allow fragmented forests to retain a larger portion of their original 
ecological, and economic values. 

 
7) Consider the use of conservation easements and purchase of development 

rights to protect forest resources. 
 
8) Pursue federal, state, and local funding to acquire and/or protect forest 

areas. 
 
9) Support efforts by non-profit land trusts and private landowners to 

preserve forest areas. 
 
10) Develop strategies to protect environmental/forest corridors along 

streams, wetlands, and lakeshores. 
 
11) Encourage the use of native species in plantings and consider ways to 

control the spread of invasive exotic species that can have negative 
ecological, and economic impacts to forests. 
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Agriculture 
 
Goal: 
 
1) Protection of economically productive areas, including farmland. 
 
 
Objectives: 
 
1) Support diversification of farming types and practices to maintain 

agriculture as a viable economic activity. 
 
2) Encourage agricultural use and related activities in areas identified for 

agricultural preservation. 
 
3) Avoid creating land use conflicts through proper land use planning. 
 
4) Encourage alternative marketing mechanisms for Farmer’s products. 
 
 
Policies: 
 
1) Existing agricultural uses and buildings should be taken into 

consideration when locating new development to avoid conflicts. 
 
2) Utilize land use controls to protect prime agricultural land, where 

applicable. 
 
3) Encourage measures that will preserve agricultural land and keep 

agricultural operations viable economic activities. 
 
4) Non-farm development, particularly subdivisions, will be encouraged in 

areas away from intensive agricultural activities, in order to minimize farm 
& non-farm conflicts due to noise, odors, nitrates in well water, pesticides, 
farm/vehicle conflicts on roadways, late night plowing, etc. 

 
5) Consider the use of tools to protect sensitive areas, such as purchase of 

development rights (PDR) or transfer of development rights (TDR). 
 
6) Irrigation, dust, noise, odors, vehicle traffic, etc. that result from 

agricultural operations that are not threats to public health or safety, 
should not be considered a nuisance. 

 
7) Encourage private landowners to participate in the Managed Forest Land 

Program as a way of ensuring best management practices and increasing 
public access to forest resources.  
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8) Encourage the development of a community website/bulletin board for 

consumers and producers to contact each other. 
 
 
Culture 
 
Goal: 
 
1) Preservation of cultural, historic and archaeological sites. 
 
 
Objectives: 
 
1) Respect Century and Sesquisential Farmsteads by allowing farming to 

continue without residential intrusion nearby. 
 
2) Visually display community values and pride in special attractions and 

businesses through architecture, landscape design, public art, and 
cultural arts. 

 
Policies: 
 
1) Encourage redevelopment and reuse of existing sites and buildings that 

are visually compatible with the surrounding area. 
 
2) Seek to nominate more properties for historic designation. 
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