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The Hogback Prairie stands out as a partially bald ridge among the lushly forested surrounding hills of the Driftless. Its northern 
portion is home to a rare dry prairie, while its southern leg is covered in trees hiding caves that emit warm steam in the cool morning 
air. This ridge is located between the village of Steuben and the unincorporated community of Barnum in Crawford County in the 
southwest corner of Wisconsin. Not far from the Kickapoo River, it is situated within the Citron Valley surrounded by farmland. A 
road winds around its base and power lines intersect its highest peak. It sits uncharacteristically unattached to the surrounding ridges 
allowing it the unique opportunity for preservation of its natural history in the modern agricultural era. 
 
The limestone bedrock in the Driftless Area formed between 500 and 400 million years ago while the entire Midwest was covered in 
the shallow Ordivician sea. St. Peter sandstone, formed from the natural erosion of the sea’s movements, is stacked between layers of 
the calcareous Prairie du Chien dolomite. The area was significantly unaffected in the latest glaciation, hence the name of Driftless. 
The Paleozoic Plateau landscape of this area was spared the flattening and drift-forming forces of glaciers, but as they melted and 
receded the area was inundated with waters that have eroded and formed the high ridges seen today. The northern tip of the Hogback 
was once an ox-bow in the Kickapoo River, which now sits several miles south of the ridge. 
 
As one can imagine, this Driftless area, a small pocket in the American Midwest existed almost as an ark during the glacial period. 
The same plant communities may have thrived on the soil of these ridges since before the glaciation, resulting in one of the oldest 
ecosystems in the Midwest. During habitation by native peoples, all the ridges would have looked more like the Hogback does today. 
The landscape would have consisted of prairies, savannahs, and some more forested swaths. Native peoples periodically burned these 
more open areas to encourage new growth of low plants and grasses in order to attract grazing animals for hunting. With European 
settlement, this cycle of burning ended, allowing most of the area to become densely forested. The Hogback was spared this fate 
thanks to several homesteading families that utilized the ridge for grazing. The surrounding valley has been continuously farmed since 
settlement, but the ridges with shallow soil and rock too close to the surface have not. Because of this unique situation, the Hogback 
Prairie is now home to some of the rarest and most endangered flora and fauna of the region. 
 
The Driftless Area was once home to a native community known as the Mound Builders, who may have migrated from the Cahokia 
civilization close to present day St. Louis. One clue we have about this mysterious people is the many mounds they left throughout the 
region and along the Mississippi. Some mounds hold ceremonial and precious objects and are believed to have held a religious 
importance to these peoples. Mounds were possibly constructed using different layers of dirt to access the power of the earth to mark 
sites with special significance and were often built in the shapes of animal. It is believed that the Hogback was once surrounded by 
ceremonial mounds, the remnants of which can still be seen after harvest time when the ground is bare.  
 
The Hogback itself may have been a religious mecca due to its special placement as a freestanding ridge and with its altar-like dip at 
the center. With so many minerals and rocks close to the surface in the Driftless, the region is believed by many to hold a special 
power. The Ho Chunk, the present day native inhabitants of the region, unrelated to the Mound Builders, still hold a reverence and 
even fear of the Driftless due to its energies. The ground water, also close to the surface, bubbles up in many natural springs close to 
the Hogback. One springhead emerges just east of the ridge in an agricultural field. It is said that when lighting strikes the ground this 
charges with waters with ions giving them a restorative character.  
 
Modern day inhabitants hold a different appreciation of the Hogback in its ecological diversity. A group of local community members, 
in an effort to preserve the prairie, convinced The Nature Conservancy to buy the land in 1992 in spite of heavy resistance from local 
farmers. In 2010 TNC gifted the land to the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources who now works to conserve the native 
habitat in the spirit of the current ecological restoration movement. They seek not to restore to a pre-European ideal, but rather to 
encourage a healthy native plant and animal community that has become more and more rare due to human settlement and farming 
practices. As part of the Kickapoo River Wildlife Area, the prairie continues its preservation and remains open to the public for 
exploration and education. 
 
 
 
 


