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Abstract 
In the search for a "nice and comfortable" home along the Great River Road in Southwestern Wisconsin, personal aspirations about 
the ideal home are obviously important. But the search effort can also be influenced by a variety of geographical factors. A unique 
set of local geographic phenomena in this 'Driftless' region along the Mississippi River Valley provide ample opportunities for 
desirable housing. Yet the complexity of geographic, social, economic, political. legal, and envirorunental factors must be weighed 
simultaneously before making a large investment. Given the scarcity of land (and thus, of home-site potential) along the Great River 
Road and local efforts to preserve the bluffs, new developments ofdesirable country homes come under greater scrutiny. This paper 
examines affluent home-ownership and its relationship to natural hazards as well as cultural-geographic issues that affect the overall 
envirorunental quality of the Mississippi River Valley. 

Introduction 

In studying the demand for "desirable" housing in 
the Southwestern part of Wisconsin, a number of 
physical, social, economic, and environmental factors 
ought to be considered. First of all, among potential 
buyers, housing perceptions and expectations as well as 
financial "affordability" levels vary significantly. To 
some buyers, having substantial acreage around the 
house is desirable, particularly if they want to raise 
horses or hunt on their own land. Others may wish to 
be close to the Mississippi River, so that they may have 
easy access to fishing or pleasure boats parked at their 
own docks. There are still others who would enjoy 
being located close to the bluffs to watch wildlife such 
as deer, turkey, and eagle roam close to their personal 
space. For whatever reason people like to invest in real 
estate, the term 'desirable home or housing' is adopted 
in this study to refer to housing which fulfills personal 
aspirations and 'the good life' of potential buyers with 
a great variety of expectations. 

When home buyers are too focused on one set of 
aspirations, they often neglect other important values. 
This may later cause disappointment. The problem can 
become difficult to solve, particularly if a large sum of 
money has been committed to a property. A common 
example would be that of an avid fishing enthusiast 
obsessed with the purchase of a home on a river bank 
who finds out a few years later that the flood level has 
been greatly underestimated. 

The Southwestern section of Wisconsin is a unique 

region ofungiaciated bluffs along a scenic river valley. 
In general, a relatively high environmental quality has 
been maintained in this area. In addition to local 
construction regulations, there are three important 
reasons why geographical aspects must be examined 
very carefully in the process of purchasing or building 
a desirable home. First, environmental quality must 
continue to be maintained in the area, and home buyers 
must thus assume a sense of environmental 
responsibility. Second, under-standing the processes 
and possibilities of natural hazards may save personal 
possessions and investments as well as lives. Third, 
long-term expectations may not be fulfiUed if the 
wrong homesite is chosen. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the many 
geographical factors that can affect a home buyer's 
choice. The selection of one's 'dream home' is 
generally very much affected by geographical factors, 
such as proximity to the workplace, the availability of 
urban and social services (or the lack thereof, such as 
health care, water and sewer treatment, etc.) and the 
relative tax burden of the specific location. Moreover, 
environmental concerns, including natural and health 
hazards and any number of community laws and/or 
regulations, must also be considered. 

In the present paper, I address some factors 
involved in home selection, so that we may understand 
the intricate interaction of geographical factors in 
relation to expectations and demands when searching 
for a desirable home. Although several related articles 
have appeared in major geographical journals, no study 

IThe author wishes to thank the anonymous reviewers for their comments and is especially indebted to Dr. Georges Cravins for his 
numerous valuable comments and suggestions. 
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Figure 1. The Great River Route and its Environs 

has specifically addressed the geographic factors that County: a I50-mile strip of valley along the Mississippi 
relate to the demand for desirable housing in the unique River in Southwestern Wisconsin (see Figure I). In 
setting along Wisconsin's Great River Road. recent years, this area has become a popular one for 

home-seekers, particularly for families employed in 
The Study Area several geographically-accessible urbanized areas, 

either within the region or nearby_ The area's popu
The area targeted for study extends from Bay City larity is due principally to its stunning natural beauty, 

in Pierce County to Prairie-du-Chien in Crawford the presence of a diversity of wildlife, plenty of boat 
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ramps and parks along the Mississippi River (MRPC 
1985), and easy accessibility from Wisconsin State 
Highway 35. 

There is also diversity in land use along this strip. 
The U.S. Anny Corp of Engineers maintains a series of 
locks and dams along the Mississippi River. These 
locks and dams were built to maintain an economic 
lifeline for Upper Midwest agriculture, namely a 
waterway to assist barge traffic for grains along the 
Mississippi River. Locks and dams are also used to 
monitor erosion and sedimentation processes, and to 
produce hydro-electric power. 

The burning of coal is sometimes used to assist in 
the generation of hydro-electricity, as in the case of the 
power plant in Alma. Here, the difference in water 
elevation is minimal between the two sides of the lock 
and dam. Coal has to be used to assist hydro-electric 
generation because the vast acreage of agricultural land 
as well as small towns near the river generate enough 
demand to require harnessing the power of the 
Mississippi. Antique stores, 'bed-and-breakfast' estab
lishments, marinas, riverside bar-and-griIls, and 
occasional historical places collectively attract a lot of 
tourists to this area, especially from spring to autumn. 
For nature lovers, there are many state parks, forest 
reserves, and campgrounds. Boat ramps can be found 

in few-mile intervals all along this strip of land, which 
also includes a major railroad network on each bank of 
the Mississippi. 

State Highway 35 is the main route for tourists and 
local traffic of mostly automobiles and a few semi
trucks. Highway 35, along with its parallel counterpart 
Highway 61 on the Minnesota bank of the Mississippi, 
has been designated a National Scenic Route known as 
"The Great River Road." 

As this area has had little or no glaciation, the local 
relief between the Mississippi River and the top of the 
bluffs averages about 500 feet. With islands and 
sloughs between the river banks and a floodplain of 
varying widths, there are scattered areas of lowland for 
housing developments, farmlands, transportation lines, 
and even relatively pristine areas designated as wildlife 
refuges. Additionally, this area is a 'paradise' for 
fishing and other water sports in the summer, hunting 
and watching the flaming colors of maple leaves in the 
fall, as well as skiing, ice-fishing and other activities in 
the winter. In such an environment, one can easily be 
close to outdoor recreation sites and fmd beauty and 
tranquility. 

Given what has been described, there is little doubt 
that homesites in this area are desirable. A careful 
home seeker normally begins with a set of personally-

Figure 2. Panoramic View ofthe Mississippi River Valley 

15 



defined criteria. A careful and thoughtful search effort 
can indeed be well-rewarded, with a homesite that 
satisfies personal aspirations. Figure 2 provides an 
example of two homes with panoramic views of the 
River. 

Geographical Influences on Homesite Suitability 

Looking for a homesite to build on in the Great 
River Road area can be quite an intriguing process. To 
begin with, there is a high demand but a limited supply 
of suitable homesites. Because of the limited space 
between the river bank and the bluffs, suitable building 
sites are few and expensive. There are also social, 
economic, political -- and most importantly -
environmental and natural hazards considerations 
which must be included in any assessment of home-site 
selection. 
Local Elevation 

Historically, people who already own property on 
the banks of the Mississippi River tend to retain what 
they own. The physical setting which limits the amount 
of flat land generally also limits the amount of flat land 
suitable for homesites. The land in the immediate 
floodplain of the river and land with a steep slope near 
the bluffs are not generally considered suitable building 

sites. Flat land which has been zoned for agriculture is 
occasionally purchased and re-zoned for either 
commercial use or multi-family housing, especially for 
sale as condominiums. Few parcels are re-zoned for 
single family housing. Because of scenic attractions 
along the river valley, the most desirable homesites 
range from about 50 feet above the river to the bluff 
top, so that panoramic views of the bluffs and the river 
are optimized. 

Depending on the particular location, the price of 
individual homesites can differ by as much as $50,000 
for the same quality house on the same size lot. 
Physical settings such as elevation ofthe homesite from 
an aquifer, length of the driveway, steepness and safety 
of the driveway slope, and bedrock geology (which 
may affect the foundation) can all contribute to added 
costs. In the case of building a new home, sites inside 
most city limits will receive immediate connections to 
electricity, city water, and sewer facilities . However, 
most spacious homesites lie outside city limits. As 
mentioned earlier, to develop sites outside city limits 
requires the digging of a well for water supply, 
installation of a septic system, bringing in electricity, 
building and/or paving a road and driveway, or even 
cutting down or trimming trees in front of windows to 
provide optimum views. Bluff-top sites provide pano-

Figure 3. Steep Slopes: A Common Factor in Bluffside Homesites 
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ramic views of the valley, while slope sites offer 
greater accessibility to the river. 
JValuralJlazards 

Living in a "dream home" in such a tranquil 
setting can truly rekindle one's spirits. Many home 
seekers are so involved in acquiring the "perfect 
home" that they sometimes neglect to consider per
sonal safety. 

Yet there are welil-known potential dangers that 
may be associated with natural hazards in this region. 
Because elevation above the river is almost a require
ment for a beautiful view and some homesite configu
rations dictate steepness of driveway slopes, homesites 
normally have a steep driveway, which can be 
treacherous in winter (Figure 3). 

Nonetheless, individuals who love fishing and/or 
water sports choose to forfeit panoramic views (and to 
accept treacherous driveways) for river accessibility 
and their own private boat dock. An obvious potential 
hazard here is flooding. For this reason, some homes 
are even built on stilts. In other cases, owners may just 
underestimate possible flood levels. Flood insurance 
rates for houses built on the floodplain can be very 
high. Moreover, the potential loss of personal pro
perty, fear for one's life, and being trapped without 
transportation during a flood can be troubling, or even 
devastating. 

Owners of river-front properties may still have to 
deal with an additional problem: backwater swamps on 
floodplains and sloughs are large breeding grounds for 
mosquitoes. River-front properties in this region are 
next to the railroad, so that noise and rumbling from 
passing trains can also be a nuisance. Perhaps an even 
greater concern is the possibility of train derailment. 
(Within the past several years, disasters in this area 
have included a widely-publicized train derailment near 
Fountain City, Wisconsin, which resulted in a 
hazardous chemical spill). 

Many desirable homes are built close to farmland. 
Some owners who have been city-dwellers most of 
their lives, have quickly found out that their life
style is totally incompatible with that of local farmers. 
Because farmers begin their workday very early in the 
morning, the noise level from farm machinery and farm 
animals may become an early nuisance for affluent 
homeowners. Fertilizer and chemical applications, 
sprinkling, herding animals, plowing, and dusts from 
harvesting are a way of life for farmers. Homes around 
organic farms may have to bear the smell of organic 
fertilizers and manure. Lawsuits which have been filed 
by some homeowners to evict or restrict farmers have 
normally been dismissed. 

A different kind of geographic hazard in this 
region is the possibility offalling rocks from dolomite 
formations on top of bluffs (Figure 4). Signs along 
bluff highways often warn "Beware of Falling Rocks". 
Motorists do not often see falling rocks because they 
pass these sites in split seconds, thus contributing to the 
belief that such mishaps do not happen. In March. 
1995, in Fountain City, a piece of dolomite weighing 
45 tons physically detached from a bluff formation and 
rolled down the slope of the bluff. It created a path by 
breaking and clearing numerous trees (see Figure 5), 
and also created several large craters from its impact 
with the ground (Figure 6). Finally, it crashed into a 
back room of a house and rested there (Figure 7). 
Incredibly, no one was injured, although this was the 
second time that this had happened in recent memory 
at the same site (although to a different house). 

Figure 4. Bluff-top Dolomite Formations 
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Figure 5. A Common Natural Hazard: Trees Knocked Down by Large Fallen Rock 

Political, Social And Economic Factors 
The largest urban area in the region included in 

this study is the City of La Crosse, with a population of 
51,000, connecting to its northern neighbor, Ona
laska, with a population of slightly over 12,000. All of 
the other Wisconsin cities in the region, with , the 
exceptions of Trempealeau and Prairie-du-Chien 
have populations of under 1,000 people. As a result, 
most of the desirable houses surround the La Crosse
Onalaska urban area, with scattered sites along the 
Great River Road to Stoddard, Genoa, and DeSoto in 
the south, and Trempeleau, Fountain City, and Alma to 
the north. On the Minnesota bank of the Mississippi, 
the City of La Crescent (population 4,300) has been 
aggressive in clearing apple orchards along the Scenic 
Apple Orchard Drive to make room for expensive 
homesites with fantastic views of the valley and the 
river. This conversion of farmland to expensive 
homesites exemplifies the economic and political 
forces that change the landscape of rurat towns and 
redefme land use practices in rural communities. 

South of La Crescent are towns such as Hokah and 
Brownsville, while to the north are Winona, Lake City, 
Wabasha, and Red Wing, all of which afford the same 

opportunity for desirable homesites. Even. though 
homes are about the same price on the Minnesota side, 
the property taxes are less than half that for a com
parable property in Wisconsin. As a result, many 
people who work in Wisconsin prefer to live in 
Minnesota. Bridges and roads that connect the two 
river banks in Prairie-du-Chien (WI) and Marquette 
(MN), La Crosse (WI) and La Crescent (MN), Winona 
(MN) and Bluff Siding (WI), Nelson (WI) and 
Wabasha (MN), Red Wing (MN) and Bay City (WI), 
present many opportunities for residing in Minnesota. 
The departments of revenue in both states have 
formalized agreements for dealing with such issues as 
personal and property taxes. Nonetheless, state border 
politics do not seem to deter home-buyers from taking 
advantage of lower Minnesota taxes. 

Perhaps the real social issue here is that many new 
homeowners disturb the social and economic balance 
ofsmall towns and of rural farm communities, many of 
whose residents have owned their properties for a 
generation or more (and have beaten inflation). How
ever, "older" residents generaUy do not generate 
sufficiently high incomes to purchase new and expen
sive homes. 
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In this region, there are still older starter 
homes on the market that are priced below 
$30,000. Another approach to inexpensive 
living is owning a small lot for less than 
$7,000 and putting a brand new mobile home 
(which starts at only $18,900) on the lot. 

People who can really afford to build or 
purchase higher-priced homes are mostly 
high-income professionals who move into this 
region from other parts of the United States. 
And since the population around cities is 
already small and the number of incoming 
professionals is limited, sales of existing 
higher-priced homes within city limits are also 
limited. For this same reason, homes that 
were built within city limits which were listed 
on the market for as low as $165,000 face a 
difficult time being sold. Personal obser
vations indicate that within a radius of ten 
miles from Downtown La Crosse, no less than 
two dozen quality homes, ranging in price 
from $180,000 to $400,000, have remained on 
the market for more than 2 years. At present, 
there is an overabundance of desirable homes 
on both sides of the river within the city limits 
of La Crosse and La Crescent. Yet more are 
being planned and developed. 

Many home seekers prefer to build new 
homes instead of buying existing ones. A 
$180,000 budget is just enough to purchase 
land and build a modest size home in the 
countryside. Buyers who can afford this price 
range demand further development in the 
countryside, especially along the river banks 
and on top of bluffs. Thus, at the same time 
when there is an overabundance of desirable 
homes on the market, there is a demand for 
land in the countryside to be developed into 
additional residential sites. 
Environmental Concerns 

Many people who purchase new homes 
do not consider dangers from natural hazards, 
or the effect of the homesite on environ
mental degradation. Rather, the desire for 
comfort, personal space, and prestige are 
weighed against fmancial affordability . The 
objective of most home buyers is to acquire 

Figure 6. A Path Created by a Fallen Rock 

the "most house for the dollars." Perhaps one reason for 
overlooking environmental degradation and natural hazards is 
confidence in zoning laws and guidelines laid down by planners 
and enforced by local authorities. 

Degrees of environmental stress may differ significantly, 
depending on the location of a site. Slope sites are closer to the 
riverbed aquifer and so reduce the cost of digging a well. By 
the same token, its closeness to the river may become a concern 
because in time the septic tank may rupture and allow discharge 
in the river. There is a limit to the number of septic tanks that the 
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Figure 7. A Home Damaged by a Forty-five Ton Rock 

river valley can carry along its banks. With existing 
non-point source seepage of nutrients from a vast area 
of farmlands (Fremling 1989), the river does not need 
additional burden to its carrying capacity. 

Bluff-top sites require much deeper wells, perhaps 
as much as 600 feet. The cost of drilling to such a depth 
can reach $20,000. Aside from the cost ofthe lot and 
that of building, additional costs to dig a well, install 
a septic tank, connect to electricity, paving a long 
driveway, and local government fees can amount to as 
much as an additional $50,000. But a greater concern 
is how these permanent alterations of the landscape 
affect natural hydrologic and geologic cycles, and soil 
systems. 

Bluff-top sites are generally located on the edge of 
farmland. An important environmental concern due to 
this proximity to farmland is the effects of fertilizer 
chemicals, insecticides, and pesticides. A significant 
portion of these chemicals do reach the underground 
water supply. For this reason, the quality of water 

drawn from privately drilled wells must be monitored 
continuously. Whereas city water is normally treated 
and deemed safe enough to drink, water quality from 
wells vary from one location to another. Because 
underground water is mobile and not regulated by city 
standards, there can be varying degrees of water 
contamination, especially for homesites near farms 
which practice conventional farming (i.e., including 
using large amounts of pesticides and chemical 
fertilizers). Without the proper equipment, it is very 
difficult to determine the origin and amounts of nitrates 
in groundwater. Thus, homes which depend on wells 
for drinking water must take special precautions. In 
some cases, water purification is essential to insure 
against health hazards. 

Clearing land for homesites in the countryside will 
inevitably lead to some degree of soil erosion. This is 
most evident during the construction phase. Even after 
the bouse is occupied, careless home·owners, es· 
pecially those on the slopes who do not pay attention to 
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their land, may allow soil' erosion to continue. The 
effect of this type of neglect is a loss of topsoil and a 
direct increase in the sedimentation of the Mississippi 
River (Craig 1991). Fish spawning grounds are thus 
affected. 

A La Crosse-based realty company has been 
constantly searching for river-front land to develop up
scale condominiums with all amenities and private boat 
docks for each unit. After failing to acquire the La 
Crosse River marshland, it has already developed 
several river-front condominium projects and is again 
planning to develop the La Crosse downtown river
front area (Kent 1996). The irony is that many of the 
existing condominium units are not yet sold. 

Summary/Conclusions 

A verage homeowners from large cities, especially 
those from either coast of the U.S. who intend to move 
to this region can easily afford desirable housing. 
Along with local home buyers, their fU"St priority must 
really be an understanding of an intricate web of local 
geographic factors before quickly investing in a house. 
Making a buyer's personal aspirations a reality should 
require some serious reflection, especially if such 
aspirations conflict with environmental reality. The 
intricate process of matching environmental laws and 
ethics to personal aspirations may not always be 
successful. But careful, wise decision-making can be 
well rewarded with an enjoyable home in this pristine 
setting. 

At a time when the amount of land is rather limited 
along the foothills of the bluffs, homesite choices 
ought to be carefully weighed. Recent years have 
witnessed the unwise conversion of bluff foothills into 
commercial sites. Some local and city governments are 
re-zoning bluff slope land to limit development while 
others are opening up large acreage of farmland for 
building new homes. 

Bluff preservation has become an important effort 
in Southwest Wisconsin as a whole, as evidenced by 
the establishment of such organization as the Wisconsin 
Farmland Conservancy. Local governments do not 
encourage building homes on the slopes of the bluffs. 
This demand, however, will always exist simply 
because of the natural beauty of the region and perhaps 
the cost of owning a desirable home in such a setting is 
much lower than in other parts of the U.S. Obviously, 
home buyers have a protected right and freedom to 

choose their homes within the confmes of the law. 
Legislation of environmental laws take place only 
when environmental problems arise to warn us of the 
necessity of such laws. Otherwise, unethical environ
mental practices may continue unchallenged. In this 
day and age, when environmental degradation is much 
better understood than in the past, it is important that 
whatever personal choices one makes in land and 
desirable property ownership, that one be willing to 
accept the associated environmental responsibility. 

The overall environmental quality of the Upper 
Mississippi River Valley is still relatively good. Some 

environmental groups and citizens hope to generally 
maintain or improve it. Home buyers can certainly 
contribute to this cause with careful thinking and 
planning. 
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