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Introduction 

A bumper sticker seen with considerable 
frequency on cars travelling north of Milwaukee 
on Interstate 43 reads MI'd Rather Be In Door 
County." Door County. Wisconsin. enjoys the 
reputation of being one of the Midwest's premier 
vacation destinations. It has been variously 
described as M... Cape Cod on an inland sea." 
(Ellis. 1969. 348). a "white-collar" resort area 
(Hart. 1984. 207), or M. . . a summer refuge ... " 
(MOriarity. 1985. 9). These descriptive phrases 
produce very positive images about this popular 
place. So popular is Door County. in fact. that 
the local Chamber of Commerce estimates that 
1.560.000 tourists visit the so-called Mthumb of 
Wisconsin" annually. What is it about this place 
that attracts throngs of people who flock to the 
quaint waterside settlements and rural areas of 
the county? Where do the people who invade 
Door County get their information or how do they 
form the images that attract them? One possible 
source is the postcard map. which has been 
available in a variety of forms since about 1950 
and has been sent by visitors back home to fami
ly and friends. The postcard map serves as an 
advertisement to attract more people. 

The purpose here is to explore the post
card map images of Door County. Or. put anoth
er way. its purpose is to attempt to answer a 
rather straightforward question: What sort of 
place is the Door County portrayed on postcard 
maps? Two concomitant questions arise: What 
are the specific images featured on the postcards. 
and which places are emphasized by the people 
responsible for creating them? 

Seven different cards published between 
about 1950 and 1990 and ranging in format from 
almost truly map-like to highly stylistic were 
examined for images portrayed (Figures 1-7). The 
method used for analyzing the symbols presented 
was adopted by Brinkman and Deller (DeBer, 
19911 from an article by Ryan. which treats 
stereotypical images of Australia featured in 
printed media sanctioned by the federal govern
ment (Ryan. 1990) . For the seven postcards. 
each symbol or vignette - whether used singly or 
repeatedly - was counted as a single occurrence 

in determining the frequency of the different 
images employed to portray the essence of Door 
County as a vacation destination . Another mea
sure. counting the total number occurrences of 
each symbol on all seven cards. was used to 
determine how this area is portrayed collectively 
on the postcard maps. Finally the different 
images were categorized according to the general 
type of attraction portrayed. The categories 
resulting aid in determining the stereotypes the 
card makers wished to emphasize. 

Door County Portrayed As a Political Unit 

Tourists with a particular Wisconsin desti 
nation in mind may go to such specific places as 
Lake Geneva. Minoqua. Wisconsin Dells. or Eagle 
River. and although they may be headed for Fish 
Creek. Ephraim. Baileys Harbor. or Sister Bay in 
Door County. they do not so indicate; instead. 
whatever their specific destinations. they are 
bound for Door County. But. where is Door 
County? 

The persons responsible for preparing the 
postcard maps - often graphiC artists - were 
not afraid to use cartographic license. It appears 
that one of the aims of these artists was to intro
duce the neophytes to the basic geography of 
Door County - its shape. relative size and loca
tion. and some of its place location nomenclature. 

One cannot tell from viewing the post
cards where Door County begins toward the 
southern end of the peninsula and Kewaunee 
County. which borders Door on the south. actual
ly ends. Perhaps this situation is an example of 
what Renwick and Cutler (1983. 30) mean when 
they suggest that MPostcard maps send simplified, 
often erroneous or misleading messages about a 
place .. . . M Several of the cards show Door 
County merging imperceptibly into Kewaunee 
County without a distinct southern boundary. 
SpeCifically. four cards show no southern border 
at all (Fig. 2 , 3, 6. and 7), whereas only one has it 
delineated in the proper location (Fig. 4) . The 
remaining two cards indicate erroneously that the 
southern boundary is formed by Sturgeon Bay 
and the Ship Canal, without acknowledging the 
existence of southern Door (Fig. 1 and 5) . These 
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map cards could have been prepared by folks to 
whom John Fraser Hart was referring when he 
noted that: MDoor County occupies the northern 
two-thirds of the peninsula. but the local people 
know that (the real] 'Door County' starts north of 
Sturgeon Bay. the county seat" (Hart. 1984. 205). 
It can only be concluded that cartographic accu
racy is certainly not a prerequisite for most of 
these maps. 

Some locals. especially those from the 
southern part of the county. take umbrage With 
this kind of cartographic slight. however. A 
resort owner from the area spoke to the point 
before a meeting of the State Assembly 
Committee on Tourism and Recreation. which 
was reported in the Door County Advocate 
(Steebs. 1991. 1): 

Florence Dickinson. owner of the 
Cliff Dwellers (Resort] in 
Nasewaupee (Township]. advised 
the group to Mbe sure to find out 
where Door County begins when 
printing tourist maps." 
Maintaining that most maps con
centrate on the area north of 
Sturgeon Bay. Dickinson said. MWe 
do have a southern end as well as 
a northern end and it takes both to 
comprise Door County." 

The admonition directed to the committee would 
apply equally well to the preparers of the postcard 
maps. 

It should be noted also that in all cases 
the county's relative position with respect to the 
remainder of the state is not indicated. Door 
County seems to stand alone without being con
nected physically to the rest of Wisconsin. This 
situation results in the appearance that Door 
County Is not part of a peninsula but rather an 
island. which is only reinforced by the fact that it 
is surrounded by water on three sides. Such a 
treatment is not unusual. CommonJy. postcard 
maps showing distinct political entities are por
trayed as standing alone. i.e .. without being 
bounded by other such units. An examination of 
10 different postcard maps of Wisconsin. for 
example. revealed that only one card showed the 
borders with adjoining states and identified the 
states by name. A second showed portions of the 
bordering states but did indicate the names. The 
remaining eight maps focused on Wisconsin in 
cartographic isolation. 

Specific Images of Door County 

Twenty-five different. indiVidual symbols 
or vignettes are employed on the seven postcard 

maps to represent what Door County has to offer. 
Table 1 lists the relative occurrences in descend
ing order of the various image symbols. each 
counted once. Fish and sailboats are most com
monly used and appear on all seven cards. 
Prevalent images appearing on five or six cards 
are fisherpersons (in reality fishermen) and piC
turesque lighthouses. the most familiar being the 
Cana Island Lighthouse. Lighthouses in general. 
and especially this one. are used repeatedly. to 
produce a nostalgiC image of this place associated 
with the surrounding bodies of water. The 1991 
Vacation Guidebook. for example. featured the 
Cana Island Lighthouse on its cover (Door County 
Chamber of Commerce. 1991). Birds - especial
ly sea gulls - are a common image found on four 
maps. Sporadic vignettes extolling thirteen quite 
varied features of Door County induding golfing. 
fish boils. Boynton Chapel, cherries. and anchors 
appear two or three times. Seven symbols rang
ing from apples to a diver to the Peninsula Music 
Festival are represented infrequently. each only 
on a single card. 

TABLE 1 

MAP POSTCARD IMAGES OF DOOR COUNlY 

UBIQUITOUS (on all seven postcards. N = 2) 

l. Fish 
2. Sailboats 


PREVALENT (on five or six postcards. N = 2) 


l. Fisherpersons (fishing) 
2. Lighthouses 


COMMON (on four postcards. N = 1) 


1. Birds (sea gulls) 

SPQRADIC (on two or three postcards. N = 13) 

1. Power boats 
2. Cherries 
3. Sun 
4. Trees 
5. Swimmers/Sunbathers 
6. Golfers / Golfing 
7. Anchors 
8. Fish boil 
9. Washington Island ferries 
10. MHalfway to North Pole" 
11. "More than 250 Miles of Shoreline" 
1'2. Boynton Chapel 
13. Peninsula Park Tower 
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INFREQUENT (on only one postcard, N = 7) 

1. Apples 
2. Fish Creek Music Festival 
3. Wildflowers 
4. Cabin 
5. Diver 
6. The Ridges Sanctuary 
7. "Wisconsin's Air Conditioned 

Peninsula Playground" 

A close correspondence is in evidence 
when the individual symbols are compared with 
the total number of times they occur on all seven 
cards. Table 2 indicates sailboats, fisherpersons, 
Swimmers/sunbathers, birds, fish and lighthous
es appear most frequently. All except swim
mers/sunbathers show up on four or more cards; 
Swimmers/sunbathers are limited to just three, 
but are used extensively on them. 

TABLE 2 


NUMBER OF TOTAL OCCURRENCES OF 

IMAGES 


(In Descending Order) 


1. 	 Eleven Occurrences 
Sailboats 

2 . 	 Nine Occurrences 
Fisherpersons 

3. 	 Eight Occurrences 
Swimmers/Sunbathers 
Birds 

4. 	 Seven Occurrences 
Fish 

5. 	 Six Occurrences 
Lighthouses 

6. 	 Four Occurrences 
Cherries 

7. 	 Three Occurrences 
Washington Island Ferries 
Golfers 

8 . 	 Two Occurrences 
"Halfway to North Pole" 
"More Than 250 Miles of Shoreline" 
Fish Boil 
Trees 
Power Boats 

Boynton Chapel 
Sun 
Anchors 

9. 	 One Occurrence 
Apples 
Peninsula Music Festival 
Wildflowers 
Cabin 
Peninsula Park Tower 
Diver 
"Wisconsin's Air Conditioned 
Peninsula Playground" 
The Ridges Sanctuary 

When various symbols are grouped in cat
egories of images, recreation clearly stands out as 
the collective image most in evidence (Table 3). 
Of the 25 total symbols, nine, or 36%, portray 
some recreational activity. Twenty percent of the 
images refer each to things cultural or historical 
and to natural resources, most of which enhance 
the image of Door County as an outdoor recre
ational center. The economic image of the county 
is sUghted with only three symbols, or 12% of the 
total, and two of them are apples and cherries, 
important crops of this fruit-growing area, which 
are sold in large quantities to tourists. 

TABLE 3 


CATEGORIES OF IMAGES 


No. of Symbols % of Symbols 

Recreation 9 36 

Culture and History 5 20 

Natural Resources 5 20 

Economy 3 12 

Other ~ ~ 

Totals 25 100% 

Twelve of the 25 vignettes used to portray 
the overall image of Door County relate directly or 
indirectly to the waters of Green Bay, Death's 
Door, and Lake Michigan. This is consistent with 
the attempt to emphasize general recreational 
opportunities and especially those, afforded by 
the proximity to water. No interior location in 
northern Door County is more than about five 
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miles from a major body of water; attention is 
called to this fact on the maps as the narrowness 
of the northern part of the peninsula is very 
apparent visually. 

In addition to the recreational emphasis 
evident on the maps, the symbols that are place 
specific feature locations of attractions north of 
Sturgeon Bay, the real "Door County" referred to 
by Hart. Only seven of the 25 images are place 
specific, and all seven refer to places in northern 
Door. Most prominent in this regard are the 
Cana Island Lighthouse, the Peninsula Park 
Tower near Fish Creek, and the Boynton Chapel 
near Bailey's Harbor. Curiously enough, even 
symbols not place specific are generally excluded 
from association with the southern part of the 
county. The placement of vignettes about the 
margins of the northern part of the peninsula is 
the nonn, whether place specific or not. 

General Image of Door County 

What is the general image, then, of Door 
County as revea1ed on the postcard maps? 
Boosterism is one of the primary functions of 
postcard maps, and the matter of the general 
image must be placed within this context. The 
maps are intended to promote tourism, and this 
they should do given the overall image portrayed. 
Door County or, more accurately, northern Door 
County is portrayed in a one-sided fashion, very 
positively as a wonderful place for a vacation, 
because of the abundance of outdoor recreational 
activities - especially those water-related - that 
are available to visitors during the summer. Even 
if. heaven forbid, the weather should not cooper
ate with outdoor activities, the maps present 
symbols of other possible activities related to the 
history or culture of the place for tourists to 
enjoy. A late afternoon shower might chase peo
ple from the beaches to one of the many restau
rants for a drink while watching the pyrotechnics 
of a "boH-over", which signals the end to the 
preparation of a local epicurean delight, the 
famous Door County fish boil featuring whitefish 
from adjacent waters. 

Curiously enough, none of the symbols 
suggest that Door County might be a good place 
to visit for a winter getaway. The climatic infer
ences drawn from viewing the composite image 
would suggest a year-round temperature of about 

780 F., sunny skies interrupted sporadically with 
fair weather cumulus clouds, and pleasant lake 
breezes to cool the body and propel sailing craft. 
There is not a single symbol to suggest the occur
rence of a winter season; yet. the reverse sides of 
some cards carried references to the various sea
sons and particularly winter. Phrases such as 

[an areal for ...enjoying....activities all year long," 
"throughout the year the ....peninsula provides 
visitors with an endless variety of activities," "the 
area features ...winter sports," and, finally, "a par
adise of cross-country skiing and ice boating," 
suggest that winter not only exists here, but it 
can be an enjoyable season for outdoor activities. 
Not a single symbol for ice fishing, cross country 
skiing, or snowmobiling exists on any of the 
seven postcards studied, however. 

Totally absent. of course, from the inviting 
symbols related to boosterism is any indication of 
the negative aspects of the county. Objectivity is 
not a hallmark of any map postcards; they are 
very subjective, and this is certainly tIue about 
those of Door County. One could not learn of the 
problems or negative attributes of this place by 
viewing the cards, and Door County is not with
out serious problems. Many of these problems 
could affect the positive vacation image por
trayed. In a provocative article where he address
es the question "Is it time to close the Door?" Don 
Olesen of the Milwaukee Journal (Olesen, 1986) 
identified several problems that could detract 
from a stay in Wisconsin's air-conditioned play
ground. Overcrowding, traffic snarls, visual pol
lution, seemingly unchecked residential and com
mercial development, degradation of the natural 
resource base, and sewage disposal crises and 
polluted wells given the bedrock geology are but 
some of the most readily apparent problems. No 
clues to their existence can be gleaned from the 
postcards. In the interests of objectivity, a 
vignette showing a "honey wagon" in a traffic jam 
on Highway 42, along which are many billboards 
advertising condominiums for sale or art galleries 
and boutiques to be visited, is called for but out 
of the question. This is just not the nature of 
map postcard stereotypes. So it is, then, that the 
one-Sided, positive image is perpetuated. And, as 
Renwick and Cutler remind us (Renwick and 
Cutler, 1983, 30), " ... one problem with stereo
types is that they resist change. " 

Even though a balance between the posi
tive and negative images is an unrealistic expec
tation on Door County map postcards, given their 
very nature, how about a more balanced and rep
resentative treatment of the positive attributes? 
One wonders, for example, why dairy farming, 
which is very important in the economy of south
ern Door, is not represented? The largest rural 
settlement of Walloon-speaking Belgians in the 
Unites States, again in southern Door, receives 
no attention. Palmer Johnson, Incorporated, Bay 
Shipbuilding Corporation, and Peterson Builders, 
Incorporated, major builders and repairers of all 
kinds of water craft, are not featured on any 
maps. Why not include a Coast Guard boat used 
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for search and rescue to reassure boaters found 
in abundance in the waters surrounding the 
peninsula? Many other examples could be called 
into question. 

Unfortunately. a definitive answer is not 
forthcoming. Is it that any or all of these activi
ties are viewed by the preparers of the cards as 
detracting from the composite image of a good 
place to spend a water-side vacation? In the rush 
to be positive. perhaps MAll maps and their sym
bols. whether they are the products of the U.S. 
Geological Surveyor a fourth grader. are simpli
fied and idealized pictures of reality" (Renwick 
and Cutler. 1983.30). 
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