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AMERICA’S 
OUTBACK

Carried Away
During the tourist season, a ferry runs 
between mainland Wisconsin and 
Madeline Island of the Apostle group

(Top) Tom’s Burned Down Café on Madeline Island. (Above) Mali 
Gaber, a student in the winter and a deckhand in the summer,  
secures a bowline as the ferry docks in Bayfield.

Mali Gaber is a deckhand on the car 
ferry that makes the 20-minute 

run between Bayfield and Madeline 
Island, Wisconsin. It’s a summer job. 
She’s a student at the University of 
Wisconsin the rest of the year.

Summer is hustle season for those 
who earn a living up here on the south 
shore of Lake Superior. The season is 

short; the business is tourism. Between Memorial Day 
and Labor Day, the population on Madeline Island swells 
to 1,500. Normally it’s 304.

Tourists riding the ferry visit for a day or stay on the 
island for maybe a week. They rent condos or cottages, 
along with kayaks and bicycles. They bring their RVs and 
hook up in the state park that has 60 sites or in the town 
park that has 36 more. Both have access to 2 miles of 
sand beach. 

Madeline is the largest of the 22 forested islands of the 
Apostle group and is the only one that’s developed. The rest 
of the islands are a national park called Apostle Islands 
National Lakeshore, which means controlled access. 
Camping on them requires a permit. In the summer, 
people explore the islands, their beaches and caves using 
sea kayaks. In the winter, they use snowmobiles.

There is no ferry service in the winter, of course — 
the lake is frozen. Residents and visitors alike drive the 
ice road that connects the mainland with the island. The 
county maintains it, which amounts to plowing it after 
it snows. Some walk the 2.6 miles each way, some use 
cross-country skis or bicycles or snowmobiles. 

“Then there are the weeks in between,” Mali told me, 
“when the ferry is not running and the ice is not hard 
enough to drive on. Arnie and Ronnie Nelson — they live 
on the island — run a wind sled that takes people back 
and forth. They make five round-trips a day to Bayfield. 
Without them, people on the island would not even get 
their mail.”  

Entering the island’s breakwater, the ferry backed 
into its protected slip. Mali dropped the gate and began 

directing traffic off the ferry. 
At the landing, I was met by Lois Carlson, who had 

earlier offered to show me around. A 10-year resident of 
the island, she and her husband started coming here as 
tourists 13 years ago. “Finally we wisened up,” is how she 
explained why they are still here.

Lois picked up where Mali left off. “Arnie Nelson is 
sort of the ‘Godfather’ around here. His wind sled gets us 
through the shoulder periods when we have no ferry and 
no road. He’s the guy who goes out there and measures 
the thickness of the ice and says when it’s safe to drive on 
it. He’s also the guy who rescues the crazies who venture 
out on thin ice and break through with snowmobiles. 

“If there were a movie made about Madeline Island, 
Clint Eastwood would play Arnie Nelson. That’s the kind of 
character Arnie is,” Lois said.

Another Nelson on the island is Tommy. He had a café 
once named Leona’s. In 1992 it burned, almost totally. He 
ran an extension cord to what was left of the bar and was 
selling beer within 36 hours of the fire. Then customers 
began showing up with boards and nailed a few up to 
make the place functional. So he hung out a sign: “Tom’s 
Burned Down Café.” 

Twenty-two years later, that’s still the bar’s name.
He had no insurance. “You’ve got to be tough if you are 

going to be stupid,” he told me. “And I have learned from 
this: If you don’t rebuild it, they will come.”

Welcome to America’s Outback. q
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