




The low cliffs on Wisconsin’s Door Peninsula glow in the light of a Lake Michigan sunrise.
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The breathtaking scenery of Wisconsin’s Door Peninsula draws visitors from all over the Midwest.
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Whitefish Dunes State Park is one of three beautiful state parks on Wisconsin’s Door Peninsula.
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In September and October, the forests around northern Lake Michigan put on one of North America’s best color displays.
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Leelanau State Park at the tip of Michigan’s Leelanau Peninsula offers a historic lighthouse, rustic camping, hiking trails, and miles of deserted beach to explore.
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The eastern shore of Lake Michigan contains the largest freshwater dune system on earth. This unique ecosystem is home to a variety of plants and animals that are specially adapted to the often harsh conditions found in sand dunes.
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Northern Lake Michigan remains largely wild and undeveloped and is a favorite getaway for those seeking to experience nature at its finest.

INTRODUCTION
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Sunset illuminates the limestone rock formations along Big Bay de Noc in Michigan’s Fayette State Park.
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One evening, I walked from the campground at Michigan’s Fayette State Park through a stand of cedar trees and down to the beach. Even though the distance was short, the light was fading quickly in the thicket of trees, so I made mental notes of landmarks along the way to guide me back up to my campsite. Ahead through the trees, the sky above Bay de Noc glowed in the muted pastels of twilight.

The beach at this part of Fayette State Park consists of low shelves of limestone rock, broken into tablets several inches thick and of various sizes like a field of shattered tombstones. A favorite pastime for beachgoers is to use the natural building blocks to construct stone forts, houses, and castles or simply to pile the flat stones as high as they can. I chose a spot with an unobstructed view of Bay de Noc and sat on a natural stone bench facing the water. The stone was warm to the touch, still holding the heat from the fading afternoon sunshine.

As it often does, the lake breeze had diminished with the setting of the sun, and with the calm, the water of the bay had stilled to a murmur of wavelets that quietly splashed on the shore. Sitting in the hushed, warm air, I had the sensation of looking out from the back of an immense auditorium toward a lighted stage on the horizon. Above, the backlit clouds glowed like a painted ceiling, and the black, restless water in front of me rustled like a crowd waiting in the darkness of the theater. Even though I sat in a place that was once home to a bustling nineteenth-century factory, and a campground full of RVs, tents, and trailers was less than a hundred yards behind me, I could sense the vastness and remoteness that is still a part of Lake Michigan.

Wild and isolated places still exist around Lake Michigan. In the heavily urbanized southern part of the lake, the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore and Michigan’s Warren Dunes State Park provide an oasis of nature just a short drive from Chicago and Gary, Indiana. On Lake Michigan’s eastern shore, state parks near Saugatuck, Silver Lake, Ludington, and Mackinac have preserved pristine dunes and quiet forests. Near Frankfort, Michigan, the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore holds 72,000 acres of wilderness in reserve, protecting wildlife habitat and providing a place to experience truly wild country. Along Lake Michigan’s northern coast, the towns and villages are separated by miles of undeveloped shoreline and state and national forest land. Lake Michigan and its vast watershed contain many valuable natural resources, but perhaps the most valuable resource is the emotional connection that people have with this unique and beautiful body of water.

The words and pictures found in this book can only begin to illustrate the wonders that lie around the shores of Lake Michigan. In that light, I offer Lake Michigan Backroads as a map from which you may plot your own course of discovery. Beautiful and interesting places abound around the shores of this Great Lake, and each one invites you to explore it with all your senses.
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The sun sets on a secluded beach near the Platte River in Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore.




LAKE MICHIGAN STATISTICS

The third largest of the Great Lakes, Lake Michigan covers 22,400 square miles and contains 1,165 cubic miles of water. The lake is 304 miles long, 118 miles across at its widest point, and 923 feet deep at its deepest. Lake Michigan is the largest freshwater lake to lie entirely within the United States. The lake’s main outlet is through the Straits of Mackinac into Lake Huron, and it takes from eighty to one hundred years for the water in Lake Michigan to change over. Including the lake’s thirty-nine islands, Lake Michigan contains 1,661 miles of shoreline. In its current configuration, Lake Michigan is about 4,500 years old.
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Michigan’s Manistee National Forest is part of the Huron-Manistee National Forest system that stretches across the state’s Lower Peninsula from Lake Michigan to Lake Huron.
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Michigan’s Upper Peninsula is home to thousands of large and small lakes, each with its own special character.
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Orchard Beach State Park is a great place to enjoy one of Lake Michigan’s signature sunsets.


PART I



THE SUNSET COAST

DUNES, BEACHES, AND TRAVEL DESTINATIONS
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A dragonfly awaits the warming rays of the sun in one of Lake Michigan’s wetlands. Dragonflies, damselflies, caddis flies, and a variety of other aquatic insects thrive in the cold, clean water of Lake Michigan’s tributary rivers and streams.
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ROUTES 1-7




SAUGATUCK/DOUGLAS

On the banks of Kalamazoo Lake, where the Kalamazoo River widens into a graceful oxbow before it empties into Lake Michigan, sit the cities of Saugatuck and Douglas. Bypassed by the railroads in the nineteenth century and untouched by the Great Michigan Fire of 1871 that destroyed many neighboring towns, Saugatuck and Douglas have retained much of their mid-nineteenth-century architecture and charm. The many fine art galleries, trendy boutiques, and quaint bed-and-breakfast inns in Saugatuck have established the town as the center of Michigan’s art coast. However, things in Saugatuck have not always been so refined.

During the Prohibition era of the 1920s, many of Chicago’s most notorious gangsters found Saugatuck a convenient place to drop out of sight for a few days. The residents of the town also found themselves unwilling hosts to rowdy gatherings of motorcycle clubs and their followers during the 1940s and 1950s. Today, the yachts that line the town’s boat slips and the expensive sedans parked along the streets offer no hint of the city’s unruly past.

Downtown Saugatuck is a great place to purchase everything from high-end fine art to antiques. A smattering of fine dining and lodging choices encourage travelers to spend more than one afternoon wandering the town’s well-kept streets. Small gardens set with sculptures and well-tended flower plantings dot the city and help make Saugatuck one of Lake Michigan’s premier resort towns.


ROUTE 1

From the south, take U.S. Highway 31 to the Blue Star Highway, then turn north to Douglas. To reach Saugatuck, follow the Blue Star Highway over the Kalamazoo River to Water Street and turn left. From the north, take U.S. 31 to the Blue Star Highway and head south. Follow Holland Street into Saugatuck or stay on the Blue Star Highway to reach Douglas. To reach Saugatuck State Park, follow U.S. 31 north to 138th Avenue West.
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The coal-fired USS Keewatin, now a floating museum, once transported travelers and cargo around the Great Lakes.



For fans of the golden age of steamship travel, Douglas offers tours of the USS Keewatin, a 336-foot coal-powered steamer moored on Kalamazoo Lake. Built in Scotland in 1907, the Keewatin was sailed to North America, where it was separated into two sections for passage through the Welland Canal between Lake Erie and Lake Ontario. The Keewatin sailed the Great Lakes until it was retired in 1965 and brought to Douglas. The steamship-turned-museum features an Edwardian-era dining room and offers tours of the ship’s staterooms, passenger quarters, crew quarters, and wheel room.

On the corner of Water and Mary streets in downtown Saugatuck, a hand-cranked ferry spirits visitors across the Kalamazoo River to Saugatuck’s world famous Mount Baldhead and Oval Beach Recreation Area. Mount Baldhead is a 220-foot-high sand dune accessible via a breath-grabbing climb up 228 stairs. A viewing platform at the top of the steps offers great views of the Kalamazoo River and downtown Saugatuck. Although the tall dune was once truly bald, the top of Mount Baldhead is nowadays covered with trees, a precaution taken in the 1930s to slow the sandy mountain’s erosion into the Kalamazoo River. Several hiking trails lead down the steep western side of Mount Baldhead to Oval Beach and Lake Michigan.

Pure white sand and excellent facilities have made Oval Beach one of the top recreational beaches in the country. On most summer days, the beach’s namesake oval-shaped parking lot is filled to capacity. The beach itself is the scene of a summer-long party of volleyball games and sunbathing. The popular beach has hosted MTV’s beach party segment and has been noted as one of the most beautiful beaches in the United States.

For another type of wild beach experience, drive a few miles north of the city of Saugatuck to Saugatuck Dunes State Park. This largely undeveloped park stretches along 2.5 miles of pristine Lake Michigan shoreline and encompasses over a thousand acres of beachfront, dunes, forests, and wetlands. The only facilities in the park are a gravel parking lot, a picnic area with a couple of outhouses, and thirteen miles of sandy hiking trails. The lack of a campground and other amenities has kept this small, beautiful park off the radar of most travelers and has helped maintain a wild and remote feel that has all but disappeared in many of the other state parks along this part of Lake Michigan.

At Saugatuck State Park, three trail systems from the parking area allow you to explore different areas of the park. For a quick hike down to the beach, follow either the Beach trail or the Livingston trail west from the parking area. The South trail follows a 5.5-mile loop through the park’s designated natural area along a well-maintained but sometimes rugged trail. The North trail also begins at the parking area, following a sandy escarpment that overlooks a large wetland on one side and the steep hills of a mature dune forest on the other. Several loops within the North trail pass through open, grassy dunes or give you the option of exploring mature stands of American beech, sugar maple, red pine, and oak.

Whichever trail you choose, they all eventually lead over the dunes to the beach on Lake Michigan. Chances are that when you crest the final dune and step out onto the beach at Saugatuck State Park, your only immediate neighbors will be the gulls sailing on the lake breeze above your head. On the north end of the park, the hundred-foot-wide beach ends abruptly at a nearly vertical wall of eroded sand that soars two hundred feet into the sky. Along the erosion-prone beach, tenacious clumps of beach grass and a few hardy flowering plants hold their own against the wind and waves of Lake Michigan. Along the southern portion of the beach, the high sand cliffs give way to low beach dunes punctuated by large and small blowouts.
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Rustic and undeveloped, Saugatuck State Park is an oasis of nature set among the busy tourist towns of southwest Michigan.



Morning and evening often bring fog to the beach at Saugatuck State Park, and a visit during these times can enhance the sense of isolation and primal beauty of the park. In the heavy mist, the fishing boats far out on the lake disappear, as does the Holland Lighthouse, which is visible several miles to the north on a clear day. The only sounds are the muffled cries of the gulls overhead and the gentle churning of the waves on the sand. On days when the fog obscures the reminders of modern life along Saugatuck State Park’s shoreline, you can feel the wild Lake Michigan that the Potawatomi people and the first French explorers knew.


LIVING HILLS OF SAND

When the sunlight slices across the land at the edges of the day, sand dunes become geological sculptures of form and shadow. Small contours in the sand that are invisible in the harsh light of midday stand out like frozen waves in low-angle morning and evening light. The nighttime tracks of large and small animals are revealed in bright relief in this sweeping light. Even the movements of insects that have displaced a few grains of sand from the smooth dune floor are exposed.

The first hint of morning drives the Fowler’s toad, the white-footed mouse, and the hognose snake into their cool, sandy burrows. Most of the animals that live in the dunes are nocturnal by necessity. In the heat of the day, the unshaded sand can reach a temperature of 120 degrees Fahrenheit, and often the only cover from predatory eyes is the cover of darkness. Like a desert, a dune can appear devoid of life in the middle of the day.

Many animals that live outside the dunes still make use of the resources a dune provides. Coyotes and red foxes hunt among the sandy hills for small rodents; gulls, crows, and ravens find dunes a good place to scavenge. The forested dune is home to wild turkeys, white-tailed deer, ruffed grouse, squirrels, raccoons, black bears, and dozens of species of songbirds. Interdunal ponds support many species of amphibians and turtles and also provide a place for migratory waterfowl to rest and feed.


ROUTE 2

Sand dunes both large and small line the eastern shore of Lake Michigan. U.S. Highway 31, which runs north/south along the lake’s eastern coast, is never far from the lakeshore and provides easy access to dunes. From Muskegon, follow U.S. 31 north. Turn left onto County Road B15 and follow northwest to the sand dunes in Silver Lake State Park.



The eastern shore of Lake Michigan is home to the largest freshwater dune system on earth. From the Indiana Dunes along Lake Michigan’s southernmost shore to the low dunes along U.S. Highway 2 in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, dune formations dot the coastline of Lake Michigan. In Wisconsin, dunes are found on the Door Peninsula at Newport State Park. Farther south lie the dunes at Point Beach State Forest. Most of Lake Michigan’s larger dunes and many of the smaller, out-of-the-way dunes form the centerpieces of federal, state, and local parks and reserves that are open to the public year-round. Along Lake Michigan’s shore, you will find three types of dune formations.
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At Silver Lake State Park, you can explore the towering dunes on foot or in the off-road vehicle of your choice.

Like the constantly shifting dune sands, the water level of Lake Michigan fluctuates over time. When lake levels run high, inshore currents wash sand ashore to form a new beach. This process occurs most often in bays and near the mouths of rivers. When water levels recede, the sand is left at the mercy of the prevailing winds. Over time, the wind piles the sand into low hills called parallel dunes or beach dunes. The parallel dunes along Lake Michigan originated about four thousand years ago, when the water level was twenty-five to thirty feet higher than it is today. Some of Lake Michigan’s parallel dunes can be seen at Saugatuck near the mouth of the Kalamazoo River and at Big Sable Point in Silver Lake State Park.

When parallel dunes are reshaped by erosion into a series of deep, U-shaped sand traps, they become parabolic dunes. These irregular dunes are formed when a blowout occurs, undermining the existing parallel dune. A blowout is a section of dune where the vegetation is disrupted by some event and the wind begins to erode the sand. The mobile sand from a blowout can bury whole forests on the leeward side of a dune or uncover forests buried long ago by an ancient blowout. Parabolic dunes are found at Warren Dunes State Park, Ludington State Park, and many other locations along Lake Michigan.

In places where a glacial moraine is present, a perched dune may form. (A moraine is a ridge of sand, gravel, and stone that was deposited by a retreating glacier.) Sand that is blown up the windward side of the moraine accumulates on top and spills over onto the leeward side, creating a perched dune. The dunes at Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore are a perched dune formation. From several overlooks on top of the Sleeping Bear dunes, you can see the steep gravel and stone slope of the moraine extending down to the Lake Michigan beach.
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Dawn illuminates the sand dunes at Little Sable Point.

When you travel from Lake Michigan inland through a dune, you pass through several distinct ecological zones. The changes in plant life that you see as you move inland are due to succession, a biological process where one group of plants succeeds the next as environmental conditions change. On the beach where the waves, wind, and ice continuously scour the sand, few plants can survive. Unless the water level of the lake recedes, no plants will ever be able to gain a foothold here. Leaving the beach and moving inland past the high-water mark, you come to the zone known as the foredune.

Standing on a foredune on a summer day, it is easy to see why only a few hearty plants thrive there. The light-colored sand reflects the heat of the day back upward into the breeze, turning the space above the sand into a convection oven. Only the toughest grasses and most specialized broadleaf plants tolerate this kind of relentless drying heat.

Erosion poses the greatest threat to the plants growing in the foredune. Wind constantly pushes the sand around, unearthing and drying out roots or burying plants in sand. Many plants found in this harsh environment grow lateral networks of specialized stems called rhizomes. These thick-walled stems have the ability to store food and moisture, but more importantly, they can sprout both shoots and roots if the mother plant becomes buried in the sand. Eventually, the pioneer dune grasses take hold, stabilizing the sand and creating a setting where other plants can take root and grow.



Beyond the foredune, where the intensity of the lake breeze is reduced and the sand is more stable, the backdune forest zone begins. The hilly terrain of a backdune forest creates many different microhabitats, each favoring a different plant community. Trees, shrubs, and wildflowers that prefer cool temperatures and moist soil inhabit north-facing slopes, while the south-facing slope may contain a completely different set of plants. Wooded dunes are home to oak-hickory forests, beech-maple forests, stands of jack pine, and groves of hemlock and white cedar. The dune forest also harbors an array of wildflowers, including trillium, bloodroot, spring beauties, and many species of native orchid.

The diversity of plants and animals and the sheer beauty of the wind-sculpted sand make the dune one of Lake Michigan’s most amazing ecosystems. Sand dunes offer a look at the unique geology created by the wind and waters of Lake Michigan and provide a place to explore and enjoy nature at its best.
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One of the earliest spring flowers to bloom in the forested backdune is the bloodroot.
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The small white lady’s slipper is one of dozens of native orchids found in the wet meadows around Lake Michigan.
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Tough and resilient, the common milkweed thrives in the harsh dune environment. The milkweed’s flowers supply nectar to a host of insects, and the leaves of the plant feed the caterpillars of the monarch butterfly.




HOLLAND

In 1846, Reverend Albertus Van Raalte and sixty members of his congregation left their home in the Netherlands to establish a colony in the new state of Michigan. Desperate economic conditions and religious repression in their Dutch homeland convinced Van Raalte that a better life awaited him and his followers in the New World. With high hopes for the future, the Dutch colonists endured forty-seven days in the cramped and dank quarters of a sailing brig as it crossed the Atlantic. Although they had left behind a life of hunger and persecution, the settlers were ill prepared for what lay ahead when they arrived at Black Lake (now Lake Macatawa) in western Michigan in February 1847.


ROUTE 3

From U.S. Highway 31, follow Business U.S. 31 into downtown Holland. To reach Holland State Park, follow Business U.S. 31 north to Ottawa Beach Road and head west to the park.



The Dutch expatriates struggled to establish a colony in the remote and roadless wilderness of Michigan. Hunger and disease plagued them through the summer of 1847, as even more Dutch immigrants arrived. Six months after Van Raalte and his followers arrived at Black Lake, the colony’s population had swollen to nearly eight hundred persons.
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Each May, visitors from all over the United States converge on Holland, Michigan, to celebrate the city’s Dutch heritage and view several million tulips in full bloom.

Many settlers who arrived that first summer expected to find an established and thriving colony. To their dismay, they found rudimentary log shelters, little food, and a population beset by cholera, malaria, and smallpox. Many colonists had a change of heart when they saw the conditions in the new colony, but transportation on Michigan’s frontier was dangerous and expensive, so most were forced to stay.

A mild winter in 1847–1848 allowed the settlers to build houses for new arrivals and to clear land to plant crops. Increasingly desperate conditions in the Netherlands continued to drive large numbers of refugees to western Michigan, and by 1852, the town of Holland established by Reverend Van Raalte on the banks of Black Lake was the center of a large Dutch community.

Holland’s population remained almost exclusively Dutch well into the twentieth century. Eventually, the success of many of Holland’s industries drew non-Dutch workers from surrounding communities and changed the demographics of the city. Holland’s clean streets and industrious people still reflect the city’s Dutch heritage, and its ties to the Netherlands are celebrated each year in May with the Holland Tulip Time Festival.
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Shops on Windmill Island in Holland sell everything from wooden shoes to hand-dipped candles.

Since its founding in 1930, the Holland Tulip Time Festival has become one of the largest small-town festivals in the country. One million visitors descend on Holland in mid May to see over 6 million tulips blooming in the city’s parks and along the roadside. Eighty thousand tulips surround the DeZwaan windmill located in Windmill Island Municipal Park near downtown Holland. The eighteenth-century windmill is the only authentic working Dutch windmill in the United States. Windmill Island Municipal Park also features a collection of shops featuring Dutch goods and souvenirs.
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The bright red Holland Lighthouse is one of the most recognizable lighthouses on Lake Michigan.

Drawing over one million visitors each year, Holland State Park counts among Michigan’s most popular parks. The park includes 1,800 feet of white-sand beach and two campgrounds. At the park, a pier extending out into Lake Michigan and a boardwalk along the Lake Macatawa channel are great spots to fish for perch, salmon, steelhead, and brown trout.

Adjacent to Holland State Park, at the mouth of the channel from Lake Macatawa to Lake Michigan, sits the Holland lighthouse known affectionately to locals as “Big Red.” The lighthouse was built in 1907 and was last modified in the 1930s. A boiler-driven foghorn once occupied the lower portion of the lighthouse. Now decommissioned, Big Red is maintained by the Holland Harbor Lighthouse Historical Commission.

Holland State Park is small compared to most of Michigan’s state parks, but its two campgrounds are typical of many state park campgrounds. At the park’s Lake Michigan campground, a road with asphalt trailer pads and electrical hookups loops through an area of open sand. Lake Macatawa, the state park’s second campground, has 211 campsites laid out in an open field. A few trees shade portions of the south end of the campground, but most of the vegetation has been removed, leaving little privacy.

During the summer, Holland State Park’s two campgrounds are filled to capacity with recreational vehicles of every description. The popularity of the RV has led to many state park campgrounds being designed to accommodate large motorized campers, fifth-wheels, and trailers. In July and August, the two campgrounds are more like a crowded mobile-home park than a place to relax in the quiet of nature. Like many of Michigan’s other popular state park campgrounds, strings of electric lanterns draped around RV awnings and the smoke from two hundred campfires have replaced a starry sky and fresh air.

The popularity of RV camping has grown dramatically, and sales of RVs in Michigan have increased in kind. The Michigan Association of Recreational Vehicle and Campgrounds estimates that in 2004 there were 7.2 million RVs on America’s roads. Michigan residents purchased an average of 16,500 RVs per year between 2000 and 2004. To accommodate the large numbers of RV campers, Michigan’s state park campgrounds offer electrical hookup and sanitary stations. The majority of campsites also feature level asphalt pads to facilitate RV parking.

If you wish to experience camping in a more natural setting, try one of Michigan’s state forest or national forest campgrounds. These campgrounds offer fewer amenities (outhouses instead of restrooms), but many have electrical hookup and large campsites to accommodate RVs. The campsites also tend to be more private, with the underbrush left in place between campsites. Many national and state forest campgrounds are located on the shores of secluded lakes or rivers or along undeveloped portions of Lake Michigan. These campgrounds also tend to be smaller, quieter, and less crowded than those found in Michigan’s state park system.



[image: image]

The sun-loving cottonwood tree thrives in the extreme temperatures of the dune environment. By taking root in the dune, the cottonwood tree stabilizes the surrounding earth and allows other plants to gain a foothold in the loose sand.


GRAND HAVEN TO MUSKEGON

Michigan’s longest river, the Grand River, flows into Lake Michigan at Grand Haven. A short distance to the north at the city of Muskegon, the state’s largest river by volume, the Muskegon, empties the collective water of ninety-four tributary rivers and streams into the lake. The access that these two rivers provided into the vast wilderness of Lower Michigan drew native people, fur traders, loggers, fishermen, settlers, and finally tourists to the site where the cities of Grand Haven and Muskegon now stand.

The rise of Grand Haven and Muskegon as important lumber towns occurred during Michigan’s logging boom in the mid nineteenth century. The deep, wide Grand and Muskegon rivers provided a perfect conduit for transporting lumber from the heavily forested watersheds of the two rivers. At the height of the lumber boom, Muskegon’s forty-seven sawmills employed five thousand workers and Grand Haven exported over 45 million board feet of lumber per year.


ROUTE 4

From U.S. Highway 31, follow Harbor Street west along the Grand River into town. The entrance to Grand Haven State Park is also off of Harbor Street. To access P. J. Hoffmaster State Park, follow Pontaluna Road west from U.S. 31 in Norton Shores. Muskegon also lies off of U.S. 31 a few miles north of Grand Haven. Follow Business U.S. 31 to access downtown Muskegon. Muskegon State Park lies on the north side of Muskegon Lake off of Memorial Drive.



With the ample supply of lumber and excellent port facilities, Grand Haven became an important shipbuilding center on Lake Michigan. A wide variety of sailing vessels and steamships were produced in the town’s five shipyards. After the Detroit and Milwaukee Railroad reached Grand Haven in the late 1850s, the town became an important hub for passenger and freight transportation. In the early twentieth century, a railcar ferry route across Lake Michigan between Grand Haven and Milwaukee was established. The 1930s saw the first car ferry service across the lake between Muskegon and Milwaukee.

[image: image]

Log drives like this one on the Muskegon River were common during the mid nineteenth century. Trees cut in Michigan’s interior were floated downstream to sawmills along the coast. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 16433
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During Lake Michigan’s lumber boom years, sawmills like the L.G. Mason Lumber Company Mill in Muskegon processed millions of board feet of lumber each year. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 10757



The Grand Haven of today is a diversified manufacturing, agricultural, and tourist town. The town’s population swells during the summer months when the owners of summer homes and the beach-loving crowd hit town. Summer evenings, the waterfront comes alive with strolling tourists watching the fishing charters return to port or listening to free concerts at the waterfront’s band shell.

Muskegon is more industrialized than its smaller neighbor to the south, but it is still a popular destination for boaters and anglers seeking access to Lake Michigan’s wide-open water and ample population of trophy salmon. Muskegon’s historic district in the heart of the city’s downtown is largely a tribute to one of Muskegon’s most generous benefactors, Charles H. Hackley. A laborer who progressed from mill worker to millionaire mill owner, Hackley demonstrated a civic mindedness and generosity that provided Muskegon with schools, a hospital, a library, a museum, and a park that bears his name. Hackley’s spacious Victorian home, the Hackley House, is a popular tourist stop in downtown Muskegon.
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The Manistee North Pier Lighthouse sits on Lake Michigan’s shore at the mouth of the Manistee River.
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The Grand Haven Pier is a favorite spot for an evening stroll or to cast a line for salmon or lake perch.

A trio of state parks lies between Grand Haven and Muskegon. At the mouth of the Grand River, a short walk from downtown Grand Haven, is Grand Haven State Park, a forty-eight-acre stretch of Lake Michigan beach with 174 campsites laid out along a looping asphalt road. The campground at Grand Haven State Park has neither shade nor privacy, but the crowds that descend on the park each summer seem to relish the warm white sand and the day-long beach parties more than the natural beauty of the lake. At the north end of the park, the Grand Haven Lighthouse Pier extends out into the lake. Although walking on the pier is discouraged for safety reasons, the pier is usually crowded each evening with anglers and casual strollers. A boardwalk follows the Grand River from the lighthouse pier back toward town along a well-manicured parkway.

At P. J. Hoffmaster State Park, just south of Muskegon, visitors can enjoy a day at the beach as well as Lake Michigan’s natural beauty at its best. Like other state parks along Lake Michigan’s south coast, Hoffmaster State Park draws large crowds during the summer months. Most of the crowd heads straight for the beach, and the rest fill the 293 campsites on the north end of the park. The remaining one thousand acres of the park contains ten miles of hiking trails that pass through secluded forested dunes of towering old-growth American beech, sugar maple, red oak, black cherry, and hemlock.
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The flowering dogwood lights up the dune forests of Hoffmaster State Park each spring.
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May apple carpet the forest floor in Hoffmaster State Park.



In late May and early June, the dune forest comes alive with birds. White-throated sparrows, white-crowned sparrows, brown thrashers, and rufus-sided towhees pick through the leaf litter in search of hiding insects. Among the massive tree trunks, red-bellied woodpeckers and pileated woodpeckers poke and pound the wood hoping to uncover a meal. Overhead in the canopy, the wood thrush marks its territory with a low, flute-like whistle, and in the evening, the deep hoot of the barred owl echoes through the trees.

Hoffmaster State Park is a favorite destination for birders, who come to the park each spring to see the numerous species that pass through during the spring migration. Many species of warbler migrate through the park each spring, and several colorful species, such as the hooded warbler, the cerulean warbler, and the common yellowthroat, nest in the mature forests of the park. During the spring and autumn migrations, many species of shorebird and waterfowl can also be viewed along the park’s waterfront.
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White-tailed deer are common throughout the Lake Michigan region.

From the Gillette Visitor Center in the center of the park, a walkway leads through a forested backdune to a stairway that climbs to a series of overlooks. This is one of the best spots in Michigan’s park systems to gain a firsthand view of the geology and ecology of Lake Michigan’s freshwater dunes. At the visitor center, Mount Baldy, a bare mountain of sand that rises straight up from Lake Michigan, is visible through the branches of young trees that make up the transition zone between the foredune and the backdune. Follow the trail west over a small rise and into a deep trough where 150-foot-tall oaks, American beeches, and sugar maples cast a deep shade on the forest floor. Pause here and relax on one of the benches to watch the birds and animals that make their living in the shadows of the mature forest. Black, gray, and red squirrels and the ubiquitous chipmunks eat, plant, and hide the annual nut crop on the forest floor. White-tailed deer browse the young trees that have sprung up in an opening created where an old-growth tree has toppled.
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Shade-loving plants like shield fern thrive under the dense canopy of Hoffmaster State Park’s mature dune forest.

The wooden staircase that leads out of the deep, wooded trough to the viewing platform overlooking the dunes is steep, but you will find a bench to rest yourself about every other flight of stairs. Take the opportunity to pause and look at the forest canopy that will be near eye level when you approach the top of the stairway. Many birds that were only fleeting silhouettes from the trail below are now much easier to see, especially with a good pair of binoculars. Orioles spend much of their time in the canopy of the forest, as does the colorful rose-breasted grosbeak. The exotic-looking scarlet tanager with its bright red body and black wings enjoys the treetops, in the company of a variety of flycatchers and the diminutive peewee.



When you make it to the top of the stairway, the view opens up over a healing blowout in the dune. Dune grass and small trees cover most of the slope, although part of the blowout is still bare sand. In the distance, a small slice of Lake Michigan is visible. To the left, the viewing deck continues as a set of stairs leading to the pinnacle of the sandy ridge. On the right, the stairs follow the edge of the blowout to a series of overlooks. The view from any portion of the stairs and deck is extraordinary and gives visitors an idea of just how large the dune structures at Hoffmaster are.

Nestled between Muskegon Lake and Lake Michigan is Muskegon State Park, a 1,300-acre outdoor recreation center just north of the city of Muskegon. Like Hoffmaster State Park, Muskegon State Park caters to the beachgoer and family campers as well as those seeking to experience solitude among Lake Michigan’s dunes. A portion of Muskegon Lake borders Muskegon State Park on the south, as does a channel that connects the lake with Lake Michigan.

Across the street from Muskegon State Park’s Lake Michigan Campground is the Muskegon Winter Sports Complex, one of the few places near Lake Michigan where you can take a ride on a luge, a toboggan-like sled that rockets along a specially designed ice runway. The complex also has a heated lodge and two skating rinks. The Muskegon Winter Sports Complex is also a great place to take advantage of the area’s abundant lake-effect snow, which blankets five miles of lighted, groomed cross-country ski trails.


PENTWATER AND LITTLE SABLE POINT

In the small town of Pentwater, you won’t find any shopping malls, only well-kept Victorian homes, summer cottages, small shops, restaurants, ice cream parlors, bed-and-breakfast inns, and a shady village green complete with a gazebo. Pentwater has been a favorite destination for vacationers for over a century. Before the town was accessible by road, travelers from Chicago, Milwaukee, and Detroit came to Pentwater by ferry or rail, bent on escaping the heat and noise of the big city.

The first attempt to turn Pentwater into a tourist mecca was made in 1891, when G. A. Williams arrived from Chicago with plans to build a grand summer resort. A huge hotel with steamship service from Chicago would be provided by Williams, and the township agreed to chip in money and provide the land. Things went well at first, and in 1892, construction began on Williams’ opulent resort. In 1893, the project began to unravel and construction stopped. Williams left town, leaving behind the half-finished shell of his hotel. Someone called the hollow white-block structure the “white elephant,” a name that remained with the deserted building until it was destroyed in 1927.


ROUTE 5

From U.S. Highway 31, follow Business U.S. 31 west into downtown Pentwater. To reach Little Sable Point and Silver Lake, cross Pentwater Lake on Longbridge Road and head west to Ridge Road. Follow Ridge Road south to Silver Lake State Park and Little Sable Point. The park can also be accessed from U.S. 31 south of Pentwater. Follow Polk Road (Mears exit) west from U.S. 31 to 64th Street and head south. At Taylor Road, turn west and follow it to Ridge Road. Turn north on Ridge Road to reach the park.



Another entrepreneur who had a great influence on Pentwater’s development was lumber baron Charles Mears. In 1855, Mears built a channel from Pentwater Lake to Lake Michigan and placed his sawmill on its bank. Several years later, he built a 660-foot-long pier into Lake Michigan from the channel so that the largest ships could access his mill and supply the town. In 1868, the federal government began a project to widen and deepen the channel and to build a lighthouse on the south pier. Charles Mears State Park on the north side of town owes its existence to a gift of land deeded to the state by Mears’ daughter Carrie in 1920.
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Pentwater is home to many small businesses that cater to recreational boaters and vacationers.
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Small restaurants and fisheries specializing in freshly caught fish thrive all around Lake Michigan.
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There are many ways to enjoy a summer afternoon along Lake Michigan.



It was a terrible maritime tragedy and a heroic rescue that brought Pentwater into the national limelight for the first time. On November 11, 1940, a huge storm packing seventy-five-mile-per-hour winds tore into the Midwest, dumping several feet of windblown snow and stirring up thirty-foot waves on Lake Michigan. The month of November is noted for storms on the Great Lakes, but the infamous Armistice Day storm was one of the worst, taking the lives of sixty-seven sailors as it sank five ships and damaged many others.

One vessel, the Novadoc, broke up in heavy seas near Juniper Beach, south of Pentwater. Two crewmen drowned when the ship was torn in half, and the remaining seventeen sailors huddled in the pilot house, unable to do anything against the fierce blizzard. Three Pentwater fishermen, Captain Clyde Cross, Gustave Fisher, and Joe Fontane of the fishing tug Three Brothers, offered their services to help the Coast Guard rescue the remaining sailors. After the Coast Guard commander refused the fishermen’s help, Captain Cross and his two crewmen decided to act on their own, and they successfully rescued the stranded sailors. The heroic rescue made national heroes of the three men and put the city of Pentwater in the headlines.

South of Pentwater is Silver Lake, a large, shallow lake lined with cottages on the east side and bordered on the west by the massive sand dunes of Little Sable Point. A portion of the dunes has been set aside as Michigan’s premier off-road-vehicle playground. In everything from four-wheel-drive pickups to dune buggies to all-terrain vehicles, off-road enthusiasts come from near and far to enjoy a ride in Michigan’s largest sandbox. For those who wish to cruise the dunes but don’t want to try it in the minivan, several outfitters in the area offer dune rides in a variety of vehicles.

The Silver Lake Dunes may look benign, but the mountains of sand are constantly shifting. Moving at a rate of ten to twenty feet per year, the dunes have engulfed forests and several cottages and are slowly filling in Silver Lake from west to east. Over the years, some of the sand-drowned trees have reemerged as ghost forests in the midst of the dunes. A public access site to the foot-traffic-only portion of the dunes allows you to explore this sandy Michigan desert. The going can be tough at times as you climb the never-ending mounds of sand. Be sure to wear shoes and bring plenty of water. It is also surprisingly easy to lose your bearings and become turned around while exploring the dunes, so pay close attention to landmarks and don’t forget a compass.

Erosion caused by unchecked off-road-vehicle use and excessive foot traffic has led to strict controls on travel in Michigan’s public dunes. While sand dunes appear to be indestructible mountains of sand, the dune ecosystem is surprisingly fragile. This is especially true along the portion of a dune where plants first attempt to colonize the sand. This first transition zone—where sand gives way to colonies of beach grass and other tough, fast-growing plants—is a dune’s first line of defense against erosion. Without a network of roots to hold the sand in place, dunes are at the mercy of the wind. Footprints, tire tracks, and other disruptions to the sand expose roots to the elements and can quickly dislodge and kill plants. If enough disruptions occur, an eroded, bowl-shaped sand trap called a blowout may form. Blowouts can grow to be hundreds of feet across and can undermine established grassland and forests. To protect Michigan’s sand dunes, motorized travel is limited to designated areas, and hikers are encouraged to remain on established paths or boardwalks.
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The grounding of the schooner Pride in 1871 prompted the government to begin construction on a lighthouse at Little Sable Point. The lighthouse was finished in time for the 1874 shipping season on Lake Michigan.



Lake Michigan’s coastal dunes are under pressure from another practice: sand mining. Removing sand from dunes is nothing new; it has been common since the first days of the Industrial Revolution. Dune sand is an important commodity used in foundries, construction, glassmaking, and water purification and for traction on railroads and roadways. The sand found in Lake Michigan’s dunes is especially valuable because of its purity and uniform size. Michigan is the nation’s third largest producer of sand, and most of it comes from the dunes along the eastern shore of Lake Michigan.

As demand for sand rose and unregulated mining of Lake Michigan’s coastal dunes continued, conservation and environmental groups organized to fight the destruction of one of Michigan’s most beautiful natural features. Public pressure in the 1970s led to the passage of the Michigan Sand Dune Protection and Management Act, a bill designed to regulate mining in Michigan’s sand dunes. Although the law regulates mining in critical dune areas, many dune-preservation groups feel that Michigan’s dunes still lack adequate protection, and the fight to regulate sand mining along Lake Michigan continues.

If you enjoy unique lighthouses, stop by Little Sable Point just south of Silver Lake. The brick lighthouse was built in 1873 on a base consisting of 109 one-foot-diameter pilings driven nine feet into the sand and topped with twelve feet of cut stone. The brick walls are five feet thick at the base tapering to two feet thick at the top. A third-order Fresnel lens installed on a cast-iron cabinet provided the light that was rotated by a clockwork mechanism activated by a fifty-pound weight. A parking area and short walkway provide easy access to the site.


LUDINGTON STATE PARK

Ludington State Park is one of the gems of Michigan’s state park system. Situated between Hamlin Lake and Lake Michigan just north of the town of Ludington, the park has three large campgrounds, hiking trails through forests and across dunes, boat rentals on Hamlin Lake, a fishing walkway on the Big Sable River, the Great Lakes Visitor Center, Point Sable Lighthouse, and beaches on Hamlin Lake and Lake Michigan. In the winter months, the park is popular with cross-country skiers, snowshoers, and ice fishermen. The Big Sable River attracts large numbers of waterfowl and bald eagles each winter, and sightings of river otter and beaver are common year-round.


ROUTE 6

From U.S. Highway 10 and U.S. Highway 31, follow U.S. 10 west into Ludington. At Michigan Highway 116, head north into Ludington State Park. The Lake Michigan Wilderness Area and Nordhouse Dunes are located off Forest Trail Road west of U.S. 31 about eight miles north of U.S. 10.



As you enter Ludington State Park along Michigan Highway M116, low sand dunes roll off into the distance on the east side of the road and mounds of sand from Lake Michigan’s beach spill onto the pavement from the west. This is a popular spot to pull the car off the road for some beachcombing or to watch the sunset over the lake. The low, coastal dunes along Highway M116 are home to white-tailed deer, foxes, and coyotes, and they are an excellent spot to explore and photograph exotic-looking sand formations and dune grasses. For a bird’s-eye view of Ludington’s coastal dunes, ascend the stairs of the Skyline Trail near the visitor center and follow the trail along the edge of a forested dune ridge.
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Ludington State Park and the Nordhouse Dunes offer swimming beaches, camping, fishing, and miles of trails to explore.
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Lycopodium, or club moss, is one of the unusual plants found in Ludington State Park.



[image: image]



A walk along the beach at Ludington State Park leads to the newly restored Big Sable Point Lighthouse. During the summer months, the lighthouse is open for tours. James Phelps, Shutterstock



Ludington State Park’s sixteen miles of hiking trails pass through mature dune forests, interdunal wetlands, and windblown dune formations. The newly constructed barrier-free walkway along the Big Sable River provides anglers and hikers access to the river. A gravel road open only to maintenance vehicles, bicycles, and foot traffic leads from the Pines Campground to the Big Sable Point Lighthouse on Lake Michigan; or, if you prefer, you can hike to the lighthouse along the beach. For a small fee, visitors can climb the 130 stairs to the top of the lighthouse for a view of the park’s Lake Michigan coastline.
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A ray of morning light illuminates a fern frond in the Nordhouse Dunes.

Hamlin Lake, on the eastern side of the park, is Michigan’s largest artificial lake. Created when the Sable River was dammed in the late nineteenth century, Hamlin Lake was used as a storage pen for logs waiting to be transported down the Big Sable River to Lake Michigan. Nowadays, fishermen test the waters of Hamlin Lake for bass, pike, and walleye and the Big Sable River for steelhead and salmon. The mill town of Hamlin that once sat on the banks of the Big Sable River was destroyed in 1888 when the dam broke and swept the town away. A rebuilt dam now regulates the water level of Hamlin Lake.
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The ghostly white Indian pipe grows in profusion in the forests of the Nordhouse Dunes. This unusual plant lacks chlorophyll and gets its nutrition directly from decaying organic matter in the soil.
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The dunes and forests of the Nordhouse Dunes are home to many unusual creatures, such as the longhorned beetle.

Four miles south of Ludington, along the Lake Michigan shoreline, another impoundment holds 27 billion gallons of water high above the lake level. The steep, grassy hillside that is visible on the west side of U.S. Highway 31 is the Ludington Pumped Storage Plant, a power plant that pumps water up from Lake Michigan and then uses the water to operate six turbines to produce electricity. At night, when demand for electricity is low, huge pumps send water from Lake Michigan up into the reservoir. During the day, when demand for electricity increases, the water is released back into the lake, driving the turbines.

There are over one dozen active hydroelectric dams along Michigan’s Lake Michigan shoreline, with dozens more upstream on tributary waters. Many other hydro-dams along and near Lake Michigan remain intact, although they are no longer producing electricity. Several of the larger upstream impoundments created by dams, such as the Tippy Dam Pond on the Manistee River, have become popular destinations for boaters and anglers. Today, hydroelectric power accounts for only a small fraction of energy production in the Lake Michigan basin.

On the northern edge of Ludington State Park is the Manistee National Forest, with its Lake Michigan Recreation Area and Nordhouse Dunes Wilderness. This small, out-of-the-way natural area features a well-kept, rustic campground and a beautiful natural sand beach. Hiking trails lace the backdune through forests of maple, beech, and pine, and many trails lead out on the grass-covered foredune. Nordhouse Lake, a shallow, secluded lake surrounded by low, sandy hills, is a short walk from the campground. The wilderness area is home to a large variety of wildlife, including white-tailed deer, porcupines, and plenty of raccoons.
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Summer in the Nordhouse Dunes means a trip to beach.
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Nordhouse Lake is a beautiful, secluded lake in the Nordhouse Dunes Wilderness.
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The hilly terrain of the Nordhouse Dunes is covered by a network of hiking trails, and backcountry camping is permitted throughout the park.




THE MANISTEE RIVER

Like many of the rivers that flow into Lake Michigan, the Manistee River changes character many times as it winds through the forested moraines of northern Michigan toward its outfall into the lake. Although each of the dozens of rivers that make up Lake Michigan’s vast watershed has its own unique qualities, the Manistee is similar in many ways to other rivers that drain the northern reaches of Michigan and Wisconsin. Most of Lake Michigan’s northern watershed is heavily forested, and the rivers and streams that drain it are fed by icy groundwater, or they arise from spring-fed lakes. The water quality of these rivers is generally good, and they support a healthy population of aquatic organisms.


ROUTE 7

From the town of Manistee, follow Michigan Highway M55 east toward Cadillac. The Manistee River generally follows Highway M55, a few miles to the north of the highway. To access the river, take Horseshoe Bend Road north near the town of Star Corners, Highbridge Road (Michigan Road 669) north toward High Bridge, or Tippy Dam Road north to Tippy Dam. The upper reaches of the Manistee are accessible from a variety of roads in Wexford, Kalkaska, and Crawford counties.



At the mouth of the Manistee River is Manistee Lake, a large natural impoundment that collects the water of the river before it spills through a dredged channel into Lake Michigan. The shoreline of Manistee Lake is heavily developed, and the waters of the lake have played a pivotal role in the economy of Manistee. Lumbermen used the lake during the logging heyday of the late nineteenth century as a staging area for timber floated down the Manistee River from Michigan’s interior. Later, paper mills and other industrial sites were built along Manistee Lake’s shoreline.
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The Manistee River runs swift and clear through the heart of northern Michigan’s forests.

Upstream of Manistee Lake, the river is slow and wide as it runs a course through marshlands and floodplain forests. The wetlands that line the river provide important habitat for a variety of birds and animals, including many types of waterfowl, game fish, and predatory birds like the bald eagle. Each spring and autumn, an armada of fishing boats greets salmon and lake-going trout as they return from Lake Michigan to the Manistee River to spawn. Farther upstream, all the way to the cement spillway of Tippy Dam, anglers line the banks or wade into the shallow water to try and share in the bounty.

[image: image]

Late October brings a blaze of color to the Manistee River watershed.
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The open woods of the Manistee National Forest are a great place for an autumn stroll.
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Maple trees are the stars of the autumn color show around Lake Michigan.

The slow water and weedy shallows of the lower Manistee River are home to a large number of animals that depend on cold, clean water. In the riverbed live the larvae of many types of aquatic insects that may spend up to several years living completely underwater before metamorphosing into winged adults. Some of the more interesting of these insects are the caddis flies, a widely distributed group of insects represented by over 1,200 species in North America.

Depending on the species, caddis fly larvae vary in size from just a few millimeters (1/16 inch) in length to nearly 40 millimeters long (over 1.5 inches). Many caddis fly larvae spin nets of silk that they hold in the current to snag a passing meal. Other types of caddis fly larvae construct tubelike shelters called larval cases from tiny river stones or bits of vegetation. These portable cases are often constructed specifically for the habitat in which the larvae live. In swift currents, the cases are streamlined and may contain trailing pieces of vegetation that act as a rudder. In calmer water, larval cases may be bulky and fragile, serving more as camouflage than fortification.



A variety of freshwater clams, mussels, and crustaceans occupy the bottom of the Manistee River, as do many different species of fish. Blacknose dace, emerald shiners, bluntnose minnows, creek chubs, and rainbow darters share the river’s pools, riffles, and quiet backwaters with northern pike, walleye, smallmouth bass, rock bass, and sunfish. The bounty of aquatic life found in the Manistee River feeds semiaquatic mammals like mink and river otter, while the vegetation that lines the river’s banks provides food and shelter for beaver and muskrat.

Birds of all kinds feed along the river’s banks, from the fish-eating ospreys and bald eagles to insect-catching species like tree swallows, fly catchers, and cedar waxwings. The spring migration brings waterfowl and passerines to the Manistee River, and many stay along its banks to nest and raise their young.

Two large hydroelectric dams span the Manistee River. Tippy Dam, north of Michigan Highway 55 on Tippy Dam Road, and Hodenpyl Dam, near Mesic, provide nearly forty thousand kilowatts of power for Consumers Energy, a Michigan-based power company. These two dams have created large impoundments that have become popular fishing and boating destinations. Near Tippy Dam, the North Country Hiking Trail passes through the Manistee National Forest as it winds its way cross-country from New York to North Dakota.
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The red color of autumn leaves is produced by anthocyanin, a compound produced in the leaf by bright, sunny autumn days.
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Dragonflies spend the first years of their lives underwater feeding on smaller aquatic insects. The presence of dragonfly nymphs in a water body is an important indicator of good water quality.

As you near the headwaters of the Manistee River, upstream of the dams and impoundments where the river runs a course it has followed for centuries, the water follows a twisting route through the forests of Michigan’s northern Lower Peninsula. In the springtime, the water runs high and slightly cloudy, carrying the snowmelt back to Lake Michigan; in the summer, the water is transparent and shallow. White cedar, tamarack, red maple, and eastern hemlock trees crowd the shoreline, holding the bank together with their roots and dipping their lower branches in the current. Strands of spider’s web wave like Tibetan prayer flags from the sedges and rushes that grow in the quiet, sunny pools along the edge of the river. Dragonflies and damselflies hover and dart over the water’s surface, sporting matchstick-shaped bodies of violet, emerald, scarlet, charcoal, amber, and sky blue.
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A wide variety of plants call the forests around Lake Michigan home.

The river’s water is cold here, even in the heat of summer. A steady stream of 40-degree-Fahrenheit groundwater that flows into the river from spring-fed streams and lakes keeps the water chilly. In the deeper pools dug out by the river, native brook trout and introduced brown trout face the current and watch for a meal to float by. Food is plentiful for the Manistee River’s trout population. In the winter, the trout snatch the aquatic larvae of stoneflies, caddis flies, damselflies, and mayflies from the streambed. When the weather warms and the larvae emerge from the water into their winged adult stage, the trout rise to the surface and inhale them. This is the time that fly casters gather in the stream to match wits with the wary trout.

Trout anglers know the Manistee River well. Some seek only a meal of fresh-caught fish, but portions of the river are the domain of fly fishers and catch-and-release is the rule. The narrow, log-jammed reaches of the upper Manistee River provide a secluded and scenic place for fly fishers to practice their craft. Using tiny handmade lures constructed with feathers, animal hair, and strands of colored yarn, fly fishermen seek to trick wary trout into believing they are about to devour an aquatic insect.

Many who practice the art of fly fishing have an encyclopedic knowledge of aquatic entomology. Wild trout often feed exclusively on the species of aquatic insect that is currently plentiful or on the species that is hatching from its nymph stage to its flight stage. Knowing which species of insect the trout are currently feeding on is crucial to success in fly fishing, as is being able to match an insect with a fly and present it in a natural-looking manner to the trout. Fly fishing requires knowledge, patience, perseverance, and skill, and those who excel at it have usually spent the better part of a lifetime practicing their craft.

Like many other rivers that compose northern Lake Michigan’s watershed, the Manistee River is a beautiful and bountiful body of water. As more and more people come to depend on clean rivers and lakes for drinking water, fishing, and recreation, the importance of good watershed management becomes ever more critical. Keeping Lake Michigan’s watershed free of pollution and safe from misuse has helped improve the water quality of all the Great Lakes and their tributary waters.
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Poor forestry management in the late nineteenth century led to devastating forest fires that burned millions of acres of forest. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 20231



ROUTES 8–12
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FISHING

One of the first accounts of fishing in Lake Michigan came from the British entrepreneur and adventurer Alexander Henry. Henry traveled the Great Lakes in the eighteenth century, trading with and living among the native people of the region. In his memoirs, Henry recalled spending the winter at Fort Michilimackinac on the Straits of Mackinac where Lake Michigan meets Lake Huron. To provide food for the outpost, Henry and other residents set baited lines for lake trout and used gill nets to catch whitefish. Often, the daily catch of trout and whitefish were enough to feed over one hundred men. For sport, Henry speared lake trout from a makeshift ice shanty using a weighted lure to entice the fish within range.


ROUTE 8

From Manistee, follow Michigan Highway 110 north to Michigan Highway 22. Follow Highway 22 north to the Betsie River. Charter fishing services are available in nearly every town that borders the lake. Many towns also have piers, boardwalks, and causeways that are great spots to try your luck from shore. In the spring and autumn, the larger rivers, such as the Betsie, draw anglers with runs of salmon and steelhead trout.



Trout and whitefish are thought to have come to the Great Lakes basin from northwest North America shortly after the retreat of the Wisconsin glacier some 12,000 years ago. The body of water that formed after the glacier melted was larger in size than the modern-day Great Lakes and drained, at various times, into the Mississippi River valley, the Atlantic Ocean, and portions of the modern-day Hudson Bay drainage. During the different stages of Great Lakes development, fish and other aquatic creatures migrated into the lakes and became landlocked when the lakes assumed their present shape and level. The rise of the falls on the Niagara River ended migration from the Atlantic Ocean.
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The cold, clear tributary rivers of Lake Michigan are home to trophy-sized rainbow, brown, and brook trout.



The bountiful fisheries that had provided food for the native people of the region and sport for Alexander Henry began to decline during the logging boom in the forests surrounding Lake Michigan. Log drives and the release of dammed up water scoured riverbeds, releasing silt and other solids that destroyed fish breeding habitat. As cities began to grow, municipal sewage was often released directly into Lake Michigan and its tributaries. This practice not only caused human disease, such as the Chicago cholera epidemics of the mid nineteenth century, but it also led to algae blooms that depleted oxygen levels in the water, killing fish and other aquatic creatures. Yet, all these problems pale in comparison to the havoc that the opening of the Welland Canal caused to the fisheries of Lake Michigan.

The Welland Canal between Lakes Erie and Ontario allowed ships to bypass the unnavigable rapids and falls of the Niagara River. When the canal was finished in 1829, it was considered a marvel of engineering and a crucial trade link between the mills and farms of the Great Lakes and the consumers of the eastern United States. Unfortunately, the canal also opened the door for non-native species to invade the waters of the Great Lakes. One of the first species to establish itself was a small fish called the alewife.
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Commercial fishing has always been an important industry on Lake Michigan. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 20233

At first, the alewife was just another fish in the food chain. Lake trout were still abundant enough to keep alewife numbers in check. This delicate balance lasted into the twentieth century until water pollution, overfishing, and another non-native invader, the sea lamprey, caused lake trout populations to plummet. The sea lamprey is a primitive, parasitic fish with an eel-like body that feeds by attaching itself to a host fish and sucking nutrition from a hole made in the fish’s body. Like the alewife, sea lamprey invaded the upper Great Lakes via the Welland Canal.
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Charter fishing is a billion-dollar business on Lake Michigan, thanks to the introduction of salmon into the lake in the 1970s.

With the demise of the lake trout, alewife populations exploded. The population grew so fast that in a short time, for every one hundred pounds of fish living in Lake Michigan, ninety pounds were alewife. Commercial fishermen netted alewives by the ton for the pet food and fertilizer market, but the population continued to grow. Mass die-offs of alewives began to occur, clogging beaches, harbors, and waterfronts with piles of rotting fish, threatening public health and all but destroying Lake Michigan’s tourism industry. Government officials scrambled to find a solution to the alewife problem and, in 1965, turned to the Chinook salmon to save the day.

Chinook salmon are native to the Pacific Ocean. Like other species of salmon, they spend their early lives in freshwater rivers and their adult lives in the ocean. When the salmon were first released into Lake Michigan in 1966, nobody was sure if the fish would adapt to a life spent exclusively in fresh water. As it turned out, they not only survived but thrived. Within twenty years, anglers were harvesting nearly 10 million pounds of salmon annually from Lake Michigan and the alewife population was once again under control.

Salmon fishing was an instant hit with sportsmen. During the 1980s, charter fishing services proliferated around the lake, revitalizing the economies of many resort towns. From Michigan City, Indiana, to Traverse City, Michigan, professional and amateur salmon and trout tournaments were organized, drawing fishing crews from all over the Midwest to compete for cash and prizes. The Lake Michigan Fishing Tournament Trail now sanctions fifteen tournaments around the lake from May through September.

To keep salmon numbers high, a stocking program was initiated that released between 5 million and 8 million smolts (two-year-old salmon) into tributary waters of Lake Michigan each year. As more and more people became dependent on sport fishing for their livelihood, political pressure was exerted in state capitals around the lake to keep salmon numbers high and anglers happy. And then, in the early 1990s, the salmon catch plummeted.

The high density of salmon in Lake Michigan had led to an outbreak of bacterial kidney disease among the lake’s Chinook population. This fatal condition, combined with a drop in alewife numbers, quickly reduced the yearly catch of Chinook by 80 percent. In response, fisheries officials reduced the number of hatchery salmon planted in the lake with the aim of allowing alewife numbers to rebound. The irony of reducing the number of an introduced species to allow an invasive species to recover was not lost on some biologists, who questioned the wisdom of stocking Lake Michigan with non-native salmon instead of native lake trout and whitefish.

Although the salmon harvest is once again near record levels, anecdotal evidence points to trouble on the horizon for Lake Michigan’s fisheries. The average weight of a thirty-inch Chinook caught at Wisconsin’s Strawberry Creek weir dropped nearly one pound between 2001 and 2004, and biologists at fish monitoring stations around the lake are finding that many of the fish caught by sportsmen have nothing in their stomachs. Other evidence points to a drop in alewife population due to a drop in their primary food, a bottom-dwelling arthropod know commonly as a scud. Many biologists fear that the carefully crafted balance of Lake Michigan’s fisheries may once again be on the verge collapse.




SLEEPING BEAR DUNES NATIONAL LAKESHORE

Looking east from my vantage point along the Cottonwood Trail near Pierce Stocking Drive in the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, I see the anvil-shaped clouds of a thunderstorm forming in the distance over Glen Lake. The warm, humid air of July has triggered storms each evening for several days along the lake breeze boundary of Lake Michigan’s shore, but the storms have formed inland and moved east, leaving the lakeshore dry. The cool waters of Lake Michigan and the immense dunes of the Sleeping Bear have once again exerted their will on the local weather.


ROUTE 9

From the town of Frankfort on Lake Michigan, follow Michigan Highway M22 north toward Empire. North of Empire, follow either Highway M22 north toward Glen Arbor or Michigan Highway 109 toward Glen Haven and Sleeping Bear Point.
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Otter Lake is one of several secluded lakes within the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore.



Few places in the Midwest can match the bold landform of Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, and no park on Lake Michigan can boast forty miles of nearly continuous, undeveloped shoreline. Few parks in the Midwest are wild enough to harbor black bear and cougar and yet are within a two-hour drive of several large metropolitan areas. Few national parks have saved as much wilderness from development or have generated so much controversy in their creation. There are few places like Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore.

From the clear-flowing Platte River on the south to the Leelanau Peninsula on the north, Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore is a combination of towering dune formations, deep forests, and pure sand beaches. The park’s 72,000 acres also include North and South Manitou Islands, two wilderness islands accessible by ferry from nearby Leland. Two well-maintained state highways, M22 and M109, traverse the park from south to north, providing access to all the park’s mainland features.

The southern portion of Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore is dominated by the Platte River and the Aral Dunes along Platte Bay. The Platte River is a shallow, twisting, sand-bottomed river that is a favorite of anglers, canoeists, and tubers. During the fall, anglers line the banks of the Platte hoping to hook one of the salmon running upstream to spawn. The park service maintains a modern campground in a beautiful forested setting near the Platte River. Adjacent to the campground is an outfitter that rents canoes and kayaks.

At the mouth of the Platte River, access to portions of the beach is restricted during summer months to protect the nesting grounds of one of Michigan’s rarest birds, the piping plover. Listed as an endangered species in Michigan, the piping plover prefers to nest on wide, sandy beaches with little vegetation, the same areas that see extensive recreational use during the bird’s nesting period.

Although it is unlikely that Michigan’s piping plover population was ever significant compared with other areas of the bird’s range, an effort is underway to maintain a breeding population on the Great Lakes. By limiting human intrusion near actively breeding pairs, and by using nest enclosures to protect eggs and chicks from predation, it is hoped that the piping plover will continue to call the Great Lakes home.

Several miles of hiking trails lead through the low, sandy hills of the Aral Dunes on Platte Bay. The wide and easily walked trails follow an old, narrow-gauge rail line and several stretches of abandoned logging road. Even in the height of summer, the trails are lightly used and offer a great way to experience the solitude of the coastal dune country in Sleeping Bear. The pristine golden sand beach along Lake Michigan in this part of Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore is so seldom used that signs are posted advising swimmers that nude bathing is illegal and to please keep their swimsuits on.

As you approach the town of Empire, the low, coastal dunes begin to give way to tall cliffs of sand rising hundreds of feet straight up from the Lake Michigan beach. The first chance for a good look at these spectacular sand bluffs is from the trail leading to the Empire Bluffs Overlook. The trail begins just south of Empire at a small parking lot off Wilco Road.
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The Empire Bluffs offer a sweeping view of the dune formations of Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore.
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Sleeping Bear Dunes is a haven for the rare pitcher’s thistle, a plant that is found only in the Great Lakes region.
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The beautiful and delicate harebell grows in abundance in the sheltered dunes of Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore.
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Shinleaf grows in moist and dry woods around Lake Michigan. The leaves of the plant contain a compound similar to aspirin.

The town of Empire is home to the Philip A. Hart Visitor Center and the park headquarters. Inside the center, you will find exhibits featuring the animals, plants, and ecology of the dunes, a small bookstore, and a gift shop. A short, inspiring slide presentation featuring views from throughout the park runs every half hour or so in the visitor center auditorium.

North of Empire, follow Michigan Highway M109 toward Glen Haven to several of the most popular and spectacular features of the park. The first stop is the Pierce Stocking Scenic Drive, a winding, seven-mile-long, one-way paved road leading through a magnificent example of a mature dune forest and then along the bluffs overlooking Glen Lake and Lake Michigan.

The biological process of succession comes alive along Pierce Stocking. The dunes close to Lake Michigan are kept virtually plant free by the scouring wind off the lake. Farther inland, grasses and small shrubs take root, fighting a constant battle with wind and water erosion to remain rooted in the sand. Where the grasses have succeeded in stabilizing the shifting sand, hearty trees like the cottonwood begin to take root. Barring any cataclysmic event, such as a forest fire or clear-cut logging, a mature forest eventually covers the dune.

Farther north along M109 is the dune climb area. If you feel the need to test yourself against a hundred-foot-tall hillside of lung-bursting, muscle-cramping loose sand, this is the place to do it. The hard-earned view from the top of the dune climb takes in Glen Lake and the spire-topped barns of the D. H. Day Farm to the east and Sleeping Bear Bay to the north. A four-mile hike west over the dune ends at a four-hundred-foot bluff overlooking Lake Michigan and Sleeping Bear Point.
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The sand dune at Sleeping Bear Point is so large that it is visible from the space shuttle.
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The ever-shifting sands of the Sleeping Bear Dunes bury whole forests that re-emerge as ghost forests when the wind once again removes the sand.



At the northern reaches of Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore is Sleeping Bear Point, a lightly visited tract of land overlooking Lake Michigan’s Manitou Passage. The Sleeping Bear Point Trail leads from the Sleeping Bear Point Coast Guard Station Maritime Museum out onto a landscape of dune grass and sandy blowouts. After a steady climb from the small parking area, the trail tops out over a vast bowl-shaped blowout ringed with grass-covered hills. The blowout has uncovered the sun-bleached remains of an ancient forest buried long ago by the shifting sand. Among the barren spires of the ghost forest trees, surrounded by walls of sand glowing golden in the last light of a summer evening, you can feel the hand of geological time on the landscape. In this unique place, formed over thousands of years and still changing year by year, your imagination is free to wonder what else will be uncovered as the wind slowly displaces the sand.

THE MAKING OF A NATIONAL PARK

The 1960s marked the beginning of a greater environmental consciousness among the American public. As more and more families looked to Lake Michigan and the north woods as a place to spend a week’s vacation, public sentiment began to favor preserving natural areas and cleaning up polluted water and land. Since the first days of the Industrial Revolution, many manufacturers and municipalities had used the tributary waters of Lake Michigan, as well as the lake itself, as an open sewer for untreated waste. Many of the unique and beautiful geologic features around Lake Michigan were also being threatened by unregulated commercial and residential development. It was against this backdrop that Michigan Senator Phillip Hart first proposed setting aside the Sleeping Bear Dunes as a national park.
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The forested dunes of Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore are home to a staggering variety of mushrooms and puffballs.
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An abundance of maple trees assures spectacular autumn color in the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore.

Many small towns around Lake Michigan relied heavily on seasonal tourism to keep their economies afloat. The economic boom that the steel industry had brought to northern Indiana, or that the automobile industry had brought to Detroit, was not shared by many of the residents of northern Michigan. In the 1960s, the poverty level in some areas of northern Michigan rivaled that of Appalachia. The hard economic times felt by the residents and businesses near Sleeping Bear led many people to support establishing a national park at Sleeping Bear, but not everyone favored the idea.

The specter of carloads of tourists hopping from one souvenir stand to the next haunted many residents who believed that the economic gain a national park would bring was not worth the disruption it would cause. Others resented the planned annexation of private land to form the park. The prospect of losing control of land usage to the federal government also fueled local resistance to the proposed park. Despite their many concerns, most local residents favored protecting and preserving the Sleeping Bear Dunes.



The idea of creating a park in the Sleeping Bear Dunes/Glen Lake area dates back to the early 1940s. To preserve their local landscape from development, residents and property owners from Crystal Lake to the Leelanau Peninsula petitioned the Michigan Conservation Department to establish a state park along the dunes and shoreline of Lake Michigan. To appease the competing groups, the Conservation Department agreed to consider the whole Lake Michigan coastline from Point Betsie on the south to Leland on the north when deciding where to establish the park. The area chosen by the conservation department as the best site for a park included 5,800 acres near the Sleeping Bear Dune and the D. H. Day Forest Estate, and a small portion of lakefront property on Glen Lake.

The first obstacle the park faced was America’s entry into World War II, which refocused all government monies on the war effort. Even after the war, funds to purchase land for a park at Sleeping Bear were hard to come by, forcing park planners to acquire small plots of land as they became available. After years of small land acquisitions, less than one half of the land originally proposed for the park had been purchased by the state conservation department.
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In the days before Sleeping Bear became a national park, visitors could take a ride over the dunes in a dunesmobile, a vehicle specially modified to climb the steep hills of sand. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 18556

With the failure of Michigan’s conservation department to create a state park near Sleeping Bear, the cause was taken up by Senator Hart, who favored creating a national park in the area. Senator Hart’s first attempt in 1961 at crafting legislation succeeded only in galvanizing local opposition. The main challenge to Senator Hart’s bill came from private landowners on Glen Lake, many of whom stood to lose their property if the national park was created. With mounting opposition from the well-organized and politically savvy Glen Lake landowners, Hart made key changes to the bill in an effort to appease the critics of the park and push the bill through Congress. Despite his efforts, the revised bill died in conference without so much as a reading.

The fight to create a national park at Sleeping Bear had become a fight of political ideology, pitting landowners’ rights against the wishes of the national government. Proponents and opponents of the park waged a war for public opinion that raged from meetings in local high schools to the editorial pages of the major newspapers of Chicago and Detroit. The mistrust between the parties grew so intense that even major compromises in the bill’s language that protected the property rights of many residents failed to appease the landowners or defuse their anger. It did not help matters that when the Department of the Interior became involved in planning the park, its proposed size grew from 26,000 acres to 77,000 acres to 92,000 acres.

The political battle raged until October 21, 1970, when act HR 18776 established the 71,000-acre Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore. In the end, 1,600 parcels of private land were purchased at a cost of $74 million to create the park. The park attracts an average of one million visitors each year, pumping millions of dollars into the local economy and creating hundreds of permanent and seasonal jobs. More importantly, one of the most beautiful landscapes in America has been preserved for all to enjoy.
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The dune climb is still a great place to pit your endurance against a steep hillside of shifting sand. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives




THE LEELANAU PENINSULA AND GRAND TRAVERSE BAY

A “land of delight” in the native tongue of the Potawatomi people, a port of shelter for Lake Michigan’s sailors, a temperate oasis for farmers and vintners, an inspiring landscape to artists and artisans, and a popular vacation destination—all this is summed up in a place called the Leelanau Peninsula, the pinky in Michigan’s mitten. Extending northward from Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, the Leelanau Peninsula separates Grand Traverse Bay from Lake Michigan, absorbing the wind and waves of the big lake and calming the waters of the bay on its leeward side.


ROUTE 10

To tour the Leelanau Peninsula, follow Michigan Highway 22 north from Leland around the peninsula to Traverse City. For an interesting side trip, follow Michigan Highway 37 up the Mission Peninsula to the Old Mission lighthouse. From Traverse City, follow U.S. Highway 31 north to Elk Rapids, Charlevoix, and Petoskey.



Because of its great natural beauty, tempered climate, and beaches of pure golden sand, the Leelanau Peninsula contains some of the most valuable real estate on Lake Michigan. Undeveloped beachfront property is becoming rare on the peninsula as housing developments and vacation homes proliferate. Despite—or perhaps because of—the pressure to develop properties on the Leelanau, many small plots of land ranging in size from an acre or two to much larger parcels have been set aside as nature preserves. Local conservation and preservation groups in the Grand Traverse area work very hard to moderate the pace of development and to maintain as much of the natural character of the Leelanau as possible.
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Leelanau State Park sits at the very tip of the pinky of Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. The park offers a lighthouse, camping facilities, and several miles of undeveloped Lake Michigan shoreline.
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The Old Mission Lighthouse at the tip of the Mission Peninsula is used as a residence for park service personnel but can still be viewed from outside a short wooden fence around the property.

At the tip of the Leelanau Peninsula is Leelanau State Park, a 1,350-acre park that is home to the historic Grand Traverse Lighthouse and a fifty-two-site rustic campground. The Lake Michigan shoreline along this portion of the park is flat and rocky and dotted with thick patches of stunted willow, sedge grass, and milkweed. Inland from the shore, the small campground is tucked within a thick grove of white cedar, maple, and paper birch trees. The main attraction at this section of Leelanau State Park is the Grand Traverse Lighthouse, a fully restored mid-nineteenth-century light surrounded by manicured lawns and small flower gardens. The lighthouse is open for daily tours and even offers weeklong stints as assistant lighthouse keeper.

A short distance south of the lighthouse and campground is the larger, undeveloped portion of Leelanau State Park. The only amenities here are a couple of pit toilets and a nicely maintained trail system that leads through the gently rolling hills of mature dune forest and down to the Lake Michigan beach. The trails pass through a varied habitat of forest type, from dark forests of cedar and hemlock in low areas up through bright stands of maple and smooth-skinned American beech. At the western edge of the park, a trail leads through an open, park-like oak barren just before it winds between two steep hillsides and breaks out onto a foredune of wind-sculpted sand.

Over a mile of sandy Lake Michigan shoreline lies within the southern portion of Leelanau State Park. The wide beach is backed by several hundred yards of rolling foredune covered with hardy beach grasses, a few cottonwood trees, and scattered groves of windblown jack pines. In season, the dull pink flowers of the common milkweed, the bright yellow blooms of cinquefoil and hoary puccoon, and the nodding blue flowers of harebells grow in sheltered sand hills.
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The undeveloped portion of Leelanau State Park is a great place to explore windswept Lake Michigan dunes.

Even though rain falls often on the foredune of Leelanau State Park, moisture quickly evaporates or sinks into the sand. The wildflowers and other plants that survive in this harsh environment employ special strategies to deal with the lack of moisture, the drying wind, and the withering heat. Plants like the cinquefoil grow close to the ground, keeping a low profile that minimizes exposure to the wind. Other erect plants like the hoary puccoon have small thread-like structures called trichomes on their leaves that trap air next to the leaf and prevent loss of moisture. Other plants have thick, leathery leaves or needles that discourage water loss. Each one of the many species of tree, shrub, grass, and flowering plant that live in the open foredune has a strategy to survive the extremes found in the windswept and sun-drenched hills of sand.

The beach pea is another plant that grows in the nutrient-poor, sandy soil of the foredune. Like other members of the legume family, the beach pea is a nitrogen fixer, meaning it is capable of using the nitrogen in air to produce essential nitrogen-containing molecules for growth and reproduction. Grasping tendrils on the tips of the beach pea’s shoots allow the plant to cling to surrounding vegetation and anchor itself against the persistent wind of the dune. In summer, the plant’s pastel red and pink flowers attract bumblebees, butterflies, and hummingbirds.

The Leelanau Peninsula has a climate unique to the Lake Michigan region. In the summer, the water of Lake Michigan and Grand Traverse Bay keeps the peninsula relatively cool, just as the surrounding water keeps things a bit warmer in the winter months. The moderated temperatures and abundant moisture of the Leelanau have created conditions in which fruit crops, particularly cherries and grapes, thrive.

Cherry orchards on the Leelanau Peninsula and the surrounding Grand Traverse Bay region produce over 150 million tons of sweet and tart cherries every year. Other fruit trees like apples fare equally well in the well-drained, sandy soil of the Leelanau region.
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Vineyards are now a common sight on the Leelanau Peninsula, and many of the wineries on the peninsula offer tasting rooms, dining, and even lodging.
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Fishtown in Leland is a great place to visit quaint shops built along a historic wooden dock or to hire a charter boat to fish for Lake Michigan salmon.
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Downtown Suttons Bay hosts an eclectic collection of shops, art galleries, and restaurants.



[image: image]

Many artists call the Leelanau Peninsula home and have converted older homes into working studios where they create and sell their artwork.

Fine wine is another up-and-coming product of the Leelanau Peninsula. Hillsides lined with grapevines are now a common sight on the Leelanau Peninsula, and winery tours and winetastings draw thousands of tourists each year. The Leelanau Peninsula’s proximity to the 45th parallel (45 degrees north latitude)—the same latitude as the Bordeaux region of France and Oregon’s wine country—contributes just the right amount of sunshine to produce a robust grape crop.

Scattered along the Leelanau Peninsula’s picturesque coastline are an assortment of quaint villages and small artist communities. On the Lake Michigan side of the peninsula is the village of Leland, a tourist town that features a historic fishing village and dock called Fishtown. Along Fishtown’s wooden docks you can buy freshly caught Lake Michigan whitefish, lake trout, and salmon or charter a fishing trip out on the lake to catch your own. Fishtown is also the port of departure for ferry service to the Manitou Islands.

On the Grand Traverse Bay side of the Leelanau Peninsula, the towns of Suttons Bay and Northport cater to tourists seeking harbor facilities, fine art, and upscale shopping. Many artists live and work on the Leelanau Peninsula, selling their work from studios in their homes or from storefronts in town. The easygoing nature of the residents of Suttons Bay and Northport reflects the friendly attitude of people who enjoy their work and love and appreciate the beauty that surrounds them.
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Suttons Bay was founded in the mid nineteenth century by loggers who supplied passing steamships with fuel. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 10814
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The drawbridge over U.S. Highway 31 in downtown Charlevoix allows tall ships into safe harbor on Lake Charlevoix.

Spread along the eastern shore of Grand Traverse Bay and Little Traverse Bay to the north are three popular state parks and several of Lake Michigan’s finest resort towns. At the bottom of Grand Traverse Bay lays Traverse City, the largest city in northern Lower Michigan. Traverse City and its namesake state park are popular travel destinations in all seasons. Crowds of visitors come in spring for the Cherry Festival; in summer for boating, camping, and golf; in autumn for a spectacular fall color display; and in winter for snowmobiling and skiing. From Traverse City, follow U.S. Highway 31 to Elk Rapids, Charlevoix, and Petoskey, three cities set in beautiful locations on the shore of Lake Michigan that offer everything from well-maintained marinas and world-class beaches to historic homes and upscale shopping.



Hugging the Lake Michigan shoreline south of Charlevoix is Fisherman’s Island State Park, a rustic park that presents a natural alternative to the surrounding tourist towns. Unlike the sandy beaches at Charlevoix and Petoskey, the beach along Lake Michigan at Fisherman’s Island is rocky, but it is a great place to search for Michigan’s state stone, a fossilized coral called the Petoskey stone. The campground lacks amenities like showers and flush toilets, but the campsites sit amid a beautiful forest of paper birch and sugar maple trees. You won’t find souvenir or refreshment stands at the park, but it is a great place to spot scarlet tanagers, American redstarts, and cedar waxwings or to hear the melodic whistle of the wood thrush.
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Bay Harbor on Little Traverse Bay is an upscale resort featuring golf, equestrian facilities, shopping, dining, lodging, and a large harbor.
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The Gaslight District in downtown Petoskey has been a popular shopping destination for over one hundred years.
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During the summer months, the harbor at Harbor Springs draws sailors from all over the Great Lakes.

Petoskey State Park sits on Little Traverse Bay, a stone’s throw from several of Lake Michigan’s premier tourist towns. Despite its relatively small size, Petoskey State Park is a favorite with both the camping and day visitor crowd. The popular beach draws sun worshipers and rock hounds seeking Petoskey stones. The park’s namesake town has been a favorite tourist stopover since the nineteenth century, when it was the boyhood summer home of Ernest Hemingway. Petoskey is noted for its downtown Gaslight District, a collection of shops, boutiques, and eateries that occupy well-kept historic buildings. Petoskey’s Bayfront Park is a popular place for an evening stroll or to watch the sunset over the bay.

At the top of Little Traverse Bay is Harbor Springs, the resort town for the Midwest’s rich and famous. The town’s harbor sports a summer flotilla of expensive yachts and sailboats, some of which are easily large enough for a transocean voyage. The small downtown features only upscale restaurants and shops, with no fast-food or low-end gift shops allowed. The city’s residential district is refined and well manicured, with many Victorian-era homes including the unusual home of Ephraim Shay, the inventor of the Shay locomotive. The hexagonal-shaped house of the inventor is sided inside and out with steel plating and sports a red steel roof. The Harbor Springs Historical Society sponsors Shay Days each July to honor the town’s most famous inventor.


WILDERNESS STATE PARK

Most visitors to Wilderness State Park never venture beyond the picnic areas, campgrounds, or sandy beaches near the park’s headquarters on Big Stone Bay. After all, the developed portion of Wilderness State Park offers everything a family needs for a camping vacation, and Mackinaw City is less than a dozen miles away. But tucked between the campgrounds on the north end of the park and Lakeview Road on the park’s southern boundary are nearly thirty miles of deserted Lake Michigan beach, two large uninhabited islands, and eight thousand acres of pristine northern forests.


ROUTE 11

From Mackinaw City, follow Central Avenue west to Wilderness Park Drive. To access the southern portion of Wilderness State Park, follow Gill Road (County Road 81) west from U.S. Highway 31 south of Mackinaw City. Gill Road turns into Lakeview Road, which leads to the parking area for foot trails leading into the park.
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The bogs and wetlands of Wilderness State Park are home to a variety of interesting plants, such as the carnivorous pitcher plant, a plant that traps and consumes insects.

Sixteen miles of hiking trails traverse Wilderness State Park’s varied habitats, where white-tailed deer, black bears, coyotes, beavers, otters, and possibly gray wolves make their home. The park’s numerous bogs harbor a variety of interesting plants including two carnivorous species, the pitcher plant and sundew. Wilderness State Park is also home to many species of orchids, such as the moccasin flower, the yellow lady’s slipper, the showy lady’s slipper, the calypso orchid, and the rose pogonia.
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Wild orchids like the moccasin flower find a safe home in Wilderness State Park.

Over sixty species of native orchid grow in the wetlands and bogs of the western Great Lakes. Orchid lovers and photographers flock to Wilderness State Park each spring to view and photograph the park’s wide variety of orchids. Unfortunately, illegal collecting and careless foot traffic have caused a decline in the numbers of many native orchids within the park and around Lake Michigan.

Two species of birds that have become symbols of American wilderness, the bald eagle and the common loon, nest in Wilderness State Park. The bald eagle, a bird that as recently as the 1970s faced extinction around Lake Michigan, once again is seen soaring over the lake. Bald eagle numbers around Lake Michigan slowly declined during the early part of the twentieth century as habitat destruction, hunting, and lower fish numbers took their collective toll. In the 1950s, the introduction of the pesticide DDT into the natural food chain caused bald eagle populations to plummet, especially around the Great Lakes and inland agricultural areas. An unforeseen side effect of eating fish contaminated with DDT was the thinning of the eagle’s eggshell. The normally tough shell of the eagle’s egg became so thin and brittle that normal nest activities caused the eggs to break, and bald eagle reproduction ground to a halt. A ban on the use of DDT has allowed bald eagles to make a slow but steady recovery, and our national symbol is once again a part of Lake Michigan’s wild heritage.

Anyone who has heard the plaintive, haunting whistle of a loon echoing across the water on a summer evening has known the sound of wilderness. Shy and retiring by nature, the loon is exceptionally sensitive to human intrusion. Development along the shore of many inland lakes, as well as disturbances by power boats and jet skis, has forced breeding loons to retreat to the few remaining undisturbed lakes in wilderness areas and protected waters within parks. One such area that still harbors breeding pairs is Wilderness State Park.
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The tamarack tree produces clusters of delicate rose-colored cones each spring that turn brown as summer progresses.
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Wet areas are the preferred habitat of the red maple. Each spring, the bright red seeds provide food for a variety of forest-dwelling animals and birds.

Like the bald eagle, the loon feeds primarily on fish, but instead of dropping from the sky to seize its prey with sharp talons, the loon dives from the surface of the water to capture fish and small crustaceans with its dagger-like beak. A hunting loon swims with its head held below the surface of the water, searching the depths for schools of small fish. When it spots its prey, the loon dives and swims underwater, using its powerful wings and webbed feet to propel it to depths of up to two hundred feet. Loons from as far away as northern Canada migrate down Lake Michigan’s coast each autumn to their wintering grounds on the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean.

One of Michigan’s rarest birds, the piping plover, is making a last stand on the Great Lakes along the beaches of Wilderness State Park. In the 1990s, a survey found only sixteen nesting pairs of piping plover on the entire Great Lakes, two of which were nesting in Wilderness State Park. Stringent conservation measures were put in place to save the piping plover from extinction on the Great Lakes. Beach closures during the plover’s breeding season, the use of nest enclosures to protect against predators, and a public awareness campaign have brought the bird back from the brink. In 2002, the number of nesting pairs on the Great Lakes had increased to fifty-two, and Wilderness State Park contained seventeen pairs. With continued diligence, the goal of establishing one hundred breeding pairs of piping plovers on the Great Lakes is on the horizon.


THE STRAITS OF MACKINAC

The windswept strait that ties Lake Michigan to Lake Huron has been the focal point of discovery, trade, conflict, and, lately, tourism in the upper Great Lakes. The day in 1634 when French explorer Jean Nicolet entered the Straits of Mackinac and became the first European to lay eyes on Lake Michigan marked the opening of the gateway to the new American northwest. Following Nicolet’s lead in 1675 were Father Jacques Marquette, founder of the mission at St. Ignace on the north shore of the Straits, and René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, who sailed the Griffin, the first sailing ship on the Great Lakes, into Lake Michigan in 1679. Countless other traders, explorers, sailors, and settlers have followed the route through the Straits into Lake Michigan.


ROUTE 12

From the south, follow Interstate 75 or U.S. Highway 23 north to Mackinaw City. From the north, follow U.S. Highway 2 to St. Ignace and cross the Mackinac Bridge to Mackinaw City. Ferry service to Mackinac Island is available from either St. Ignace or Mackinaw City.



[image: image]

The completely restored Old Mackinac Point Lighthouse sits in the shadow of the Mackinac Bridge in Mackinaw City.
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An abundance of furs brought French and then British traders to Fort Michilimackinac. A trader’s residence has been reconstructed at Colonial Michilimackinac.

From the first days of European exploration in the upper Great Lakes until the days after the War of 1812, the Straits of Mackinac were the key to military control of the Northwest frontier. Fort Michilimackinac, a French and later British outpost on the south shore of the Straits, was the center of trade and provided the main military presence in the region in the mid to late eighteenth century.

Fort Michilimackinac began its life as a fortified trading post operated by the French. When France ceded its holdings in the New World to Great Britain at the end of the Seven Years War (known as the French and Indian War in North America), the British army took control of Fort Michilimackinac. Many French traders and citizens chose to stay at Michilimackinac under their new British masters, but the local Chippewa, Ottawa, and Huron people who traded at the fort were not so quick to accept the surrender of their French allies. Emboldened by Chief Pontiac’s rebellion and the successful resistance to the British military in the Ohio Valley, in southern Michigan, and around Lake Erie, the native people around Michilimackinac hatched a plan to drive the British out of their newly won fortress.
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An interpreters tells the story of life in Colonial Michilimackinac in the late 1700s.

Trading furs for European weapons and goods was still a necessity for the native people around Michilimackinac, even if it meant trading with British merchants instead of the French. Firearms, gunpowder, shot, metal tools, and cloth were readily available at Fort Michilimackinac under the British, and the trading of European supplies for beaver pelts remained brisk. In the belief that removing the British from the fort would energize the French to renew their fight, the Chippewa began assembling warriors around Michilimackinac.
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St. Anne’s Church on Mackinac Island has served parishioners since 1874.

For several days, small parties of Chippewa warriors visited the fort inquiring about trading goods while they secretly marked the location of weapon and powder stocks and the locations and numbers of British soldiers within the garrison. After collecting sufficient intelligence, the Chippewa held a secret war council and decided on a plan to capture the fort.

On June 2, 1763, a group of several hundred Chippewa braves assembled outside the walls of Fort Michilimackinac to play baggattiway, a game similar to lacrosse, against a group of Sac warriors. As the garrison’s commandant and many British soldiers lounged around the open gate watching the game, the lacrosse ball was “accidentally” thrown over the wall and into the fort. When the ball sailed over the high picket wall, the players unsheathed their hidden weapons and rushed into the fort, catching the British by surprise. The fight was over within minutes, leaving the entire British garrison either killed or captured.

The Chippewa victory at Michilimackinac was complete but short-lived. The fort was easily recaptured by a contingent of British troops a short time later, and it remained under British control until it was abandoned in 1781 for a more secure fortification on Mackinac Island. In 1959, archeologists began excavating the site of the former fort, an endeavor that continues to this day, making Fort Michilimackinac the longest-lasting archeological dig in the United States. The reconstructed fortifications and buildings of Fort Michilimackinac are now part of Colonial Michilimackinac, a popular tourist destination in Mackinaw City.

Mackinaw City, located at the tip of Michigan’s mitten, is a quintessential tourist town. The downtown streets are lined with restaurants, gift shops, clothing stores, and the ever-popular fudge shops. The popularity of Mackinac fudge with the tourist crowd has led locals to refer to the summer influx of visitors to Mackinac as the annual invasion of the “Fudgies.” For a quieter time in Mackinac, stroll through the town’s waterfront park to Old Mackinac Point Lighthouse or just take in the breathtaking view of the Mackinac Bridge.

The Straits of Mackinac have been a favorite vacation destination since the late nineteenth century. Seizing upon the idea of making the Mackinac area a major tourist destination, investors from several large railway companies financed the building of a large hotel on Mackinac Island. The Grand Hotel was completed in 1887, and almost immediately the hotel became the centerpiece of tourism in the Straits of Mackinac. It was about this time that discussions began about the possibility of linking Mackinac Island with Michigan’s mainland. Over the years, many different ideas were considered to join Mackinaw City, Mackinac Island, and St. Ignace, but it wasn’t until 1957 that Mackinaw City and St. Ignace were joined by the five-mile-long Mackinac Bridge. Travel to Mackinac Island still requires a short boat ride (or a snowmobile ride over the ice in the winter).

The Mackinac Bridge, or “Big Mac,” is an engineering marvel that has transformed tourism and travel in the upper Great Lakes. Before the bridge’s construction, travel between Michigan’s two peninsulas required a ride on a car ferry. Today, 4.5 million vehicles cross the Mackinac Bridge each year.
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The Mackinac Bridge that spans the five-mile-wide Straits of Mackinac is one of Michigan’s most recognizable icons. The bridge celebrated its fiftieth birthday in 2007. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 15954

The Straits of Mackinac separate the similar yet distinctly different Upper and Lower peninsulas of Michigan. Although the Straits link the aquatic ecosystem of Lake Michigan with that of the other four Great Lakes, the five miles of water between Michigan’s two peninsulas has proven to be a barrier to the movement of animal and plant communities. After the logging boom of the nineteenth century cleared the old-growth forests surrounding Lake Michigan on both sides of the Straits, the Upper Peninsula was reforested by species that moved in from Canada on the east and from Wisconsin on the west. The northern migration of the pine-oak forest community that repopulated the logged-over Lower Peninsula was stopped by the open water of the Straits.

Climate and geology play an important role in the distribution of plants along Lake Michigan’s northern watersheds. In broad terms, the climate on either side of the Straits is similar: a relatively short growing season, plenty of precipitation, and long, cold winters. However, the different geological features found within Lake Michigan’s watershed have created conditions that have produced several varieties of forest community in the region.

South of the Straits of Mackinac, the nutrient-poor, sandy, and rocky soil once supported the immense white pine forests that fell to the whipsaw in the nineteenth century. The wildfires that swept over the land after the logging boom left fertile ground for the establishment of a northern hardwood forest in the region. Today, only small remnants of the former old-growth white pine forest remain in the northern Lower Peninsula.

The conifer bog community covers a large portion of the poorly drained lowlands north of the Straits, especially in the eastern portion of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. Black spruce, white spruce, northern white cedar, and tamarack find the heavy, acidic soils of the bog to their liking. The tannin-stained, nutrient-poor, watery habitat of the bog supports heavy mats of sphagnum moss that provide a floating platform, where many types of orchid and carnivorous plants thrive. Bogs are also common in the northern Lower Peninsula, but their distribution is spotty, and they often occupy a small area only several acres in size.

The predominant forest community both north and south of the Straits is the northern hardwood forest. This beautiful forest of maple, beech, yellow birch, and basswood, interspersed with white pine and balsam fir, provides some of the finest autumn color found anywhere. In areas of the northern hardwood forest community that have been disturbed by fire or wind, stands of paper birch, aspen, sassafras, and cherry thrive.

Diverse populations of animals flourish within the assortment of habitats that northern Lake Michigan’s different forest communities provide. Black bears, white-tailed deer, coyotes, and bobcats inhabit the forests both north and south of the Straits of Mackinac. A variety of smaller mammals, such as porcupines, snowshoe hares, minks, pine martins, and otters, also occupy forests on both sides of the Straits.

Gray wolves and moose were once common inhabitants of the Upper Peninsula. Active persecution, trapping, and a bounty on pelts drove the gray wolf to near extinction in northern Michigan, and moose disappeared during Michigan’s settlement days from overhunting and habitat loss. The repeal of the bounty on wolves and the protection given by the Endangered Species Act have allowed the animal to gradually return to Michigan from its remaining strongholds in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Ontario. Moose were reintroduced into the Upper Peninsula several times during the twentieth century, and while they are still rare, their population has steadily increased in the last twenty-five years.

As gray wolf numbers continue to expand in the Upper Peninsula, several wolves have crossed the winter ice bridge over the Straits of Mackinac and taken up residence in Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. These few adventurous animals are the first known wolves to live in the Lower Peninsula in nearly a hundred years.

Not everyone who lives in Michigan’s wolf country is happy that the large predators have returned. Farmers fear that wolves will kill livestock, and many citizens worry about the safety of their children and pets. To allay the fears of the farming community, public officials destroy wolves that attack livestock and an education program has been instituted to help the public better understand wolf behavior and biology.
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The cobble beach at Fayette State Park contains natural beach stones interspersed with weathered black slag from the town’s furnaces.


PART II



THE NORTH SHORE

LAKE MICHIGAN’S BIG WILD
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Each autumn, the north shore of Lake Michigan is set ablaze with one of North America’s finest fall color displays.
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ROUTES 13–17




U.S. HIGHWAY 2

The northern shore of Lake Michigan contains some of the most diverse and scenic country in the upper Midwest. Stretching from St. Ignace on the Straits of Mackinac to Wisconsin’s Fox River at the base of Green Bay, Lake Michigan’s northern shore borders two immense state forests, Michigan’s Lake Superior State Forest and Escanaba State Forest, and the equally large Hiawatha National Forest. Within Lake Michigan’s northern watershed are dozens of scenic rivers, hundreds of inland lakes, and opportunity for nearly every type of outdoor activity. This is the land of deep forests and deep winter snow, of golden sand beaches and white cliffs of ancient limestone, and the home of the bald eagle, the black bear, and fish of legendary size and number.


ROUTE 13

From St. Ignace, follow U.S. Highway 2 west toward Naubinway.
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U.S. Highway 2 hugs the north shore of Lake Michigan from the Straits of Mackinac to the fishing port of Naubinway.

At Lake Michigan’s northeastern edge lies St. Ignace, founded in 1671 by the Jesuit missionary Father Jacques Marquette. Father Marquette’s work among the native people of the region and his voyages of discovery on Lake Michigan and along the Mississippi River earned him distinction as one of North America’s most influential explorers. A memorial to Marquette and his achievements is located along U.S. Highway 2 just west of the Mackinac Bridge in St. Ignace.
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The founder of St. Ignace, Father Jacques Marquette is honored at the Father Marquette memorial in St. Ignace. Marquette founded the settlement as a mission to the local Indians in 1671.

As you travel west along U.S. 2 from St. Ignace, the hotels, gas stations, and other small businesses that line the roadway are gradually replaced by sweeping vistas of low sand dunes and open Lake Michigan beach. Thick forests of cedar, spruce, and jack pine punctuated by large expanses of wetland line the landward side of U.S. 2. Bald eagles soar over the shallow coastal ponds or perch on the uppermost branches of trees, scanning the water for surfacing fish. For many travelers, this long stretch of highway is simply a route to other attractions in the Upper Peninsula, but the uncrowded beaches, state forest campgrounds, and inland lakes along this portion of U.S. 2 are some of northern Lake Michigan’s best-kept secrets.

Several state forest campgrounds lie along the U.S. 2 corridor. What these campgrounds lack in modern amenities they more than make up in quiet beauty. Hugging the sandy beach of northern Lake Michigan are the Lake Michigan Campground, Hog Island Point State Forest Campground, and Big Knob State Forest Campground. All of these campgrounds offer campsites right on the beach. On the mainland side of U.S. 2, one campground on Brevort Lake and two campgrounds on Little Brevoort Lake offer fishing and boating opportunities just a short drive from the beach on Lake Michigan. The Black River State Forest Campground off Black River Road sits on the forested banks of the Black River, an icy, rock-strewn stream that empties into Lake Michigan.

The Cut River rises from the cedar and tamarack swamps of the Lake Superior State Forest, following the contours of the Cut River Gorge to its outfall into Lake Michigan a few miles west of the town of Brevort. The river runs shallow and clear for most of its short length over a sand and gravel bottom, rarely exceeding thirty feet in width. In many ways, the Cut River is unremarkable, yet it is a favorite stop for travelers along U.S. 2.
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The tannin-stained water of the Black River rises from the tamarack bogs in the interior of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.



The unique style and beautiful construction of the Cut River Bridge aside, it is the view from the pedestrian walkways on either side of the bridge’s deck that compels people to stop at Cut River Bridge Roadside Park. From the walkway looking south, the Cut River meanders through a low dune to its outfall into the silver-blue waters of Lake Michigan. On the north side, the deep V of the Cut River Gorge stretches out to the horizon. Below, in the gorge, the diminutive Cut River is a bright thread in a sea of green. In early October, the brazen yellow, red, and orange leaves of sugar maple, ash, aspen, and oak trees intermingle with the deep green foliage of white pine, making the view from the Cut River Bridge one of the Midwest’s finest autumn color displays.

Lake Michigan’s largest commercial fishing town, Naubinway, lies along U.S. 2 on the northern coast of the lake. Each evening, the fleet of fishing tugs returns to Naubinway’s dock carrying whitefish, lake trout, and salmon to sell right off the boat or at markets in town. Naubinway’s natural harbor and its proximity to Lake Michigan’s finest fishing grounds saved the former lumber town from becoming a ghost town after the timber ran out and the loggers moved on in the early twentieth century.
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The walkway on the Cut River Bridge on U.S. 2 is one the finest places in Michigan to view autumn color.

Just east of Naubinway lies the northernmost point of Lake Michigan. The nondescript site along a stony beach marks the western boundary of the frontier territory of Michigan. The boundary, set by Congress in 1805, ran up the middle of Lake Michigan to the lake’s northern edge and then north through the Upper Peninsula and across Lake Superior to the southern border of Canada. Areas west of the line were, at that time, part of the Indiana Territory. In 1818, Congress redrew the Michigan Territory westward to the Mississippi River. The new territory included all of the Upper Peninsula, Wisconsin, and portions of Minnesota. The modern boundaries of the states that surround Lake Michigan began to take shape in 1836, when the Wisconsin Territory was separated from the Michigan Territory. This split left Michigan in possession of its Upper Peninsula.
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Lake Superior State Forest is a patchwork of public land that includes forests, wetlands, lakes, and rivers.

Although political boundaries changed often in the early nineteenth century, the wilderness above Lake Michigan suffered the same fate as the rest of the forests that surrounded Lake Michigan; logging companies claimed huge tracts of land across the region and systematically cut down the aboriginal forests. In the aftermath of the logging boom, northern Lake Michigan faced an ecological disaster. Forest fires, fueled by the logging slash that littered the ground, raged unchecked. Rainwater that had nurtured the forests became muddy runoff that clogged rivers with silt and flooded towns. In the absence of the old-growth white pine, cedar, maple, and tamarack, young seedlings of pioneer species struggled for a foothold in the eroded, sandy soil.

After many years of ruinous fires and neglect, the forests of northern Lake Michigan found relief under the management of the state and national forest service. In the past seventy-five years, the forests have regained much of their original splendor and health and are once again a place where the natural world thrives.




THE FIRST PEOPLE OF THE LAKES

The retreat of the Wisconsin glacier and the formation of the Great Lakes set into motion a great migration of plants, animals, and humans. When the earth beneath the glacier was relieved of the crushing weight of the mile-thick ice, the land rose up and confined the glacial meltwater into vast lakes. The new ice-free soil created a fertile garden for the development of the northern forests, and into this new Eden animals and birds migrated in search of food. The first people of the Great Lakes, the Paleo-Indians, followed soon after.

The Paleo-Indians were hunters who pursued Ice Age animals, such as the mastodon, saber-toothed tiger, giant beaver, and the more familiar elk, deer, and caribou. These nomadic hunters lived in small family units, taking shelter in portable tents made of animal skins or bark. One of the few clues that remain of the first people of the Great Lakes is the fluted spearhead they used for hunting. The Clovis point was a spearhead made of chipped stone that was used by Paleo-Indians throughout North America to hunt large game; several of the spearheads have been found near ancient encampments along southern Lake Michigan.

The warming period that followed the Ice Age changed the animal and plant life around Lake Michigan and also changed the lifestyle of the people who inhabited the region. The spruce-fir forests were replaced by pine trees, and the mastodon and other large Ice Age animals moved north or became extinct. Changes in the human population also occurred as the Paleo-Indians gave way to the people of the Boreal Archaic and the Old Copper culture.
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As the number of European settlers grew, the native people of Lake Michigan were pressured to give up their land and adapt to the white man’s way of life. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 10055
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Many Potawatomi still maintain ties with their traditional culture through communal activities and traditional dancing. Rachel Sellers, Shutterstock

Both the Boreal Archaic and the Old Copper cultures made use of increasingly sophisticated tools, especially woodworking tools. Axes, adzes, and gouges were fashioned from local stone by members of the Boreal Archaic culture and from native copper by the Old Copper culture. Technological advances in woodworking tools allowed the people of these early Great Lakes cultures to fashion the first dugout canoes. Easier travel over water led to an increase in fishing and food gathering and an expansion of trade within the region.

A major advancement attributed to the Old Copper culture was the discovery of annealing, the heating of beaten copper to reduce its brittleness. The Old Copper people were the first in the Western Hemisphere to fabricate objects with metal. With this technology came the development of sophisticated copper spear points for hunting and fishing, axes, punches, needles, fishhooks, and drills. By about 500 BC, the Old Copper and the Boreal Archaic cultures had disappeared from the Great Lakes region, perhaps due to assimilation by later cultures or because of lifestyle changes brought on by further climate changes. It is about this time that the Woodland culture began to develop; this culture would be at its peak when the Europeans arrived in the sixteenth century.

A warming climate and the influx of people from southern and western North America brought many changes to life on the Great Lakes. Around southern Lake Michigan, pine-dominated forests known to earlier residents had evolved into deciduous forests of oak and hickory, and grasslands dominated a large portion of the landscape. The first fired pottery appeared in the region, along with burial mounds used to bury the dead. Although the Early Woodland cultures still lived primarily by hunting and fishing, agriculture and trade with distant tribes would follow soon.



The influx of the Hopewell people from the Mississippi, Ohio, and Illinois river valleys into lower Lake Michigan marked the beginning of agriculture in the region. The Hopewell settled first in the Kalamazoo and Grand river valleys and later in the Muskegon River valley. Being in part an agricultural people, they preferred a relatively warm climate and a long growing season and rarely settled in areas with a growing season shorter than 150 days. The Hopewell grew squash, tobacco, and corn (a southern variety that did not do well in colder climate, unlike the “Indian corn” grown later by the Chippewa as far north as Lake Superior). They also hunted deer and other animals and kept dogs. Two aspects of the Hopewell set them apart from earlier and later cultures: their artistry and the elaborate burial mounds they constructed.

The ceremonial jewelry, pottery, weavings, and musical instruments of the Hopewell marked a cultural highpoint in the early peoples of Lake Michigan. Ceremony was an important part of Hopewell life, especially in the burial of the dead. The graves of chieftains and religious leaders were filled with fired pottery decorated with indented patterns and fired with small bits of limestone. Over the log burial chambers, the Hopewell constructed mounds of earth twenty feet high and several hundred feet in circumference. One of the largest remaining groupings of Hopewell ceremonial mounds is located in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

The Hopewell created jewelry and ceremonial ornaments from a variety of local and imported materials. Marine shells from the Gulf of Mexico, mica from the Mid-Atlantic coast, and silver and copper from the Lake Superior region were used, along with locally collected river pearls, stones, animal teeth and claws, and polished bone. Highly polished and elaborate tobacco pipes were carved from stone and often included the sculpted image of humans or animals. The Hopewell also wove cloth by hand, using the twisted fibers of the soft inner bark of trees.

By the turn of the sixth century, the Hopewell culture had begun to fade from the Great Lakes region and was replaced by the tribes of the Late Woodland culture. The different tribes of the Late Woodland people who resided around Lake Michigan lived by hunting, gathering, and agriculture and, despite their similar lifestyles, had remarkably different cultures from one another. Many of the tribes that inhabited the region during the Late Woodland period migrated in from the south or west, and others developed from earlier tribes within the Great Lakes region.
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The longhouse and the wigwam were shelters constructed by the Native Americans of the Lake Michigan region. The longhouse was the more permanent dwelling of the two and often housed several families. Irene Pearcey, Shutterstock

One group that occupied the western shoreline of Lake Michigan was the Effigy Mound culture. The Effigy Mound people constructed low mounds of earth several hundred feet in length laid out in geometric shapes or in the form of an animal or bird. Many of the mounds contained human remains, and others contained evidence of ancient fireplaces that were probably used for ceremonial fires. Carbon dating has placed the Effigy Mound culture in the AD 700 to AD 1300 time frame, but little else is known about their lifestyle or why they disappeared. Many of the mounds have been lost over the years due to agriculture, flood, erosion, and urban expansion. Effigy mounds that have been preserved or reconstructed can be found in state and local parks scattered around eastern Wisconsin.

When the first French explorers and missionaries arrived at Lake Michigan in the seventeenth century, they found eight different tribes of native people living near its shore. In the northern reaches of the lake in what is now upper Michigan lived the Ojibwa, or Chippewa. The Menominee, Winnebago, Sauk, and Fox people lived in the region around Green Bay. The dunes and prairies of southern Lake Michigan were home to the Miami, and the Ottawa and Potawatomi lived along Lake Michigan’s eastern shore. Each tribe had its own language, although several languages, such as those spoken by the Ojibwa, Ottawa, and Potawatomi, were dialects of the larger Algonquin tongue.

The lifestyles of the different tribes varied according to the climate they lived in and the types of foods they relied upon. The Ojibwa were primarily nomadic hunters and gatherers who lived in small family units during most of the year. At certain times, such as the spring run of whitefish in the St. Mary’s River or during the maple sugaring season, the roaming families would come together to form a communal encampment. The Ottawa and Potawatomi also formed communal encampments during the warm season and broke up into family units to spend the winter hunting on the traditional family hunting grounds. The Sauk, Miami, and Fox lived in more or less permanent encampments and traveled during the winter to hunt in communal groups on the prairie. Agriculture played an important role in the lives of the southern tribes but was less significant in the tribes that inhabited the northern woods.

A variety of permanent and temporary shelters were erected by the people of the Lake Michigan region. Most native people of the region lived in a sturdy shelter of bark, woven mats, or animal skins laid atop a framework of wooden poles that was known as a lodge. Some lodges were dome-shaped or conical; others were long, rectangular buildings called longhouses. One family or several families lived in each longhouse, sleeping on low benches along the inside walls and sharing a communal fire in the middle of the house.

In the days before the Europeans enlisted the native people of the Great Lakes in the fur trade, the tribes of the region traded freely with one another. Copper and silver mined around Lake Superior found its way via trade routes to tribes throughout the region. Other goods, such as tobacco, sea shells, galena (lead ore), obsidian, and flint, were obtained from tribes outside the Great Lakes. The Ottawa, whose name means “to buy or sell” in the Algonquin language, were especially adept at trade and often traveled hundreds of miles by canoe or on foot to trade with neighboring tribes.

The European invasion of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries changed the native cultures of the Great Lakes region forever. An economy based on the trading of furs slowly replaced the traditional lifestyles of the native people, drawing them into dependence on European goods and into the politics of the European New World. Dependence on the fur trade led to a drastic change in demographics that caused tribes to forsake their traditional villages for those along trading routes. When the supply of furs in the Great Lakes began to dwindle, native people suddenly became economic outcasts. Increasing encroachment on tribal lands by European and American settlers made a return to a traditional lifestyle impossible. The warriors of the Great Lakes tribes made several gallant attempts to drive the European invaders out, but the defense of their native homeland ultimately failed. By the early nineteenth century, traditional native cultures around Lake Michigan had disappeared forever.




THE HIAWATHA NATIONAL FOREST

U.S. Highway 2 passes along the southern edge of the Hiawatha National Forest, an 897,000-acre patchwork of federal land that stretches north across the Upper Peninsula from Lake Michigan to Lake Superior and east to Lake Huron. The U.S. Forest Service, a division of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, maintains and administers the Hiawatha National Forest in addition to 193 million acres of forest and grassland across the United States. Public recreation is only one of many activities that occur in America’s national and state forests. Others include timber harvest, mineral extraction, and oil and gas drilling. Often, the commercial uses of the forest land conflict with the recreational and ecological uses of the land, spurring heated public debate about the role of our public lands.


ROUTE 14

From U.S. Highway 2 in Manistique, follow Michigan Highway M94 north toward Munising. Or, west of Isabella, follow Forest Service Highway 13 north toward Wetmore. Many smaller gravel or dirt Forest Service roads lead from either Highway M94 or Forest Highway 13 to the interior of the Hiawatha National Forest.
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Logging practices of the nineteenth century destroyed most of the forests surrounding Lake Michigan. Modern logging practices treat forests as a renewable resource and avoid large-scale clear-cutting. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 02030

The lumber industry was instrumental to the growth and settlement of the Lake Michigan region during the nineteenth century, and it continues to be an important industry around northern Lake Michigan today, especially in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. The challenge for governmental regulators, both at the state and federal level, is to balance the need between harvesting timber for economic growth against the need to maintain healthy forests for recreation and watershed protection. Modern timbering practices are a far cry from the devastating clear-cutting practices that wreaked havoc around Lake Michigan in the nineteenth century, but the practices of lumbering interests and those who regulate them are still scrutinized by a variety of interest groups from sportsmen and environmentalists to hikers, snowmobilers, and local chambers of commerce.
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Purple loosestrife is an aggressive invasive aquatic plant that displaces native aquatic grasses, sedges, and cattails. The managers of the Hiawatha National Forest work to slow the spread of invasive species in the forest.

A hike or drive through the Hiawatha National Forest reveals a forest that is diverse and well-cared for. The forested land contains a variety of native tree and shrub species at all stages of development. Unfortunately, the landscape is also plagued by non-native plants and an assortment of insect pests. A priority of the National Forest Service is to monitor and control non-native, invasive plants like the purple loosestrife, a wetland plant that crowds out native plants like cattails and sedges. Insect pests like the gypsy moth, the jack pine budworm, and, recently, the emerald ash borer have also caused significant problems for forest managers. A variety of pest control methods are used within the forest, including spraying, tree thinning, regulating the movement of cut wood, and public education.

The protection and monitoring of endangered and threatened species within the Hiawatha National Forest also falls to the Forest Service. The Kirtland’s warbler, a diminutive bird with very specific habitat requirements for breeding, has established a small foothold in the Hiawatha National Forest. Historically, the bird depended on wildfire to provide areas of jack or red pine regrowth that would meet its nesting requirements for tree size and density. When fire suppression became a common practice and the northern forests matured, the Kirtland’s warbler’s breeding habitat disappeared.

By managing small plots of jack pine and red pine to suit nesting Kirtland warblers, Hiawatha National Forest biologists have maintained a breeding population of the bird within the forest. The number of birds living in the forest is low (just over ten pairs were recorded in a 2005 survey), but through successful management practices, the Hiawatha National Forest now contains over one half of the Kirtland warblers in the Upper Peninsula.
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North of the Straits of Mackinac, Michigan’s Upper Peninsula contains large tracts of shallow wetland that provide habitat for a variety of plants and animals.
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The red fox is one of the many animals that live in the forests around Lake Michigan.

Forest Service biologists track the condition and suitability of foraging, breeding, and denning habitat for a variety of species within the national forest. Each Management Indicator Species (MIS) that is tracked has a specific forest type it prefers for certain aspects of its life cycle. Some MISs, such as the pine marten, need tracts of pine woods in which to hunt their favorite prey, the red squirrel. Pine martens den in large, hollow logs in nests lined with fallen deciduous leaves, a habitat that differs from their favored hunting grounds. By assessing the amount of suitable habitat available to the pine marten and other MISs, biologists can measure the value of the forest to the animals that live there and maintain healthy wildlife populations.
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The tiny, delicate Mycena mushroom is fairly common, but is often overlooked because of its size.

[image: image]

The grass pink orchid is threatened in many areas by habitat destruction and illegal harvesting.

Winter track surveys reveal the presence and location of gray wolves, Canada lynx, coyotes, and cougars within the Hiawatha National Forest. The number of track crossings found per ten kilometers of survey line walked is compared with crossing statistics for the Upper Peninsula as a whole. This gives forestry biologists an idea of how the relative abundance of certain animals within the Hiawatha National Forest compares with areas outside the managed forest.

For the scientific community, the Hiawatha National Forest is a living laboratory. Within the forest, scientific specialists study and assess aquatic invertebrates, invasive species, endangered species, fisheries management, soil science, landscape ecology, and a host of other scientific disciplines. To most people, the federal and state forest system is simply a place to slip away from the modern world for a short period of time and enjoy the peace and solitude that only a large tract of wilderness can bring. The federal and state forest system provides isolated lakes devoid of cottages or houses, stretches of trout stream overhung by white cedar boughs, and trackless forests open to hunting, skiing, mushrooming, sightseeing, or just plain wandering to your heart’s content.

A network of county and forest service roads provide access to the interior of the Hiawatha National Forest. Two blacktop highways, Michigan Highway M94 and Forest Service Highway 13, traverse the forest from north to south and are good jumping off points for a driving tour through Hiawatha. From U.S. 2 in Manistique, follow Highway M94 north through the Lake Superior State Forest. North of Indian Lake, the road will curve west and enter the Hiawatha National Forest. All along the way, forest service roads, many of them dirt or gravel, branch off into the forest leading to secluded lakes or primitive campgrounds.

Forest Highway 13 intersects U.S. 2 west of Isabella. Follow Forest Highway 13 north along the Sturgeon River toward Wetmore into the wild heart of Hiawatha. Hundreds of lakes, miles of streams, and thousands of acres of forest surround Forest Highway 13, and most are just a short drive down one of the many well-maintained gravel forest service roads that intersect the main highway. Sightseeing, fishing, and camping opportunities abound year-round, and in late September and early October, Forest Highway 13 is one of the best fall color tour routes in the Midwest.
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Clusters of white birch trees grow among the ferns in Michigan’s Hiawatha National Forest.

Each October, the mixed hardwood and pine forests of the Hiawatha National Forest and the adjoining Lake Superior State Forest draw visitors from around the country for one of the best autumn color shows in North America. As the days grow shorter and the temperature begins to drop, the maple, birch, oak, ash, and other deciduous trees of the northern forest respond by forming a barrier at the base of each leaf stem called an abscission. The woody tissue of the abscission eventually cuts the leaf off from the flow of water and nutrients from the rest of the tree. With the leaf effectively cut off from its supply of water, the green-pigmented chlorophyll within the leaf begins to break down. Chlorophyll is the molecule found in green plants that produces food in the form of simple sugars from sunlight, water, and carbon dioxide.

As the green chlorophyll slowly breaks down, other pigments that have been present in the leaf all along begin to show through. Carotene, a pigment that is more stable than chlorophyll, remains in the leaf after the chlorophyll has disappeared, imparting a yellow color to autumn leaves. Paper birch, aspen, and sugar maple leaves contain an abundance of carotene and contribute the bright yellow color to the autumn color palette.

Excess sugar trapped in the leaf when the abscission is formed causes another type of pigment called anthocyanin to form. The extra sugar causes the pH of the water remaining in the leaf to become acidic. Anthocyanins are sensitive to changes in pH and turn bright red when conditions become acidic. The formation of anthocyanin also requires light, so brighter autumn days produce better red color in autumn leaves. Red maple, red oak, and staghorn sumac leaves produce an abundance of anthocyanin and turn bright red in autumn.

The chemistry of autumn color around northern Lake Michigan takes a back seat to the pure joy of wandering through a forest in peak autumn color. Photographs or descriptions of golden birch leaves glowing in the morning light or of a hillside of yellow and red maple trees reflected in the glassy surface of a quiet lake still cannot substitute for the experience of standing in a thick layer of fallen leaves on a crisp October morning with the rich, sweet smell of autumn in the air. The mixed hardwood forests of northern Lake Michigan still offer the chance to experience autumn with all your senses.
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The leaves of the sumac are among the first to turn color in autumn.




KITCH-ITI-KIPI, THE BIG SPRING


ROUTE 15

From U.S. Highway 2 in Thompson, follow Michigan Highway M149 north to Palms Book State Park.



John Bellaire was a man who had seen the dark side of the lumber boom that swept through Michigan’s Upper Peninsula in the late nineteenth century. Bellaire moved from the town of Seney, a brutal and lawless lumber town in the northeast UP, to the town of Manistique in the early twentieth century. He left behind a scarred and smoldering landscape of stumps and logging slash that had once been a mature forest of majestic white pine for a more genteel life in Manistique on the shore of Lake Michigan. When Bellaire arrived in Manistique, a friend took him to the woods outside of town to visit a natural spring overgrown with brush and littered with debris and trash from a nearby sawmill. John Bellaire was instantly captivated by the beauty of the Big Spring.
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The observation raft is a great place to get an up-close look at one of northern Michigan’s most scenic spots, Kitch-iti-kipi in Palms Book State Park.



Beneath the litter that clogged the pool, Bellaire saw fallen trees encrusted with an eerie green patina of lime and a bottom of sand that boiled and rolled as water from the spring escaped into the pool from beneath the ground. He saw past the sorry condition of the spring and envisioned the pool in its natural state, surrounded by dark cedar and spruce trees and with its crystal clear water free of refuse.

Working with Frank Book, a representative of the Palms Book Land Company, Bellaire arranged the sale of the spring to the State of Michigan. For ten dollars, the State of Michigan purchased the Big Spring and ninety acres of land surrounding it. At Bellaire’s request, the new property was called Palms Book State Park. John Bellaire spent his remaining years promoting the park and personally escorting visitors to the Big Spring.

Many legends surround the Big Spring. Unfortunately, most of the legends were made up by John Bellaire and another man, including the park’s “Indian” name, Kitch-iti-kipi. Bellaire and his storytelling cohort concocted stories of the curative powers of the spring’s water and tales of a young Indian brave drowning in the pool to impress a maiden. The tall tales that Bellaire promoted were designed to draw more visitors to the beautiful spring that he found so irresistible.

To enhance the experience of visitors, the Civilian Conservation Corps constructed a hand-operated, wooden raft on the spring. The raft traverses the length of the spring along a steel cable, propelled by turning a large steering wheel, a job that usually falls to one or more of the energetic children in the group. The raft is open in the center and is covered by a wooden roof that shades the water, giving everyone aboard a great view into the depths of the pool.

The continual motion and constant temperature of the spring’s water guarantee that the pool never freezes over, even in the bitterest cold of a UP winter. Although the park is closed during the winter, you can still walk back to the spring from the main gate of the park and experience the open water of the pool surrounded by snow-clad evergreens. On a still winter morning, you can see why the local native people called this spring the “mirror of heaven.”
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Members of the Civilian Conservation Corps were instrumental in replanting the forests around Lake Michigan in the early twentieth century. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 15711

Today, the small state park is one of Michigan’s finest natural treasures. From the deck of an observation raft, visitors can view the three-hundred-foot-long spring from above and watch the sand at the bottom of the pool boil as ten thousand gallons per minute of groundwater surge from fissures in the bedrock. The 45-degree-Fahrenheit water in the pool is the perfect temperature for the huge trout that call the protected spring home.
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Ten thousand gallons of groundwater surge into Palms Book State Park’s Big Spring each minute.




FAYETTE


ROUTE 16

From U.S. Highway 2 at Garden Corners, follow Michigan Highway 183 south to Fayette State Park.



Along the eastern shore of Big Bay de Noc on Michigan’s Garden Peninsula, the cobble and sand beaches of northern Lake Michigan give way to the limestone cliffs of the Niagara Escarpment. At the base of the cliffs, along the shore of a natural deep-water harbor, the Jackson Mining Company founded the town of Fayette in the mid nineteenth century. Large deposits of limestone, a key ingredient in the iron ore smelting process, along with the deep-water port on Big Bay de Noc created a perfect location for the company to build a town dedicated to smelting iron ore. From 1867 until 1891, the blast furnaces of Fayette produced pig iron for export to the steel mills of Chicago, Detroit, and Gary, Indiana. In its twenty-four years of operation, Fayette produced nearly 230,000 tons of pig iron for the budding American steel industry.
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Michigan’s Garden Peninsula is part of the Niagara Escarpment, a limestone formation that formed millions of years ago when the region contained a shallow saltwater sea.
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Snail Shell Harbor provided a natural deep-water port for the industrial town of Fayette.

Despite the isolation and hard, dirty work, living conditions in Fayette at the end of the nineteenth century were generally good. The town was a company town in the sense that Jackson Mining Company owned all the buildings and land, and it supplied and operated all the town’s stores. Most people in the town found this a favorable arrangement and considered Fayette a great place to live and work. Like many towns in the northern frontier at that time, Fayette had its share of calamity and colorful characters.

One spring evening in 1883, the town was nearly destroyed by a fire that started in a stock house. As was the case in most towns of that era, buildings were constructed of locally cut wood. In Fayette’s case, the rafters and walls of many of the buildings were also coated with highly flammable charcoal dust from fifteen years of smelting operations. When the fire spread to a building containing the town’s supply of charcoal, many residents thought the town was doomed.

Fortunately for the townspeople, who valiantly fought the fire with one overwhelmed pumping engine and buckets of water drawn from the harbor, the steamship Lady Washington was docked in Snail Shell Harbor. The massive pumps on the ship made short work of the dangerous fire, saving the town from certain annihilation.

Despite a ban on alcoholic beverages in the town, bootleggers and entrepreneurs still managed to supply Fayette with drink. Floating saloons would appear offshore each payday and send rowboats into town to collect customers. Outside of town, backwoods saloons made sure that anyone with a thirst and money to spend would be served. One saloon owner was said never to have used a bank to store his immense profits. Upon his death, a feverish treasure hunt ensued for his cache of ill-gotten earnings. Rumors that the money was found in 1910 were never verified.
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The weathered pylons are all that remain of Fayette’s once busy deep-water port.

When the technology for producing pig iron changed, Fayette’s furnaces, docks, and many of its homes were abandoned and its workers moved on to new opportunities elsewhere. The town soon fell into disrepair, and the once-thriving community nearly became a ghost town. In 1959, the State of Michigan purchased the town and began a complete restoration of the site. Today, the town looks much as it did during its heyday in the late nineteenth century.

The restored town of Fayette sits on a gentle hillside rising up from Snail Shell Harbor. Dominating the town are the massive stone furnace complex and the façade of the company store. Along the harbor, the weathered wooden pilings of the town’s former dock line the shallow water. Scattered on the hillside are the reconstructed company office, the town’s hotel, the machine shop and blacksmith shop, and a small neighborhood of homes once occupied by the employees of the Jackson Mining Company.
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Raw iron ore from Michigan’s Iron Range was transported to Fayette, where it was turned into pig iron and shipped to the foundries around southern Lake Michigan. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 20230
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The furnace complex at Fayette was the heart of the town’s industrial center. The wood-fired furnaces produced over 200,000 tons of pig iron during Fayette’s heyday.

Fayette State Park offers overnight docking facilities for a small number of pleasure craft and a semimodern campground with sixty-one campsites. The park also features a small section of sandy beach and five miles of hiking trails that wind through the historic town and the surrounding hardwood forest.

For visitors to Fayette State Park today, it is hard to imagine the sights and sounds that were once part of life in the iron smelting town. The black smoke from the foundry fires no longer hangs over the blue water of Bay de Noc, and the screech of machinery has been replaced by the mewing of gulls and the gentle lap of water on the broken wooden pilings. Furnace slag—the black, glass-like stones produced by the furnaces—now mingles with natural beach stones along the beach, and only pleasure ships spend the night in the safety of the natural harbor. The divergent paths of industry and nature have reconciled at the town of Fayette on the Garden Peninsula.




THE ISLANDS


ROUTE 17

North and South Manitou Island are accessible via ferry service from Leland, Michigan. The Emerald Isle, a charter vessel based in Charlevoix, Michigan, shuttles visitors to Beaver Island. Washington Island is accessible from Northport Pier at the end of Wisconsin Highway 42 at the tip of the Door Peninsula. Rock Island can be reached via ferry from Washington Island.



Twelve thousand years ago, the Wisconsin glacier scoured out the basin that now contains Lake Michigan. In the process, isolated chunks of erosion-resistant limestone were left intact as the surrounding rock was crushed and carried away by the ice. When the waters of Lake Michigan reached their present level, the peaks of limestone became the islands that dot the northern reaches of the lake.

The islands of northern Lake Michigan are as diverse as the landforms that surround the lake. Many of the islands are low and flat and contain large areas of wetland. Others, such as North and South Manitou, contain sand dunes similar to those on Lake Michigan’s eastern shore. The chain of islands that stretch between Michigan’s Garden Peninsula and Wisconsin’s Door Peninsula make up part of the limestone formation of the Niagara Escarpment.

The waters of northern Lake Michigan are home to several small clusters of islands, most of which are lightly populated and composed of state or federal land. The largest island in Lake Michigan is Beaver Island, a fifty-five-square-mile forested gem that lies thirty miles northwest of Charlevoix, Michigan. The island is accessible, seasonally, via the ship Emerald Isle that makes daily runs from downtown Charlevoix.
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Sheltered bays are a haven for migrating waterfowl and spawning fish.



Beaver Island has a long and colorful human history beginning with the Late Woodland Indian culture and extending well into Michigan’s settlement days. The Chippewa and Ottawa people netted whitefish and trout in the shallow shoals surrounding the island. In the early nineteenth century, Irish immigrants established fisheries on Beaver Island to supply food to the growing population of lumber towns on the mainland.

Beaver Island’s history took an unusual turn in 1848 when James Jesse Strang led a splinter group from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) to the island. Under Strang’s leadership, the Mormon colony became a major political power in the region. Upon his election to Michigan’s legislature, Strang succeeded in consolidating Beaver Island, North and South Fox Island, and the Manitou Islands into a new Michigan county called Manitou County. Trouble began when James Strang proclaimed himself king and began enforcing strict religious laws on the people of Manitou County. In a short time, the once-popular Strang succeeded in alienating himself and his fellow Mormons from the rest of Manitou County’s population.

America’s first and only kingdom ended in 1856 when Strang was fatally shot by two disgruntled citizens. Upon his death, a mob from the Michigan mainland arrived and drove Strang’s followers off the island. With their leader dead, their homes burned, and their property confiscated, the followers of Strang fled the island and the kingdom of James Jesse Strang ended.
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The lighthouse on South Manitou Island guided ships through the treacherous South Manitou Channel from 1839 until it was decommissioned in 1958. Jonathan Lenz, Shutterstock



South of the Beaver Island Archipelago are North and South Manitou Islands. During the nineteenth century, both islands harbored thriving logging operations that supplied timber for growing cities around Lake Michigan and firewood to power steamships. As part of the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, the Manitou Islands have returned to a more natural state of forested dunes and pristine beachfront. The Manitou Islands are accessible via ferry from Leland, Michigan.

The five-mile-wide Manitou Channel that separates North and South Manitou Island from Michigan’s mainland has witnessed numerous shipwrecks. To remedy the problem, the Coast Guard built a lighthouse and lifesaving station on South Manitou Island in 1871. Despite the lighthouse, ships continued to run aground in the channel during fierce Lake Michigan storms. One ship, the Francisco Morazan, lies in shallow water off the south coast of South Manitou Island. The shipwreck is a favorite attraction for island visitors, as is the South Manitou Lighthouse.

Several of Lake Michigan’s smaller islands are part of the Michigan Islands National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), a collection of four islands in Lake Michigan and four islands in Lake Huron. In Lake Michigan, Gull, Hat, Pismire, and Shoe islands are managed collectively by the Seney National Wildlife Refuge in Seney, Michigan. The largest of the four islands in Lake Michigan is Gull Island, a 230-acre island forested with white cedar and balsam fir trees; it is the only island in the Michigan Islands NWR to have a substantial forest ecosystem. The uninhabited islands of the Michigan Islands NWR provide a sanctuary for colonies of nesting gulls and terns and a safe stopover for other migratory birds. The federally threatened dwarf lake iris and the pitcher’s thistle also grow within the multi-island preserve.

[image: image]

The great blue heron finds a shallow bay a great place to hunt for a meal.



Off the tip of the Door Peninsula at the mouth of Green Bay in northwestern Lake Michigan is Washington Island, a landscape of rocky bluffs steeped in the history of Native Americans and early European explorers. The Potawatomi people lived on the island when the French voyageurs arrived in the seventeenth century. René-Robert de La Salle brought the first European sailing vessel on the Great Lakes, the Griffin, to Washington Island in 1679 on a trip that would be both the vessel’s maiden and final voyage.

Shipwrecks litter the water around Washington Island, especially in the treacherous strait that separates the island from mainland Door County. Early maps produced by French explorers gave the strait the name Porte des Morts, “Death’s Door.” The origin of the name springs from a cataclysmic storm that arose suddenly and swamped a flotilla of native canoes traveling through the strait, drowning hundreds of men. During the age of sailing ships, the powerful currents and strong winds of Death’s Door claimed hundreds of ships. The risk of sailing through Death’s Door was so great that a canal was dug at Sturgeon on the Door Peninsula to bypass the strait.

Several smaller islands surround Washington Island, including Rock Island, a wilderness state park. Rock Island State Park’s nine hundred acres are packed with natural beauty and history. Hardwood forests cover the island, and beaches of sand and rock make up its shoreline. Remnants of human history exist everywhere on the island and include the relics of voyageur settlements and the stone buildings of the former estate of a wealthy investor. Travel on the island is by foot only, and facilities are limited to hand-operated water pumps and pit toilets, making Rock Island a great destination for those seeking wilderness solitude.
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Protected wetlands are crucial for the survival of fish and waterfowl. Many of Lake Michigan’s smaller islands are protected as part of the Michigan Islands National Wildlife Refuge.
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Sunrise illuminates the sky and water near Potawatomi State Park on the Door Peninsula.


PART III



THE SUNRISE COAST

WISCONSIN’S MARITIME PLAYGROUND
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Cave County Park along Lake Michigan in Wisconsin’s Door County contains wave-sculpted caves and weathered rock formations.
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ROUTES 18–20


DOOR COUNTY


ROUTE 18

From Green Bay, follow Wisconsin Highway 57 north toward Sturgeon Bay. Or, from Two Rivers, follow Wisconsin Highway 42 north to Wisconsin Highway 57 to the tip of the Door Peninsula.





The history of Door County began over 400 million years ago at the edge of a shallow saltwater sea that stretched from New York to the western shore of Lake Michigan. Within this Silurian-period sea lived corals, brachiopods, trilobites, and other primitive creatures that grew shells made from calcium carbonate, much as today’s clams, snails, and corals do. As these primitive animals died, their shells collected on the seabed and eventually formed a thick layer of compacted sediment. Over time, the salty sea dried up and the compacted layer of shells became an erosion-resistant band of limestone rock.

The glacial ice that slid over the landscape of Wisconsin, Michigan, and Ontario 20,000 years ago eroded away the softer rock that had formed under and around the limestone formation, leaving the ridge largely intact. Most of the limestone that resisted erosion was buried beneath sand and gravel deposited by the retreating glacier, but in some areas, such as Niagara Falls, the Bruce Peninsula in Ontario, Michigan’s Garden Peninsula, and Wisconsin’s Door County, limestone cliffs tower several hundred feet into the air.
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Cedar trees find a precarious foothold in fissures and cracks in a limestone wall at Potawatomi State Park.
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Patterns in the rock reveal centuries of geologic forces at work on the Niagara Escarpment on the Door Peninsula.

The scenic cliffs along Green Bay in Door County are part of the Niagara Escarpment, the name geologists have given to the serpentine ridge of limestone that once marked the shoreline of the ancient salt sea. Beginning in New York State, the Niagara Escarpment winds north through southwestern Ontario, surfacing on Lake Huron’s Bruce Peninsula. The escarpment then turns west, following the northern shore of Lake Michigan, where it emerges again on the Garden Peninsula and forms the backbone of the Door Peninsula. From the Door Peninsula, the escarpment runs south along Lake Michigan’s western shore to Illinois and then west into Iowa.
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Jumbled layers of limestone rock make up the beach at Potawatomi State Park.
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The colors of dawn spread over Lake Michigan in Potawatomi State Park.
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The Eagle Bluff Lighthouse in Peninsula State Park is open daily for tours.
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Mycena mushrooms grow on a fallen log in Whitefish Dunes State Park.

The glaciers that unearthed the Niagara Escarpment and gave Door County and Wisconsin its modern topography are celebrated along the Ice Age National Scenic Trail, a thousand-mile-long trail that begins in Potawatomi State Park on the Door Peninsula. The trail loops from the Door Peninsula through southern Wisconsin and then north through the center of the state before heading west to the Minnesota border and the St. Croix River. The pastoral landscape of gentle moraines and pothole lakes along the trail was once home to woolly mammoths, saber-toothed tigers, cave lions, and other Ice Age animals whose bones turn up occasionally during excavations.

The Door Peninsula is one of Lake Michigan’s biggest tourist destinations. Upscale tourist towns and a landscape dotted with picturesque farms and harbors draw visitors from around the country. Several large state parks and many smaller county parks have preserved a good portion of the natural heritage of the Door Peninsula, and hiking, kayaking, backpacking, cross-country skiing, birding, and fishing are popular pastimes.
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A display in Whitefish Dunes State Park shows a small Woodland Indian encampment, including drying racks for fish and a wigwam made of bark.

One of Wisconsin’s oldest and busiest state parks draws thousands of visitors to the Door Peninsula each year. Peninsula State Park offers visitors nearly five hundred campsites, a championship golf course, a sandy swimming beach, the Eagle Bluff Lighthouse, and opportunities for boating, fishing, and sightseeing. Despite the large number of visitors, the park’s 3,776 acres provide many places to escape the crowd and enjoy the solitude of nature. Dozens of species of wildflower grow along the park’s twenty miles of hiking trails, and over two hundred species of bird pass through or live within the park. After dark, the forest echoes with the hoot of barred owls and the tremolo call of screech owls.

The wild side of Door County lies along its Lake Michigan coastline at Whitefish Dunes State Park and Newport State Park. At Whitefish Dunes State Park, Wisconsin’s highest sand dunes roll back from a mile-long sandy beach area on Whitefish Bay. Picturesque cliffs consisting of wave-sculpted limestone make up the remaining shoreline in the park. Within the park’s eight-hundred-plus acres is a system of well-maintained hiking trails that lead along the shoreline of Whitefish Bay and through a variety of forest habitats.

Door County is a prime stopover on the spring and autumn bird migration route. One afternoon in late August during a hike along the Brachiopod Trail in Whitefish Dunes State Park, I took a short rest on a bench in the midst of an open wood. As I sat on the bench enjoying the quiet of the beech-maple forest, a flock of perhaps fifty or sixty warblers suddenly appeared overhead in the middle canopy of the trees. The loosely organized cluster of small birds was passing through on their migration from the forests of northern Canada to their winter home in Central America. As they passed overhead, they scoured the trees for hidden insects, leaving no leaf unturned in their search and chattering among themselves as they fed. Within minutes, they had passed through and quiet returned to the forest.

Many birds live year-round in the forests of Door County. In tangles of aspen and blackberry, ruffed grouse and wild turkey share a diet of berries, buds, nuts, and insects. Along the coastal waters, ring-billed gulls and herring gulls scavenge meals in the shallow surf during the warm months and move farther out into open water in the winter. Several species of woodpecker as well as blue jays, black-capped chickadees, nuthatches, and great horned owls also overwinter on the Door Peninsula.
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Newport State Park offers a quiet alternative to the larger, more popular state parks on the Door Peninsula.

[image: image]

Sunset illuminates the waves splashing on the beach at Peninsula State Park.

At Cave Point County Park, a smaller park within the boundaries of Whitefish Dunes State Park, centuries of relentless battering by wind, waves, and ice have created a series of shallow caves and grottos in the limestone cliffs along Lake Michigan. A trail along the top of the cliff affords several nice views of the natural fissures carved into the rock face; it is also possible to walk down to the water’s edge on a low platform of wave-sculpted bedrock. When the waters of Lake Michigan are calm, the small park is a favorite destination for kayakers.

Hikers, backpackers, and those who simply enjoy the quiet and solitude of nature will find their place at Newport State Park near the tip of the Door Peninsula. The park’s 2,370 acres contain thirty miles of hiking trails and eleven miles of Lake Michigan waterfront. There are few amenities at Newport State Park, so the park receives only a fraction of the visitors that Door County’s other state parks do.

The wooded areas of Newport State Park are alive with songbirds during the warmer months, and the forest floor harbors an amazing number and variety of ferns, mushrooms, and wildflowers during the spring and summer. A variety of animals live within the park, including foxes, coyotes, porcupines, white-tailed deer, and raccoons. The eleven-mile-long shoreline of the park is part sand beach and part easily traversed rocky headland.

Door County is home to ten lighthouses, more than any other county in the United States. Eagle Bluff Lighthouse in Peninsula State Park offers tours of the 1868 vintage beacon. The Sherwood Lighthouse in Sturgeon Bay was built in 1883 and automated one hundred years later, making it the last manned lighthouse on the Great Lakes. The peninsula’s other lighthouses are open for tours during the Door County Maritime Museum lighthouse walk held each May.

Quaint villages and small resort towns dot Door County’s 250-mile coastline. A mixture of shops, restaurants, galleries, and inns greet visitors in Egg Harbor, Ephraim, and Fish Creek along Green Bay. On the Lake Michigan side, Baileys Harbor is a great place to view Cana Island Lighthouse or, for a small fee, you can walk across a causeway to the light and tour the keeper’s house.




WISCONSIN’S COAST


ROUTE 19

To reach Point Beach State Forest from Manitowoc, head north on Wisconsin Highway 42 to County Highway O east; at Sandy Bay Road, head north to the park. Back in Manitowoc, follow Wisconsin Highway 32 (Lake Shore Drive) to Maritime Drive south to reach the Wisconsin Maritime Museum. Return to Highway 32 and follow it south along the coast of Lake Michigan to Sheboygan, Milwaukee, and Racine.



Lake Michigan’s Wisconsin coastline is home to dozens of large and small towns that trace their roots to the logging boom of the mid nineteenth century. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Wisconsin’s logging days had passed and the era of farming had begun. As logging gave way to farming, the mill towns along the lake turned from producing dimension lumber to shipbuilding and manufacturing. With the recent boom in recreational boating and sport fishing, many of Wisconsin’s coastal towns now count tourism as their primary industry. Through all the changes that have occurred along the coast in the last century and a half, one thing has remained constant: The towns and the people who live along Lake Michigan still depend on the lake for their livelihood.

The town of Manitowoc, Wisconsin, was the center of shipbuilding in the days when the clipper ship ruled the waves of Lake Michigan. To many sailors, the sleek, fast, and beautiful schooners represented the height of wind-powered sailing vessels, and the finest clippers came from the shipyards of Manitowoc. In the fifty-three years between 1847 and 1900, the shipyards launched 112 schooners, earning Manitowoc the nickname “Clipper City.”

[image: image]

Commercial fishing is a time-honored occupation on Lake Michigan. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 02698
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The Friends Good Will is a replica of a British sloop captured by Admiral Perry during the War of 1812.

As the era of the clipper ship faded from Lake Michigan, Manitowoc’s shipyards turned to producing steamships. The Manitowoc Company, founded in 1902, produced many of the great passenger steamers that carried tourists and cargo up and down the shores of Lake Michigan. During both World War I and World War II, the Manitowoc Company produced everything from submarines and landing craft to transport vessels for the military.

Downtown Manitowoc features the Wisconsin Maritime Museum, a great place to explore the city’s shipbuilding history. The museum houses a huge collection of model ships along with a life-size cross-section replica of the clipper ship Clipper City. The USS Cobia, a World War II submarine, is docked outside the museum and is open for tours seven days a week. Manitowoc produced twenty-eight submarines similar to the Cobia during the war.

Wisconsin’s German heritage is alive and well in Sheboygan, the self-proclaimed bratwurst and beer capital of the world. During Bratwurst Days, the city is alive with outdoor music, the brat-days parade, a carnival, and the annual four-mile “brat-trot” run. After the brat-trot, you can put the pounds back on at the festival’s bratwurst eating contest.

Indian Mound Park on Sheboygan’s south side is home to eighteen Effigy Indian burial mounds that date between AD 500 and 1000. The fifteen-acre park contains examples of deer- and panther-shaped mounds as well as conical mounds. A self-guided walking tour leads past an open mound with simulated skeletal remains and artifacts of the Effigy culture.

The growth and expansion of water travel on Lake Michigan during the nineteenth century led to the commissioning of many of the beautiful lighthouses that grace Wisconsin’s coast. Lighthouses built in the heyday of commercial sailing and steamship travel on Lake Michigan were fully hand-operated, usually by a lighthouse keeper who lived on-site. Oil lamps provided the light source for the lighthouse, and large-diameter Fresnel lenses projected the light in a beam over the water. In the days before electronic navigation, sailors were entirely dependent on light beacons to guide them around headlands and shoals during foul weather.
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The Rawley Point Lighthouse is a popular attraction at Point Beach State Forest.

Many of Wisconsin’s original brick and stone lighthouses still serve their original function, albeit with modern automated beacons. Other lighthouses have been restored and now operate as museums, giving the public a firsthand look at the original machinery and tools used to run a lighthouse in the nineteenth century.

One of the oldest and tallest lighthouses still in operation on Lake Michigan is the 112-foot-tall tower of Racine’s Wind Point Lighthouse. Kerosene lanterns provided light for the tower from 1880 until 1924, when Wind Point became only the second lighthouse on the Great Lakes to use electric lamps. In 1964, the lighthouse was automated and the quarters of the former lighthouse keeper were converted into offices for the U.S. Coast Guard. The grounds of Wind Point Lighthouse, open year-round, are a popular spot to enjoy the picturesque white brick lighthouse and the view of Lake Michigan.
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An eastern fox snake suns itself on a moss-covered boulder in Whitefish Dunes State Park. This large, harmless snake feeds primarily on rodents and insects.
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Morning dew covers a spider web in a Lake Michigan meadow.

North of the town of Two Rivers is Point Beach State Forest, a beautiful forested park that is home to a large campground, a wide, sandy beach, hiking trails, and the Rawley Point Lighthouse. The state forest’s 2,770 acres hug Lake Michigan’s shore for six miles and contain the widest sand beach on the western shore of the lake. The parallel ridges of sand along the shore formed between three thousand and five thousand years ago when Lake Nipissing, a glacial meltwater lake, receded. Within the shifting sand of the beach, archeologists have found fragmentary evidence of Native American villages that predate European arrival in the area. A portion of the parallel beach ridge ecosystem has been set aside as a State Scientific Area by the State of Wisconsin for scientific and archeological study.

The site that Rawley Point Lighthouse currently occupies within Point Beach State Forest has been the setting for a lighthouse since the early days of settlement. The heavily traveled coast off Rawley Point Lighthouse contains dangerous shoals that were responsible for at least ten shipwrecks during the mid nineteenth century. Rawley Point saw its first lighthouse built in 1853, later replaced by a more substantial brick structure in the 1870s. The current steel tower is the reconstructed and enlarged light tower that once stood at the entrance to the Chicago River.

Wisconsin’s Lake Michigan shoreline is home to several small state parks. North of Milwaukee, Harrington Beach State Park occupies 637 acres around a quarry lake. The white cedar forest and adjacent uplands of the park provide an important stopover for migrating birds each spring. The park is located along a portion of the Mississippi Flyway, a major migration route for songbirds and raptors traveling between their winter grounds in the southern United States to their summer range in the northern forests of the United States and Canada. A mile-long section of undeveloped Lake Michigan beach attracts many types of wading birds and waterfowl that also pass through during migration.

South of Sheboygan is Kohler-Andrae State Park, a thousand-acre park composed of two small parcels of donated land and six hundred acres of land purchased by the State of Wisconsin. The widow of Frank Theodore “Terry” Andrae, the president of an electrical supply company in Milwaukee, donated 122 acres of land to the State of Wisconsin in 1926 to establish Terry Andrae State Park. The Kohler Company, the manufacturers of plumbing products, added 280 acres of adjacent land in 1966. With the addition of the state-purchased property, Kohler-Andrae State Park was born.

Kohler-Andrae State Park has a surprising variety of plants and wildlife. White-tailed deer, beavers, and coyotes thrive within the park, and even some of Wisconsin’s rarer animals live there, including otters and the state animal, the American badger. The park’s forests contain fifty different species of trees and over four hundred species of plants. Two nature trails lead through varied dune habitats, and each offers interpretive signage at interesting points along the trail.
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Evening light reveals every nuance of the day’s activity on a Lake Michigan beach. Perfectly adapted to the harsh conditions found in Lake Michigan’s dunes, the hearty dune grass is a dune’s first defense against erosion.




TRAVEL ON LAKE MICHIGAN

For thousands of years, people have navigated the waters of Lake Michigan. In the days before railroads and automobiles, travel on the water was easier and more practical than land travel. The lakes and rivers of the Great Lakes region provided native people routes that eliminated walking and carrying possessions through thick woodlands or over uneven terrain. Water travel also opened up offshore fishing opportunities and provided quick access to new hunting grounds and other natural resources. The indigenous people of North America widely used the canoe as a means of water travel; the style, materials, and sophistication of the crafts varied from region to region.

Lake Michigan’s first sailors traveled over the water inside dugout canoes fashioned from large, carved-out tree trunks. Without the aid of metal tools, the process of making a dugout canoe often took months. To make a dugout canoe, native people felled large trees like oak, elm, or chestnut by burning the base of the trunk and chipping away the charred wood with stone axes. The interior of the canoe was fashioned by burning through from the top and removing the charred wood. When the interior of the canoe was completed, the bottom of the log was adzed flat to steady the vessel. Larger dugout canoes could seat upward of twenty people.
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Unpredictable weather and hidden shoals have caused thousands of shipwrecks on Lake Michigan. Although modern safety precautions have reduced the number of shipwrecks, Lake Michigan remains a dangerous body of water. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 20228

Traditional birchbark canoes were a masterpiece of ingenuity and craft. Each component of the canoe was carefully selected for its flexibility, tensile strength, and lightness. The end product was a sturdy vessel that was easy to carry and simple to repair. The canoe’s frame and ribs were usually made of cedar, a rot-resistant, flexible wood that could easily be formed into gunnels and ribs. The body of the canoe was made from sections of birchbark that were sewn together with plant fibers. The seams of the canoe were waterproofed with spruce resin and bear grease.

With the arrival of the Europeans and the advent of the fur trade, large freight canoes became the vessel of commerce on the Great Lakes frontier. A birchbark freight canoe could hold a dozen men or carry a ton of merchandise, yet it was light enough to be easily carried over a long portage. In open water, an animal skin sail was hoisted over the canoe to create a primitive sailing vessel.

In September 1679, the first European-style sailing ship entered the waters of Lake Michigan. The Griffin, a forty-foot-long, forty-ton brig armed with seven cannons, was built near Niagara, New York, at the behest of French explorer René-Robert de La Salle. In early August 1679, the newly constructed ship left Niagara on its maiden voyage of commerce. After a harrowing but successful trip across Lake Erie, through the Detroit and St. Clair rivers, and up the western coast of Lake Huron, the Griffin arrived at the Straits of Mackinac. On September 12, 1679, La Salle sailed the Griffin into the waters of Lake Michigan, bound for Washington Island near the entrance to Green Bay. La Salle hoped to load the Griffin with a large quantity of furs that his agents had stockpiled on the island.

Winter was fast approaching on northern Lake Michigan, so La Salle ordered the furs loaded and quickly sent the Griffin on its return voyage to Niagara. La Salle gathered four canoes and as many supplies as they would carry and headed south toward the Illinois country. The Griffin and her small crew sailed east toward the Straits of Mackinac, carrying with them ten thousand dollars worth of furs. Somewhere along her return route, the Griffin was lost with all hands.

There was no firsthand account of the Griffin’s demise, and the loss of the ship fueled rampant speculation among the French. La Salle suspected the captain had scuttled the ship and stolen her cargo. Some accused the Ottawa of boarding and burning the Griffin, and others blamed the Jesuits for plotting the ship’s destruction. More likely, the tiny sailing ship foundered in an autumn storm while crossing the expanse of Lake Michigan without charts or maps. After the Griffin, it would be seventy-five years before another sailing vessel navigated the waters of the upper Great Lakes.

The sailing ship ruled the waves of Lake Michigan through the period of colonization and the rise of the timber and mining industry. Schooners, brigs, barks, and other tall ships carried settlers from the East Coast to the new towns in Michigan, Wisconsin, and Illinois and carried goods from the farms, mills, and factories back to markets in New England and throughout the world. In the late nineteenth century, an estimated two thousand sailing ships plied the waters of the Great Lakes. As commerce on the Great Lakes grew, shipbuilding became an important trade in many towns along Lake Michigan’s coast.

The Industrial Revolution transformed the Midwest and changed travel on Lake Michigan forever. Although commercial sailing ships graced the waters of the Great Lakes well into the twentieth century, the bulky, awkward steamship slowly replaced the sailing vessels on the lake. The last commercial sailing vessel on Lake Michigan, the J.T. Wing, was retired in 1949.
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Visitors enjoy a concert at South Haven’s Riverside Park. Each summer, tourists from all over North America come to enjoy the small-town charm of Lake Michigan’s port towns.

As the population and wealth of many Midwestern cities grew, vacation travel on Lake Michigan was born. Petoskey, Harbor Springs, Pentwater, and South Haven became summer destinations for the growing middle class of urban America. The passenger ships that catered to the new summer tourist trade featured everything from modestly priced passage to the finest accommodations.

Today, oceangoing freighters share the waters of Lake Michigan with a large variety of pleasure craft and fishing boats. With the exception of privately owned yachts, public travel around Lake Michigan is now done primarily by automobile. One car ferry service crosses the lake during the summer months between Ludington, Michigan, and Manitowoc, Wisconsin.






MILWAUKEE


ROUTE 20

From the south and west, access Milwaukee via U.S. Highway 41/ Interstate 94. From the north, follow Interstate 43 into town. The Schlitz Audubon Center is located north of downtown Milwaukee; to reach it, follow Interstate 43 north, then go east on Brown Deer Road for one mile. To visit the Mitchell Park Horticultural Conservatory, follow Interstate 94 from south Milwaukee over the High Rise Bridge to exit 309B, the 22nd and Clybourn Street exit; take Clybourn Street west to 27th Street and turn south. The Quadracci Pavilion and the Milwaukee Art Museum are located on Lake Michigan in downtown Milwaukee. Take Interstate 43/Interstate 94 to Plankinton Avenue north to Michigan Street. At Michigan Street, turn east and follow it to Lincoln Memorial Drive.



Like many towns on the shore of Lake Michigan, Milwaukee began its modern life as a trading post near the site of a Native American settlement. The town sits on the confluence of three rivers, the Menomonee, the Kinnickinnic, and the Milwaukee; the confluence made the post a perfect gathering place for trappers and local natives to rendezvous and exchange beaver pelts for supplies manufactured by the Europeans. Although the eighteenth-century trading post near modern-day Milwaukee was small compared to those at Green Bay and Michilimackinac, the outpost grew into one of Lake Michigan’s largest cities during the immigration boom of the 1830s.

The first influx of foreign-born settlers came to the area from Germany, an occurrence that profoundly influenced the growth of modern Milwaukee and continues to play a major role in the city’s culture. The German enclave in Milwaukee in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was slow to assimilate with other European immigrant communities and the increasing population of American-born citizens. As late as the 1920s, German was the principal language taught and spoken in schools within Milwaukee’s German community.

As the population of Milwaukee grew, the focus of the city’s economy changed from a supply center for the growing agricultural industry in Wisconsin’s interior to a major exporter of agricultural products from the state’s farms. Although Milwaukee’s early city fathers had visions of eclipsing Chicago as the principal commercial center on Lake Michigan, their dreams never materialized. Chicago’s ties to the agricultural markets of the American West and the rail routes linking the town to markets in the East proved too large an obstacle for Milwaukee to overcome. Milwaukee became a powerhouse in its own right during the Industrial Revolution that swept the Midwest in the late nineteenth century, and it remains a major manufacturing center today.
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The cardinal flower lives in the rich soil of river bottoms and floodplains all around Lake Michigan.
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A green darner dragonfly waits for the summer sun to dry the morning dew that covers its body. Dragonflies, like all insects, depend on the sun to provide energy to drive their metabolisms.
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The city of Milwaukee began as a small German settlement and has grown into one of the largest cities on Lake Michigan. Shutterstock
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Areas of Milwaukee offer an unobstructed view of Lake Michigan. Shutterstock

For a taste of the world’s botanical wonders, visit the Domes in Milwaukee’s Mitchell Park Horticultural Conservatory. The conservatory’s three glass domes are 85 feet tall and 140 feet in diameter at their base and contain 15,000 square feet of growing space. The domes were built in 1967, replacing a dilapidated public greenhouse that had occupied the site for nearly seventy years. The lush, warm climates in the domes are especially popular with the public during Milwaukee’s cold, snowy winter months.

Each of the three domes at Mitchell Park Horticultural Conservatory has a distinct climate. In the Tropical Rainforest Dome, 1,200 species of plant from around the world share the space with a variety of birds and iguanas. The branches of the tropical trees are hung with ferns, bromeliads, orchids, and a variety of vines. Under the shadow of the canopy are many colorful flowering plants native to the tropics but familiar to houseplant enthusiasts.
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The red-tailed hawk can be seen soaring over the farmland and suburban woodlots surrounding Milwaukee.
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The Quadracci Pavilion houses the Milwaukee Art Museum and features the Burke Brise Soleil, a moveable sunscreen that encloses a glass-walled reception hall. Brad Whitsitt, Shutterstock



The Arid Dome is home to an amazing collection of cacti and other succulents from arid regions around the globe. Growing in the warm, dry microclimate of the Arid Dome are cacti from the Americas, water-conserving trees and shrubs from Madagascar and the Canary Islands, and a variety of drought-resistant plants from the arid portions of Africa.

The Floral Show Dome’s display is a favorite of home gardeners, students, and artists. The flower shows at the Floral Show Dome change frequently, and each lasts from six to fourteen weeks. The theme and arrangement for each floral exhibit is chosen well in advance, and the plants are grown at the conservatory’s Greenhouse Center. Garden themes range from historical gardens or settings like a Spanish hacienda to fantasy or storybook backdrops.

At the Schlitz Audubon Center north of Milwaukee you will find a small natural sanctuary with hiking trails, Lake Michigan beachfront, and one of the nation’s most environmentally friendly buildings: the Dorothy K. Vallier Environmental Learning Center. After five years of planning and construction, the learning center opened in 2003 with a flourish, drawing over five hundred environmental dignitaries from around the country. To reduce the impact on the environment and to minimize energy usage, the Vallier Center uses specially designed and strategically placed windows to maximize natural light and reduce the use of artificial lighting. The center also uses ninety groundwater wells to provide geothermal heating and cooling and a photovoltaic solar power system to reduce the center’s reliance on the electric power grid. The interior pillars, large windows, and high ceiling give the building an airy look and feel similar to those found in a historic cathedral.

The Schlitz Audubon Center also sponsors environmental education programs for schools and other interested groups. One popular program is the Wings and Things Raptor Program that features live specimens of many of Wisconsin’s native hawks, owls, and falcons. The center’s bald eagle is a perennial favorite of the show, giving adults and children alike a close-up look at our national symbol.

One of the most unusual buildings to grace the shore of Lake Michigan is the Milwaukee Art Museum’s Quadracci Pavilion. The pavilion features a ninety-foot-tall glass-walled reception hall covered by the Burke Brise Soleil, a massive moveable sunscreen. The new facility was unveiled in May 2001 and houses an ever-changing collection of modern and traditional art.
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Metropolitan Chicago stretches for miles along the southwest coast of Lake Michigan but still offers many places for a leisurely walk along the lake. Bryan Busovicki, Shutterstock


PART IV



THE URBAN SOUTH

TRAVEL AT THE BOTTOM OF THE LAKE
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The Michigan lily thrives in the rich woods around southern Lake Michigan.
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ROUTES 21–23


CHICAGO

Sprawled like a wilderness of concrete and steel along the southwest shore of Lake Michigan, greater Chicago is the largest metropolitan area on the lake and one of the largest cities in North America. From its humble beginning as a garrison and trading post called Fort Dearborn to its modern role as the cultural and economic center of the Midwest, Chicago has served as the link between the new America of the West and the deep-rooted American East Coast. The people of Chicago have a long-standing love affair with Lake Michigan that has sent them packing each summer for the last 150 years for the beaches and resort towns around the lake.


ROUTE 21

From the south, follow Interstate 94 into Chicago. From the west, Interstate 90 leads into town. To visit Chicago’s museum campus, follow Roosevelt Road east from Interstate 94. The Lincoln Park Zoo is located just west of Lake Shore Drive off Fullerton Parkway. From Interstate 94, take Fullerton Parkway east to the zoo. To follow Lake Michigan’s shoreline through Chicago, follow Lake Shore Drive (U.S. Highway 41) north from Interstate 90 in Hammond or south from Interstate 94 in north Chicago.



In 1779, 106 years after Father Jacques Marquette, Louis Jolliet, and their native guides landed at Chicago, a Haitian-born settler named Jean Baptiste Point du Sable built the first permanent settlement on the north shore of the Chicago River. It was in du Sable’s frontier home that Chicago’s first marriage was performed, its first election recorded, and the town’s first court held. Chicago made the leap from settlement to incorporated town on August 12, 1833.



With its prime location as a conduit for moving agricultural products from America’s heartland to the markets of the eastern United States, Chicago grew quickly in size and influence. A crucial step in America’s westward expansion was the extension of the railroad across the plains to the West Coast. Chicago was the major hub for rail lines from the northeastern United States to the newly settled West.

As immigrants poured into the United States in the nineteenth century, many chose Chicago as a place to settle. Refugees from Ireland and Germany came to Chicago in the years before the Civil War seeking relief from economic hardship and, in some cases, famine in their homeland. In the years following the Civil War, Chicago’s industrial boom drew workers from eastern and southern Europe, creating a city composed of ethnic enclaves and neighborhoods. Today, Chicago is a cosmopolitan city that rivals any other in the world.

Over the years, Chicago’s entrepreneurial climate has created many successful businesses and produced a fair number of millionaires. Many of Chicago’s elite have shared their wealth with the city by funding public projects. A triumvirate of world-class scientific institutions seeded by philanthropic gifts grace Chicago’s waterfront in Grant Park. The Shedd Aquarium, the Field Museum, and the Adler Planetarium and Astronomy Museum provide Chicagoans and visitors from around the world places to experience the beauty and wonder of nature.

[image: image]

Chicago maintains many miles of hiking and biking paths along its Lake Michigan shoreline. Sony Ho, Shutterstock
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The chickadee finds a home both in the deep forests of northern Lake Michigan and the parks and backyards of the lake’s most urbanized areas.

Standing by the shore of Lake Michigan is the white marble and glass building that houses the John G. Shedd Aquarium. The Shedd Aquarium draws 2 million visitors each year to view its collection of nearly 22,000 aquatic and marine animals. Current exhibits include Amazon Rising: Season of the River, a display that leads visitors through the tropical forests of the Amazon River; the Caribbean Reef, a 90,000-gallon display featuring sharks, coral, a sea turtle, and hundreds of colorful tropical fish found in the warm water of the Caribbean Sea; and the Oceanarium, a reproduction of the coastal waters off the Pacific Northwest that house harbor seals, otters, and beluga whales.

In addition to its function as one of Chicago’s premier attractions, the Shedd Aquarium is also involved in numerous breeding, study, and conservation projects around the world. The aquarium funds projects as diverse as seahorse conservation and management in the Philippine Islands, a Tahitian land snail–breeding program, field studies of river mussels in Wisconsin’s Fox River, and sponsorship of the R/V Coral Reef II, a research and collection vessel.

To safeguard the marine animals under its care, the Shedd Aquarium employs an elaborate system of water quality filters and aeration pumps. When the aquarium opened in 1930, the salt water used in the display tanks was shipped from Florida to Chicago via railcar. Today, the Shedd Aquarium formulates its own salt water, more than 750,000 gallons of it for the Wild Reef exhibit alone.



In the early days, display animals arrived at the Shedd aboard the Nautilus, a custom-built Pullman train car that could carry up to 4,500 gallons of water. Nowadays, a team of expertly trained aquarists working aboard the R/V Coral Reef II collect animals from around the world for the Shedd Aquarium. The R/V Coral Reef II travels to many fragile and endangered habitats to collect display animals. The crew and collectors go to great lengths to see that the collected animals survive their trip to the Shedd and that the environment they are collected from suffers no harm.

Public education plays a key role in the Shedd Aquarium’s mission. The aquarium sponsors the Shedd Aquarium’s High School Marine Biology Program each year. This three-week course combines classroom study with a trip aboard the R/V Coral Reef II to study the animals of the coral reef. At other times of the year, the R/V Coral Reef II serves the academic and scientific community as a research and exploration vessel.

The Shedd also strives to educate the public about issues close to home, such as the epidemic of invasive species currently threatening Lake Michigan and the other Great Lakes. The Illinois Lakes and Rivers Gallery highlights the freshwater animals and plants found around the Great Lakes, including the Asian and snakehead carp, two invasive species that have the potential to permanently alter the balance of life in the Great Lakes.

The oldest and largest museum on Chicago’s Museum Campus is the Field Museum, an institution dedicated to the collection, preservation, and exhibition of objects related to natural science. Originally known as the Columbian Museum of Chicago, the original mission of the museum was to house the biological and anthropological collections from the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. The museum moved to its current site in 1921, and since that time, the museum’s collection has grown to include over 20 million specimens.
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Chicago’s Field Museum is home to a vast collection of natural history artifacts as well as a center for exploration and research. Leslie Studdoen, Shutterstock



To keep things fresh, the Field Museum combines permanent exhibits with an ever-changing variety of temporary exhibits. One of the museum’s most popular permanent exhibits is Sue, a 42-foot-long, 13-foot-high complete skeleton of a Tyrannosaurus rex. The story of Sue’s discovery and eventual placement at the Field Museum is a tale of scientific curiosity, legal wrangling, and a princely sum of money.

On a sultry South Dakota morning in August 1990, a team of commercial fossil hunters working in the Cheyenne River Sioux Reservation discovered that their truck had a flat tire. Despite the lure of taking a break and accompanying the rest of the team to town to get the tire repaired, Sue Hendrickson decided to stay behind and investigate a sandstone bluff that had caught her eye. Beneath the bluff, Sue found several dinosaur bone fragments and, looking up the cliff face, she noticed large bones protruding from the rock. Climbing to the top of the bluff for a closer look, Sue realized that she had found a skeleton of T. rex, the legendary bipedal carnivore from North America’s Upper Cretaceous period.

[image: image]

In the main lobby of Chicago’s Field Museum, Sue the T. rex greets visitors with her toothy smile. Shutterstock

When the team returned from town, they confirmed that the skeleton laid out in the sandstone was that of T. rex and named the fossil “Sue” in honor of its finder. But before the excitement of their monumental find waned, a controversy arose about who actually owned Sue. The fossil-hunting team had been working on land that was part of the Cheyenne River Sioux Reservation. The land that Sue was found on was a private ranch within the reservation. Since the ranch owner was part Sioux Indian, his private ranch was held in trust by the federal government. Soon, Sue the T. rex was the center of a custody battle.

After five years of hearings and appeals, the court decided that the skeleton of Sue was held in trust by the federal government for the ranch owner. In the end, the rancher decided to auction off Sue to the highest bidder. An auction was held at Sotheby’s Auction House in New York, and after only eight minutes, the gavel came down and the Field Museum and its financial backers had spent $8.5 million for the world’s largest and most complete T. rex skeleton. Ten years after Sue Hendrickson’s discovery, the T. rex named in her honor was unveiled in its new home in Chicago’s Field Museum.

Scientists and researchers working for the Field Museum travel the world in search of new discoveries in anthropology, botany, geology, and zoology. Their journeys have uncovered new species of plants and animals in the depths of the oceans and the world’s remotest mountains. In addition to sponsoring expeditions of discovery, the scientists of the Field Museum curate one of the largest and finest collections of scientific artifacts in the world.

Exploring the world of the cosmos is the theme of Chicago’s third natural science institution, the Adler Planetarium. A planetarium on the shore of Lake Michigan was the inspiration of Max Adler, an executive with Sears, Roebuck and Company. On a trip to Europe in 1928, Max Adler saw a presentation of the new Zeiss planetarium projector, a projection device that reproduced the stars and planets on the domed ceiling of a theater. When he returned to Chicago, Adler purchased and donated a projector to the people of Chicago and contracted architect Ernst Grunsfeld to construct a twelve-sided planetarium building on the shore of Lake Michigan. The Adler Planetarium was the first modern planetarium in the Western Hemisphere.

In addition to providing millions of visitors with a view of the planets and stars, the curators of the Adler Planetarium have amassed an impressive collection of astrological instruments. The collection has grown over the years to become an important part of the planetarium and the scientific community. The Star Rider Theater, which provides a unique computer-generated tour of the universe, is the planetarium’s newest feature.

Set against the backdrop of the nearby skyscrapers of Chicago is the Lincoln Park Zoo, home to over 1,200 reptiles, mammals, and birds. Established in 1868, the zoo is one of the country’s oldest and one of the few to admit visitors for free. The zoo features exhibits of animals from Africa to Antarctica and includes a hands-on exhibit of farm animals sponsored by John Deere. The zoo also sponsors one of the largest zoo-based conservation and science programs in the country, lending scientific expertise to conservation and wildlife management programs around the world. The zoo is located just north of downtown Chicago off Lake Shore Drive.


INDIANA DUNES NATIONAL LAKESHORE

Carved out of the urban sprawl of the Midwest’s industrial belt, the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore is an oasis of sand, forest, grassland, and beach in one of the most densely populated regions of the United States. In a mere 15,000 acres of natural beauty, the Indiana Dunes are home to over 1,135 different species of plant and host to 350 species of bird. The varied habitats in the park include oak savannah, prairie, fen, bog, swamp, marsh, dune, and deciduous forest, each with its own types of flora and fauna. One quarter of Indiana’s rare plants are found within the park.


ROUTE 22

From Michigan City, Indiana, follow U.S. Highway 12 west to Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore.



The effort to preserve the Indiana Dunes as a national park began in 1916 when the first director of the National Park Service, Stephen Mather, held hearings in Chicago about the possibility of creating a “Sand Dunes National Park.” Even as Mather held his public hearings, the dunes of southern Lake Michigan were being dismantled by industry. The Ball Glass Company, the Pittsburg Plate Glass Company, and a number of local steel mills carried away sand from the Indiana Dunes by the boxcar to use in their manufacturing processes. The idea for a park at the dunes had wide public support, but industry was the lifeblood of northern Indiana, and the destruction of the dunes continued.

After ten years of political wrangling, a small section of the dunes was set aside as an Indiana state park in 1926. The threat to the Indiana Dunes continued, however, when a group of business and political partners sought federal funds to create a shipping port at the site of the dunes. The Port of Indiana was needed, business leaders claimed, to provide a link to the worldwide market for locally manufactured goods. Local supporters of a national park feared a shipping port would destroy the Indiana Dunes.

The controversy came to a head in the early 1960s when President John F. Kennedy stepped into the fray with a compromise that would create both a national park and a deep sea port. The 89th Congress made the compromise into law in 1966, setting aside 6,670 acres of land for the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore. Further land acquisitions have brought the park to its current size of 15,000 acres.
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The beach at Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore is a favorite destination for city dwellers living along southern Lake Michigan. W. Shane Dougherty, Shutterstock
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Lake Michigan’s world-famous beaches extend from the Indiana Dunes northward to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.
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Before protections were put in place, large portions of Lake Michigan’s sand dunes were hauled away for use in the steel and glass industry. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 20229
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The Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore is an oasis for wildlife in a heavily urbanized area of Lake Michigan.

The habitats of the Indiana Dunes are home to a tremendous variety of plants and animals. In pre-European times, northern Indiana and Illinois formed the northeastern edge of the tallgrass prairie, a vast grassland that stretched westward to the Great Plains. A remnant prairie and an oak savannah survive within the park.

The tallgrass prairie ecosystem is unique to North America. True to its name, a tallgrass prairie consists of grasses like big bluestem that reach a height of six to eight feet tall. The grasses native to a tallgrass prairie tap into the fertile earth with root systems that stretch down twelve to fifteen feet belowground. This not only allows the plants to survive drought conditions but prevents soil erosion during dry spells and heavy rain.

The deep and intertwined roots of prairie grasses discouraged early settlers from working the land for crops. The invention of the steel plow in the 1840s allowed farmers to “bust” the prairie sod and convert North America’s prairies into farmland. Within fifty years, the prairies had disappeared beneath the plow.

The Mnoke Prairie, a remnant tallgrass prairie within the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore, is a small-scale example of the diversity and beauty that once stretched across the central United States. A prairie in the height of summer is a garden bursting with life. Intermingled with tall clumps of big bluestem grass are a profusion of colorful wildflowers. A dozen different species of butterfly cling to the nodding flowers of purple coneflower, wild bergamot, blazing star, New England aster, black-eyed Susan, and the striking scarlet flowers of royal catchfly. Insects of every description, from tiny weevils concealed on the stem and leaves to bright green katydids, share the bounty of the prairie.

The abundance of nectar and the insects that rely on it for food provide a feast for a variety of birds. A tiny flash of iridescent green and red reveals a ruby-throated hummingbird, zipping from flower to flower on wings that beat so fast they appear as a blur to the naked eye. Tree swallows twist and dive over the prairie, snatching insects in midair while the eastern kingbird sits on a perch overlooking the grassland, waiting to launch itself on fluttering wings to grab a passing insect. Thistle seeds attract the bright yellow goldfinch and the tiny, chestnut-colored grasshopper sparrow. The meadowlark and bobolink nest in tussocks of big bluestem, weaving nests from bits of winter-dried grass.

In June, the blue flowers of the wild lupine open to a rapidly greening landscape. On the leaves and stems of the lupine, pale green eggs hatch into the tiny caterpillar of the Karner blue butterfly, one of the Midwest’s most endangered butterflies. With the disappearance of prairies and the wild lupine that grows there came a steep decline in the number of Karner blues. In an effort to bring the endangered Karner blue butterfly back to its original range, the Nature Conservancy has begun reintroducing the butterfly at Howe’s Prairie in the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore. In addition to releasing Karner blue pupae, the Nature Conservancy has also planted thousands of the insect’s host plant, the wild lupine. The long-term goal is to establish suitable habitat in a number of places along southern Lake Michigan for the Karner blue with the hope that the butterfly will once again flourish there.

Fire plays a key role in the life of a prairie. In historical times, wildfires ignited by lightning or set by native people periodically raged through the prairie. The deep-rooted native grasses and wildflowers are tolerant of periodic burning and thrive as the fire releases nutrients back into the soil. Woody plants that encroach on the prairie from nearby forests fare less well when the prairie burns. Periodic fires help maintain a healthy prairie by eliminating competition from these invasive woody plants. Prescribed burns are used today to prevent unwanted woody vegetation from encroaching on a prairie.
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Wild lupine glows in the soft morning light at Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore.
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The wild lupine has been reintroduced in the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore with the hope of establishing a permanent population of the endangered Karner blue butterfly. W. Shane Dougherty, Shutterstock

Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore is also home to rare forested grasslands called oak savannahs. In an oak savannah, the deep roots and thick bark of northern pin oak and bur oak allow the trees to survive the frequent fires that sweep through the grasses and kill other less fire-tolerant trees. Aster, gentian, foxglove, beardtongue, and other shade-loving wildflowers thrive in the shadow of the towering oaks.
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Controlled burns are used to improve and maintain restored native grasslands around southern Lake Michigan.

Wetlands of various types play an important role in the ecology of Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore. Interdunal ponds provide breeding habitat for Fowler’s toads, salamanders, and other amphibians, while also attracting an array of large and small wading birds. Many species of sedge, bulrush, and water-loving grass thrive in the shallow water of these sandy-bottomed ponds, and the summer air is alive with dragonflies and damselflies of every description.

Tucked away in the forested lowlands of the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore are the acidic waters and floating mats of the Pinhook Bog. This floating bog is a remnant of a glacial pothole lake that has slowly filled with organic matter over the centuries. The top layer of Pinhook Bog consists of sphagnum moss, a fibrous, bright green moss that favors acidic water and soil. Beneath the sphagnum moss is a thick layer of partially decayed, water-saturated, organic material called peat. The sphagnum layer floats on top of the peat layer and trembles when it is stepped on, lending the feature its common name of “quaking bog.” The bog is home to a variety of interesting plants including the carnivorous sundew and pitcher plant. Ten of Indiana’s thirty-eight species of native orchid grow in the Pinhook Bog.

The Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore also contains another type of unique wetland: a fen. Cowles Bog, named for University of Chicago professor Henry Cowles, is actually a fen. Cowles, a pioneer in plant ecology, first developed the theory of plant succession while working in the Indiana Dunes. A fen is similar in appearance and structure to a bog, the main difference being the source and alkalinity of the water. A bog contains very acidic water recharged mainly through rainfall, while neutral or alkaline groundwater provides the source of the water in a fen.

The Cowles Bog Trail is one of many trails that traverse Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore. The park’s trails are well marked and well maintained and lead through a variety of habitats. Bring along the bicycle for a nine-mile trip along the Calumet Trail, which runs along the park’s southern boundary.
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A stairway offers an easy path over the fragile dunes and down to the beach at Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore. Thomas Barrat, Shutterstock

For history buffs, the park maintains the restored, 1830s-vintage log homestead of fur trader Joseph Bailly. Bailly traded European goods to the local Potawatomi and Ottawa in exchange for the pelts of beaver and muskrat trapped in the waterways of Illinois and Michigan. Bailly had ambitions to build a town near his small homestead, but due to his early death, Baillytown never materialized. Bethlehem Steel now occupies the site of the proposed town.

Later in the nineteenth century, a small colony of Swedish immigrants settled on the grounds of the present-day national lakeshore. The Chellberg Farm, maintained by the park service, contains many of the original buildings of the settlement. A collection of farm animals as well as the original farmhouse, maple sugaring house, and barn make up the Chellberg Farm working museum.


WARREN DUNES AND WARREN WOODS

Just north of the Indiana border, near the small town of Sawyer, Michigan’s Gold Coast begins. The golden sand beaches, public parks, and resort towns of Lake Michigan’s eastern shore draw more tourists each year than any other natural or manmade attraction in the Midwest. The Gold Coast is within a few hours drive of the Midwest’s most densely populated urban centers and offers recreational opportunities to suit just about any taste. Along this portion of Lake Michigan’s coast, tourism has eclipsed manufacturing and farming as the region’s most important industry.


ROUTE 23

To reach Warren Dunes State Park, follow Red Arrow Highway south from Interstate 94 south of Bridgman, Michigan. To reach Warren Woods State Park, follow Warren Woods Road east from Red Arrow Highway north of Union Pier, Michigan.
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Spring rain collects on the delicate leaves of the Dutchman’s breeches, a woodland wildflower found in rich woods around southern Lake Michigan.
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The red liquid found in the roots of the bloodroot plant was used by Native Americans as a dye and body paint.

Warren Dunes State Park is the southernmost of a series of state, local, and federal parks that dot Lake Michigan’s eastern coast all the way from the Indiana border to the Straits of Mackinac. The park is one of many along the lake to be built around a series of spectacular dunes and a fine sand beach. Due to the park’s proximity to metropolitan Chicago, Warren Dunes is one of Michigan’s busiest state parks and one of the few where out-of-state license plates usually outnumber those from Michigan.

Along with a 2.5-mile stretch of world-class beach, a modern campground, and 1,952 acres of dune and forest to roam, Warren Dunes State Park is also the premier location in the Midwest for hang-gliding. Tower Hill, a 240-foot-tall mound of sand, is the favored spot to launch a hang glider into the Lake Michigan breeze. On an ideal day, an experienced hang glider can stay aloft in the air currents above the hill for an hour or more. Tower Hill is packed with gliders on a breezy day, so the park service requires that hang gliders be certified and that they obtain a permit from the park office before launching.

Warren Dunes State Park is, in many ways, typical of many of Michigan’s state parks found along Lake Michigan: The main draw is the beach. A sunny summer day brings droves of sun-worshipping beachgoers to Warren Dunes, turning the beach into a kaleidoscope of brightly colored umbrellas, beach towels, and lotion-covered bodies. Many drive up for the day from Gary and Michigan City, Indiana, while others choose to stay the night at the park’s 180-site campground.

Like Saugatuck, P. J. Hoffmaster, and Muskegon state parks, there are hiking trails in Warren Dunes that lead through rolling, forested dunes and over grass-covered foredunes. Warren Dunes contains over five miles of hiking and cross-country ski trails. In the springtime, large flowered trillium, bloodroot, Dutchman’s breeches, and a variety of other wildflowers line the trails and cover the forest floor.
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Warren Dunes State Park has long been a popular destination for the residents around southern Lake Michigan. Courtesy of State of Michigan Archives, negative 20232

In the northern portion of the park is the Great Warren Dune Natural Area, a 488-acre parcel that includes a stretch of Lake Michigan beach, several active blowouts, forested dunes, and a series of sand ridges formed thousands of years ago when the lake level was higher than today. This small, secluded corner of the park is a good place to escape the busy beach and enjoy the quiet of a natural dune ecosystem.
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Warren Woods harbors one of the last remaining stands of old-growth southern hardwood in the southern Lake Michigan region. David Yohnka, Shutterstock

South and east of Warren Dunes State Park is a 311-acre parcel of land called Warren Woods State Park. This tiny park contains the last known virgin stand of beech-maple forest in southern Michigan and was designated a National Natural Landmark in 1967. Stands of beech, maple, sycamore, tulip tree, and oak once covered large portions of Lake Michigan’s southern watershed, but the hardwood forests quickly disappeared under the axes of settlers and lumberjacks.

The park is home to a variety of animals and birds that rely on an abundant nut crop. Several species of squirrel share the bounty with white-tailed deer, blue jays, and the region’s largest woodpecker, the pileated woodpecker.

As mature forests disappeared, so did many animals and birds that depended on them for food and shelter. In the maturing forests of northern Lake Michigan, the loud hammering boom of the pileated woodpecker is still a common sound, but the birds are far less common in the southern reaches of the lake. Pileated woodpeckers depend on old-growth forests for mating, nesting, and food. With the exception of Warren Woods and other small enclaves of older floodplain forests around southern Lake Michigan, suitable habitat for the graceful pileated woodpecker is rare. Warren Woods is a small reminder of the old-growth hardwood forests and their native animals that once graced much of southern Michigan and northern Indiana.

[image: image]

The eastern painted turtle is common throughout Lake Michigan’s watershed.
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Peninsula State Park on the Door Peninsula is Wisconsin’s most popular camping destination.
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