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Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.
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Introduction

Hiking the Upper Peninsula

Wild and off the beaten track, the Upper Peninsula has a long history as the backwoods retreat of the Upper Midwest—a 300-mile-long swath of secluded forests; sparkling, pristine water; remote shorelines; and eye-catching vistas. Better yet is the sheer mystery of the place. Here, less than a day’s drive from several major metropolitan areas, civilization sits just a little closer to the primitive. The U.P. has a well-deserved reputation for rewarding adventurers who invest the time to explore its hidden bays and high reaches.

The excursions in this book represent the best hikes in the Upper Peninsula according to only two people. While we think every one of these hikes is beautiful for various reasons, they are also meant to be a starting point for further exploration. In other words, don’t take our word for it. Let the places in this book lead you on to your own adventures. Everyone has different reasons for being in the woods, whether that be wildlife watching, exploring historic sites, geology, or just plain old peace and quiet. These sixty hikes represent only a small fraction of the breathtaking spaces and trails to be explored in the Upper Peninsula. For example, we’ve offered several beautiful hikes in the Porcupine Mountains Wilderness State Park, Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore, and Isle Royale National Park. However, each of these areas incorporates extensive trail networks that you can use to extend the explorations that begin with this book.

That being said, I obviously have my favorite spots and I would love to share them. It would be difficult to choose between the many waterfalls scattered like glittering stardust throughout the U.P. Each one has its own distinct personality. Some, like the mighty Tahquamenon and Black River Falls, are larger than life and thunderous, while others, like Memorial Falls, trickle shyly through shaded sandstone canyons. Still others, like Bond Falls and O-Kun-de-Kun Falls, feel like settings for fairy tales. Find the ones that suit you best and spend time with the places that become, in some way, a part of your personality. If you enjoy history with your hike, like I sometimes do, Union Mine, with its insight into early mining efforts in the Upper Peninsula, is a must see. The Trap Hills from Norwich Road to Victoria also sport some interesting prehistoric sites, as well as a landscape which itself seems to speak from another age.

While most of the U.P. is considered prime real estate for wildlife viewing, there are a few spots that are especially known for specific species. Isle Royale National Park and Craig Lake are two primary spots for moose. Craig Lake was one of the original drop sites for the moose reintroduction project in the mid-1980s. Seney National Wildlife Refuge and Whitefish Point are also significant, especially in spring and fall, when migrating birds use them as rest stops and flight corridors to and from Canada.

[image: Lake of the Cloads in the Porcupine Mountains]

For high vistas, some of my favorite spots include Horseshoe Harbor for its sheer sense of isolation and age, Marble Head at sunrise, and, of course, the sweeping view of Lake Superior from the colorful ridges along the Pictured Rocks shoreline.

But like I said, don’t take my word for it. Instead, find the trails that speak to your nature. My goal has been to offer something for everyone, at any skill level, with any of the varied interests that we bring to the woods with us. I hope I’ve succeeded, and that this book helps you find places that take your breath away, that inspire you, that fill your soul with all those intangible things that we take with us when we leave.

North Country Trail

In the 1960s a 60-mile-long footpath was built in the Chequamegon National Forest in Northwest Wisconsin and named the North Country Trail (NCT). At the time there were no great ambitions for it to be more than a trail through Wisconsin’s Northwoods. The name, however, caused a stir. In the years that followed, the idea of a trail stretching across a wide tier of northern states spread, and a movement to build the NCT was born.

As of 2014 the North Country National Scenic Trail features more than 4,600 certified, off-road miles of trail. Those trail segments are along a route that crosses seven states and stretches from northern New York to North Dakota.

Some of the most scenic stretches of that long national pathway are in the U.P. The list of notable NCT segments that made the cut for this book is extensive and includes the thunderous whitewater of the Black River Waterfalls and sweeping vistas of the Trap Hills in the west. In the central U.P., NCT hikes along the quiet shores of Craig Lake and the charming Little Garlic River are well worth a visit. Farther east the NCT offers spectacular views of Lake Superior in the Pictured Rocks and Mouth of the Blind Sucker River trail segments. The stretch along the Tahquamenon River, including the famous waterfalls, is a “can’t miss.” A little north of the Straits of Mackinac, the Maple Hill stretch is a subtle forest beauty.

Trail maps and up-to-date reports on new trail additions are on the North Country Trail Association’s (NCTA) website (see Appendix B). Hikers can also find information there on local chapters and insight on how they can help maintain the trail.

Weather

Weather in the U.P. is a source of local pride, often seen as a test of character. At its fiercest it will challenge you with ninety-degree heat and below-zero windchills. Fortunately there is a lot of fine hiking weather between those extremes. In addition to the obvious seasonal variation, there is sometimes a wide difference between the weather on the north and south shores of the U.P. At times, strong onshore winds create these differences. The Great Lakes often have a moderating effect on temperatures along their shores, resisting heat and cold that may be dominant just a few miles inland.

For hikers more than a casual distance from their vehicle, it pays to know the forecast and be prepared for worst-case scenarios, such as cold rain showers accompanied by strong winds. Several hikes in this book follow Great Lakes shorelines. Be aware that coastal routes are glorious in good conditions but merciless in their exposure to high winds when the weather gets rowdy.

While weather changes can affect hiking in the day to day, there are other considerations that can change conditions in the long term. Weather patterns are shifting as environments adjust to long-term climate changes. This means that seasons and storms can be unpredictable. There may still be ice and snow on the trails into June, migrations and fall colors might not follow expected historical patterns, and water levels on rivers and inland lakes could be higher than normal for each season. The levels of the Great Lakes vary from year to year as well. Some lakeshore hikes described as having deep beaches may be under water as more precipitation and longer winters have recently led to increased water levels on Lake Superior especially.

Seasons

Spring hiking, with its woodland wildflowers, colorful birds, and open sight lines through the leafless forest, can be the best of the year. It is a time when marsh walks along dike routes, such as the Seney National Wildlife Refuge, can lead to extravagant bird migration scenes. Bug presence is minimal, and weather is often temperate and ideal for walking. The weather can be volatile, however; keep track of forecasts and bring appropriate clothing. Right after snowmelt, trails are frequently wet or muddy. A walk along a sandy beach may be appealing then. Also remember that there may be fine hiking along Lake Michigan beaches while the Lake Superior snowbelt is still thick with snow.

Summer, with its long hours of daylight, lends itself to lengthy hikes, with time to linger at distant destinations. Hot temperatures are a comfort factor directly related to how much of a hike is in the deep shade of the forest canopy. Shady forest trails tend to be reasonably comfortable throughout the summer. One way to escape summer heat is to walk near the Great Lakes shorelines and enjoy cooler lake-effect temperatures. Bugs are numerous in early summer and slowly decline as the season progresses. Thunderstorms can soak hikers and expose them to dangerous lightning.

Fall is a favorite season for many hikers. It is hard to disagree with the merits of a forest ablaze with color. Shorter daylight hours dictate an earlier return from hikes. Full rain gear is a good idea for the cooler temperatures and lingering rain showers of fall. Bug season ends, and hikes that would be miserable in June are prime in late September. Hunters are out and about, however, so wearing some blaze orange is prudent.

Winter snow cover on hiking trails is a sure thing in the U.P., which may halt the hiking season, but for snowshoe and ski enthusiasts it is a pleasant opportunity to travel the trails in another manner. There are a few extraordinary winter hikes to ice caves, either on the frozen surface of the lakes (to Grand Island, for example), or on trails packed down by frequent use (try the Eben Ice Caves near Chatham).

Being Prepared

Two truths are the basis of a savvy clothing strategy. First, layer your clothing and you will have options. Temperature, wind, shade, and precipitation can change during a hike. If you have clothing choices, you will be able to add or subtract a layer and be more comfortable when those changes occur. You will be able to walk without becoming overheated, cold, or wet. Second, synthetic thread does not absorb water as cotton thread does. Essentially this means that any moisture in the fabric dries quicker because it is between the threads, not within them. This fundamental advantage of synthetic clothing keeps the hiker drier, with less chance of becoming chilled. In cool temperatures or high winds, that advantage can become a critical safety factor.

The season and length of your hike determine what clothing is essential. A cap and sunblock could be the bottom line for a short warm-weather hike, but consider a long-sleeved shirt and pants for protection from the sun, bugs, and briars.

Rain gear quality should reflect the relative threat of becoming chilled and hypothermic. On a short, warm-weather hike, that threat may be low, but in cooler temperatures, and on longer outings, take along full rain gear as well as a sweater and warm hat.

[image: Often overlooked, but charming and secluded, unnamed falls on the Little Carp River]

Hiking boots are a basic part of your clothing system. Boots that feature a waterproof/breathable liner will keep your feet toasty in a chilly autumn rain and ease the going when trails are wet.

During summer, consider adding mosquito netting to your clothing line-up. Insects can cause discomfort and distract you from your reasons for hiking in the first place. Ticks are also prevalent, and deer ticks carry Lyme disease. Tall socks, long pants, and sleeves with tight cuffs can reduce access to skin. Still, all U.P. woodsmen and -women know that the after-hike tick check is an integral part of any trip into the backwoods. Water is imperative for any hike. Bring more than you think you’ll need, in case you’re in the woods longer than expected, especially on hot sunny days.

Being prepared has its equipment aspects, but in the end it is mental. We set out on hikes with a set of assumptions in place. We are confident that our physical capabilities and gear can deal with the conditions and terrain we expect to find. In a way we are using a mathematical formula that goes like this: confidence + conditioning + gear + conditions that are reasonable and as expected = successful outing. Trouble arises when one of the factors in this formula changes and the formula no longer computes. That change could be a severe heel blister, twisted ankle, sudden lightning storm, or cold rain squall. At that point conditions may exceed our capacity to deal with them. Even a fanny pack has room for a small amount of gear that can make a big difference when problems arise. At a minimum take a compass, energy bar, water, knife, aspirin, bandages, antibacterial ointment, matches, and space blanket emergency bag. Tightly folded garbage bags take up less room than your wallet and can pinch-hit as an emergency shelter or rain gear.

[image: Summer on the Presque Isle River, when water levels often run low]

Wildlife

It is important to remember that time in the backwoods is shared with a variety of animal species. For the most part, these animals pose no threat to even a solo hiker, and will move away when they hear you approaching. However, there are a few precautions to keep in mind. Bears are often the first animal that comes to mind when people worry about dangerous encounters. While it is true that black bears can be aggressive, incidents of bear-related injuries are extremely uncommon, and mostly occur when a person attempts to approach a bear. If you encounter a bear on the trail, don’t run, but back cautiously away. Almost always, a bear will run away when it notes your presence. If not, they can usually be scared away by loud noise or pepper spray.

Moose can actually be more dangerous, especially in spring and fall when they are protecting young or mating. If you encounter a moose, place a large solid object, like a sturdy tree, between yourself and the moose. They are not agile enough to dart around objects to charge you. Also keep an eye on their ears. Just like a horse, if a moose is upset, its ears will be laid back along its head.

There is a healthy population of wolves in the Upper Peninsula, but humanwolf encounters are infrequent, and attacks on hikers are unheard of. If you’re lucky enough to hear or see a wolf, enjoy the experience. As with any other wildlife species, do not approach wolves.

It is also notable that trail cams have recently recorded cougars in isolated areas of the Upper Peninsula. However, there have been no reports of interactions between humans and cougars.

Impact on the Land

Zero impact is to hiking and camping what catch-and-release is to fishing. It all boils down to one concept: With a little forethought, we will still be able to enjoy the outing we are taking today in 5 years—or 50.

If you pack it in, pack it out. Leave nothing but footprints. Human sanitation is especially important in the backwoods, away from toilets. Dig a 6-inch-deep hole, well away from any stream or water, relieve yourself, and cover the hole with dirt. Pack out your used toilet paper in a plastic storage bag.

You, and others like you, can make the critical difference in whether the places we enjoy today are worth visiting in the years to come. Your knowledge of savvy methods to respond to threats to the U.P.’s wild lands is a key part of the strategy to protect them. Citizen watchdogs are the eyes and ears that blow the whistle on polluters and other illegal activity.

You are not alone. You can plug into a broad network of like-minded folks. A good place to start is with the following organizations: Save the Wild U.P., the Superior Watershed Partnership and Land Trust, the Sierra Club, and the Upper Peninsula Environmental Coalition (see Appendix B for contact information).You can also do a great service for yourself, other hikers, and the community at large by keeping abreast of conservation issues that impact the U.P. Information is power. For example, zebra mussel populations are taking over all of the Great Lakes except Superior. On some Lake Michigan shoreline hikes, you may find yourself crunching over beaches buried in deep piles of zebra mussel shells. Also, wolf hunting has recently been reinstituted in the U.P., and there is some concern that the population is not yet strong enough to maintain itself with the added population stress of yearly hunts.

Finally, and perhaps most disturbing, sulfide mining (a type of mining associated with notable pollution) continues to be a concern in the Upper Peninsula. At least two proposals for sulfide mines seem to be imminent. One of those mines would be on the Yellow Dog Plains in western Marquette County. The other would be near the Menominee River. Sulfide ores exposed to air and water create sulfuric acid and pollute water systems. This type of pollution can’t be easily fixed, and, once polluted, the ecosystem remains poisoned for thousands of years.

How to Use This Guide

Field research for this guide included over 1,000 miles of hiking and rehiking every foot of trail described. The purpose of this book is to organize that pool of knowledge in a way that allows you to locate outings suitable to your tastes and abilities. You can make an initial screening of the hike chapters by checking the Hike Finder in Appendix A. The hike locator map offers a quick scan of which hikes are in a given area. Further, each section begins with a description of nearby towns, and will help you find more information on trails and stock up on gear and supplies. All hikes in a specific section include directions from a (relatively) nearby town. Hike chapters begin with a summary of the facts needed to evaluate that hike. The “Type of hike” section puts each hike into one of four categories:

Loop hike. A loop hike begins and ends at the same point without walking the same stretch of trail more than once. At times finishing the loop may require a small amount of road walking to return to the starting point.

Lollipop hike. A lollipop hike is a loop with a stem, or occasionally two stems. If the loop segment of the lollipop is very small in proportion to the stem, it falls into the category of out-and-back hikes.

One-way shuttle hike. A one-way shuttle hike involves walking from one point to another, typically using a second vehicle or a bicycle for the return trip.

Out-and-back hike. An out-and-back hike is one where you hike to a location and retrace your steps to return to your point of origin.

The total mileage for each hike appears under the heading “Distance.” Keep in mind that most mileage figures, whether from official sources or my notes, are an estimate.

Each hike has an overall Difficulty rating:

Easy. These are well-marked trails, and the length is less than 6 miles. There is reasonably good footing and no obstacles worth mentioning.

Moderate. These hikes are on marked or obvious trails, old woods roads, or lanes. They are less than 10 miles long, and footing may be rougher in places than easy hikes. Moderate hikes may include, for example, narrow but good trails along the sides of steep inclines.

Difficult. This rating reflects either a hike length of more than 10 miles or conditions or navigation that require considerable skills and/or perseverance. Difficult hikes may be on unmarked trails or old woods roads or involve considerable off-trail travel. The footing may be rough and there may be steep climbs.

An asterisk after the overall difficulty rating indicates a route or trail that requires some attention to follow. Some scanning may be necessary to spot the next blaze, and the trail itself may be faint or show no wear marks at all on the ground.

“Best months” lists the time during which the hike is normally free of snow and reasonable to walk. Early or late season snowstorms can change that. Keep in mind that after the snow melts, standing water can still make some areas impassable without wading or off-trail navigation around temporary ponds.

Any map listed from a land agency or trail organization shows the featured hike or a large portion of it. These maps are often basic but perfectly adequate for easy hikes and some moderate ones. USGS topographical maps are useful for some moderate and difficult hikes. Unfortunately it is not unusual for these maps to predate the existence of the hiking trail in question. Topographical maps that show the area, but not all of the trail mentioned have (inc.), for incomplete, after them. Having both the land agency map and the topographical map is a good idea. The North Country Trail Association also has worthwhile maps.

A “Fees and permits” section lists necessary items such as state park vehicle stickers or backpacking permits.

Each hike summary also includes a brief description, “Finding the trailhead,” which describes how to locate the start of the hike from a nearby town. Finally there are headings that list nearby “Camping,” as well as a “Trail contact” if you need more information. GPS coordinates for each trailhead have also been added to the new edition.

Other important aspects of each hike are listed under the “Special considerations” heading.

How to Use the Maps

The maps in this book are designed to provide quick and easy reference for each hike. Please refer to the Map Legend on the following page for a list of symbols used throughout the book. Each map visualizes a starting location, a highlighted trail, and arrows to indicate the direction of travel as detailed in the text section of the hike. Landmarks and physical characteristics of the landscape are noted as navigational references or points of interest. Further, the maps use elevation tints, called hypsometry, to portray relief. Each gray tone represents a range of equal elevations, as shown in the scale key with the map. These maps will give you a good idea of elevation gain and loss. The darker tones are lower elevations and the lighter grays are higher elevations. The lighter the tone, the higher the elevation. Narrow bands of different gray tones spaced closely together indicate steep terrain, whereas wider bands indicate areas of more gradual slope.
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Ironwood/Ontonagon Area Hikes

Set in the farthest corner of the western Upper Peninsula, this area encompasses some of the region’s most rugged and alluring landscapes. The Porcupine Mountains, the Trap Hills, and the Black River Waterfalls each have extraordinary features to recommend them. From high rock ridges facing endless Lake Superior shoreline, to some of the most impressive waterfalls in the U.P., to ancient and secluded landscapes on long stretches of North Country Trail, hikers could easily spend a full 2 weeks exploring just this relatively small area.

Ironwood, Michigan, population 5,500, lies to the southwest of the Porcupine Mountains (also known as the Porkies) and Trap Hills, while Ontonagon, a small town to the north of only about 1,500 people, is known locally as the gateway to the Porcupine Mountains.

Ontonagon features a charming downtown along the banks of the Ontonagon River, just before it joins Lake Superior. The US Forest Service has an outpost here on US 45, and there’s a visitor center on the site of the Ontonagon County Historical Museum at the corner of River and Spar Streets.

Ironwood is a larger town with a few more amenities. If you need to stock up on gear or supplies before heading into the Porkies or the Trap Hills, stop by Steep Creek Outfitters, a great locally owned business, which also serves locally sourced food items.

Dunham’s Sports

1440 East Cloverland Dr.

Ironwood, MI 49938

(906) 530-6700

Ontonagon County Chamber of

Commerce

PO Box 266

Ontonagon, MI 49953

(906) 884-4735

www.ontonagonmi.org/home.html

Porcupine Mountains Ontonagon

Area Convention and Visitors Bureau

PO Box 1

Ontonagon, MI 49953

(906) 884-2047

Steep Creek Outfitters

930 East Cloverland Dr.

Ironwood, MI 49938

(906) 364-7336



1Black River Waterfalls

Highlights: A spectacular parade of five waterfalls 

Location: 15 miles north of Bessemer

Type of hike: Out-and-back, in 2 stems

Distance: 8.3 miles

Difficulty: Difficult

Fees and permits: None

Best months: May through October

Camping: Ottawa National Forest’s Black River Harbor Campground, a quarter-mile west of the trailhead, has 40 campsites.

Map: USGS Black River Harbor (inc.) quad

Trail contact: Ottawa National Forest, (906) 932-1330, www.fs.usda.gov/ottawa

Finding the trailhead: From Bessemer drive 15 miles north on Black River Road (Gogebic CR 513) and turn right (east) into the Black River Harbor Recreation Area. The trail begins at a paved walkway through the park and picnic area. GPS: 46.664624, -90.046636

Special considerations: Parts of these trails are eroded and rough and have an abundance of exposed roots. Use caution on wet rocks near the river and waterfalls.



The Hike

Waterfall fans have many incredible choices in the western U.P., but it’s difficult to top the drama of the Presque Isle and Black Rivers making thunderous descents to Lake Superior. Like a peerless set of twins, both rivers sport a parade of waterfalls that stand tall in any short list of U.P. whitewater shows. Better yet, both sets of cascades are compact, creating outstanding hikes.

This hike tours the westernmost of those two streams—the Black River—as it tumbles through a delightful gorge to Lake Superior. First the route skirts the river’s mouth at Black River Harbor and ascends its east side to the perfect vantage point for Rainbow Falls



[image: Black River Waterfalls]

[image: Potawatomi Falls during a dry spell, showing the conglomerate riverbed. The Black River races to Lake Superior in a set of five thumping waterfalls.]
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Lake of the Cloads in the Porcupine Mountains
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Stummer on the Presque Isle River, when water levels ofien run low
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Ofien overlooked, but charming and secluded, unnamed falls on the Little Carp Rive
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Potawatomi Falls during a dry spell, showing the conglomerate riverbed. The Black River races o

Lake Superior in a set of five thumping waterfalls.
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