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 CHAPTER THREE:  NATURAL FEATURES 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Burt Township occupies the extreme eastern end of Alger County on the south shore of Lake 

Superior.  Most of Burt Township's 234.4 square mile land area is occupied by the Pictured 

Rocks National Lakeshore, Lake Superior State Forest and other large timber holdings, such as 

the Heartwood Forest Fund.  Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore was designated the first 

National Lakeshore in America; a further discussion on this park is found at the end of the 

chapter. 

 

How do the natural features, especially those of the Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore, affect 

development opportunities within Burt Township?  What are these features?  In Chapters One 

and Two, human and economic qualities were discussed; this Chapter will focus on specific 

natural features and the impact that these features have on development opportunities.  These 

factors, along with the man-made features to be discussed in Chapter Five, will provide a 

framework within which public policies can be developed to produce a better environment. 

 

HISTORICAL ROLE OF NATURAL RESOURCES 

A dramatic chapter in Grand Marais history began in 1893 when the Alger-Smith Lumber 

Company of Detroit built its railroad from Seney to Grand Marais and moved milling operations 

there.  During the next several years, over two thousand persons flocked to Grand Marais; 

Grand Marais was turned into a boom town consisting of 30 saloons, two newspapers, a dozen 

hotels, boarding houses and two banks.  Grand Marais had become a bustling lumber port and 

commercial center. 

 

Unfortunately, this economic prosperity did not endure, and the decline of Grand Marais was 

just as dramatic as its rapid rise was.  In 1910, Alger-Smith announced the closing of operations 

and the abandonment of the Manistique Railway.  This resulted in the hurried exodus of three-

quarters of the population, and within several years, the community was left almost a ghost 

town. 

 

Fishing and lumbering revived gradually, and a growing tourist trade gained momentum to give 

Grand Marais a more stable economy and population.  The village's picturesque setting, its air 

of quiet stability, and its legacy of colorful history reach back 300 years. 

 

Grand Marais has a combined total of 20 miles of Lake and Bay shoreline.  Fifteen of the 20 

miles make up one of the most beautiful bays in the State.  The remaining five miles of 

shoreline scan the second largest inland lake in the world; Lake Superior. 

 

The bay shoreline is dotted with a few old fishing shacks, a public marina, the township band 

stand, summer homes, resort cabins, and permanent homes.  Little remains of the lumbering 

and fishing activity that occupied so much of the shoreline in the late 1800's and early 1900's. 
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The harbor has been used as a place of refuge for voyagers for over 300 years.  With the 

construction of the marina, activity has increased steadily.  Pleasure boating and charter boat 

fishing generate the majority of trips into and out of the harbor.  Commercial fishing out of 

Grand Marais continues to endure also. 

 

The often turbulent lakeshore is in marked contrast to the quiet safety of the bay.  The five-mile 

shoreline is almost barren of development.  Two miles of shoreline are part of the township 

park.  More and more tourists each year search the shore for agates thrown up on the beach by 

the powerful wind and wave action of Lake Superior. 

 

Geologically speaking, Alger County is relatively young.  Topographical features are changing 

constantly, because the natural erosion processes remain active.  The numerous waterfalls and 

shallow streams demonstrate this immaturity.  The most spectacular features in the County are 

the rock escarpments along the Lake Superior shoreline east of Munising, and the Grand Sable 

Sand Dunes, near Grand Marais.  A popular tourist activity is combing Lake Superior's shoreline 

for the highly acclaimed agate. 

 

It was on these bases that the organic soil-making processes began their long uphill battle 

toward fertility.  These organic processes, working with the physical processes of water, have 

produced a beautiful township consisting of lakes, streams and small waterways; lush northern 

hardwood-conifer forests; and some boreal forests which are common farther north in Canada.  

These forests are evidence of the subtle soil distinctions of the soils bases.  Beech, maple, birch, 

elm, and hardwoods are found in the well-drained loam developed from the basal tills and 

morainal hills.  They give way to swamp conifers, pine, and hemlock on the well-drained, yet 

fertile, outwash soils.  If the soils are not drained, outwash soils give way to swamp conifers 

also.  The boreal forests:  spruce, fir, birch, and aspen are found in the unfertile outwash soils; 

giving way to stands of aspen or lush willow in poorly drained areas. 

 

This variety of forest habitat provides for a variety of wildlife.  Pine martin, fisher, otter, beaver, 

mink, muskrat, and black bear were all sought by the fur trader.  Their homes were destroyed 

as the loggers harvested timber.  By virtue of their adaptability, the mink, muskrat, and black 

bear survived.  The other species of wildlife survived in smaller populations and are now 

recovering slowly under protective legislation.  As the forests were logged, the populations of 

coyotes and bobcats increased, keeping the populations of snowshoe hare, deer, and game 

birds under control.  This trend is reversing itself slowly as new forests are replacing the logged-

over lands.  In the swamplands and along the shorelines of lakes, waterfowl proliferate. 

 

These features provide the reader with some natural determinants which, when coupled with 

man-made features, begin to suggest a pattern of development for Burt Township. 
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BEDROCK GEOLOGY 

Bedrock is the solid material that forms the earth’s crust.  Bedrock geology consists of solid rock 

formations found below the soil formed during the early periods of the earth’s development 

that form the earth’s crust.  These formations have undergone extensive folding, uplifting, 

eroding and weathering during the millions of years that have since passed and are now 

overlain by surface geology and soil. Bedrock serves a valuable function as it captures and 

stores water that is tapped by wells for drinking.  The capacity of each different type of bedrock 

for providing a source of well water plus the water's quality is discussed next. 

 

Cambrian Sandstone 

This type of bedrock is found in a long narrow band that parallels the shoreline of Lake 

Superior.  Most wells drilled into this bedrock will yield enough water for domestic purposes.  

Large diameter wells drilled down into the bedrock in excess of 50 feet may yield more than 

100 gallons per minute (gpm).  Some wells drilled down into bedrock will fade because of 

impermeable shale or crystalline igneous and metamorphic rocks encountered at a shallow 

depth.  Except for moderate hardness, water quality is good. 

 

Cambrian-Ordovician Sandy Dolomite 

The southern portion of Burt Township consists of Cambrian-Ordovician Sandy Dolomite.  

Essentially, the sandy dolomites are composed of sandy limestone, with some shale.  Most 

wells drilled down into this bedrock will yield enough water for domestic purposes.  Large 

diameter wells drilled down into the bedrock in excess of 50 feet may yield as much as 50 gpm.  

If sufficient water is not obtained from these beds, the wells may be deepened to penetrate the 

underlying sandstone. 

 

Jacobsville Sandstone 

Jacobsville Sandstone appears predominantly along the shore of Lake Superior.  A narrow strip 

occurs in the northeast corner, running east from Grand Marais.  A second narrow strip occurs 

on Au Sable Point.  Moderate yields of water have been reported.  Generally, water from 

Jacobsville Sandstone is moderately hard to hard, and locally it contains objectionable amounts 

of iron.  In other areas of Alger County, wells drilled down into Jacobsville Sandstone in excess 

of 100 feet have produced salty water.  When drilling wells in the sandstone, wells should be as 

shallow as possible. 

 

SURFACE GEOLOGY 

Surface geology is an important factor in terms of the ability to filter contaminants, the ability 

of the soil to support structures, roads, etc. and the suitability of a site for various uses.  

Immense masses of ice passed through the region, removing soft surface materials.  Melting 

glaciers left materials behind.  In this overview of the earth that makes up Burt Township, 

surface geology is the intermediate step between bedrock geology and soils.  General 

categories are used to distinguish the deposits from each other.  These categories imply certain 

processes of formation and also variety in material content. 
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Glacial deposits occurred in three ways.  Materials deposited from the ice directly without 

being transported by moving water are called tills; materials deposited in streams of water and 

transported through the movement of the water are called outwash; and those deposited in 

glacial lakes are called lake deposits.  More specifically, the individual or combined actions of 

wind, water, and glaciers, produce a surface geology that reflects the forces responsible for its 

formation. 

 

A brief description of the glacial deposits that are present in Burt Township follows.  A map 

illustrating the location of each deposit is included also. 

 

Glacial Lake Plain Deposits 

This deposit occurs along the shore of Lake Superior.  This material is composed of sand usually, 

but may contain silt or clay also.  Deposits are well sorted and are well to moderately 

permeable.  Water supply is sufficient for all domestic, and some moderate additional uses.  

The amount of silt or clay present determines permeability and water yield; concentrations of 

more that 25 percent silt or clay impede drainage, and in most cases the result are a swamp or 

marsh. 

 

Dune Sand Deposits 

Dune Sand is present west of Grand Marais in the Grand Sable Dunes, in the Beaver Lake area, 

and in a narrow strip southeast of Grand Marais.  Dunes consist of well-sorted windblown sand 

of high permeability.  Generally, the dunes are located above the water table and are not a 

good source of water. 

 

Outwash 

These deposits occur in the southern portion of Burt Township.  Usually, outwash deposits are 

found south of End or Recessional Moraines.  This is the case in Burt Township, as the map 

illustrates. 

 

Areas of outwash consist of stratified sand and gravel which have been deposited by glacial 

meltwater streams.  These deposits are very permeable and are a good source of ground water.  

Water from outwash is of good chemical quality generally and is soft or moderately hard only.  

In some areas, water may contain objectionable amounts of iron. 

 

End or Recessional Moraines 

In Burt Township, moraine deposits are found in a belt that starts in the southeastern portion 

of the Township.  Another belt parallels the shore of Lake Superior in the northwest portion of 

the Township.  Sand and gravel till, with small areas of sand and gravel outwash predominates 

in end or recessional moraines.  Locally, till is clay or silt.  Permeability varies greatly, being low 

in clayey till and high in outwash areas. 
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SOILS 

The soils originated from the movement of glaciers over bedrock.  Tons of pressure and the 

slow movement of the ice turned solid rock into an extremely fine-ground material.  This finely 

ground rock was not transported and/or deposited in any orderly pattern.  This fact is easy to 

discern by looking at the soils map which resembles a patchwork or mosaic.  Because of this 

scattering and mixing of soil types, general statements have to be made with regard to type and 

location of soils.  Any specific work with soils should refer to specific data about the locations 

involved. 

 

Soils are an integral and vital part of the environment and may be defined as discrete bodies 

produced by interactions of climate, vegetation, and surficial geologic materials on the earth's 

surface.  Soils vary greatly from place to place in landscapes, often within short distances.   

 

Soil Taxonomy is a natural comprehensive system of soil classification, which classifies soil 

properties for many uses.  Soil Taxonomy is a tool designed to serve the soil mapping programs, 

so that characteristics of soil can be translated into maps showing areal distribution of 

attributes which influence past, present, and future land use and management. 

 

Users of soil classification systems are unable to comprehend all of the complexities of soils 

unless the soils are grouped into meaningful units.  Soil groupings involve methods and criteria 

by which specific narrowly defined soils and maps at the lowest levels can be placed into 

broader classes or categories necessary for making management and design decisions about 

uses of land.  This grouping converts a soil map into a special purpose map.  Soil groups enable 

planners and developers to consider only those soil properties that are important for a specific 

purpose or use.  Each user of soil maps can exploit the information in numerous ways.  For 

example, land classification is the grouping of soil map units primarily on the basis of their 

capability to produce common cultivated crops and pasture plants without deterioration over 

an extended period of time.  

 

If man ignores the soil's capacity to support a specific land use, problems arise.  Using 

technology to overcome limitations that would hold back an incompatible land use is not 

always wise.  Everyone has heard of septic tanks that will not function because of high water 

tables or run off problems because of acres of land being paved with no provision for water 

collection.  This technological overpowering of existing conditions should be done intelligently.  

Immediate and long-range effects need to be researched and studied and steps taken to 

minimize negative aspects of development.  A study and analysis of soils is the first step in 

locating areas suitable for development.  

 

The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has completed a comprehensive study of 

soil types and their suitability for development.  The NRCS identified soils found in the Upper 

Peninsula in addition to noting the specific characteristics of the soil.  This Soil Conservation 

Service study was used as the source for that data pertaining to soils in Alger County and Burt 

Township. 
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When soil suitability is considered, Alger County has four main uses that were inventoried as to 

limitations of soil characteristics with respect to development of these uses.  These main uses 

do not include all uses, but are typical of the uses not mentioned.  Agriculture, residential, 

recreation and woodland are the four major uses.  Each use and the soil characteristics which 

are compatible with a specific use are outlined in the following paragraphs. 

 

Agricultural activity consists of the production of adapted crops and the production of livestock 

for beef and dairy products.  When rating the soil for agricultural use, topography, natural 

drainage, moisture holding capacity, productivity, crop adaptability, and erosion hazard are 

examined.  The soils with compatible characteristics according to the list of desirable criteria 

would be best suited for agricultural use.  The soil's suitability for agricultural use decreases as 

the number of soil characteristics that do not fulfill the requirements for agricultural activity 

increase. 

 

Ratings of soil suitable for residential uses were divided according to two types of development.  

The first category is comprised of subdivision residences that are on lots of less than one acre in 

size or are part of a housing project.  The second category consists of soils that are rated for 

suitability, according to their ability to support estate type residences that are built on lots 

larger than one acre in size.  The soil characteristics that are used to evaluate residential 

development potential are:  topography, natural drainage, suitability for foundations, 

basements, septic tank disposal systems, lawn establishment, suitability for grading, and 

stability in excavations.  To a limited degree, these residential suitability ratings can be applied 

to road building, industrial sites, and other similar uses. 

 

Two types of recreation activities are rated.  Open type uses include hunting, golf courses, ski 

developments, parks, and nature trails.  The second consists of active type of activities, 

including ball fields, playgrounds, and tennis courts.  The criteria used in evaluating the 

suitability of the soil for both types of recreation use were based on topography, drainage, 

suitability for establishing turf, suitability of an area for producing food and cover for wildlife, 

and availability of pond sites. 

 

Next, an inventory of soil types and their major characteristics was completed.  The soils were 

arranged into groups according to similarity in type.  A general description and a list of 

predominate soil types is included in this chapter.  In addition, a broad interpretation of the 

suitability of each soil group for each of the four major uses is included.  Only those soil groups 

that are indigenous to Burt Township will be discussed. 

 

Soil Group # 1 Shelldrake-Rubicon Association 

The predominant soils in this association are deep, nearly level to sloping, well drained soils 

that have coarse textured subsoils.  These soils are rated fair for forestry and poor for cropland 

or pasture because of droughtiness.  Moderate limitations exist for recreational uses because of 

the coarse texture of the soil.  For intensive uses requiring septic tank fields, only slight 

limitations exist.  Pollution of shallow groundwater supplies is a hazard because of the rapid 
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permeability of the subsoil or substratum.  This soil occurs in Alger County from Grand Portal 

Point in Munising Township to Au Sable Point in Burt Township. 

 

Soil Group # 2 Rubicon Association 

The predominant soils in this association are deep, nearly level and gently sloping soils with 

coarse textured subsoils.  Because of droughtiness, these soils are rated fair for forestry and 

poor for use as cropland or pasture.  They have moderate limitations for recreational use 

because of their coarse texture.  These soils are well suited to residential development.  Only 

slight limitations exist for intensive uses requiring septic tank drain fields.  Pollution of shallow 

groundwater supplies is a hazard because of the rapid permeability of the subsoil. 

 

This association is found in many areas on Burt Township.  It is found both inland and along the 

shore of Lake Superior. 

 

Soil # 3 Kalkaska Association 

The predominant soils in this association are deep, nearly level to sloping strongly, well drained 

and moderately well drained soils that have coarse textured subsoils.  This association is rated 

fair for forestry and poor for pasture and croplands because of droughtiness.  It has moderate 

limitations for recreational use because of the coarse textured subsoils.  Except in areas of 

steep slopes, only slight limitations exist for intensive uses requiring septic tank drain fields.  

This association is the most common in Alger County and in Burt Township.  It comprises 31% of 

the soil types found in Alger County, and a much greater percentage is present in Burt 

Township. 

 

Soil Group # 7 Onota-Onota, Wet Variant Association 

The predominant soils in this association are moderately deep, nearly level to gently sloping, 

well drained and poorly drained soils with moderately coarse textured subsoils overlying 

sandstone bedrock.  This soil group is rated fair for forestry, cropland, and pasture because of 

the sandstone bedrock; except for the wet variant association which is poorly suited for these 

uses because of wetness.  These soils are well suited for forestry and agricultural uses and have 

slight limitations only for forestry, agricultural, recreational, or residential uses.  This soil 

association is found in Burt Township from Grand Marais to Grand Sable Lake. 

 

Soil Group # 10 Tawas-Carbondale, Lupton and Rifle-Roscommon Association 

The predominant soils in this association are nearly level, very poorly drained organic soils; and 

deep, nearly level, poorly drained soils with coarse textured subsoils.  Primarily because of its 

wetness and organic nature, this soil association is poorly suited to agricultural use and has 

severe limitations for a recreational or residential purpose.  This soil association is spread 

throughout Burt Township. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

General statements pertaining to the location of specific land uses in Burt Township can be 

discussed now that the soil groups and their inherent characteristics have been described. 
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All of the soil associations that appear in Burt Township have been evaluated and rated as being 

poor for agricultural use; Soil Group # 10, Tawas-Carbondale, Lupton and Rifle-Roscommon 

Association, presents severe limitations to agricultural use.  The only exception to the overall 

poor rating of the soil groups found in Burt Township is Soil Group # 7.  The Onota-Onota, Wet 

Variant Association is rated as being fair for agricultural use.  This soil group is present in a 

relatively small area that extends from Grand Marais southwest to Grand Sable Lake.  Caution 

should be exercised; however, because this is a wetland soil and areas considered for 

agricultural use that need to be drained must comply with state wetland regulations. 

 

The soil associations that are rated poor for agricultural use are rated fair for forestry uss.  Soil 

Group # 7 is rated as being fair for both agricultural and forestry use. 

 

Soil Group # 7, the Onota-Onota, Wet Variant Association is rated as being fair for agricultural 

and forestry uses, and only slight limitations to recreational uses exist.  It would appear that the 

best location for any agricultural, forestry, or recreational use would be around the Grand 

Marais area southwest to Grand Sable Lake where Soil Group # 7 is located.  It is important to 

keep in mind that in some areas in Burt Township where this soil group appears, it is the wet 

variant and poses some additional restrictions for agricultural and forestry uses. 

 

Soils compatible with residential use or intensive uses requiring septic tank drain fields are 

distributed throughout the Township.  Soil Groups # 1, # 2, and # 3 are well suited to these 

uses.  Soil Group # 7 poses severe limitations to intensive use, because of the bedrock and 

wetness.  Soil Group # 10 is described as imposing severe limitations on both recreational 

and/or residential uses. 

 

MINERAL RESOURCES 

The extraction of sand and gravel for use in road construction and repair is the extent of Alger 

County and Burt Township's mineral resources.  Two gravel pits are located just outside of 

Grand Marais. As a source of employment, the extraction of sand and gravel does not provide a 

significant amount of jobs in either Alger County or Burt Township.  However, these minerals 

are important in construction and building activities.  In serving this function, they are an 

important natural resource.  As with most natural resources, there is a finite amount of sand 

and gravel.  To meet future demand, amounts that are sufficient in quantity and quality to meet 

these demands should be identified and protected for the years to come.   

 

FLOODPLAINS AND WETLANDS 

Rivers, streams, and creeks have areas adjacent to them that at times are inundated by excess 

water that cannot be handled by the natural volume of flow.  These areas are called 

floodplains.  Depending on drainage basin size, capacity of streams, normal flow, and average 

rain or snowfall, flooding may occur as often as every spring or as seldom as every fifty years.  

Therefore, development on designated floodplains should be regulated as to the type of use, 

building standards, and activities that would alter flooding patterns.  Regulations should be 

consistent with state laws also. 
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Areas designated as wetland look like the title indicates.  They are lowlands of level or nearly 

level poorly drained soils.  In Alger County, these soils are poorly drained loams, sandy, and 

organic soils.  For much of the year, the water table is at or near the surface.  This means that if 

the water is not above the ground, it is near surface level below the ground.  Thus, water 

occurring on the surface tends to collect rather than drain away or enter the soil.  Wetlands are 

described sometimes as marsh, swamp, bog, or general muck.  As a functional area serving a 

useful purpose, this type of land is limited to select recreational activity.  For example, the 

production of food and cover for wildlife would be the most appropriate land use.  One of the 

most important functions of wetland areas is the filtering and retention of water. 

 

Alger County contains spottings of these lands across its entire northern half.  Burt Township 

occupies the northeast portion of the County.  Soil Group # 10, Tawas-Carbondale, Lupton and 

Rifle-Roscommon Association, is an organic soil association that can be described as a wetland 

soil.  This soil association is scattered throughout all of Burt Township.  A relatively large area of 

this soil association runs south of Grand Marais in the central area of the Township.  The wet 

variant of the Soil Group # 7, Onota-Onota, which is found around Grand Marais, can be 

described as a wetland soil also. 

 

TOPOGRAPHY 

The physical features of the landscape provide an area with its own unique character.  

Topography describes this character in terms of elevation above mean sea level.  This reveals 

the size and shape of watersheds as well as places to avoid with development because of slopes 

in excess of recommended standards. 

 

Steep topography (10 percent slope or greater) can be attractive aesthetically for residential, as 

well as some commercial, development.  However, as the slope increase so does the likelihood 

of soil movement or slides that can be exacerbated by the increased weight of a structure or 

residential and commercial development.  In addition to the physical danger of building on a 

steep slope, there is the additional cost of over-coming slope restrictions to development.  

Excavation of a hillside and the construction of retaining walls increase construction costs 

significantly.  Erosion is a problem also as water rushes down the slope.  Natural water courses 

provide the pathway for such water and should be maintained in this capacity.  For these 

reasons, when considering areas for potential development, areas of steep slopes should be 

avoided. 

 

The topography of Alger County and Burt Township varies.  There is a marked contrast in 

elevation from some of the relatively flat inland areas to the dune areas along the Lake Superior 

shoreline.  Areas that have been identified as having steep slopes are shown graphically on the 

Map III-4.  Areas of 10 percent slope or greater are scattered all along the Lake Superior 

shoreline in Burt Township and provide hikers with some of the most beautiful vistas 

imaginable. 
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Most of the terrain in Burt Township can be described best as gently rolling.  Numerous streams 

and creeks as they flow to the Lake Superior and Northern Lake Michigan Basin cut through the 

land.  Areas of extremely rolling topography (10 percent slope or greater) occurs where the 

streams have found slight resistance only to their down-cutting action or along the Lake 

Superior Shore where past and present water action has been at work.   

 

SCENIC SITES 

The category of natural resources called scenic sites is an ambiguous term because "beauty is in 

the eye of the beholder."  It is impossible to list all of the "scenic sites" in Burt Township 

because the Township has been blessed with an abundance and wide variety of scenic wonders.  

Picturesque scenes are to be viewed when driving along the lakeshore or when exploring 

inland.  As mentioned previously, the steeply sloping area along Lake Superior is a wonderful 

area for hikers to explore.  The view from a boat is indeed impressive also. 

 

The most noteworthy spots in the Township are those spots that people have visited and return 

to time and time again.  They tell their friends about their most favorite spot also.  The 

shoreline of Lake Superior is breathtaking.  The Grand Sable sand dunes around Grand Marais 

rise to a height of 300 feet above the level of Lake Superior. 

 

In Alger County, as the north flowing streams flow toward Lake Superior and the topography 

changes, abundant waterfalls are created.  One of the most spectacular falls is Sable Falls 

located in Burt Township just west of Grand Marais.  Chipmunk Falls, located in Grand Marais is 

no less beautiful. 

 

It is well known among social scientists that water has a quieting effect on people.  Perhaps this 

is why Burt Township seems to have an almost ethereal quality about it.  Whether one is 

looking at a spectacular waterfall, a natural escarpment, or water cascading gently over rocks in 

a shallow stream, a sense of calm pervades the atmosphere.  Grand Marais itself is a quiet, 

sleepy sort of town.  The pace slows, and visitors to the area have time to enjoy nature at its 

finest.  There is something for everyone.  The entire Township is a scenic site. 

 

As they appear now, all of the scenic sites are beautiful.  With increased use; however, there is 

the danger of damaging the natural beauty of the Township.  Proper development; 

development that is researched and planned, can take better advantage of these treasured 

areas, so that they can be enjoyed as well as protected and preserved. 

 

WATER FEATURES 

Lakes, streams, and rivers constitute water features.  Burt Township has an abundance of these 

water features; Lake Superior forms the northern boundary of the Township with numerous 

lakes and streams scattered throughout the Township. 
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In the functional sense, this abundance of water features provides the Township with valuable 

water resources.  The surface streams, Lake Superior, and the ground water reservoirs can be 

tapped to supply large quantities of water; quantities sufficient for any anticipated economic 

growth.  These same water features attract an increasing number of tourists yearly.  Because 

the growth of Burt Township is related primarily to the tourist industry, these water resources 

are vitally important.  Their importance should be emphasized through the Township's goals, 

objectives, and policies that are used to direct growth and development within the Township. 

 

Streams are scattered throughout Burt Township; those located in the northern portion empty 

into Lake Superior, and those in the southern portion empty into Lake Michigan.  Inland lakes 

predominate in the lowlands where depressions are numerous.  In Burt Township, these areas 

of lake concentrations occur in southern portion of the Township.  Two of the largest lakes; 

Beaver Lake and Grand Sable Lake are located just inland from Lake Superior. 

 

On November 3, 1988, the Michigan Natural Resources Commission voted to designate the Fox 

River as a "wild-scenic" river, under authority of the Michigan's Natural River Act (Act 231, P.A. 

1970).  The Fox River originates in a semi-open marsh area of Burt Township and flows south 

approximately 26 miles to the confluence with the Lake Branch of the Manistique River.  In 

addition to the Fox River mainstream, the West Branch, also originating in Burt Township, is 

part of the wild-scenic designation.  The Fox River is known for its excellent brook trout fishing. 

 

The majority of the Fox River system is located in Schoolcraft County to the south.  

Approximately three and a half miles of the Fox River mainstream is located in the township, 

and approximately four miles of the West Branch is within the township.  State lands border the 

West Branch and Heartwood Forestland and private land holdings border the Fox River 

mainstream. 

 

In designating the river, the state has adopted a Natural River Plan which provides for the 

protection of the Fox River as a wild-scenic river.  A "wild-scenic" river is of a wild character 

with wild or forested borders in close proximity to human development. 

 

The Fox River Wild-Scenic River District includes an area 400 feet deep on each side of the 

mainstream and its designated tributaries.  Within private lands in the district, there should be 

a 100 foot natural vegetation strip adjacent to the river, and a 200 foot strip on state lands.  

Through state land and program management, and local and state zoning, the Fox River Natural 

River Plan will serve as a basis for "preserving and enhancing (the rivers) values for water 

conservation, its free flowing condition and its fish, wildlife, boating, scenic, aesthetic, 

floodplain, ecologic, historic and recreational values and uses." 
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FISH AND WILDLIFE 

Outdoor recreation activities in Burt Township consist of hunting and fishing mainly.  The forest 

covered landscape supports a variety of wildlife.  The lakes and streams provide an excellent 

environment for several species of fish and birds.  Coast Guard Point and Grand Marais Harbor 

is the nesting ground of the endangered Piping Plover.  As long as the natural conditions are 

maintained, the land and water will continue to support the fish and wildlife.  Development 

pressures and increasing population can have an adverse effect on the natural habitats of the 

fish and wildlife.  Protective measures will preserve and maintain this resource for the benefit 

of both the residents and tourists. 

 

PICTURED ROCKS NATIONAL LAKESHORE 

Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore is situated in the northeastern section of Alger County along 

the southern shore of Lake Superior.  The Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore extends about 35 

miles from the City of Munising to the community of Grand Marais, of which 21 miles, or 60 

percent are located within Burt Township.  The Lakeshore area comprises 73,174 acres, of 

which 19,184 (26 percent) are located in Burt Township.  Sandstone cliffs, beaches, sand dunes, 

waterfalls, lakes, forest, and shoreline beckon visitors to Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore. 

Hiking, camping, sightseeing, and four season outdoor opportunities abound. The Lakeshore 

hugs the Lake Superior shoreline for more than 40 miles. Lake Superior is the largest, deepest, 

coldest and most pristine of all the Great Lakes. 

 

The Pictured Rocks area has long been recognized as an outstanding recreational area.  The 

State of Michigan had plans in 1924 to develop the area as a state park, but lack of funding 

prevented needed land acquisition.  National legislation was passed in 1966 creating the 

Lakeshore and in 1972 the Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore was formally established. 

 

The Lakeshore is known for its multi-colored sandstone cliffs that extend approximately 12 

miles along Lake Superior.  Some miles east of the cliffs, the Grand Sable Dunes rise over 300 

feet above Lake Superior.  The dunes are a major lakeshore attraction and are a rare occurrence 

in the Great Lakes region and contain uncommon plant species.   

 

The formation of the Pictured Rocks region was the result of geological processes.  Uplift and 

erosion of the sandstones created the Pictured Rocks, as well as the stacks and arches along the 

lake.  Glaciation formed some of the inland lakes and valleys.  The last retreating glacier 

deposited a terminal moraine over most of the length of the area and left a large gravel 

outwash plain (Kingston Plains) to the south of the moraine.  This glacier and its subsequent 

lake stages are responsible for the formation of the Grand Sable Dunes and the beaches along 

the Lake Superior shoreline. 

 

There are a number of significant resources within Burt Township which are briefly described 

below: 
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Grand Marais U.S. Coast Guard Station 

The Grand Marais U.S. Coast Guard Station is located at E22030 Coast Guard Point Road in 

Grand Marais.  The U.S. Coast Guard opened this station in 1938, replacing a structure built in 

1899 by the U.S. Life Saving Service. The Coast Guard deactivated the station in 1981, and 

transferred the property to the National Park Service.  

 

The three story wood frame building overlooks Lake Superior, and currently serves as a ranger 

station for Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore.  A keepers quarters is nearby as well as the 

Harbor of Refuge building.   

 

Grand Marais Harbor of Refuge 

The Grand Marais Harbor of Refuge is located at the end of Coast Guard Point Road in Grand 

Marais.  The Harbor of Refuge house was built in 1908 by the U.S. Life Saving Service as the 

Lightkeeper’s dwelling.  It was constructed at a cost of $5,000, and is a duplicate to the station 

at the Munising Range Lights.  U.S. Coast Guard families lived in the house until the station 

closed in 1981. 

 

In 1984, the U.S. Coast Guard transferred its Grand Marais property to the Pictured Rocks 

National Lakeshore.  The Grand Marais Historical Society leases the building from the National 

Park Service, and operates the Lightkeepers House Museum.  

 

Grand Sable Visitor Center 

The Grand Sable Visitor Center is located at E21090 County Road H-58, one mile west of Grand 

Marais on County Road H-58.  The Visitor Center is open daily from the Friday before Memorial 

Day through Labor Day, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. The Visitor Center may be open on weekends in May, 

September and October.  

 

Nestled at the foot of the Grand Sable Dunes, the Grand Sable Visitor Center is located near the 

eastern gateway to the lakeshore and at the beginning of the Lakeshore segment of the North 

Country National Scenic Trail. 

 

A Park Ranger is on duty to assist hikers, backpackers, and nature enthusiasts with information 

geared at making their stay more enjoyable. The lakeshore's cooperating association, Eastern 

National, operates a bookstore here. 

 

Sable Falls 

Sable Falls is located about one mile west of Grand Marais on County Road H-58.  Sable Falls 

tumbles 75 feet over several cliffs of Munising and Jacobsville sandstone formations on its way 

to Lake Superior. The first viewing platform is down a staircase with 169 steps. The hike from 

the parking area to this staircase steps is short. The trail continues past the falls and down the 

canyon. It is about a half-mile to the beach as Sable Creek as it winds its way to Lake Superior.  
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Grand Sable Banks and Dunes 

Grand Sable Banks and Dune are located about one mile west of Grand Marais; the best place 

to view is from the trail beginning at the Sable Falls parking area.  An additional access point for 

the dunes is from the North Country Trail, one-quarter mile east of the Log Slide.  It is 

recommended to stay on the trail as the dunes vegetation is fragile.  Five square miles of Grand 

Sable Dunes are perched atop the 300-foot high Grand Sable Banks.  Left by enormous glaciers, 

the Grand Sable Dunes dwarf comprehension.  A portion of the Grand Sable Dunes is set aside 

as a Research Natural Area. 

 

Log Slide 

The log slide is located about seven miles west of Grand Marais on County Road H-58, then 

approximately one mile north on Log Slide Road.  Legend has it that logs sent down the dry log 

chute would generate enough friction to cause the chute to catch fire.  Today the chute is gone, 

but the lumberjack stories still linger as you gaze out over the Grand Sable Banks and Dunes. 

This is a good place to glimpse the Au Sable Light Station to the west and the Grand Sable Banks 

and Grand Marais to the east. 

 

Au Sable Light Station 

The Au Sable Light Station is located at Au Sable Point, 12 miles west (drive) of Grand Marais to 

the Hurricane River Campground then 1.5 miles (walk) east. 

 

In 1872, Congress appropriated $40,000 to build at lighthouse at Au Sable Point. The light 

station began operation on August 19, 1874.  The light tower is 86 feet high, and shines its 

beacon 18 miles out on Lake Superior.  In 1958, the Coast Guard converted the light station to 

an automatic unattended light, and discontinued the fog signal.  In January 1968, the U.S. Coast 

Guard transferred the property to the National Park Service.  The Coast Guard still maintains an 

active aid to navigation on the light tower. 

 

Au Sable Light Station Information Center 

Located at the Au Sable Light Station, 12 miles west (drive) of Grand Marais to the Hurricane 

River Campground then 1.5 miles (walk) east.  The station is typically open from mid-June 

through Labor Day from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. and closed Monday and Tuesday.  This information 

center features the history and current operation of the Au Sable Light Station.   Guided tours 

of the double keeper’s quarters and light tower are available during July and August. There is a 

small fee for the guided tour. 

 

Shipwrecks 

The shipwrecks of Lake Superior's "Graveyard Coast" represent many eras of shipping. They are 

relatively well preserved because they have been spared from the human pressures of 

population and industry.  While most shipwreck remains can only be seen by scuba diving or a 

cruise boat, some are visible along the shoreline.  Much of the shoreline of Pictured Rocks 

National Lakeshore lies within the Alger Underwater Preserve, which ensures its further 

preservation.   
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Hurricane River Campground 

The Hurricane River Campground is located twelve miles west of Grand Marais on County Road 

H-58 on the shores of Lake Superior.   Eleven campsites are available in the lower campground 

loop, and ten in the upper loop.  Both loops include one disabled accessible campsite.  Several 

campsites are designated as generator-free.  

 

The Hurricane River flows into Lake Superior near the picnic area. A level 1.5 mile walk on the 

North Country Trail east from the lower campground leads past shipwreck remnants to the 

historic Au Sable Light Station.  Because the turning radius and some parking site lengths are 

limited within this campground, it is recommended to use single vehicles no more than 36 feet 

and vehicle/trailer combined length no more than 42 feet. 

 

Twelvemile Beach 

Twelvemile Beach is located along the Lake Superior shoreline; access is available at the 

Twelvemile Beach Campground, about sixteen miles west of Grand Marais on Alger County 

Road H-58.  The Pictured Rocks cliffs give way to this isolated beach strand shortly after Spray 

Falls.  The beach continues until the Grand Sable Banks rise high above Lake Superior near 

Grand Marais.  Twelvemile Beach is a wonderful place for long walks along the shore. 

 

Twelvemile Beach Campground 

Twelvemile Beach Campground is situated sixteen miles west of Grand Marais off of County 

Road H-58.  The campground's 36 sites are located on a high sandy plateau above Twelvemile 

Beach on Lake Superior. There are two disabled accessible campsites.  Generator use is 

prohibited in the campground's west loop.  There are three sets of stairs to the beach as well as 

a day use picnic area and parking.  The two mile long White Birch Interpretive Trail begins and 

ends at the campground.  The North Country National Scenic Trail treks through the 

campground. The entrance road winds through a picturesque white birch forest.  Because the 

turning radius and some parking site lengths are limited within this campground, it is 

recommend to use single vehicles no more than 36 feet and vehicle/trailer combined length no 

more than 42 feet. 

 

White Birch Forest 

The White Birch Forest is located along the entrance road to Twelvemile Beach Campground, 

approximately sixteen miles west of Grand Marais on County Road H-58.  This picturesque 

stand of white birch welcomes visitors to Twelvemile Beach and Lake Superior and features the 

two mile self-guiding White Birch Nature Trail. 

 

Beaver Basin Wilderness 

Among other actions, the Omnibus Public Land Management Act of 2009 created the Beaver 

Basin Wilderness within Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore and was designated by President 

Obama on March 30, 2009.  The 11,740 acre Beaver Basin Wilderness was proposed as part of 

the 2004 General Management Plan, and provides permanent legal protection for this part of 

the lakeshore.  
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The Beaver Basin Wilderness includes 13 miles of stunning Lake Superior shoreline from Spray 

Falls on the west to Sevenmile Creek on the east. The wilderness is some 3.5 miles deep.  The 

Beaver Basin Wilderness offers opportunities for quiet, solitude, wilderness recreation, and 

spiritual renewal. Individual and small group recreation is available along 8.4 miles of the North 

Country National Scenic Trail and 8.5 miles of connector trails as well as 6 backcountry 

campsites. 

 

Traditional recreation uses will continue including hunting, fishing, day hiking, overnight 

backpacking, canoeing, kayaking, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing and more. Electric motors 

are permitted on Little Beaver and Beaver Lakes. Motor boats on Lake Superior are free to 

beach along the Lake Superior waterfront adjacent to the wilderness area.  

 

Little Beaver Lake Campground 

This small campground is located three miles north of County Road H-58 and twenty miles 

northeast of Munising.  Little Beaver Lake Campground has 8 campsites on this beautiful inland 

lake.  One campsite is disabled accessible. 

 

Little Beaver also features the White Pine Trail, a 1.0 mile self-guiding interpretive trail. A 1.5 

mile trail leads to Lake Superior and connects with the North Country National Scenic Trail.  A 

small boat ramp is available for launching boats. Only electric motors are permitted on Little 

Beaver Lake and Beaver Lake.  Single unit vehicles in excess of 36 feet and vehicle/trailer 

combined units in excess of 42 feet are prohibited at Little Beaver because of the small 

campsites and the narrow, twisting, hilly access road. 

 

Spray Falls 

Spray Falls is located about 1.75 miles northeast of Chapel Beach.  This remote waterfall is best 

viewed from the water though it may be seen from along the North Country Trail.   Spray Falls 

plunges about 70 feet over the Pictured Rocks cliffs directly into Lake Superior.  The 1856 

shipwreck "Superior" lies at the base of the falls in 20 feet of water. 

 

ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

• The growth strategy for Burt Township must be compatible with the capacity of the 

natural resources to support development and increased growth.  Efforts must be taken 

to ensure the maintenance of environmental quality while minimizing both public and 

private development costs.  Each of the specific elements of the natural environment 

outlined in this chapter imposes restrictions on development.   

 

• Numerous scenic areas proliferate in Burt Township, attracting many visitors.   

 


