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Indiana Dunes State Park

Hiking, Camping and Swimming in the Indiana Dunes

Indiana State Park Travel Guide Series

Paul R. Wonning

Description

Indiana Dunes State Park

Visitors to Indiana Dunes State Park can hike the massive sand dunes that tower over beautiful Lake Michigan and see the city of Chicago in the distance. Bird watchers can find a copious number of waterfowls, songbirds and other avian treats in the marshes in the park. Sun worshipers can swim and lounge along the immense sand beaches that line the Lake Michigan shoreline. Visitors will also discover camping, fishing and picnicking opportunities in this Indiana travel guide.

Hiking

Hikers will find over 16 miles of trails of varying length and difficulty. Most are moderate trails, however there are easy and rugged ones as well. Dune State Park provides an access point for the longer Calumet Trail as well. 

Camping

The 140-site campground has two comfort stations that are heated year-round and equipped with flush toilets, hot water and showers. 

Lake Michigan and the Sand Dunes

Many of the trails traverse the massive sand dunes that tower over beautiful Lake Michigan. Visitors may swim on the expansive beach, hike the trails or simply enjoy a glorious sunset over the lake. 

Indiana Dunes National Park

Visitors to the park can also visit Indiana's only National Park, Indiana Dunes National Park for additional hiking, birdwatching and biking possibilities. 

Porter County

The book includes an extensive listing of day trip destinations in Chesterton and Porter County, Indiana.
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Park Information
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Indiana Dunes State Park

1600 N. 25 E.

Chesterton, IN 46304

(219) 926-1952

2,182 Acres

http://www.in.gov/dnr/parklake/2980.htm
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Dune State Park Geology
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The geologic features of Dune State Park have their origins in the rising and falling water levels of Lake Michigan as well as the winds coming off the lake. 

As the Ice Age ended between 12,000 to 18,000 years ago, the Wisconsin glacier began to melt and the basin carved by the immense ice sheets filled with water. This immense sheet of ice was as much as a mile thick in many places. As the waters rose a ridge of sand and gravel developed beneath it. About 4500 years ago the lake water levels began falling. As they fell the sand ridge became exposed to the winds, which formed them into the dunes we see today. The wind also created the sand beaches that line the lake's shore. The winds continue to drive these dunes inland. Plants especially suited for this environment protect the dunes from this wind erosion, further influencing the landscape. A number of geologic features make up the terrain of Indiana Dunes State Park and the Indiana Dunes National Park. 

Dunes

The sand dunes at Dunes State Park and the Indiana Dunes National Park begin with rock formations that lie along the Lake Michigan shoreline. Wind, rain, freezing and thawing along with wave action from the water erodes these formations, creating silt that currents deposit along the beach, which forms an ideal place for sand dunes to form. The incessant winds coming in off the lake drive the sand particles to form drifts of sand that form the embryos of the dunes along the lake. Sand dunes are active, mobile landforms that move and change over time. 

The Role of Vegetation in Dune Formation

The dunes rely on the existence of a plant called beachgrass (Ammophila breviligulata), which grows in abundance along the beach. The beachgrass slows the wind, allowing the sand to begin piling up. When clumps of beachgrass are located close together, the clumps of sand drifts unite, creating a structure called a foredune. This is a long sand ridge that forms when the wind blows sand, in a process called saltation.

Foredunes

In the initial stage the dune, called an incipient foredune, the fast growing roots of the beachgrass stabilize the growing foredune, creating an environment where other vegetation can grow. This includes shrubbery, trees huckleberry, wintergreen, goldenrod, and smaller plants. Once the foredune becomes stable, it is called an established foredune which will not change noticeably over time unless other events like blowouts occur. 

Blowouts

A blowout occurs when something removes the vegetation from a portion of the foredune. This could be human foot traffic or erosion from heavy wind or rain. When the blowout occurs, the opening presents wind with an opening through which it accelerates and drives sand along the leeward (side towards the land), forming a large pile of sand. Huge blowouts can reveal the remains of trees buried by the sand many years ago. 

Anatomy of a Dune 

A sand dune consists of several parts, which include the stoss slope, the crest and the slip face. The stoss (windward) side is the side facing the prevailing wind and features a gentle slope that extends to the crest, or top, of the dune's ridgeline. The sheltered leeward side has a steeper slope, called a slip slope.

Migrating Dunes

The removal of vegetation from a dune or an increase in the prevailing wind can create a migrating dune. These dunes can move several feet a year and can bury entire forests as they move. Lowering winds and an increase of vegetation can stabilize a migrating dune. 

Tolleston Dunes

Located in Indiana Dunes National Park, this grouping of sand dunes formed about 4700 years ago when water levels in Lake Michigan was about 25 feet higher than today. Visitors to the park can explore these dunes on the Tollston Dunes Trail, which has an elevation of about 605 feet above sea level.

Trail and overlook are located at:

5634 U.S. Highway 12 (Dunes Highway),

Portage, IN 46368

Calumet Dunes

The Calumet Dunes, also located in the Indiana Dunes National Park, formed about 12,000 years ago when the dunes lay along the shoreline of Lake Michigan. These dunes are about 620 feet above sea level. A short, paved .5 mile trail allows hikers to explore the dune system. The trail head is located at:

1596 North Kemil Road (300E)

Chesterton, IN 46304 

Glenwood Dunes

The Glenwood Dunes are 640 feet above sea level and formed about 11,000 years ago. 

The Glenwood Dune Trail is 6.8 miles and connects to a trail system that offers over 15 miles of hiking opportunities. The trail is easy to moderate in skill level with packed dirt, sand or boardwalk surface. 

Glenwood Dunes Lot (main): 

1475 North Brummitt Road

Chesterton, IN 46304

Indiana Dunes State Park Dunes

The dune system at the park developed between 4500 and 3500 years ago. Visitors to the park can explore many of the dunes in this system. 

Other Features of the Park

Moraines

A moraine forms as a glacier retreats, leaving behind a pile of gravel, sand and earth. 

Marshes

A marsh forms in low lying areas next to a body of water and mostly consists of herbaceous plants as opposed to woody trees and shrubs. The marshes in the dunes area include a wide variety of waterfowl, other scores of other birds. The plants in the marshes include a wide variety of sedges, grasses, cattails and rare algal species. 

Forest

The forests include black gum, white oak, and white pine trees as well as Jack pines, black oaks, basswoods, and ashes. 

Savannahs

A savannah is defined as a mix of forest and grassland where the trees are widely spaced and do not form a closed canopy. The Black oak savannas of the dunes area are some of the last remaining savannah of this type in the world. 

Bog/fen

A bog differs from a fen in that the water in a bog is acidic in nature and a fen is alkaline. Bogs have rainfall or snow melt as their water source, and have low nutrient levels. Underground springs or seeps feed fens, which generally have higher nutrient levels. The different ph. levels of the water lead to differing types of plants that inhabit them. Visitors will find bogs and fens throughout the area. 

Fresh Water Swamp

The swamp is a lowland permanently saturated with water that has trees as the predominant vegetation. 

Swale

Generally, swales are low lying wet or water filled areas that runs parallel to a beach. 

Prairies

A prairie is a level or rolling grassland area. Visitors to the park can explore Dune Prairie, described later in the book, while hiking in the park. 

Back to Table of Contents

History of the Park

Prior to European settlement Amerindian tribes lived in and traveled through the region. Some of the modern roads and railways originated as native trails used by Potawatomie, Menominee, Winnebago and Fox as well as many other tribes. Archeologists have determined, based on old maps, that there were probably three main trails that crossed the region. One of these connected points along Dune Creek with Waverly Beach. Another cut through the dunes along the lakeshore and includes portions of what is not Trail 10 in the park. Another trail followed the current route of the Dunes Highway and the railway. 

A bit further south, visitors to the park will find an historical marker that notes the location of the most important of these trails, the Great Sauk Trail. 

Title of Marker:

Great Sauk (Sac) Trail (east-west through this point)

Location:

Van Buren Street at W. 73rd Avenue/Old US 30/Lincoln Highway on traffic median east of Calumet Cemetery & west of Broadway/SR 53, Merrillville. (Lake County, Indiana)

Installed by:

Erected by Indiana Sesquicentennial Commission, 1966

Marker ID #: 

45.1966.1

Marker Text: 

Part of a transcontinental trail used by prehistoric peoples of North America, it passed through modern Detroit, Rock Island and Davenport in the Midwest. The trail was important into the 19th century.

Brief History by the Author

Early explorers encountered the Great Sauk Trail as they explored northern Indiana. Many pioneer towns grew up along this trail, used by many native tribes. This transcontinental network of trails crossed through Davenport, Iowa, Rock Island, Illinois and Detroit, Michigan. Visitors to Lake County, Indiana will find an historical marker noting its location on Van Buren Street at W. 73rd Avenue/Old US 30/Lincoln Highway on traffic median east of Calumet Cemetery & west of Broadway/SR 53, Merrillville, Indiana. 

Archeologists have determined that portions were used by mastodons, suggesting a long term use of the trail to just after the ice age. The trail intersected with other trails like the Buffalo Trace that traveled from Kentucky to the Mississippi River through current day Vincennes.

The Iroquois tribes used the trail to travel from their villages in New York and Canada to travel as far west as the Black Hills of Dakota. Historical lore relates that French missionary and explorer Jacques Marquette camped along the beach during one of his explorations of the region in the mid to late Seventeenth Century. Historical lore also suggests that an outpost called La Petit Fort existed in the area. 

La Petit Fort

Lieutenant Thomas Brady and Jean Baptiste Hamelin led an attack on Fort St. Joseph, then began their return to their base at Cahokia, using the Sauk Trail. A band of natives and British fur traders pursued them to a spot near La Petit Fort, where they attacked them. Thus, the Battle of Trail Creek began.

Lieutenant Thomas Brady 

Thomas Brady had come into Cahokia sometime before 1777 and married Madam La Compt, who had moved there around 1770. Brady had served as a British soldier when younger, but espoused the American cause when Clark captured the town. 

Jean-Baptiste Hamelin (August 9, 1733 – September 23, 1804) 

A French-Canadian, Jean-Baptiste Hamelin had joined the American cause and enlisted it Moses Hazen's 2nd Canadian Regiment. This unit served in the Continental Army. Hamelin was sent to Cahokia to join Clarke's effort to hold the Illinois country. His mission was to help organize an attack on Fort St. Joseph, in the Great Lakes region. 

Cahokia

An ancient Indian mound site on the east bank of the Mississippi River, French priest Father François Pinet established a mission on the site in 1696. The town that developed around the mission became an important trading center, becoming one of the largest French towns in the Illinois Country. The population declined after the French and Indian War, which Britain won. After the French ceded Canada and most of its other North American possessions to Britain, many of the French inhabitants fled to the Catholic dominated city of New Orleans. When Lieutenant-Colonel George Rogers Clark took the town in June 1778, the French still living in the town threw their allegiance to Clark's American command. 

Fort St. Joseph

Located on the eastern shore of Lake Michigan at the mouth of the St. Joseph, near the current Indiana/Michigan border and in Michigan, Fort St. Joseph lay along the Sauk Trail. The British occupied the fort after their victory in the French and Indian War and would continue to occupy it until 1795. 

La Petit Fort

Historians are unsure if a fort stood on the site, and if one did, who built it, since French, British and American records have no reference to it. One theory holds that it was a stockaded illegal French trading post. 

The Raid

Brady's band consisted of about fourteen men, mostly French Creoles. Brady and Hamelin had timed their raid on the fort to occur when most of the natives would be away from the fort. The band traveled up the Mississippi River to the Illinois River. They paddled the Illinois River to its junction with the Kankakee River and then portaged over to the St. Joseph River somewhere near the current city of South Bend. From that point, they floated downstream to Fort St. Joseph and attacked it. The attack was successful and the raiders plundered the fort. The raiders loaded pack horses with furs and other goods captured from the fort and returned overland using the Sauk Trail. 

Battle of Trail Creek

The commander of Fort St. Joseph quickly raised a company of British soldiers and natives, who trailed Brady and his band. They caught up with them near La Petit Fort. They attacked while Brady's party camped for the night. Two of the soldiers died in the attack, another two were wounded and the rest, including Brady, were captured. Brady would feign support for the British, then later escape back to Cahokia, where he would spend the rest of his life. 

Visitors to Dune State Park will find an historical marker south of the bathhouse inside the park. 

Tipton’s Visit

John Tipton visited the region in 1821 while he was mapping the boundary between Illinois and Indiana. His assessment of the region was that the area of dunes and marshes, it "can never admit of settlement nor never will be of much service to our state."

John Tipton (August 14, 1786 – April 5, 1839)

John was born in Sevier County, Tennessee, where his father died in an Amerindian raid. He moved to Harrison County, Indiana in 1803 and married Martha Shields. He farmed and fought natives, leading a unit of the famed Yellow Jackets during the Battle of Tippecanoe. His next military experience was commanding Fort Valonia as major during the War of 1812. He gained election to the Indiana State House of Representatives from 1819 to 1823. During this time, he was involved in the formation of Bartholomew County and its county seat, Columbus. Tipton was also part of the party of commissioners that chose the site of Indianapolis in 1821. He led the force that removed the Potawatomie in an action later called the Potawatomie Trail of Death in 1836. After Tipton’s death in 1839 he was interred in Mount Hope Cemetery in Logansport, Indiana.
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