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Introduction


A Land of Great Waters

When we first began working on this guidebook, we knew that it would be a great challenge to cover the numerous paddling destinations that lace Michigan’s forested interior and rocky Great Lakes shorelines. After all, Michigan boasts dozens of scenic rivers, from placid streams suitable for novices to whitewater rivers that will challenge veteran canoeists and kayakers. In addition, it features several clusters of inland lakes that promise both solitude and natural beauty to visitors. And of course, Michigan’s location in the heart of the Great Lakes—or the “Sweetwater Seas,” as they are sometimes affectionately called around the state—makes it a premier destination for sea kayaking. But after three years of paddling through early spring showers, hazy summer sunshine, and falling autumn leaves, we think that we’ve put together a cross-section of the finest canoe and kayak excursions that this state has to offer, from easy afternoon paddles to extended trips deep into remote wilderness areas.





How to Use This Guide

Paddling Michigan is designed to help you sort through the abundant waterways of the Great Lakes State and choose a destination that is well suited to your tastes and skills. Each of the 70 chapters covers a single river, lake system, or stretch of coastline that has something special to offer paddlers. The chapters are organized to make it easy to select a destination based on location, level of difficulty, type of scenery, camping or fishing opportunities, or other factors.


We have included Michigan’s most popular destinations for paddling (Au Sable River, Manistee River, Pere Marquette River, Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore, etc.) as well as a number of lesser-known gems that feature unique natural beauty, great wildlife viewing, lighthouse tours, urban escapes, multi-day wilderness trips, challenging whitewater runs, or opportunities for quiet reflection. The destinations in the book are divided into three geographical regions: Southern Lower Michigan; Northern Lower Michigan; and the Upper Peninsula.


Each chapter in Paddling Michigan begins with a summary of pertinent information under standardized headings. This format is designed to help you determine at a glance whether the destination is a good match for your interests and abilities. This information includes:


Character: A brief description of the river, lake, or coastline, including what makes it worth visiting.


Location: The region or county where the destination can be found.


Length/Size: Total length of the river—or size of the wilderness area or coastline—in miles.


Run: Approximate length of the trip described, in miles (included for river entries only).


Average run time: The estimated time it would take paddlers of average ability to complete the run at a steady but unhurried pace (included for river entries only).


Class: The difficulty level of the river, based on the International Scale of River Difficulty. The scale runs from class I to class VI, moving from easiest to most difficult. In general, rapids rated with a difficulty of class III or higher should only be attempted by experienced and highly skilled paddlers. Another factor to consider is the water level, as many rapids become more difficult to negotiate at higher water levels. Inland lakes and easy rivers with a light current and no rapids are designated as “flatwater.”


Skill level: Divided into Beginner, Intermediate, and Advanced categories, based on the level of difficulty and potential hazards. Some destinations may include portions that are appropriate for different skill levels. For example, a river might be well within the comfort level of beginning paddlers with the exception of one or two short stretches of rapids, or a kayaking destination might include protected areas suitable for beginners as well as sections of exposed coastline more appropriate for experienced paddlers. In such cases, we have sometimes used a combined skill level, e.g., Beginner/Intermediate. On occasion, we have increased our estimation of the skill level required based on the remoteness of a particular destination. Our basic parameters for the various skill levels are as follows:



Beginner: Destinations appropriate for relatively inexperienced paddlers, including families. Beginning paddlers should be familiar with the basic strokes and capable of steering a boat around easily avoided obstacles in a light-to-moderate current or moderate winds. While we do not assume a great deal of paddling experience, we generally expect beginners to be able to keep a canoe or kayak upright and under control in riffles or light waves.


Intermediate: Destinations appropriate for paddlers with good skills and some experience. Intermediate paddlers should know the basic strokes and be able to use them effectively. River paddlers should be able to make sharp turns in a swift current, steer a boat through narrow passages to avoid strainers and other obstacles, and negotiate straightforward rapids with confidence. Intermediate paddlers should also be able to catch eddies or bring a boat quickly to shore in order to scout difficult runs. Sea kayakers at this level, meanwhile, should be able to paddle effectively for significant distances in windy or choppy (1- to 3-foot waves) conditions and be proficient in assisted- and self-rescue techniques. Finally, paddlers who tackle intermediate destinations should have basic outdoors skills, appropriate paddling equipment (helmets for whitewater and wet-suits or drysuits for paddling on Lake Superior, for example), and first-aid supplies.


Advanced: Destinations that are appropriate for highly experienced paddlers with strong skills and top-notch equipment. Advanced paddlers should possess a complete mastery of all strokes. Canoeists and kayakers on moving water should be proficient in reading the river and be able to negotiate complex and difficult rapids (class III and
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above) with confidence. Advanced sea kayakers, meanwhile, should be able to paddle effectively in very rough seas and tackle 25 to 30 miles per day in good conditions. They should also have a mastery of various assisted- and self-rescue techniques, including the Eskimo roll. These destinations have the potential to be quite hazardous or even deadly to paddlers who do not possess the requisite skills, equipment, or knowledge, so you should assess your abilities and gear honestly before venturing on to them. Intermediate paddlers wishing to test or improve upon their skills on these waters should be sure that their party includes advanced paddlers or an experienced guide.




Optimal flow: The prime months for paddling a given river. Many of Michigan’s rivers, particularly in the Lower Peninsula, have sufficient flow for good paddling from the first warm days of spring through the first snow flurries of winter. But some rivers, especially in the western Upper Peninsula, are highly seasonal and may only be runnable for a few weeks each year. River levels depend on annual precipitation and other unpredictable factors, of course, but the time periods listed under “optimal flow” should give you an idea about the best time to plan a trip on the river in question.


Average gradient: The steepness with which a river falls, calculated as vertical feet per mile. In general, rivers with higher average gradients will have a swifter current and greater potential for rapids than those with lower average gradients.


Hazards: Any risks associated with the trip described, such as dams, rapids, waterfalls, variable water levels, exposed coastline, or a lack of accessible landing spots.


Fishing: Included for rivers and inland lake systems, this provides an overview of the quality of the fishing, the types of species caught, and certain special regulations that may apply.


Maps: A list of the detailed topographical/nautical maps covering a particular waterway, available from the U.S. Geological Survey (800-USA-MAPS) or the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration—NOAA (301-436-8301 or 800-638-8972). The maps in this book are intended to give you a general idea of the water route and major access sites. They are meant to be used as an aid in trip planning rather than as navigational tools.


The paddling: A narrative description of what you would be likely to see and experience on a particular trip. This includes everything from the character of the river, lake, or coastline to access sites and camping opportunities.


Access: Provides directions from the nearest town to public canoe landings or boat launches on the waterway. In the case of rivers, many of the access sites are located at roadway bridges. We have tried to include directions only to those bridges that offer good access and a reasonably safe place to park a vehicle.


MA & G grid: The page numbers and map coordinates where the waterway can be located in the Michigan Atlas and Gazetteer. The atlas is available from Delorme Publishing, P. O. Box 298, Yarmouth, ME 04096; (800) 452-5931.
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Camping: A listing of public campsites along the river or shoreline, as well as information about nearby public campgrounds. Private camping is also available in many areas, but we generally have not included this information due to the difficulty of locating and evaluating private sites.


Food, gas, and lodging: A listing of nearby cities and towns where paddlers can find these basic amenities.


For more information: Provides the names of offices or agencies that can provide greater detail on the destination in question. Complete addresses and phone numbers for these agencies can be found in the appendix.


Canoe liveries/Rentals and guided trips: Gives the names of liveries and/or outfitters that offer services on a particular waterway, including rental equipment, shuttles, car-spotting, and guided trips. Complete addresses and phone numbers for these companies can be found in the appendix.





Safe Paddling

One of the most important aspects of safe paddling in Michigan—whether you are canoeing through a chaos of Upper Peninsula whitewater or kayaking around Lake Michigan’s Manitou Islands—is to have respect for the water and the weather systems that can quickly transform paddling conditions, both inland and on the big lakes. Most of Michigan’s rivers are relatively small in size, but many still feature powerful currents that can be very hazardous, especially when combined with fallen trees, rocky rapids, and deep water. In addition, many rivers become considerably more dangerous at higher water levels, such as during early snowmelt and after heavy rains.
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Kayakers venturing out onto the Great Lakes, meanwhile, should check—and heed—marine forecasts when planning their itineraries. Storms can move in quickly on these lakes, transforming paddling conditions from sublime to downright frightening in relatively short order. Paddlers should exercise particular caution when attempting routes that include open-water crossings.


Another important factor in paddling safety is to be candid about your abilities, both with yourself and others. Many paddlers (especially recent converts to paddling who are both enthusiastic and impatient to improve their skills) get in trouble by attempting river runs or sea kayaking trips that are beyond their capabilities. When this happens, they may put the safety of other members of the paddling party in jeopardy as well (e.g., they are forced to attempt a difficult rescue in frothing rapids or slow their pace to stay by the struggling paddler’s side during a long open-water crossing in weather that is quickly turning sour). Instead, you should assess your abilities honestly and, if necessary, paddle elsewhere until you have developed the necessary skills to tackle that whitewater river or exposed section of coastline. Don’t worry, the water will be waiting for you when you’re ready.


You should also make sure that you have appropriate equipment and that you know how to use it. For example, kayakers have no business being out on Lake Superior’s icy waters without a wetsuit or drysuit because of the risk of hypothermia in the event of a capsize. Similarly, paddling parties running whitewater should be equipped with whitewater helmets, personal flotation devices (PFDs), boat flotation, rescue ropes, and other essential gear. Other handy items for paddling parties include a complete first-aid kit, compass, emergency whistle, waterproof matches or lighter, extra food and clothing, and (for sea kayakers) bilge pump and paddle float. If you are an avid paddler, all of these items will prove handy at one time or another, and they can assume extra importance if problems (bad weather, injury or illness, etc.) develop when your party is traveling through relatively remote and undeveloped areas.


Finally, you should be aware that the potential for mishap is much greater if you decide to paddle alone, especially on challenging water. Instead, enlist paddling companions with whom you can share the experience. If you cant find a fellow canoeist or kayaker from among your circle of family and friends, consider joining one of the several paddling clubs that have sprung up around the state in recent years.



International Scale of River Difficulty


(Based on the definitions provided by the American Whitewater Association)


Class I: Easy. Moving water with riffles or small waves. Few obstructions, all of which are obvious and easily avoided. Self-rescue is easy and the risk to swimmers is small.


Class II: Moderate. Straightforward rapids with wide, clear channels that are apparent without scouting. Some maneuvering may be required around rocks and medium-sized waves, but it should not pose a problem for paddlers with some experience. Self-rescue is possible and swimmers are rarely injured.


Class III: Difficult. Fast current and rapids with high, irregular waves that can swamp an open canoe. The route is no longer obvious, and numerous obstacles may require complex maneuvering in narrow passages. Large waves, strainers, holes, and strong current may be present, making scouting or portaging advisable for less experienced paddlers. Self-rescue is usually possible, though swimmers may require group assistance. Generally considered the limit of navigability for open canoes.


Class IV: Very Difficult. Intense, powerful, but predictable rapids requiring precise maneuvering and expert boat control. Dangerous obstacles may be present, including large, unavoidable waves or holes and constricted passages. Failure to make certain “must” moves above hazards can result in injury. Self-rescue is difficult and risk to swimmers is moderate to high. Paddlers should be accomplished at fast eddy turns and Eskimo rolls before attempting a run. Advanced scouting from shore is highly recommended.


Class V: Expert. Extremely long, obstructed, powerful, and demanding rapids which expose a paddler to significant risk and must be scouted from shore. Drops may contain very large, unavoidable waves and holes or steep, congested chutes with complex routes. Rapids may continue for a long distance between pools, requiring a high level of fitness. Eddies may be infrequent, turbulent, or difficult to reach. Swimming is very dangerous, and rescue is often difficult. A foolproof Eskimo roll, extensive experience, and practiced rescue skills are imperative.


Class VI: Limit of Navigability. Extremely dangerous, difficult, and unpredictable rapids. The consequences of errors include serious injury or death, and rescue may be difficult or even impossible. Should only be attempted by teams of experts at favorable water levels after taking all precautions.
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An Ethic of Stewardship

During our travels throughout this beautiful state, we have encountered numerous people who love the outdoors and treat our rivers and woodlands with the reverence and respect that they deserve. Were happy to say that, in our experience, canoeists and kayakers are among the folks who tread most lightly upon this states natural wonders.


Unfortunately, we have also run across ingrates during our travels—and yes, some of them were paddling canoes or kayaks—who treat Michigan’s rivers, trails, and shorelines thoughtlessly or with outright hostility. They foul our streams with trash, litter our campsites with broken glass, and then walk away with nary a backward glance, leaving our magnificent state a little more tarnished than it was before.


Don’t be one of these people. Clean up after yourself (and others). Be considerate of other campers and river users. Respect the rights of private property owners whenever you’re looking for an access, a campsite, or a rest stop. Protect Michigan’s rivers, lakes, campsites, and other public recreation places for future generations to enjoy.











Southern Lower Michigan





1 Cass River


Character: A surprisingly pretty and remote-feeling river near the industrial centers of Flint and Saginaw.

Location: Between Flint and Saginaw at the base of Lower Michigan’s Thumb.

Length: Approximately 60 miles.

Run: 23 miles, from Chambers Road Bridge near Caro to Gera Road Bridge in Frankenmuth.

Average run time: 7-9 hours.

Class: Flatwater.

Skill level: Beginner/intermediate.

Optimal flow: May-June.

Average gradite: 2 feet per mile.

Hazards: 3-foot drop over an old dam in Vassar.

Fishing: Smallmouth bass, northern pike, and walleye.

Maps: USGS 1:25,000 - Caro-MI, Gilford-MI, Vassar-MI, Frankenmuth-MI; 1:100,000 - Bay City MI, Flint-MI; 1:250,000 - Flint-MI.



The paddling: The Cass River maintains a wild, remote character despite its close proximity to the major industrial areas of Flint and Saginaw. The river flows southwest about 60 miles, from its headwaters near Cass City in eastern Tuscola County to its junction with the Saginaw River. It is nominally canoeable for much of its length, although the upper reaches tend to be shallow and rocky, while the lower section tends to be slow and marshy. In our view, the best option for paddling is the 23-mile stretch between Caro and Frankenmuth.

Beginning at the Chambers Road Bridge near Caro, the Cass flows between rolling hills covered with hardwood forest. The river generally ranges from 60 to 80 feet wide and 1 to 2 feet deep. The water, which is fairly clear, flows over a mostly gravel bottom punctuated by occasional large rocks. Since much of the land along the banks is part of the Tuscola or Vassar State Game Areas, paddlers will enjoy a secluded feeling with ample opportunities to view wildlife.

About 5 miles below the Chambers Road Bridge, there is good access at a roadside park along M-46. From here, it is another 7 miles to the small town of Vassar. As the community park appears on the right side, look out for a 3-foot drop over an old dam. All but the most confident paddlers should portage on the right through the park. The remaining concrete structure could create dangerous standing waves in high water or hang up a canoe in low water.



Cass River
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Below Vassar, paddlers will encounter occasional riffles and light rapids as the river cruises through rock gardens. By the time the Cass reaches Tuscola, about 5 miles downstream, it has increased in size to 100 feet wide and 2 to 3 feet deep with the addition of water from several feeder streams. It is another 6 miles to the tourist town of Frankenmuth, where you can take out at a park near the Gera Road Bridge. Over these last few miles, the Cass continues to slow and widen as it approaches a flood-control dam in Frankenmuth.

Access: To reach the Chambers Road Bridge, take M-81 southwest about 3 miles from Caro, then go south 0.5 mile on Chambers Road. The M-46 roadside park is located 7 miles northeast of Vassar. Take Vassar Road north 2.5 miles out of the city and then head east 4.5 miles on M-46, The Vassar community park is located on Saginaw Road (known as Huron Street in town). To reach the Bray Road Bridge in Tuscola, take Roadammer Road east 5 miles from Frankenmuth and go south 0.5 mile on Bray Road. The take-out in Frankenmuth is a park near the bridge on South Gera Road (M-83), 0.5 mile south of the city.



Additional Help


MA & G grid: 50, B4; 51, B5, and A6.

Camping: Limited campsites are available along the river in the Tuscola and Vassar State Game Areas. There is a large private campground on M-46 west of Chambers Road near Vassar, and another just south of Frankenmuth off M-83.

Food, gas, and lodging: Caro, Vassar, Frankenmuth.

For more information: Vassar State Game Area.

Canoe liveries: None.





	Access Point
	Float Distance To Next Access Point





	Chambers Road Bridge
	5 miles



	M-46 Roadside Park
	7 miles



	Vassar Community Park
	5 miles



	Bray Road Bridge
	6 miles



	Gera Road Access
	Take Out


















2 Dowagiac River



Character: A moderately paced, family-friendly river that winds under a shady canopy of shoreline hardwoods for much of its length.

Location: Eastern Cass County and southern Berrien County.

Length: 25 miles.

Run: 13.5 miles, from Dowagiac (M-62 Bridge) to Niles (U.S. 31 Bridge).

Average run time: 5-7 hours.

Class: Flatwater.

Skill level: Beginner.

Optimal flow: May-September.

Average gradient: 4 feet per mile.

Hazards: Deep water at Niles Dam impoundment and scattered deep holes below Sink Road put-in.

Fishing: Brown trout, steelhead, walleye, smallmouth bass, and panfish.

Maps: USGS 1:25,000 - Niles West-MI, Niles East-MI, Summerville-MI, Dowagiac-MI; 1:100,000-South Bend-MI, Benton Harbor-MI; 1:250,000 - Chicago-MI, Racine-MI.



The paddling: The Dowagiac is an attractive tributary of the St. Joseph River. Shaded by overhanging hardwood trees (maples, oaks, beeches, poplars) for a good portion of its length, the narrow river flows at a generally relaxed pace. The stream is not a good choice for overnight trips, as much of the shoreline is privately owned. But the Dowagiacs generally undemanding nature makes it a good option for families looking to venture out for a few hours of paddling.

Some paddlers begin their journeys on the river at the M-62 Bridge just west of the town of Dowagiac, even though parking space is limited. The river joins with Dowagiac Creek about 0.25 mile downstream. From there to past the Sink Road Bridge, the river is about 25 to 30 feet wide and 2 to 6 feet deep. You may run into occasional fallen trees that will require portaging or carryovers, but this portion of the float is basically shady and peaceful in character. Much of the river bottom in this stretch is mucky or sandy.

Three miles below Sink Road Bridge is Dodd Park, which features plentiful parking and an attractive picnic area. From above Dodd Park to Kinzie Road Bridge, the Dowagiac widens somewhat, though the river maintains its moderate pace as it passes through fields and woodlands. Homes and cottages remain infrequent, but they do pop up from time to time.

Kinzie Road Bridge is the last take-out before Niles Dam. Paddling the backwaters of this dam was once an unpleasant chore, but run-of-river regulations have eliminated the mudflats that previously marred this stretch of the stream. To portage around the dam itself, take out on the right and cross Pucker Street to the small park that lies on the other side.



Dowagiac River
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The Dowagiac’s current quickens immediately below the dam, creating the most challenging run on the river. For a half-hour or so, you 11 encounter lively water and a steady diet of tree limbs, rocks, and other obstacles that require basic maneuvering skills to negotiate. The stream then slows again. In the last few miles above its juncture with the St. Joseph River, the Dowagiac resembles its upper reaches—narrow, shady, and shallow, with a bottom mix of sand and gravel. These last few miles offer pleasant paddling, but you should keep in mind that the stretch of river from the dam down to the St. Joseph attracts big crowds of tubers on summer weekends.

Access: The M-62 Bridge is located approximately 2 miles west of Dowagiac on M-62. To reach Sink Road Bridge, take M-62 west out of Dowagiac for 3 miles, then turn south on Sink Road and go 3 miles. Dodd Park can be reached from Dowagiac by going 5 miles west on M-62, then 5 miles south on Indian Lake Road. Or access the park from Niles by taking M—51 north out of town for 6 miles to Pokagon Road (also known as Crystal Springs Road). Turn left and cross over the river, then turn south for 1 mile on Indian Lake Road. Kinzie Road Bridge lies 3 miles north of Niles off M-51. Losensky Park lies on the southwest side of Niles Dam. To reach it, drive 2 miles north out of Niles on M-51, then turn west on Pucker Street, which passes over the river. The park is located on the western bank of the river off of Pucker Street. The U.S. Highway 31 Bridge is located in the center of Niles.



Additional Help


MA & G grid: 19, A5, and B5.

Camping: No public campgrounds exist along the route; a modern private campground lies off Business U.S. 31, just above where the Dowagiac joins the St. Joseph River.

Food, gas, and lodging: Dowagiac, Niles, Buchanan.

For more information: Contact area liveries.

Canoe liveries: Niles Canoe Rental, Doe-Wah-Jacks Canoe Rental.





	Access Point
	Float Distance To Next Access Point



	M-62 Bridge
	3 miles



	Sink Road Bridge
	3.5 miles



	DodD Park
	3 miles



	Kinzie Road Bridge
	1.5 miles



	Losensky Park
	2.5 miles



	U.S. 31
	Take Out


















3 Flat River



Character: A gentle but scenic river that is ideal for family excursions.

Location: Montcalm and Ionia Counties in the west-central section of the Lower Peninsula.

Length: 60 miles.

Run: 28 miles, from Greenville to Fallasburg Park.

Average run time: 7-10 hours.

Class: Flatwater.

Skill level: Beginner.

Optimal flow: April—June, September-October.

Average gradient: 3 feet per mile.

Hazards: Class I rapids at washed-out dam in Smyrna.

Fishing: Smallmouth bass and rock bass account for much of the fishing action, but anglers can nab northern pike and walleye as well.

Maps: USGS1:25,000 - Trufant-MI, Langston-MI, Greenville West-MI, Greenville East-MI, Smyrna - MI, Belding-MI; 1:100,000 - Cedar Springs-MI, Grand Rapids-MI; 1:250,000 - Midland-MI.



The paddling: The peaceful Flat River is a particularly attractive destination for beginning paddlers or those looking to introduce youngsters to the pleasures of floating a Michigan stream. Mild-mannered and shallow for most of its length, the Flat threads its way through long stretches of public land that house a wide variety of wildlife. Best of all, the river sees relatively little recreational use, although area liveries get brisk business on summer Saturdays.

Most folks looking to float the Flat put in at Greenville, where the river is 30 to 40 feet wide and 1 to 2 feet deep. Good parking and access can be found at the towns community park, located next to the Greenville Dam, or at Jacksons Landing, just below the M-57 bridge. Large rocks pock the streams sandy bottom here and farther downstream, but the Flats mellow current takes the bite out of these and occasional other obstacles.

About 2 miles downstream, you’ll cross into the Flat River State Game Area, a sure highlight of any trip on the river. This stretch features lots of wildlife, ranging from stately swans and gangly herons to swooping red-tailed hawks and sleepy turtles. The river widens to 50 to 70 feet through the game area and maintains a depth of 1 to 2 feet as it meanders past heavily wooded shorelines. During mid-summer and other low-water periods, however, you may run aground occasionally.

As you approach Belding Dam, the river deepens and slows. An easy portage around the dam can be found on the left, beyond the fence at a shoreline park. Immediately below the dam, the river returns to its shallow ways, albeit at a slightly livelier clip. As with certain stretches farther upstream, paddling pleasure through here is somewhat dependent on water level. During dry summers, you may feel like you’re spending more time walking alongside your canoe than sitting in it. But during normal water levels, you can concentrate on watching for some of the area’s abundant wildlife.



Flat River

[image: Flat River]




[image: The aptly named Flat River is a great destination for families.]
The aptly named Flat River is a great destination for families.



The Flat gradually widens to as much as 80 feet as it nears Smyrna. Immediately below Smyrna and above Ingalls Road Bridge is a blown-out dam that offers the only rapids of any note on the river. Experienced paddlers will have no difficulty with this short run (stick to the river center to avoid larger remnants of the dam), but beginners may want to portage on the left, especially during spring and other high-water periods.

Immediately below Smyrna, the Flat remains wide and shallow with a moderate flow and occasional rocky riffles. After about 2 miles, though, it flows into the backwaters of Whites Bridge Dam, which can be portaged on the left. Below the dam is a nice float that takes paddlers through the wooded hills of the Lowell State Game Area and under White’s Bridge, one of the state’s original wooden covered bridges. Another historic bridge spanning the stream—Fallasburg Park Bridge—lies just below the recommended take-out at Fallasburg Park. Paddlers also have the option of pushing on past Fallasburg Park to Lowell.

Access: In Greenville, paddlers have two put-in options. The first is located in the center of town, at a community park off of Greenville Road (M-91), just below the Greenville Dam. A second option is Jackson’s Landing, located just below the bridge at M-57. The Long Lake Road Bridge lies 2.5 miles east of Belding on Long Lake Road. To put in at Belding Dam, use the community park just west of Zahm Road. To reach White’s Bridge, take M-21 east out of Lowell for 2 miles, then turn north on White’s Bridge Road for 6 miles. To reach the put-in sites at Fallasburg Park and McPherson Road Bridge, take Lincoln Lake Avenue north out of Lowell for 2 miles, then proceed north on Fallasburg

Park Road for another 2 miles. The put-ins are located next to one another on the east side of the road.


Additional Help

MA & G grid: 47, 5C and 6C, 5D and 6D; 37, 5A.

Camping: You wont find any established public campgrounds along this stretch of the Flat, but streamside campsites can be found in the Flat River State Game Area. In addition, a private campground with primitive sites (the Double R Ranch) is located just downstream from Smyrna.

Food, gas, and lodging: Greenville, Belding, Lowell, Ionia.

For more information: Flat River State Game Area.

Canoe liveries: Double R Ranch Campground, Curler Canoe Rental.





	Access Point
	Float Distance To Next Access Point





	Greenville Dam
	0.25 mile



	Jackson's Landing
	9 miles



	Long Lake Road Bridge
	4 miles



	Belding Dam
	7.5 miles



	White s Bridge
	7 miles



	McPherson Road Bridge
	0.25 mile



	Fallasburg Park
	Take Out


















4 Harsens Island



Character: A little-known watery paradise that offers a variety of pleasant day trips for Detroit-area kayakers.

Location: In the St. Clair Flats at the north end of Lake St. Clair.

Size: The island is 8 miles long and 3 miles wide.

Skill level: Beginner/intermediate.

Hazards: Cold water in spring and late fall; potential for high waves with winds out of the southwest; motorboat traffic, especially on weekends; potential for becoming lost in marshy areas.

Maps: USGS 1:25,000 - St. Clair Flats-MI, Algonac-MI; 1:100,000 - Lake St. Clair North-MI; 1:250,000 - Detroit-MI. NOAA chart 14850.



The paddling: Harsens Island is the centerpiece of the St. Clair Flats, a fan-shaped pattern of islands, marshes, and channels that has formed where the St. Clair River empties into Lake St. Clair. With an intricate network of canals and inlets that are more important means of transportation than the local roads during the summer months, Harsens Island is sometimes referred to as “the Venice of the Midwest.” In many ways, the area is reminiscent of the fishing villages of the Eastern Seaboard or the bayous of the Mississippi Delta. Yet it is located less than an hours drive from downtown Detroit, via a five-minute car-ferry ride from the city of Algonac.

Needless to say, Harsens Island offers a wide range of possibilities for exploration by kayak—from shallow, protected bays, to marshes full of aquatic plants and wildlife, to shores lined with docks and cottages. A good day trip begins at the end of South Channel Drive, a road that traces one of the two narrow tails of the island that enclose Muscamoot Bay. From the turnaround at the end of the road, it is a 1.5-mile paddle to the Old South Channel Lights. These two historic lighthouses became operational in 1859 and guided ships making their way across Lake St. Clair for the next half-century. Despite preservation efforts, the smaller front light has been leaning precariously for many years. You can follow the shoreline for the first half of the trip, but the second half is on open water that can become wavy from southwest winds or motorboat traffic.

About 0.75 mile east of the lighthouses is Gull Island, a spit of sand and trees that is a popular weekend gathering place and camping spot for boaters. During the week, however, it would make a nice picnic spot for kayakers. Gull Island offers a good view of the parade of freighters coming up Lake St. Clair, and on clear days you can see the silhouette of downtown Detroit on the horizon. Just 0.25 mile north of Gull Island—at the very tip of Harsens Island—is the Old Club, a private yacht club that features a golf course and pool, as well as a row of colorful cabanas perched on a boardwalk overlooking the South Channel. If you venture out into the channel, however, keep in mind that it is cold and deep, flows with a 7-knot current, and sees lots of motorboat traffic.

A longer day trip might begin at the public boat launch off Middle Channel Drive, which traces the western tail of Harsens Island. From here, paddle south 0.5 mile through a narrow channel into Little Muscamoot Bay. You can either explore the shallow, sheltered waters of Little Muscamoot or continue paddling southeast 1.5 miles to the end of the point that separates the two parts of the bay. If you turn southwest, you can paddle about 4 miles across Big Muscamoot Bay to reach the Old South Channel Lights.


Harsens Island

[image: Harsens Island]


Another possible launching spot is a Department of Natural Resources (DNR) fishing access located about 6 miles from the ferry, just after M—154 turns into South Channel Drive (this is the third DNR fishing access you’ll pass heading south from the ferry). From the launch, paddle north about 0.5 mile through a marshy channel to reach the southeast corner of Little Muscamoot Bay. Then follow the shoreline west and south about 5 miles through Big Muscamoot Bay to reach the lighthouses.

Access: To reach the put-in at the end of South Channel Drive, take the Harsens Island Ferry ($5.00 round-trip) across to the island and turn left on M-154 South. Follow 154 about 6 miles until it turns into South Channel Drive. Take South Channel Drive (which is paved but very bumpy) about 3 miles until it ends at a circular turnaround. The DNR fishing access is located 6 miles from the ferry, at the point where 154 turns into South Channel Drive. To reach the DNR boat launch on Middle Channel Drive, turn right from the ferry onto M-154 North, which becomes North Channel Drive. In about 1 mile turn left onto Golf Drive, and follow it 1.5 miles until it ends at Middle Channel Drive. Turn left onto Middle Channel Drive and proceed 3 miles to the boat launch.


[image: The St. Clair Flats area offers a number of marshy areas to explore by kayak. Photo by Deb Hausler.]
The St. Clair Flats area offers a number of marshy areas to explore by kayak. Photo by Deb Hausler.




Additional Help

MA & G grid: 43, D6.

Camping: Algonac State Park (220 modern sites on the St. Clair River and 76 modern sites inland), about 5 miles north of the Harsens Island Ferry dock on M—29; at-large camping is allowed on Gull Island near the mouth of Big Muscamoot Bay.
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