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More Than A Trail,

shore is also host to some of the finest and wildest
estuaries in the Lake Superior watershed. Several
small communities and cities dot the shoreline along
with two Indian reservations (Red Cliff and Bad
River), the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore and
Big Bay State Park.
   The St. Louis River estuary with a mix of wild
wetlands and the busy Duluth/Superior harbor define the western terminus of this water trail section.
From the city of Superior to the town of Port Wing
a traveler passes miles of clay bluffs, small streams,
and the Brule River State Forest. Past the scenic
village of Herbster, the shoreline begins to reveal
sandstone outcrops, which culminate in dramatic
cliffs and sea caves in the Apostle Islands National
Lakeshore just east of Cornucopia —Wisconsin’s
northernmost town. The shoreline then passes the
Red Cliff Indian Reservation and the historic town
of Bayfield with its orchards, commercial fishing,
sailing, and tourism. Turning south from Bayfield,

the Wisconsin
segment of the Lake Superior Water Trail covers more than 400 miles of diverse
shoreline. The designation of the Wisconsin coast as a water trail echoes the inherent
trail that has been here for centuries. This route, and other water routes of North
America, have served as historic highways — for travel, exploration and trade.
   The modern Lake Superior Water Trail is an on-going effort to connect the
3,000 miles of shoreline that border Lake Superior along Minnesota, Michigan and
Wisconsin and Ontario, Canada. The trail will link communities and inspire travelers
to safely explore new regions of Lake Superior. The Lake Superior Water Trail was
formed on the philosophy that low-impact recreational use and stewardship of the
land and water protects local natural and cultural resources. Water trail segments
and corresponding maps exist for the Minnesota shore and sections of the Michigan
shore.

Lake Superior
Water Trail

The South Shore of Lake Superior
Known for its clear, cold water (with an average annual temperature of 45 degrees) and
mix of dramatic cliffs and sand beaches, Lake Superior is the largest, least populated
and cleanest of the Great Lakes. The “South Shore” is the sandy side of the lake
blessed with miles of beaches, red clay bluffs and sandstone formations including the
dramatic sandstone sea caves. Shrouded in boreal and hardwood forests, the south

the shoreline wraps
around Chequamegon
Bay with its sandy
shoreline, parks, fishing,
shipping history, and the
twin county seat cities of
Washburn and Ashland.
From Ashland the shoreline gives way to a wild
sand shoreline and the internationally recognized
Kakagan Sloughs – Wisconsin’s Everglades – within
the Bad River Indian Reservation and finally back
to the red clay bluffs and sandy beaches reaching
the Michigan border, east of Saxon Harbor at the
mouth of the Montreal River.

First Nations
Native American peoples have inhabited the Lake
Superior region for thousands of years. At the time
of European contact as many as six different tribes
shared the south shore region. The Anishinabe,

Apostle Islands National Lakeshore

commonly known as the Chippewa or Ojibwe, were
the dominant tribe when Europeans settled the
area. Today the Anishinabe nation (one of North
America’s largest native nations) includes parts of
Wisconsin, Minnesota, Michigan, and Ontario and
Manitoba in Canada. Native Americans continue to
live along the south shore, harvesting wild rice, fish
and wild game. The Red Cliff and Bad River Bands
of Lake Superior Chippewa each have a reservation
with growing populations and economies that
contribute to the diversity of Lake Superior. Madeline Island, part of the Apostle Islands (but not part
of the National Lakeshore) is a cultural hub of the
Anishinabe Nation. Both Red Cliff and Bad River
communities are working to protect and restore
their natural environment. The reservation shorelines should be respected as private property. Only
Red Cliff has developed shoreline campgrounds at
Point Detour and at Buffalo Bay.
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Ojibwe man harvesting wild rice

Trading for Furs

For the first and only time in history, from the
1600s to the 1800s, men’s fashion dictated the
economy of North American wilderness. As was
the style of the time, men demanded felt top hats
made of felted fine hair of the beaver, making
beaver the unsuspecting currency in this economy.
The French explored North America looking for
sites to trade with the Native people, who knew
how to build canoes and where to find the furs,
along the water trails that cross the continent.
   In 1693, the French established a trading
post at Grant’s Point on Madeline Island; one
hundred years later the English took over trade in
this region and established a fur trading post at La
Pointe. Men and canoes transported furs at first
to Montreal and later to New Orleans — where
they then made their way to Europe. By 1840, the
felt top hat had started to fall out of favor and the
beaver was on the decline: the fur trade moved
west. However, many traders remained, shifting
their efforts to commercial fishing or fruit farming.
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This map is to be used as a general resource guide for paddlers
interested in Wisconsin’s Lake Superior shore. It introduces the
area’s rich natural and cultural resources and provides information about access, resting, and camping sites suitable for kayaks
and small boats. It encourages respect and stewardship for the
resources so that boaters today and in future generations may
enjoy them. This map is not intended as a sole source of navigation. Consult guidebooks, topographical maps, navigational
charts, and weather information when planning your trip.
This project received a technical assistance grant from the
National Park Service Rivers and Trails Program. Others providing
assistance include Inland Sea Society, Living Adventure, Inc.,
Map Hero, Inc., National Park Serivce’s Apostle Islands National
Lakeshore and Great Lakes Inventory and Monitoring Network,
Northwest Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission, Red Cliff
Band of Lake Superior Chippewa, Wisconsin Department of
Natural Resources, Wisconsin Sea Grant Program.
Funded by the Wisconsin Coastal Management Program and
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Office
of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management under the Coastal
Zone Management Act, Grant # NA05NOS4191067. Additional
funding provided by: Inland Sea Society and the National Park
Service Challenge Cost Share Program.

© 2017, Inland Sea Society

You are personally responsible for your life and safety
while on Lake Superior. Never underestimate the
power of weather on Lake Superior and its ability
to change from calm to tumultuous in a matter of
minutes. In addition, much of the lake’s shoreline is
wild and inaccessible by land so help is not readily
available. Lastly, deadly hypothermia can occur within
minutes when exposed to cold lake water. These facts
individually or combined compel one to take
the necessary training, preparations, and precautions
before venturing onto the lake.
• Seek instruction and practice kayak skills, including rescues, before paddling on the lake.
• Wear a U.S. Coast Guard approved Personal
Floatation Device.
• Be familiar with the dangers of hypothermia
and dress for water temperature – not air.
• Study shoreline features on your chart and
review exit points before launching. Reflected waves
along cliff areas can be killers.
• Anticipate changes in weather and waves by
carrying a weather or marine VHF radio or by visiting
the National Weather Service’s website for the
shoreline at http://www.nws.noaa.gov/om/marine/
zone/gtlakes/dlhmz.htm
• A compass is absolutely necessary on every
boat. Do not rely solely on GPS units.
• Plan your trip according to your fitness and
experience and leave a copy of your itinerary with a
friend.
• Travel with a companion or group.
• Pack provisions for at least one extra day.
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Fishing the Inland Sea

For hundreds of years, tribal fishermen harvested
fish using birchbark canoes and nets or traps
made by hand. They also speared fish through
the ice in the winter and in the shallows every
spring.
   Commercial fishing began around
1830 with the decline of the fur markets and
expanded about 20 percent per year until the
1880s. Catches increased with fish stocking and
advances in fishing technology. The golden
days of the commercial fishery ended by the late
1950s with overfishing and the introduction of
the invasive and parasitic sea lamprey.
   Lake trout are a modern day success
story on Lake Superior. Populations are at a
historically high level because of a successful
lake trout stocking program combined with
rigorous efforts to control lamprey populations.
Unfortunately the genetic stock has been greatly
simplified and significant portions of the fishery
have been reduced or replaced by introduced

Lake Sturgeon recovery program

Fishing for Lake Trout

Great Lakes iron ore laker

The waves of Lake Superior

species such as smelt, alewife, splake, brown trout,
Pacific salmon and others. Exotic species continue
to plague Lake Superior and the Great Lakes, with
costs estimated at $200 to $500 million per year.
The primary vector of exotic species is ocean going
shipping vessels that discharge ballast water into
the Great Lakes.

The Brownstone Boom
The Lake has seen boom and bust economies tied
to extraction of natural resources from furs to fish,
iron to silver, timber to sandstone and this history
is evident throughout the south shore.
   The quarries evident in the Apostle Islands
region are the under-told story of Lake Superior.
The brownstone industry started in 1869 as a small
industry designed for specialty building materials.
But then came the Chicago fire in 1871 – and builders sought alternatives to wood. The brownstone
industry exploded, helping the expansion of the
shipping industry.
   Then the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893 intro

duced cement and steel—which began the decline of
the brownstone quarries. Quarries are evident in several
areas, with notable sites at Hermit Island, Basswood
Island, and near Quarry Bay on Stockton Island.

Forested Lands

One of the defining events in the recent history of
the region is the almost complete logging of the
original forest to build the
farms and cities of middle
America in the late 1800’s.
By the early part of the
20th century, the great
white pine forests had
fallen and the hemlock
and hardwood forests
would soon follow. Some
of the only old growth
trees left in Wisconsin are now protected in the
Apostle Islands National Lakeshore on Outer, Sand,
Devils, and Raspberry islands.
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   Forests have regrown throughout the region
and forestry continues to be a significant part of
the economy and culture of the area. The forest is
dramatically changed from the original species and
structure and the watersheds continue to recover
from past logging practices.

Today’s Visitors
As tourism grew, the south shore of Lake Superior
became known as a vacation destination spot. From
the “River of Presidents” — the Brule — in the
west, to the fresh air of Madeline Island in the east,
visitors have been lured from the cities for rest and
recreation. The tradition continues today as a significant and growing part of the regional economy.
Kayakers, sailors, and pleasure boaters alike all
enjoy the waters of Lake Superior. The Wisconsin
section of the Lake Superior Water Trail provides a
resource for people seeking to explore this region
by sea kayak.

Lake Superior Watershed

Ecosystem Highlights

Lake Superior has a relatively small watershed,
largely forested and thinly populated by 650,000
people across 31,700 sq. mi. The health of the watershed is reflected in Lake Superior’s high quality cold,
clear water. Though
Lake Superior
appears pristine, it is
impacted by exotic
species, development
pressures, and
pollution. Due to the
large surface area,
Lake Superior is
sensitive to air pollution from cities hundreds of miles
away. The U.S. and Canadian governments recognize
Lake Superior as a place to demonstrate zero discharge of toxic pollutants. Through the Lake Superior
Binational Program, efforts are underway throughout
the region to protect and conserve the Lake.

Wisconsin’s shoreline hosts a diversity of wildlife
and plant life of interest to the modern voyageur.
High concentrations of black bears have been
documented on Stockton Island. The Coaster
Brook trout, a native brook trout, is being restored
to streams on the South Shore. The federally endangered piping plover has recently re-established
nesting sites along the wild sandy shores of Long
Island and the Bad River Reservation. Trumpeter
swans were reintroduced into the Kakagon Sloughs.
The north facing sandstone cliffs host a suite of
rare and endangered cold climate plants left behind
when the glaciers receded north.
   Explorers of the Water Trail should respect
this national treasure and practice “leave no trace”
camping and become aware of local area closures
to protect nesting sites, reduce bear encounters and
protect native plants.
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• Bears are great swimmers and found throughout Wisconsin’s coastal region, including the Apostle
Islands. Store food accordingly.
• Campfires are STRONGLY discouraged.
• Pack out ALL trash.
• Camping on Public Lands is permitted ONLY at
designated campsites. Camping, where allowed,
requires reservations and permits. Contact
appropriate agencies for camping information.
• Keep tents and beached kayaks ‘out of sight’
from the water.
• Beach grasses are extremely fragile. Don’t
trample them.
• Plan to average 2 MPH in a full day’s paddle,
including lunch and other breaks.

AREA RESOURCES
• Apostle Islands National Lakeshore
715–779–3397 www.nps.gov/apis
• Ashland Area Chamber of Commerce
800–284–9484 www.visitashland.com
• Bayfield Chamber of Commerce & Visitor’s
Bureau 800–447–4094
www.bayfield.org
• Red Cliff Band of Lake Superior
715–779–3712 www.redcliff-nsn.gov
• Washburn Chamber of Commerce
800–253–4495 www.washburnchamber.com
• Madeline Island Chamber of Commerce
888–475–3386 www.madelineisland.com
• Bayfield County Tourism & Recreation
800–472–6338
www.bayfieldcounty.org/home.asp
• Inland Sea Society www.inlandsea.org

