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Exploring Great Lakes Coastal Wetlands, by John Paaon

- In late June 2004, | traveled from lowa to Detrditichigan to attend a nephew's wedding. | drovecaryand carried my sea

—  kayak on the roof, intending to visit several paatng the Great Lakes on my way there and bdtkd lvisited the Indiana

- Dunes east of Chicago on several previous occashutsalways on foot, never by kayak, and was etgsee them from a new
perspective. My kayaking destinations in Michigarendrawn from "Between Land and Lake: Michigan'eat Lakes Coastal
Wetlands", a guidebook by Dennis Albert, an ecalogith the Michigan Natural Features Inventory.addition to describing
and explaining the diverse geological and ecologsedtings of wetlands in Michigan, this informativook identified specific
localities along the coastlines of Lake Michigaake St. Clair, and Lake Erie where natural areasldde visited, a service
that enabled me to move beyond armchair appreciaifadeltas, drowned river mouths, and sand-spliamments by
experiencing them in personal adventures. My r@itdebrought me to Indiana Dunes on the open, waeaked southern shore
of Lake Michigan in northwest Indiana, then nohatprotected embayment of Lake Michigan at thetmoiithe Kalamazoo
River in southwest Michigan, east to the deltehef$t. Clair Flats on Lake St. Clair (the little €&at Lake between Lake Huron
and Lake Erie) north of Detroit, south to Erie Mans North Maumee Bay on western Lake Erie in ttieeene southeast corner
of Michigan, and ending with a second visit to liléiana Dunes during my return to lowa.

Indiana Dunes (Part 1)-The black, asphalt road climbs over big dunesotden sand partially covered with green
Marram-grass and finally descends to the broadysbedch where Lake Michigan sprawls bluely to thezon. Stopping my
car at the cul-de-sac at Porter Beach where windbkand spills onto the pavement, | peer throutfitang of sunbathers and
swimmers at the water's surface. It is roiled witves, but from this distance, it looks like sonregH can handle. | glance at
the NO PARKING sign and, leaving the engine runnougckly unfasten my kayak from the roof and dutymder the sign. |
drive the car back up the road a block to the puyidirking lot and, having already donned my wetstihe campsite, walk back
to the beach, arms laden with an unwieldy loadaofdtes, PFD, sprayskirt, paddle float, bilge pumater bottle, drybags, and
camera. Glancing at the descending sun and my wadcéss quickly, climb into the cockpit, and kklezwalk the kayak
directly into the surf until it floats free of theach. Grabbing my paddle, | struggle to keep tve fointed into the oncoming
waves, which threaten to shove it aside and puskdkak back onto the beach, broadside.

| break free of the shoreline surf and paddle ffesbuoys marking the edge of the swimming area.choppy waves rocking
my kayak are less than two feet high, but theihtirgquency prevents the boat from recovering ftberise and fall of one
before the next arrives. A brisk wind from the $ougst crosses the waves at a right angle and paglhasst my stern,
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attempting to bully the kayak to into facing ipdddle firmly against the wind and waves to mamgagently rotating
perspective of the scenery. Agitated by these mimiy forces, my kayak bucks like a
bewildered colt. To the north, the open vastnedsaké Michigan fills my view. To the
south, a line of rugged sand dunes stretches eastaxaard Michigan City and westward
to the smoggy, industrial complex of Gary. The duaee naked sand on their lake-facing
side but cloaked with dense green forest beyondtielating ridgeline. Eastward, thef =
undeveloped shoreline is contained within Indianaé&s State Park. Beyond the teeming
swimming beach, a long reach of open shoreline matbhouys, buildings, or people
beckons. Westward, the dunescape is broken withgex perched on hilltops amid
fragmented forest. | turn to the east and begimiyagl but the knowledge that | will soc -
need to return through contrary wind and wavesgathering twilight holds my urge to paddle aggredg in check. | make it
only slightly past the end of the eastermost buoyke edge of the pristine shoreline before latlntly stop, gaze wistfully at
the remaining reach, and return westward to mytpmiibeginning. Maybe on my way back to lowa....

Kalamazoo River-1 launch into the estuary at the Wade's Bayouszcirethe village of Douglas, finding myself in bdy

lake-like pool filled with aquatic vegetation. Laol down into the water, | see tangles of grassddgpondweed waving slowly
in an indolent current. Just off of the main chdnt@usands of flat saucers of water-lily (Nymphpkeaves float in a quiet
backwater, anchored by slender stalks that disapmteethe depths to root in the dark, muddy bottétundreds of white,

floating flowers look like Lilliputian sailboats.dAd-lilies (Nuphar) hold their yellow flower-bakédbove the water surface on
slender necks as if to get a better view of thaeiraindings. A lone pickerel weed (Pontedaria) ldigpa spike of purple flowers
next to the tall cattails (Typha) and reedgrassdgpnites) lining the edge of the broad open maksH.paddle upsteam against a
weak flow, a few scattered trees of elm, ash, wijJland cottonwood appear on small areas of highrgt@nd along the far
edges of the marsh, but mostly | am passing thraughdscape that is too wet to support trees.

| paddle upstream for several miles, always selgdtie larger channel when the way divides. Afeegging a small wooded
island, | encounter an expanse of low marsh thatpntrast to the cattails and reedgrass, | canwsaefrom my kayak.
Comprised of bulrushes (Scirpus), sedges (Carex)spikerushes (Eleocharis), the low marsh spraarsss the river valley,
cut by a confusing array of narrow, anastomosiranokls. The longer view lets me see across thérfedldth of the marsh, here
over a mile wide, to the forested uplands beyomodntinue along the main channel along the perintétéhe marsh until |

finally encounter a strong current near the heati@kstuary. Starting in upland moraine nearaediwaters about 50 miles
inland, the Kalamazoo River flows downward towaeké& Michigan and here debouches into the drowneitbpaof its course,
covered with backwater extending from the lake Esndownstream. Slowed by standing water, the duenps its load of
sediment, which is then colonized by aquatic vegataOver thousands of years, this process hasddithe estuary that | have
been traversing this morning.

Turning around, | scan the sky before starting etym trip. The western sky, over Lake Michigars haned a deep storm blue.
Rumbling of distant thunder reminds me that | dowigh to be caught in the open marsh at the ridigbtning strikes.
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Sprinkling rain begins to fall about halfway bacidasoon develops into a downpour, but | remainimmy skirted cockpit,
paddle jacket, and Sahara hat. My bow rips thrauglaterscape of flat water dimpled with the congewircles of millions of
raindrops, leaving a temporary linear trail of disied water that is soon overcome with calm. A faiwii mute swans that | meet
at a blind bend reverses direction and swims awayeaapproach, the female gracefully leading thrarsbling, fuzzy cygnets to
safety as the male takes up a wary, rearguardqusitveer gently away to reduce the tension afemcounter and traverse the
final bay through a thunderless rain. Reachingstigge next to my waiting car, | pull out, pack apgd move on.

St. Clair Flats- | drive through 20 miles of congested traffic beém Mt. Clemens and Algonac to reach the ferryHansen's
Island, a large island in the St. Clair Flats, géydreshwater delta formed at the mouth of th&Cgtir River where it enters Lake
St. Clair. The ferry ride across the North Chanaekide, deep waterway that separates the delatiie mainland- costs $5 and
takes one minute. It is the only way to get a cao ¢he island. Once there, | drive on a bermedwag past cottages and dense
stands of tall Phragmites for an additional 5 mitea DNR boat access. The tall reedgrass frameswavaterways that serve
as motorboat routes to open bays and the mainligkek in the grassy lot with a few other vehiclesload my kayak, and
paddle toward Fisher Bay, the head of a large Bbmseshaped embayment formed by two arms of marsiwnd extending into
Lake St. Clair.

To reach Fisher Bay, | must cross the Middle Chiarandeep, wide waterway that cuts through theimt®f the delta. Like the
North Channel, it heavily used by motorboats trieneto and from the main lake. Bobbing in the waepassing boats, | wait
like a jay-walker at an urban street for an opemintpe high-speed traffic before darting to th@agte shore. | make my way
through canals past clusters of cottages on ssiafids armored with iron seawalls and finally eraergto Fisher Bay through a
narrow channel bordered by extensive beds of bulypprehensive of a collision with nearby speedbdtizat | hear but cannot
see, | creep cautiously beyond the increasinglysgpaegetation. At the outer edge of the bulrugh Besher Bay comes into
focus as an oval expanse of open water rimmed bghiaad. | continue paddling into the bay, antitipgathat | will soon have
to veer away from the deep water exploited by nimtats, but gradually realize as | extend my expothat the open water is
too shallow for them. The sandy bottom is less théeet under my hull even in the center of the bdgtorboats can
confidently speed only within the deep channelsigiee through the marshy edges. | am safer heregbed by shoals and long
sight distances, than | was in the alleyways ofrtlagsh channels.

| paddle across the bay to another channel thrthedelta, the "Chenal A Bout Rond", whose Freranme (translating to
"channel with round end", probably alluding to thgoon of Fisher Bay at the end of the waterwag)lbeen abbreviated and
Americanized to the "Sny". Like the North and Middhannels, it is a major thoroughfare for mototkodaavoid the main
channel by paddling on the outer edge of the magtarated from the boat traffic by a wide bandudfushes. The motorboats
are confined to the linear confines of the deemobh but a trio of jet-skis suddenly bursts acmggath, buzzing like angry
hornets and spewing high roostertails of white wasethey zip through narrow channels and acrassdiges of bulrush beds.
As the jet-skis weave crazily through the marshaurding me, it is clear that they are adaptedhiéocsame shallow-water habitat
as my kayak. A collision or near-miss seems inélatalue to my invisibility below the skyline of vetgtion and the fact that
their sight distances are rendered myopic by higled and inattention. | hold my paddle verticallgromy head and wave it
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above the level of the vegetation in an effortlestahe jet-skis to my presence. | need to gebliere. | wait until they roar
past me, then bolt out into open water still roitlgctheir wakes. | paddle hard until | am beyoneirtfrenetic circle of activity.
Only after their buzzing fades far behind my swon relax and return to paddling slowly along éuge of the marsh.

My newfound quiet is short-lived as | am discovelpgderns who are nesting in the bulrush beds.r@tedent alarm calls
summon an ever-growing flock of agitated birds|udang individuals of two species (Common Tern &halck Tern). Not
wishing to disturb them by lingering, | paddle Faat along the marsh. However, these mile-long lshleds are evidently one
large nesting colony and my passage only adds eew to the mob, now numbering over a hundred etiadt birds. Bolder
terns swoop menacingly at me, but apparently mest& bow of my kayak for my head as they strafelrhave a close view of
the dive-bombing birds as they harry my bow asrijhalong. The attacks subside when | reach therdrof the bulrush beds.
Satisfied that they have driven off the intrudBg terns return victoriously to their nests.

Pausing for lunch, | remain on board (there isalmldand here), letting the kayak drift with thénd into the bulrushes. Two
species of bulrush- hardstem (Scirpus acutus) laegésquare (S. americanus)- form separate patclies marsh mosaic. The
wind continues to blow my kayak deeper into theumsh bed until the increasing density of stems slow drift. Flotsam of
dead bulrush stems from last year's generationddinnk rafts here, beyond the normal reach of veind waves. Judging from
the abundance of downy feathers strewn on thedathe rafts, the terns evidently rest and bresd. As if to prove the
point, a tern suddenly flies up from a nearby aail begins its territorial chattering as | dritbgér. | paddle slowly out of the
bulrushes and back into the open bay.

Having paddled three-quarters around the oval geenof Fisher Bay, | need only to [ s —
strike across its open mouth to return to my pofriieginning by the cottage canals. |

Before doing that, | want to paddle slightly outithe still-bigger, more open expanse of

Goose Bay, which then empties into the main bodyaie St. Clair. The band of
bulrushes between Fisher Bay and Goose Bay gravgggssively thinner and sparser ¢
paddle beyond the mouth. The skyline of Detroitn8@s away, comes into view on the=
southwestern horizon. | absorb the vista, then @anound and make my way toward theS=sas
narrowest crossing point. | pass an armada of ywente swans cruising along the outefs ===
edge of the marsh. | wait for a gap between passinigrboats and paddle across the S
strait.

When | returned to the parking lot, it was crammeth trucks and trailers. A DNR conservation offipeeparing to launch a
skiff told me that today was "Jobbie Nooner Dag"what has become an annual event dreaded by l&woement agencies, a
thousand people in hundreds of motorboats convepga Gull Island, a large barren sandbar on theeswgdge of the delta, to
party boisterously into the night. The giant panmgs developed an unsavory reputation for drunkesynaslence, accidents, and
injuries. The conservation officer grumbled that Huty today would involve "watching over a bunthranken fools in
high-powered boats" and that numerous law enforegrmgencies- including the County Sheriff, Stated?aMichigan DNR,
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U.S. Coast Guard, and Ontario Provincial Policeeud participate in policing the unruly event whbats and aircraft. In
fulfillment of the CO's prediction, the next dayswspaper reported that many people had indeed é&ested for operating
boats while intoxicated. The story also mentioneal large fights and an attempt by an angry boaberaim a Coast Guard
vessel. It seemed sadly incongruous to me for sfudgtional urban celebration to play out in theural setting of the St. Clair
Flats.

-"':-? SR MRS Erie Marsh- It begins to rain shortly after | leave the ddgt is not stormy, so |
S o g L - 1continue across the bay toward the tip of Wood#ekinsula, a wooded sand spit
st separating North Maumee Bay from Lake Erie. Ihigé miles away and will take about

— . B W an hour of steady paddling to get there. The baysd with sediment washed from the
agricultural watershed north of Toledo. Small patcbf grass-leaved pondweed float just
" beneath the surface of the water, but otherwise tisea dearth of aquatic vegetation- the
..~ muddy water is just too dark for submerged greantglto absorb sunlight. The blades of
~ ' my paddle completely disappear into the brown wadeh time | dip them for a stroke. In
1 the middle of the bay, | pass two wooded islanddian and Guard. The tip of Guard
= Island tapers to a long, narrow, barren sandbamaahed by waves. My kayak briefly
- scrapes bottom as | cross through a low spot ishieal. A stand of lotus (Nelumbo) fills
: . the quiet lagoon between Guard Island and Woodahinsula. Rainwater on the

' water-repellent surface of the floating, plattéelieaves beads up into fluid jewels that
: writhe and slide mercurially as | pass. Severdhefleaves are elevated above the water
g surface on stout stalks like trays held aloft bgmdvaiters.

The mouth of the bay yawns broadly as | draw
closer to Woodtick Peninsula, blending with the
open lake. Sandy beaches decorate the peninsula
‘ just ahead of me. | veer away from the surf zone
and ride parallel to the curving shore. | squeeztevben the tip of the peninsula and a
shipwrecked snag- adorned with a winsome tuft opleuoosestrife- and suddenly
emerge onto the placid expanse of Lake Erie. Aloéade, | see the low, dark hull of a
lone ocean freighter on the dim, gray horizon. Toright, the distant skyline of Toledo.
To my left, a narrow strand of beach between ladcefarest curves gently out of sight.
Great blue herons lift smoothly off the beach oraiged wings and glide away in a calm
escape. | drift slowly along the strand and pulicaie for beachcombing. Sandbar willows
crowd the beach, forming a shrubby ecotone withahest of cottonwood, peachleaf
willow, and red ash above the waveline. The waveked sand is studded with small
rounded pebbles of quartzite and basalt, washedfal#cial till on distant uplands. In

the clear water off the beach, scattered sheliimgérnail clams and aquatic snails dot me‘J
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rippled sand. | sit contentedly on the stern ofkayak and gaze out to sea. The vast view,
the solitude, and the primal simplicity of the watlandscape are unexplainably restful to
me. Peaceful, timeless, otherworldly. I linger Utite tug of unfinished traveling breaks
the spell, then pack up and retrace my route towarghighway, and home.

Indiana Dunes (Part 2)-This time the lake is calm. Long, low swells getift and drop
my kayak in a roller-coaster motion with just tight mix of stability and giddiness.
Pressed by the sinking sun, | paddle swiftly dolerow of buoys along the swimming
beach toward the beginning of the pristine shoaé lthlimpsed five days ago. | break
through the imaginary border like a runner throtlghtape of a finish line and keep
going. The row of natural dunes beyond the swimnb@ach begins to scroll past my
starboard side, brightly gold and green in the angesunlight. | pass several blowouts
where lake winds have blasted into the dunes amdrbhway Brobdingnagian volumes
of loose sand, leaving giant bowl-shaped voids wiaghigh sandy ridge once stood. The
foredunes between the barren blowouts are dengegred with the light green foliage of
Marram-grass, contrasting sharply with the deepry black oak dominating the woods
on the ridge crests and backslopes. Jack pine farimg of conifers along the leading
edge of the oak forest. At this distance, | carseet the sand cherry, puccoon,
prickly-pear, and other low shrubs and forbs thet inder the grass, oaks, and pines, but
| know from previous land explorations they arer¢he

| have allotted 30 minutes for my outbound jourbegause | have only a hour to
complete a round trip before sunset. On the 29ttutaj | look for a place on the
shoreline to mark my apogee, but the undulatingdeape is free of man-made
landmarks, just a continuing mosaic of blowout, €lland forest. The 30th minute

arrives, but the scenery is too beautiful to jystifrning around. The 31st minute slips away, tdimally turn around on the
32nd minute and paddle through glassy water towadetting sun and the distant skyline of Chichguake it back to Porter
Beach at twilight and watch the end of the sun®ehfa darkening shore.
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