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ast sum
m

er, m
y boyfriend, Alun, and I left

behind the rocky cliffs and fast tides of North
W

ales for the serene, calm
 w

aters of Lake
M

ichigan – or so w
e thought. W

e w
ere invited

to join a group of local paddlers on a three-day cam
ping

trip to North and South M
anitou. I’d been told they w

ere
sm

all sandy islands about 10 m
iles offshore w

ith no
perm

anent residents. W
e probably w

ouldn’t see another
soul, except for m

aybe a few
 deer and lots of birds. 

W
hen w

e arrived at Sleeping Bear Dunes, our initial
suspicions w

ere confirm
ed. The w

ater w
as a gorgeous

clear turquoise w
ith not a ripple on the surface. It looked

so inviting, alm
ost tropical. That preconception w

as soon
shattered though as I pulled up m

y trousers and strode
into the shallow

s. It m
ight LOOK tropical, but there is a

reason w
hy m

any local paddlers w
ear dry suits, even in

the height of the sum
m

er. 
The Sleeping Bear Dunes is a national park, and the

largest stretch of freshw
ater sand dunes in the w

orld.
After w

e launched, w
e paddled a few

 kilom
etres along

the coast and w
ere soon tilting our necks back to gaze up

at 300 m
etre high yellow

 m
ountains. It’s am

azing to think
that these dram

atic dunes are just sand and glacial
m

oraine. They w
ere created over 10,000 years ago, at

the end of the last ice age. In places trees have taken
over and dom

inate the landscape, but w
here the dune

face is really steep the sand rem
ains the boss.

After a lunch stop at the base of the biggest dune,
w

e set off on our 10 m
ile crossing to North M

anitou.
There’s an im

pressive w
hite lighthouse half w

ay there, so
w

e had som
ething to focus on.

I don’t think I’ve ever paddled on such calm
, lucid

w
ater –the only ripples w

ere on the sandy bottom
, w

hich
w

e could see clearly, passing beneath us. I love the w
ay

that kayak and paddle seem
 to literally cut through still

w
ater. M

aybe it gives m
e a sense of pow

er or of
belonging – just for a few

 m
inutes I can leave m

y m
ark

on nature. It’s as close as I’ll ever get to being an artist
w

ith a clean canvas.
Local paddler, Keith W

ikle had organised this trip so I
could do som

e film
ing on Lake M

ichigan for a DVD “This
is the Sea 2”. It seem

ed to m
e that he’d invited everyone

he knew, w
ho had then invited their friends, there w

ere
12 of us on the w

ater and m
ost people only knew

 tw
o or

three of the other paddlers. It could have been a recipe
for disaster, but it w

as actually great fun! I paddled
alongside various new

 friends and before I knew
 it w

e
w

ere at the lighthouse.

A couple of us clim
bed up the vertical ladder to the

10m
etre square platform

 beneath the w
hite tow

er. It w
as

a great vantage point and judging by the sm
ell w

e w
eren’t

the only ones to think so. A few
 corm

orant nests told us
of som

e perm
anent residents.

From
 the lighthouse I could see that North and South

M
anitou are part of a chain of islands betw

een
M

ichigan's Upper and Low
er Peninsulas. If w

e had had
m

ore tim
e w

e could paddle around this area for a w
eek

or m
ore, hopping betw

een the islands. Today, w
e w

ere
continuing for another tw

o hours, to a w
ilderness

cam
psite on North M

anitou. As w
e reached the island w

e
turned left and paddled along a couple of m

iles of dunes.
It w

as strange for m
e not to see a single rock. Everything

w
as yellow

 and green, w
ith im

pressive looking trees lying
like a blanket over alm

ost the w
hole island. 

W
e landed by a ‘blow

 out’ in the dunes – a raised
fairly flat area w

ithout any trees. This w
as to be our hom

e
for the next tw

o nights; everyone unpacked quickly in a
race to be first up the hill to choose their preferred
cam

ping spot. Over the next hour tents shot up, and
stoves started to roar. Alun had decided w

e should eat
w

ell and w
e’d brought asparagus to have in our stir-fry.

Keith finished his quick and easy m
eal and cam

e to w
atch

us as w
e tried to boil and then stir fry the asparagus. I

could see him
 trying not to laugh as w

e attem
pted to fit

the w
hole stalks into our m

ouths gracefully. 
The evening w

as spent on the beach passing w
hisky

bottles around the group and getting to know
 each other a

little better. 
Next m

orning, I slightly regretted leaving m
y w

inter
kayaking clothes behind. Suddenly I understood w

hat the

m
ore adrenaline-oriented paddlers had been trying to tell

m
e. It can be very w

indy on the Great Lakes and w
ith

such a big fetch across the bigger stretches of w
ater the

w
aves can be im

pressive and steep. W
ave heights on

Lake Superior have been recorded at 31 feet, and on Lake
M

ichigan the w
aves are betw

een five and 10 feet high for
a third of the w

inter. It m
ight not be the ocean, but I can

see w
hy the Great Lakes are know

n as ‘inland seas’. 
Our situation this June w

asn’t quite so dram
atic, but

it w
as decidedly chilly and w

aves of three to four foot
slam

m
ed into the beach. W

e decided to go for a day trip
to nearby South M

anitou. W
e’d be battling into the w

ind
on the w

ay there, but could look forw
ard to good surf on

the w
ay back. Once on the w

ater, I enjoyed the contrast
w

ith the day before. After the initial shock of cold w
ater

slapping m
e across the face, I relished the im

m
ersion in
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Am
erica’s Third Coastline

T
he G

reat L
akes

NOT M
ANY PEOPLE KNOW

 THAT THE LONGEST STRETCH OF COASTLINE IN THE STATES IS SOM
EW

HERE IN THE M
IDDLE. THE GREAT LAKES OF AM

ERICA AND CANADA HAVE

A TOTAL SHORELINE W
HICH IS ALM

OST HALF THE CIRCUM
FERENCE OF THE EARTH. THEY CONTAIN A FIFTH OF THE W

ORLD’S FRESH SURFACE W
ATER, AND PROVIDE 95%

OF THE AM
ERICAN DRINKING W

ATER SUPPLY. ALL THIS LIQUID AND NO SALT TO ROT THE SEALS ON YOUR DRY CAGS!
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a different facet of nature. M
y kayak bounced and jerked

over the m
oguls on the sea, m

aking slow
 but sure

progress tow
ards the sm

udge in front of m
e. South

M
anitou m

ay have only been four m
iles aw

ay, but the low
cloud shrouded all details in m

ystery.
Three people in the group w

ere using ‘Greenland
style’ w

ooden paddles or toothpicks as they are
affectionately called. I w

as interested to w
atch how

 they
coped in the rougher w

ater, because m
y only real

experience of Greenland style paddles w
as as a tool for

various different rolls. Another preconception shattered!
One of the paddlers, Doug VanDoren, has spent years
studying w

ritings and old video of Greenlanders using the
original w

ooden blades. He is convinced that the paddle

w
as designed for just that, paddling. If it w

orked for the
Greenlanders for thousands of years then it’s safe to
conclude that it’s a good design. Doug is a living exam

ple
that the toothpick can do everything that a ‘Euro’ paddle
can. I enjoyed w

atching him
 skillfully hold the paddle

near one end to create a longer level in the w
ater on the

other side. Alun borrow
ed a Greenland style paddle for

the trip and he loved it. He’s since bought several
toothpicks and alw

ays uses one w
ith his sea kayak.

W
e finally reached South M

anitou, w
here better

w
eather revealed it to be m

uch the sam
e as North

M
anitou, just a little sm

aller. The highlight of the day for
m

e w
as paddling up to an im

pressive shipw
reck that w

as
covered in hundreds of corm

orants; ‘the Corm
orant

Hotel’ as one paddler rem
arked. The sight of the rusty

hull rising six or seven m
eters above the lake w

as only
overshadow

ed by the sm
ell! It w

as definitely best
appreciated from

 dow
n w

ind. The ship w
ent aground

here in 1967 – another testam
ent to the unpredictability

of the Great Lakes w
eather.

W
e landed on South M

anitou for lunch and took a
half hour w

alk to an im
pressive stand of 500 year old

w
hite cedar trees. M

ost of the big trees on the island
w

ere felled for the lum
ber trade a century ago, but for

som
e reason these ones escaped. Up to 100 foot tall,

they are one of only a few
 stands of virgin tim

ber in all of
M

ichigan. I got m
y cam

era out and interview
ed som

e of
the paddlers about them

.

“They’re often quite thick at the butt and quite
narrow

 at the crow
n”, Ken Fink inform

ed m
e.

“I know
 som

e people that w
ay”, Doug laughed, “Kind of

like a paddler I know
!”

After adm
iring a chipm

unk and a snake, w
e headed

uphill to the top of the highest dunes on South M
anitou.

From
 here, w

e could look across to the m
ainland and

back to North M
anitou. A few

 hundred yards aw
ay bare

trunks stuck up spectacularly from
 the sand; this ghost

forest w
ould have been buried by a sandstorm

 decades
ago, and revealed again m

ore recently.
Tim

e w
as m

arching on and w
e headed back dow

n to
our kayaks. The paddle back w

as fun w
ith lots of sm

all
w

aves to try and surf tow
ards North M

anitou. In the
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FACTS FOR VISITORS:

http://w
w

w.leelanau.com
/m

anitou/islands/ 

has m
ore inform

ation about the M
anitou islands.

Visitors to the M
anitou Islands are required to get an

entrance pass to Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore.

Park Passes (Valid for seven days) cost $10.00 and an

annual Pass (Valid for 12 m
onths) is $20.00.

Cam
ping at the Village on North M

anitou or under

w
ilderness cam

ping conditions is $5.00 per night. Groups,

up to 10 people, w
ishing to w

ilderness cam
p, pay $10.00

per night

Justine’s fantastic DVD ‘This is the Sea 2’ is available 

from
 the Paddles books and videos page.

shallow
 w

aters near both islands there w
ere breaking

w
aves to try to avoid - or play w

ith. Again, I w
as

im
pressed by the Greenland paddlers and a little jealous

of the w
ay they 

could extend their paddles to m
ake the m

ost of edging 
their boats and surfing. 

The next day w
as still choppy as w

e paddled back to
the m

ainland w
ith the w

ind on our side. The kayaks rose
and fell on the sw

ell as w
e fought a little not to be turned

dow
nw

ind. Once w
e w

ere w
ithin a m

ile of the shore the
dunes sheltered us from

 the w
ind and the w

ater w
as

clear and flat again. W
e relaxed and slow

ed our pace,
savouring the last few

 m
inutes of our journey. As I pulled

m
y boat onto the sandy beach at Sleeping Bear Dunes I

reflected on m
y increased respect for the Great Lakes. I

hadn’t expected to experience such a range of paddling
conditions or to enjoy such a variety of natural history.
The opportunities for paddling are as vast as the Lakes
them

selves. The w
ords of Belinda still ring in m

y ears, “In
M

ichigan, you’re alw
ays less than five m

iles from
 a body 

of w
ater”.
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