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The north has long been associated with the romance of canoeing. With over 500 lakes and 1,800 miles of streams awaiting the canoeist, the Ottawa National Forest is no exception.
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M-28 generally separates two distinct types of canoeing opportunities on the Forest. The portion of the Forest lying south of M-28 is relatively flat. Hundreds of small lakes dot the landscape, especially towards the Wisconsin border. Rivers in this portion of the Ottawa range from flat water with moderate currents to small rapids. Many of the smaller streams have a thick overgrowth of tag alder, and portages over beaver dams may be necessary.

In contrast, the area lying north of M-28 is rugged with many high hills and ridges. Rivers in this area are beginning their headlong descent to Lake Superior and fast water, rock ledges, and waterfalls that should be portaged are not uncommon.

During spring run-off, the rivers of the Ottawa flow fast and furious, and once quiet waters can become potentially dangerous torrents. However, by the time the summer canoeing season arrives, rivers may be so low that canoeing is nearly impossible. The following rivers generally have ample flow for canoeing through the year.

PRESQUE ISLE RIVER - Both the West and South branches offer relatively slow moving water. Put in off of Forest Road 8100

at the Teal canoe landing on the West Branch north of the Henry Lake campground, or on the South Branch south of Hawk Lake ½ mile west of M-64 at the Mallard canoe landing on 

Forest Road 8100. The branches join south of Marenisco. The trip from there has a long portage at Yondota Falls. Bring your rod for trout and northern pike. Canoeing north of M-28 is not recommended.

ONTONAGON RIVER - This 24 mile stretch of the river begins with access on US-45 at the Military Hill Bridge with ample parking available.  Three miles downstream a second landing site provides access at the Victoria Road gauging station.  The river is canoeable throughout the summer with high water in the spring and fall providing the best canoeing for the more experienced canoeist.  A boat landing at the Ontonagon Harbor is available near Lake Superior.  Fish for brook, rainbow, and steelhead trout, northern, and walleye.

 MIDDLE BRANCH ONTONAGON RIVER

Canoe access and parking is available at a Forest Service wayside in the town of Watersmeet where US-45 crosses the river.  A portage is necessary at Mex-i-min-e falls

which is approximately 9 miles down the river before Burned Dam campground. The rest of the trip to Bond Falls Flowage has moderate rapids and quiet pools for fishing. There are approximately 11 additional miles to Bond Falls Flowage. Just about any kind of native 

fish can be caught from the campground to Bond Falls Flowage.

SOUTH BRANCH ONTONAGON RIVER  This 25.3 mile river stretch begins at the 

M-28 bridge in Ewen and ends at the Victoria Dam. These are the only available access sites. Rapids located within the last 2 miles can be very difficult during medium to high water.

PAINT RIVER - Put in on the South Branch, 4.5 miles north of US-2 on Forest Highway 16 or on the North Branch 9 miles north of US-2 on Forest Highway 16. The branches meet at the Paint River Forks campground. Trout fishing is good and the trip is easy until you leave the Ottawa National Forest. For information on conditions of the Paint River east of the Ottawa National Forest, contact the Michigan Department of Natural Resources, Crystal Falls, MI 49920, (906) 875-6622.

BRULE RIVER - This river flows between Michigan and Wisconsin and was used by early traders and surveyors. This river section begins at the State Line Historical Site at the south end of Brule Lake, and ends at the Pentoga Road Bridge. It is approximately 13 miles from the M-73 bridge to the M-189 Bridge and an additional 12 miles from this point to the Pentoga bridge. There are some shallow rapids and good trout fishing. 


The Nicolet National Forest has a campground at Nelma, Wisconsin, where the Brule passes under M-73. The Brule joins the Menominee River that in turn continues to Green Bay on Lake Michigan.

LAKE CANOEING - The Sylvania Wilderness offers fine lake canoeing. There are 36 pristine lakes connected by portage trails; most have wilderness campsites with latrines and fire grates. Numerous other 

lakes within the Ottawa National Forest are excellent and offer a unique experience.

Information on local outfitters and guide services can be obtained through local area Chambers of Commerce. A Forest Service River Digest is also available which includes 

general river conditions, locations and facilities.

Follow state law requirements regarding personal flotation devices.

Printed materials, videos and general program information on ‘Leave No Trace’ land ethics may be obtained by calling 1-800-332-4100.

For more information call 1-800-562-1201 (toll free in Michigan and 715 area code in Wisconsin).

Ottawa National Forest information is available in large print upon request from the Forest Supervisors Office in Ironwood, MI (906) 932-1330, TTY (906) 932-0301.
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