
In Lake Superior's northwest corner sits a wilderness archipel­
ago, a road less land of wild creatures, unspoi led forests, refresh­
ing lakes, and rugged, scenic shores-accessib le only by boat or 
floatplane. Travel on and around the island is by foot, boat, or 
floatplane There are 282 ki lometers (175 mi les) of foot trails on 
Isle Royale and the island boasts numerous in land lakes . And for 
more seaworthy craft there is, of course, Lake Superior itself. 

Isle Royale exists as an island in many ways. It is an island of 
wilderness and home to wolves in a modern world . It is an island 
in time, a natural space in which you operate on natural time and 
experience the rhythms of l ight and dark. Days are measured by 
footsteps, possibly under a backpack. Walking the island you are 
struck by its striated layout, its elongated forested-rock and lake 
patterns that para ll e l its backbone, the Greenstone Ridge. The 
is land , it seems, must have been forcibly combed from northeast 
to southwest. The surface scene you see from the island's 
he ights is the product of 10,000 years of natural scu lpting, soil­
building , and plant-pioneering and succession . Back then­
actually not long ago by nature 's standards-the island appeared 
beneath glacial ice, rising as the lake level dropped. The island 
developed so il and was colon ized by plants and animals. Its many 

Isle Royale's Wilderness World 
Had we visited Isle gone. The white-tailed A fire in 1936 burned 
Royale at the turn of deer was introduced browse over a quarter 
this century, we would and has since disap- of the island and by 
have found it quite dif- peared. Sometime 1937 the moose popu-
ferent. We would have early in this century, lation crashed . But the 
seen no wolves or moose immigrated to fire stimulated growth 
moose. Instead, we the island, probably of new browse and the 
might have seen a herd swimming from Can- unchecked moose 
of caribou or glimpsed ada's mainland. With population began to 
alynx, nolongerseen abundant food and no grow, only to crash 
today. The forest un- predators, the moose again when the food ran 
dergrowth would be population grew un- out. During the cold 
thick with American molested. By the early winter of 1948-49 an 
yew rather than thim- 1930s the moose had ice bridge formed be-
bleberry. Since the turn destroyed their food tween Canada and the 
of the century, the supply and began to die island, and a smal I pack 
coyote has come and off in great numbers. of Eastern Timber 

inland lakes f irst formed , in basins gouged out by glaciers, and 
then began to shr ink, as lakes and ponds inevitably do. Beneath 
the ponds, the forests, and the light soi l covering , however, is a 
story whic h must be told not in increments of centuries, but by 
milli ons and bill ions of years. The ridge-and-trough pattern of the 
rocks is the work of millions of years , pre-dating even the forma­
tion of Lake Superior and its islands. The story begins some 1.2 
bill i n years ago w ith a great rift in the earth 's crust which may 
hav extended fro m here southward all the way to the Gulf of 
Me ico. As this series of cracks poured forth molten lava cover­
ing thousands of square kilometers, the land along the rift zone 
san l to form the Superior Basin, w hich has shaped all subse­
queht geological events in the region. The rock record of this 
catac lysmic happening-the vo lcan ics, sandstones, and con­
glomerates - forms Isle Royale 's bedrock today. Clues to the 
is land 's past abound. Smoothed , rounded, and even grooved 
rock belies the crushing power of the last major g laciation, known 
as the Wisconsin. It ended here only a few thousand years ago. 
On the southwestern part of the island , w here this glacier paused 
in its retreat, are small linear hills made of its deposits. On the 
Stol l Trail out toward Scoville Po int you pass three small pits in 
the rock. These form another c lue, a clue to the Indians who 

Wolves crossed to Isle the very old, and those 
Roy le. Since then, moose prone to preda-
additional packs have tion because of il lness . :· -
become established or injury are the most 
here either as off- likely prey. By culling ,~ 

shoots of the original weak and old, wolves 
pack, or possibly contribute to the health 
through some emigra- of the moose popula- .,.. 
tion from Canada. In- tion. When predators better hunting, or the 
dividual wol es num- decrease, the number pack's reproduction 
ber approxima ely of prey increases and and survival rates may 
15 to 25_ he dynamic cycle be- ·a11 off dramatically. 

gins again. In lean So olf and moose are 
The ears. a e " •,'Olves held 1n bala ce 
tant in <a1 1 g a igh1 leave e island. 
healthy moose popula- crossing e 1ce -o of es are highly in-
ti on. eve yo g Cana a in search o· elilgen and social 

mined copper on the island. The Indians came to the island only 
in mi ld seasons, taking what resources they could , and leavi ng 
before w inter. The Indians mined here by about 2000 B.C., con­
tinuing for 1,000 years, and Isle Royale and Superior area co pper 
made its way by trade as fa r as New York, Illi no is, and Ind iana. 
Indians were probabl y most active here from 800 o 1600. SY the 
1840s, the only Indian encampments white miners encountered 
were a maple sugaring camp on Sugar Mountain and a se sonal 
fishing camp on Grace Island . 

Aquatic environments abound both on and around the isl nd. In 
fact, some 80 percent of the national park is underwater, as shal­
low warm water ponds, streams, and rivers , and the dee , cold, 
foreboding Lake Superior waters. Commerical fishing ha been 
one of the mainstay economic activities on the island throughout 
historic t imes. It began before 1800, to feed the fur traders . Since 
about 1840, it has been a largely individual enterprise. The major 
economic species were lake trout, whitef ish, and herring lurking 
in the range of water depths and bottoms along ki lo meters of Isle 
Royale shoreline. Most of the commercial f ish ing enterpr ises 
had closed by mid-century; that world is now preserved by a few 
f ishermen and in historical programs conducted by the National 

animals that form ex- and mane-like ruff pups are born, tfle pack 
tremely organized around the head. A wild remains close ta the 
packs. Every individual wolf's normal life-span den, supplying f od 
from the dominant pair is 6 to 8 years and tc the female. Wlwn the 
to the weakest pup has some individuals may pups are able to leave 
a specific place in the live 12 years. Pack the den, they as ume 
pack hierarchy. Wolves size varies from 2 to special status and are 
are distinguished from 15 individuals. cared for by all pack 
other wi ld canines by members. 
their size. An adult 
male, bigger han a 
large German shep-
herd, may weig close 
to 45 kilograms ' 00 
pounds). Their s ze is 
accentuated b he 
heavy grey coa o ur 

Park Service. Sport fishing has now replaced commercial fishing . 
Species sought are lake, brook, and rainbow trout; northern pike; 
walleye; and yellow perch. Spring and fall produce the biggest 
catches, but fish ing is considered good throughout the season. 

Isle Royale's animal l ife also expresses its island natu re. In the 
recent past, both wolf and moose have come over the frozen lake 
waters in search of better hunting and browsing grounds, as re­
counted in this folder. Other an imals you might expect here are 
missing, however, although it is but 24 ki lometers (15 miles) to 
the Canadian shores where they are found. But even what is 
missing, l ike the black bear and white-tailed deer, somehow 
enriches the sense of Isle Royale 's wi ld so litude. 

Isle Royale is indeed an island of superlatives for w ilderness and 
beauty. Or how about th is superlative? Siskiwit Lake 's Ryan Is­
land is the largest island in the largest lake on the largest island 
in the largest freshwater lake in the world! You wi II f ind your own 
superlatives here as you meet the island on its own terms: fish ing, 
boating, hiking, backpacking, taking a guided interpretive walk 
or hike, or just relaxing, which are what vacations are for. 

provide dams and in tern a delicate balance 
turn the aquatic vege- is struck in which no 
tation upon which one animal or organ-
moose feed. The ism is more important 
beaver also serve as a than another. And 
summer food for the man's part? We must 
wolf and the beaver leave this balance to 

/ ponds eventually be- natural law, observing 
island 's uniqueness lies come meadows that but not manipulating. 
in its complex yet sim- support a variety of 
pie system of natural smaller animals. The Isle Royale has been 
processes, a system in red fox eats the hare designated an interna-
which moose are de- who, if left unchecked, tional biosphere re-
pendent upon both would destroy the for- serve under the Man 
wolves and beaver- est that supports the and the Biosphere 
wolves to control their moose that supports (MAB) program. 
numbers and beaver to the wolf. In such a sys- Drawings by George founds 
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