
HARTWICK PINES STATE PARK 
A N  O L D - G R O W T H  T I M E  C A P S U L E

HARTWICK PINES 
is a living reminder that Northern Michigan 

was once home to giants. 

The giants were trees – white pines so 

massive they would dwarf lumberjack 

legend Paul Bunyan and his mighty axe. In 

the late-1800s, however, even the grandest 

of Michigan’s trees were no match for the 

hordes of lumbermen, their teams of 

powerful pulling horses, and their 

sharpened steel bits. 

“WE HAVE REMNANTS OF WHITE PINES 
THAT DEPICT WHAT MICHIGAN USED TO 
LOOK LIKE BEFORE THE WHITE PINE 
LOGGING ERA,”                                 said Craig Kasmer, park 

interpreter and 15-year veteran of the state park in 

Grayling that is home to the Lower Peninsula’s

largest contiguous forest of old-growth white pine. 

Michigan goes way back with the lumber industry 

and the roots of most northern towns are deeply 

embedded in it. Settlements sprang up around saw 

mills, rail yards and ports where the lumber was cut, 

carried and shipped to market. Those settlements 

became the towns of Grayling, Gaylord, Alpena, 

Vanderbilt, and so on. 

Contact Huron Pines for more information on land stewardship: 

4241 Old US 27 South, Suite 2, Gaylord, MI 49735 

(989) 448-2293 

info@huronpines.org 



THE HISTORY OF HARTWICK PINES’ OLD-GROWTH 
FOREST CAME TO A HEAD AT THE 

CRITICAL YEAR OF 1893 

“SALLING-HANSON LUMBER COMPANY 
WAS HARVESTING PINES HERE,” KASMER 
SAID. “THAT YEAR THERE WAS AN
ECONOMIC PANIC NATIONWIDE AND THEY 
STOPPED CUTTING.”
When the sawdust settled, only 86 acres of the 

once-sprawling old-growth forest remained. 

“When the pines were cut it opened up the canopy, giving more light to the sun-tolerable plants like 

hardwood trees,” said Abby McCutcheon, Seasonal Interpreter at the park. 

With the saws long silent, Mother Nature is the biggest threat to the forest. In September 1929 

fire breaks and a crew of 300 halted a wildfire less than a mile from the pines. In 1940, hurricane- 

level winds took out 40 percent of the old growth stand, leaving a mere 49 acres today..

Contact Huron Pines for more information on land stewardship: 

4241 Old US 27 South, Suite 2, Gaylord, MI 49735 

(989) 448-2293 

info@huronpines.org 

Cutting resumed when the recession ended a few 

years later. Salling-Hanson had to decide whether to 

clear the remaining 86 acres or move their men 

northwest to a recently acquired 8,000 acres of 

standing white pine. They made their move, sparing 

what would become the state park. “If there had 

been no recession they would have continued 

clearing here,” Kasmer said. 

The remaining grove of old-growth trees, along with 

thousands of surrounding acres, were given to the 

state in 1927 by Karen Hartwick in memory of her late 

husband, Major Edward Hartwick, with the stipulation 

the trees be protected. The area became a State 

Park July 19, 1935. 

Much of the park’s 9,672 acres is northern hardwood 

forest boasting giant beech and maple trees more 

than 100 years old. 

Kasmer said the white pine make valuable habitat for porcupine, raccoon, opossum and the 

occasional bear. Deer use the area as a wintering grounds and the eastern hemlock intermingling 

with the pines attract evening grosbeaks and the birders who come to see them. 



LIGHTNING STRIKES, THOUGH INFREQUENT, CAUSE THE WATER 
INSIDE THE TOWERING PINES TO INSTANTLY FLASH TO STEAM, 
TURNING THE TREES INTO 150-FOOT WOODEN BOMBS WHEN HIT.  

SPLINTERED SHRAPNEL FROM A STRIKE 11 YEARS AGO
is still scattered far from its tree and another strike in September 

caused a fallen treetop to crush the paved pathway where it landed. 

THE MONARCH,
once the park’s biggest white pines at 155 feet tall, was topped by wind 

in 1992. Decades of park visitors circling or hugging the tree 

compacted the soil around its shallow roots and, in 1996, the Monarch 

Pine was pronounced dead.  That tree was found to be 325 years old 

when it died, meaning it was a sapling when Isaac Newton was 

studying light, Louis XIV was king of France, and St. Ignace was 

founded by Father Marquette.  “Now it’s a lovely, 70-foot snag,” 

McCutcheon said of the Monarch’s, woodpecker-punched trunk. 

The park urges visitors to stay on the trails. A 1 1/2-mile paved path 

winds through the old growth section. Another 3-mile trail crosses the 

East Branch of the AuSable River twice and cuts through an old-growth 

stand of eastern hemlock, a tree once valued for its tannic acid used by 

trappers to preserve animal hides. 

The park also does programs at area schools in the  and hosts guided hikes 

throughout the year, along with numerous other programs. More 

information can be found online by visiting www.michigan.gov/dnr and 

searching “Hartwick Pines.” Hartwick Pines State Park is located at 4216 

Ranger Rd., Grayling. 

'This is why we don’t let people leave the visitor’s center in a 

thunderstorm,” McCutcheon said as she stood on the patched 

asphalt. 

In the areas of the park where northern hardwoods grow, an invasive 

insect infects the beech trees with a fatal fungus. The millions of 

insects look like white powder coating the bark of the beech trees. 

Not all of the beech trees are infected, yet… 

“Just like the emerald ash borer took out the ash trees, beech scale 

will be the end of the beech trees,” said McCutcheon. 

Humans may also still damage the forest. 

“It’s really spectacular through there,” McCutcheon (pictured left) said 

of the river trail. 


