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Approaching Grayling from any direction, it can be hard to visualize 

a river existing in a landscape that so often resembles a desert of 

scrub and sand. It is this very terrain that gives the Au Sable River 

both its name and its renowned cold, clean water teeming with 

trout and the anglers who pursue them. 

Josh Greenberg is the owner of Gates Au Sable Lodge, which sits in 

the middle of what fishermen call the “Holy Waters” for its trophy 

brown trout. Any given trout season, from April through October, 

Greenberg welcomes guests from 50 states and several countries 

who make the pilgrimage to Northern Michigan to stay at his lodge, 

eat in his restaurant, buy gear in his fly shop and fish the river. 

The young businessman breathes trout fishing most of the year but 

spends winters writing about it. His recent book, “Rivers of Sand,” is 

part guidebook and part storytelling as it follows the river from its 

upper reaches to its confluence with Lake Huron in Oscoda. The 

book’s title is both a translation of the river’s name – “au sable” 

meaning “of sand” in French – and a reflection of the river’s unique 

geology. 

“We have this giant, filtering sponge surrounding the river,” 

Greenberg said of the sandy soil. “It makes the Au Sable a stable 

river in terms of flow, and not much surface water makes its way 

into the river. It really is good, quality water that comes out of the 

ground.” 

It’s this water that groups like Trout Unlimited and Anglers of the Au

Sable aim to preserve. Coincidentally, TU – now a national 

organization – was founded on the banks of the river in 1959. 

John Walters lives 40 miles north in Vanderbilt and is the former 

chairman of both Michigan TU and his local Headwaters chapter. He 

carries a fly rod and waders in his truck at all times. 

“Most people come from a trout fishing background and their 

angling type doesn’t much matter,” he said of the group’s 

membership base. “Then there are others who recognize the 

importance of protecting cold ground water and know TU is heavily 

involved in that.” 

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 
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One project TU’s Mason-Griffith Founders Chapter is
working on through 2017 is the restoration of Big Creek, a 
tributary of the Au Sable’s west branch where years of 
heavy beaver activity have impounded water, silt and sand. 
“Consequently, when that dam is removed and sediment is 
managed, gravel is exposed and trout then have the 
opportunity to spawn in those areas,” Walters said, adding 
how water keeps much colder when allowed to flow freely. 

The chapter is also working with the state and other 
conservation groups to identify and map potential projects 
on the river’s north branch. Those plans include the addition 
of large woody debris -- strategic placement of logs and 
fallen trees in and along the river to make habitat for young 
trout and insect larvae, a significant food source for fish. 

Anglers of the Au Sable has a mission similar to TU but focused almost exclusively on this river and its tributaries. 
Vice president Joe Hemming has been with the group for 7 years and has had a cabin on the river since 2001 as a retreat 
from life in metro Detroit. A history buff, Hemming credits fishermen for helping reverse damage caused by the timber 
industry more than a century ago. 

“There was a lot of restorative work that needed to be done after the lumbermen passed through,” Hemming said. “We 
had to replant our woods and provide cover for fish. The region woke up after the lumbering days and realized, ‘Jeez, we 
have something valuable here – fish – and people will pay money to come here and fish.’ The fishing industry came on the 
heels of the lumber industry and took over in keeping the economy going.” 

Hemming said his Anglers group has been 
“instrumental” in establishing catch-and-release 
sections of the river, one of those stretches being 
the world-famous Holy Waters where 
Greenberg’s lodge resides. “Without those 
regulations we wouldn’t have the fishery we have 
today,” Hemming said. His group has also taken 
part in litigation involving the permitting of a fish 
farm at a former hatchery on the river and oil and 
gas activity within the watersheds of the Au Sable 
and Manistee rivers. Most recently Anglers has 
been developing a plan of attack against the 
invasive New Zealand mud snail, a tiny, nonnative 
mollusk which could disrupt the food chain. 
Hemming believes, “There’s always going to be 
pressure on the river,”  

 “We’ve found that if it’s not one thing, it’s another. There are always threats to the river and we need to be vigilant as 
an organization,” Hemming said. "A business that’s completely reliant on the river wouldn’t last long if the river’s not 
healthy,” Greenberg added. “This is a river town. You can catch trout in every state, including Hawaii, but you can’t 
catch wild, rising trout just anywhere. It’s more rare than people think.”

Learn more 
Gates AuSable Lodge: gateslodge.com 

Trout Unlimited: MichiganTU.org 
Anglers of the AuSable: ausableanglers.org 


