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1,000-acre Maghielse acquisition part of larger DNR land strategy 

 ‘It makes sense for us to have a footprint in the right areas’

The state’s planned purchase of the Maghielse Tract, prized for its upper 

reaches of the Au Sable River and rare, old-growth forest, comes on the heels 

of a 600-acre sale of public land destined to become the site of a particle- 

board manufacturing plant near Grayling. 

  

The move is part of an effort by the Department of Natural Resources to 

consolidate its land holdings, swapping areas with little use in favor of property 

with high recreational value – in this case, 1,020 private acres of forest and 

stream sandwiched between two popular public tracts flanking the Au Sable 

River. 

Kerry Wieber, forest land administrator for the Department of Natural 

Resources’ Forest Resources Division, is overseeing the pending $3 million 

acquisition with the state’s Natural Resources Trust Fund. 

Just a year ago, the state sold 600 acres of land abutting Grayling’s industrial park to ARAUCO, a manufacturer of 

sustainable particleboard, which is building a new plant on the site. Wieber said that parcel was identified as surplus 

property in a Memorandum of Understanding with Grayling Township and the Crawford County Economic 

Development Partnership in 2000. 

 “We’re still selling parcels that were identified in that process,” Wieber said. “It makes sense for us to have a footprint 

in the right areas.” 

Trust Fund acquisitions use royalties from the sale or lease of state mineral rights. They favor private parcels 

adjoining or surrounded by public land – called “inholdings” -- or areas that offer access to rivers, lakes or unique 

natural features. 

Revenue from the sale of public lands goes into the Land Exchange Facilitation Fund which, according to the DNR 

website, is used to acquire additional lands to replace those sold. Most public lands were tax reverted at the turn of 

the century or during the Great Depression era. Proceeds from the sale of land initially bought with the Trust Fund go 

back into the Trust Fund. 

Ahead of buying the Maghielse Tract, Wieber made a strong push to inform the local governments of Crawford 

County and Frederic Township of the acquisition. Both the county and township boards backed the purchase with 

letters of unanimous support. 

David Stephenson chairs the Crawford County Board of Commissioners. “In our discussion with the DNR they were

very upfront with us, met with the county and township several times to explain the process and what the outcome 

would be,” he said. “The key parts were that it would open that 1,000-acre parcel to the public with the restrictions of 

any state property and they assured us the county and township would receive the same amount of taxes as we 

would if it were purchased by a private individual. It’s a win-win for everyone.” 



The Maghielse Tract, also known 

locally as the Upper Au Sable River 

Property, is split into two halves by 

more than a mile of the upper Au 

Sable River. Wieber said the 

eastern half has a stand of old- 

growth trees which rival those of 

nearby Hartwick Pines State Park. 

To the immediate north of the tract 

is the 1,640-acre MacArthur 

property; to the south lies the 737- 

acre Williams tract, both of which 

are publicly owned with river 

access. 

Karen Harrison is president of the 

Mason-Griffith chapter of Trout 

Unlimited and lives upstream from 

the Maghielse property. She said 

the stretch is canoed regularly by 

locals and will tell you – with a wink 

and a nod – that there are no fish in 

this part of the river.

“We have done some surveys looking at where fish are spawning and it is a spawning area,” Harrison said. “It’s as 

diverse as a lot of other parts of the river.” She feels the acquisition will improve access to the river and benefit the 

economy of Grayling as a whole. 

“The economy here is based on recreation,” Harrison said. “More land for people to enjoy is a good thing.” 

That idea was shared by Traci Cook, executive director of the Grayling Regional Chamber of Commerce, who said more 

recreational opportunities for residents and visitors to the area leads to more dollars spent on overnight stays, meals at 

restaurants, shopping at retailers and patronage of local businesses. Outside of the numerous canoe liveries and fly 

shops, many of Grayling’s businesses pay homage to the river by name, signage and décor. 

“The more opportunities that are available to our community, the healthier and more active we will be as a whole,” Cook 

said, noting she plans to hike the property when it opens to the public, which is expected to happen in late 2017 or early 

2018.

“More land for people to enjoy is a good thing.”


