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SYLVANIA

Welcome to Sylvania Wilderness and Recreation Area
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The Sylvania Wilderness and Sylvania Recreation Area, located near Watersmeet,

Michigan,  are part of the Ottawa National Forest.  The 18,327 acres wilderness is part of the National Wilderness Preservation System.  Combined with the adjacent Recreation Area, Sylvania offers an outstanding experience for those who want to camp, fish, hike, canoe, ski, or enjoy the solitude of a wilderness experience.

Few wildernesses compare to Sylvania.  Here you can find 34 named lakes-some with sandy beaches, others surrounded by record-size red and white pines.  This large natural area with its old growth forest and pristine lakes provides habitat for a wide range of living things.  While exploring Sylvania you might see threatened or endangered plants and animals-like rare orchids, bald eagles, loons and osprey.

History 

From the last glacier’s retreat until the late 1800’s, little is known about Sylvania’s history.  Artifacts from prehistoric activity have been found, and archeologists continue to search for cultural information.

We do know that in 1895, A.D. Johnston, a lumberman from Wisconsin, purchased 80 acres near the south end of Clark Lake with plans to cut the large, old pines. 

But after seeing the property he decided it was too beautiful to cut.  Instead, he invited some friends to visit and fish the lakes.  These friends were so

to enter the wilderness.  Within the wilderness there are designated wilderness campsites  Campsites have a wilderness latrine and a cast iron fire ring.  Wilderness campsites can be reached by canoe or foot trail.  Overnight wilderness campers need a validated permit, and special rules apply to the area.

Permits 

Daytime and overnight visitors to Sylvania are required to have a permit.  There are camping fees for the overnight permits and a facility fee for the day use permits.  Permits are available at the main entrance to Sylvania.

What is Wilderness?

On September 3, 1964, the President of the United States signed the Wilderness Act making preservation of our federal wildlands national policy.  The Wilderness Act created the National Wilderness Preservation system (NWPS) and designated initial areas of wilderness.  Sylvania was subsequently added to the system in 1987 by the Michigan Wilderness Act.  The NWPS is managed by four federal agencies: the Forest Service, the Park Service, the Bureau of Land Management, and the Fish and Wildlife Service.

The wilderness resource as defined in the Wilderness Act has three equally important characteristics: 1) It is a place not controlled by humans, where natural ecosystem processes operate freely, and where its primeval character and influence are retained.  2) It is a place not occupied or modified by humankind, where humans are merely visitors, and the imprint of their work is hardly noticeable.  3) It is a place with outstanding opportunities for solitude and for a primitive and unconfined recreation experience.


Sylvania, like other wilderness, is managed to protect and maintain the resource in its natural state for our enjoyment and the enjoyment of generations to come.  It is important to realize, however, that wildernesses are not managed solely for people, but also so that a diversity of living things and the natural processes by which they live are not destroyed or altered.  This largely untouched area holds much wealth that can be passed on to future generations if we continue to care for it. 

Wilderness in Perspective   

The national Wilderness Preservation System spans over 100 million acres, which represents only about 4% of all lands in the United States.  About 63% of all wilderness is located in the State of Alaska and over 30% is located in eleven western states.  This leaves only about 5% of the nation’s wilderness located in the eastern half of the United States, and then, almost half of that lies in two areas- the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness and the Everglades National Park Wilderness in Florida.

In this perspective it is not hard to see why Sylvania is such a special corner of the world.  We should be proud that we had the foresight to set this area aside for protection for the present future generations.  For all its values, wilderness is a heritage that is uniquely American.  In the words of Pulitzer Prize winning novelist Wallace Stegner, “Something will have gone out of us as people if we ever let the remaining wilderness be destroyed.  
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impressed that they purchased adjacent lands and formed the Sylvania Club.  Fishing and hunting became the primary focus rather than logging.





The owners built lodges, cabins and boathouses on the larger lakes and a road system to connect it all.  These old roads now serve as an extensive hiking and ski trail system.  





Ownership changed hands through the years.  In 1967 the Forest Service purchased the land under the Land and Water Conservation Fund Act.  Sylvania was opened to the public in 1967.





From the beginning of its involvement, the Forest Service realized the uniqueness of the area and provided for its protection.  All buildings were removed from the property and it was managed as a special recreation area for 20 years.  In 1987 it was designated a federal wilderness when the Michigan Wilderness Act was passed by Congress and signed into law by the President of the United States.





Sylvania Today





Sylvania is made up of wilderness with an adjacent recreation area.  Both areas provide access to large, old trees and beautiful lakes.  The recreation area offers a 48 unit drive-in campground, with running water and flush toilets; a developed beach and picnic area; a day-use building and a road system that provides access to wilderness entry points.





If it’s solitude and pristine beauty you want, combined with a bit more challenge, you’ll want to enter the wilderness.  Within the wilderness, there are designated wilderness campsites bordering many of the lakes.
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