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Benzie County, bordering Lake Michigan in northwestern Lower 

Peninsula Michigan, is the smallest county in the state. It con

sists of 223,187 acres comprising 348.73 sguare miles.1* The flat 

to rolling topography is nearly entirely the result of deposition 

of the Wisconsinan glacial period which ended approximately 10,000 

years agô .' terminal and other glacial moraines and outwash plains 

provided the habitat for a northern hardwoods plant community which

with its variations originally covered neary 75 percent of the
4 5county. ' ’" The dominant species were Sugar Maple (Acer saccharum), 

American Beech (Faqus qrandifolia), Red Oak (Quercus rubra),

Eastern Hemlock (Tsuqa canadensis), Yellow Birch (Betula 

alleqhaniensis^hite Ash (Fraxinus americana), and American Basswood

(Tilia americana). American Elm (Ulmus americana) was common
4 5 6on the moister sites. ' ' ' Following logging of this forest at the

turn of the century, Sugar Maple has become very abundant as sprout

growth with Eastern Hemlock and Yellow Birch becoming much less 
6 ,1 ,8 .

common. Rich spring wildflower displays are found on finer

textured morainal soils and are good indicators of soil profile
7 .

development. * A detailed summary of the variations within these 
forests and their relationship to the development of the spring 

herbace.ous flora is found in Overlease and Overlease (1976).The 

relative uniform dominance by Sugar Maple is a common feature of 

these forests today. American Elm has been virtually eliminated 

as a crown cover species in the county by the Dutch Elm disease.



On the coarser sandsof the glacial outwash plains and on

the gravelly sands of former beaches and shorelines of glacial

Lake Michigan originally was found an oak-pine forest covering
4,5,6.about 10 percent of the county. Red Qak (Quercus rubra),

. White Oak (Quercus alba), White Pine (Pinus strobus),

Red Pine ( Pinus resinosa), and Red Maple ( Acer rubrum) were the
4 '5 '6.common dominant species. Jack Pine (Pinus banksiana) was

local in the county becoming common near Lake Michigan on old 

stable dunes and very sandy soils. Black Oak (Quercus velutina) 

was also very local on sandy soil near Lake Michigan. Following 

logging before and after the turn of the century, a similar plant 

community as to species composition and general abundance has 

developed and is present today.

A conspicious understory vegetation is found in the oak-pine 

forests dominated by Bracken Fern (Pteridium aquilinum) with 

shrub species very common. The more common species include 

Blueberry (Vaccinium anqustifolium) , Huckleberry (Gaylussacia 

baccata), Wintergreen ( Gaultheria procumbens), Trailing Arbutus 

(Epiqaea repens), Bush Honeysuckle (Diervilla lonicera), and 

Shadbush (Amelanchier laevis). Common herbaceous species are Rice 

Grass (Oryzopsis asperifolia), Large-leaved Aster (Aster macrophyllus) 

Canadian Mayflower (Maianthemum canadense), and Moccasin Flower 

(Cypripedium acaule).



The poorly drained soils of today are dominated by
9swamp forests that cover about 14 percent of the county.

These include swamp hardwoods with Red Maple (Acer rubrum),

Black Ash (Fraxinus nigra), and formerly American Elm (Ulmus

americana) with cedar swamps dominated by White Cedar (Thuja

occidentalis). Balsam (Abies balsamea) is locally common especially

as an understory tree. On wetter sites Tamarack (Larix laricina)

and locally Black Spruce (Picea mariana) are found.

From available evidence, the original swamp forests were

similar in composition to present day swamp forests with,however,
4,5,6.American Elm as a common species.

Swamp forests grade into shrub thickets and locally into 

open sphagnum bogs. Common shrub species include Swamp Dewberry 

(Rubus pubescens),Michigan Holly (Ilex verticillata), Poison 

Ivy (Toxicodendron radicans), Mountain Maple (Acer spicatum), 

and especially Alder (Alnus ruqosa). Mountain Holly (Nemopanthus 

mucronatus) and Poison Sumac (Toxicodendron vernix) are locally 

common.

A rich herbaceous understory is generally observed in the 

swamp hardwoods and often in more open cedar swamps. Common species 

are Shield Fern (Drvopteris intermedia), Sensitive Fern (Onoclea 

sensibilis), Oak Fern(Gvmnocarpium dryopteris), Marsh Fern 

(Thelvpteris palustris), Royal Fern (Osmunda reqalis), Cinnamon 

Fern (Osmunda cinnamomea) , and Bulb-bearing Fern (Cystop.ter is 

bulbifera). Other common species include Enchanter's Nightshade 

(Circaea alpina), Twin Flower (Linnaea borealis), Star Flower 

(Trientalis borealis), Bluebead (Clintonia borealis), Fringed



Polygala (Polyqala paucifolia), Wild Sarsaparilla (Aralia 

nudicaulis), Goldthread (Coptis groenlandica ) , and Three-leaved 

False Solomon's Seal (Smilacina trifolia). Moss species are 

locally very abundant, especially species of the genus Mnium.

Pot hole lakes and ponds in various stages of succession 

are common today as they have been since the end of the

Wisconsinan glacial period 10,000 years ago. Open bogs  ̂

dominated by leatherleaf (Chamaedaphne calyculata), sphagnum 

moss, and sedges, especially the genus Carex, are locally well 

developed. Among the common bog plants are Pitcher Plant 

(Sarracenia purpurea), Sundew (Drosera rotundifolia), Cranberry 

(Vaccinium oxycoccos),Swamp Laurel (Kalmia polifolia), Bog 
Rosemary (Andromeda qlaucophylla).Poison Sumac (Toxicodendron 

vernix) and Cotton Grass, especially Eriophorum virqinicum , 

are locally common. Shrub thickets are common with Chokeberry 

(Aronia prunifolia), Michigan Holly (Ilex verticillata), Sweet 

Gale (Myrica gale), and most commonly Alder (Alnus ruqosa). 

Deadstream bog , Little Platte Lake bog, and Lost Lake bog 

are excellent examples of this habitat.

Fens are locally common along wet calcareous shorelines 

of lakes and streams. A calcareous bog is well developed at 

Belt Lake. Lobelia kalmii and Grass-of-parnassus (Parnassia 

qlauca) are characteristic plants. Closed Gentian (Gentiana 

andrewsii) is fairly common. Fringed Gentain (Gentiana procera) 

is very local and found only on the gravelly south shore of 

Crystal Lake.

Open marshes along streams and margins of lakes and



5.

ponds are common. Typical species are Blue-joint Grass 

(Calamaarostis canadensis), Reed Canary Grass ( Phalaris 

arundinacea),Joe- pye-weed( Eupatorium maculatum),Boneset 

(Eupatorium perfoliatum) and locally White Turtlehead (Chelone 

glabra).

Borders of lakes may be open marsh or bog, shrub thicket, 

swamp forest, northern hardwoods, or oak-pine forest depending 

on local topography.

Streamside vegetation is similar to the border vegetation 

of lakes with combinations of forest cover, open marsh and 

shrub thickets. Alder is especially common along streams. 

Climbing Nightshade (Solanum dulcamara), Water Willow (Decodon 

verticillatus), and Spotted Touch-me-not (Impatiens capensis) 

are locally abundant.

The aquatic vegetation of lakes and streams is dominated 

by species of Pondweed (Potamoqeton), Water Lilies (Nuphar 

varieqata,Nymphaea odorata), Cat-tail (Typha latifolia), 

Sparganiums (Sparqanium chlorocarpum, Sparqanium eurycarpum), 

and Bushy Pondweed (Najas flexilis).

Along the western edge of the county, bordering Lake 

Michigan, is found a distinctive sand dune vegetation. The 

western prevailing winds pick up sand along the shore and blow 

it inland forming a long foredune parallel to the beach with 

generally a relatively level area to the lee of the dune. This 

flat area may also include wet to moist swales. Further inland 

are found older, generally stabilized dunes, with shrubs and 

scattered trees grading into the local forest cover.10'11'12'



The degree of stability of the sand substrate, in relation

ship to the wind, and the soil moisture content result in a 

distinctive banding of vegetation.

Near the shore above the region of normal storm disturbances 

and at the base of the foredune, is found a patchy, often inter

mittent (from year to year) zone of annuals. The common species 

is Seaside Rocket ( Cakile edentula).

The slope of the foredune facing Lake Michigan is generally 

covered with Beach Grass ( Ammophila breviliqulata). The top and 

lee side of the foredune is normally covered with Sand Reed Grass 

(Calamovilfa lonqifolia). Forbs such as Beach Pea (Lathyrus j aponicus) 

and Wormwood (Artemisia caudata) may be frequent to common.

The relatively level area inland from the foredune is dominated 

by Little Bluestem (Andropoqon scoparius) with Northern Wheat Grass 

(Aqropyron dasystachyum). Other frequent to common species include 

Pitcher's Thistle (Cirsium pitcheri), Puccoon (Lithospermum 

caroliniense)/Fasciculated Broomrape (Orobanche fasciculata), Lyre

leaved Cress (Arabis lyrata), Wormwood (Artemisia caudata), and 

Horsemint (Monarda punctata).Also common are Common Milkweed 

(Asclepias syriaca),Wild Camas (Ziqadenus qlaucus), and Starry 

False Solomon's Seal (Smilacina stellata) . Shrubs are scattered 

throughout this zone and grade into a more inland shrub zone.

They include Red-osier Dogwood (Cornus stolonifera),Shrub Willows 

(Salix cordata,Salix myricoides),Choke Cherry (Prunus virqiniana),

Sand Cherry (Prunus pumila), River-bank Grape (Vitis riparia),

Common Juniper (Juniperus communis), Bearberry (Arctostaphylos 

uva-ursi), and Beach Heather (Hudsonia tomentosa). Horizontal



Juniper (Junioerus horizontalis) is locally common.
Some local areas, with more moist soil conditions, have 

been colonized by trees forming pockets of Jack Pine (Pinus 

banksiana), White Cedar (Thu i a occidentalis), and Balsam (Abies 

balsamea) among the dunes. These pockets have been protected 

from the general fires over the years due to their isolation and 

contain many sensitive species especially orchids and the rare 

Pine Drops (Pterospora andromedea). Cottonwood (Populus deltoides) 

is very local on the dunes in the county. An interesting feature 

on steep morainal slopes facing Lake Michigan is a community of 

White Cedar associated with other dune species such as Shepherdia 

canadensis,Smilacina stellata,Prunus virqiniana,Juniperus communis, 

and Juniperus horizontalis. White Cedar is normally found on wet 

sites in the county.

Wet open swales among the dunes are characterized by species 

of Juncus and Scirpus, Scouring Rush (Equisteum laeviqatum), and 

Bladderwort (Utricularia cornuta).

Old fields in various stages of succession, abandoned orchards, 

road shoulders, vacant lots and alleyways provide habitats for 

weedy plants. Common species include Ox-eye Daisy (Chrysanthemum 

leucanthemum), Devil's Paintbrush (Hieracium aurantiacum),Yellow 

Hawkweed (Hieracium piloselloides), Quack Grass (Aqropyron repens), 

Leafy Spurge (Euphorbia esula),Knapweed (Centaurea maculosa),

Common St.John's Wort (Hypericum perforatum), Cinquefoil (Potentilla 

recta), White Sweet Clover (Melilotus alba), Common Vetch (Vicia 

villosa), and Hoary Alyssum (Berteroa incana). The more common shrubs 

are Staghorn Sumac (Rhus typhina) and Blackberry (Rubus alleqhen- 

i.ensis. Sugar Maple is generally the common species invading old



fields with Pin Cherry (Prunus pensvlvanica), Large-toothed Aspen 
(Populus qrandidentata), Paper Birch (Betula papyrifera), and 

Quaking Aspen (Populus tremuloides) locally common.

Old stable bracken fields, some that appear to date back to 

the logging and severe local forest fires after the turn of the 

century,are locally common. Black Cherry (Prunus serotina) root 

sprouts that survived the fires are often scattered among the 
bracken (Pteridium aquilinum )•



9.
VEGETATION CHANGES 

As observed by the authors in Benzie County since 1964

Reflecting the increase in building and human activity in 

Benzie County in recent years, many weedy species of plants have 

become much more common.

Several species that were very local in the mid 60's have 

become freguent to common. These include Switch Grass (Panicum 

virqatum), Foxtail Grass (Setaria glauca), Purslane (Portulaca 

oleracea), Viper's Bugloss (Echium vulqare), Common Mullein 

(Verbascum thapsus), Winged Pigweed (Cycloloma atriplicifolium), 

Chicory (Cichorium intybus), Spotted Euphorbia (Euphorbia maculata), 

Verbena (Verbena bracteata), and the Ground Cherries (Physalis 

heterophylla,Physalis lonqifolia ) .

Euphorbia qlyptosperma has increased from several local sites 

to generally common and locally abundant. Euphorbia esula has 

become much more abundant in old fields. Knapweed (Centaurea 

maculosa) has become especially abundant in old fields since the 
late 50 ' s .

Old field weedy species that were abundant in the mid-60's 

and are still abundant are Devil's Paintbrush (Hieracium aurantiacum), 

Yellow Hawkweed (Hieracium piloselloides), Hoary Alyssum (Berteroa 

incana), Common St.John'swort (Hypericum perforatum), Common Vetch 

(Vicia villos a ), Ox-eye Daisy (Chrysanthemum leucanthemum),

White Sweet Clover (Melilotus alba), and Cinquefoil (Potenti11a 

recta). Yellow Sweet Clover (Melilotus officinalis) has remained 

as an occasional to local plant along roadsides over the years.

Certain species that were rare or very local are now



occasionally seen such as Pennycress (Thlaspi arvense) and Tall 

Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii) .

Garlic Mustard (Alliaria petiolata) was first observed in 

the county at one locality in 1971. By 1985 there were nine 

scattered localities with the plant being locally common. Crown 

Vetch (Coronilla varia) was first seen in 1974. It Is locally 

common today.
European county

The.Helleborine Orchid (Epipactis helleborine) was found in the.
A  — — ----------  --------------------  A

by Harold Gall in 1954. It is a common woodland plant in a variety 

of habitats today though especially common in rich hardwoods.

Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) was first observed 

along the Platte River in 1967 (8 plants). It had become locally 

freguent by 1969 to very abundant along portions of the Platte 

River by 1988. In 1988 it was first observed in several additional 

habitats and ditches near Honor and Beulah and along Route 22 near 
Esch road.

Several common plants have persisted from plantings and have 

spread locally such as White Poplar (Populus alba), Lombardy 

Poplar (Populus nigra), Garden Iris (Iris germanica), Day Lily 

(Hemerocallis fulva) and Lilac (Syringa vulgaris). Indian Grass 

(Sorghastrum nutans) and Tall Oatgrass (Arrhenatherum elatius) 

have persisted locally from earlier plantings. Autumn Olive 

(Elaeagnus umbellata) has been observed to spread somewhat 

from more recent plantings. American Chestnut (Castanea dentata) 

has persisted from plantings , some over 75 years ago, and has 

been observed to be seeding in locally. Planted Scot's Pine



(Pinus svlvestris) also seeds in locally.

The most dramatic decrease of a species in recent years 

is the American Elm (Ulmus americana). Many trees were noted 

dying in 1967. The authors estimated that by 1969 over 80 percent 

were dead. It is no longer a significant canopy tree in the 

county. Saplings have been observed to survive but appear to 

become infected and die at about4-6 inches D.B.H.
Plants thought to have been extirpated from the county

include Calypso (Calypso bulbosa) about 1950, Clammyweed

(Polanisia dodecandra),last observed in 1971, and Flax (Linum

usitatissimum)last collected in 1927.Flax was formerly planted

in the county. Though no specimen is known there is good evidence 
Orchis rotundifolia,the Round-leaf Orchis, 

that ^ occured in the county.. Beal in his Michigan Flora of

1904 lists it from near Frankfort on the authority of E.J.Parker.

Conversations with local botanists that knew E.J.Parker indicate

the actual site was under White Cedar at Round Lake.

One final note. It has recently come to our attention that

Common Milkweed (Asclepias syriaca) has become especially abundant

on North Manitou Island in the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lake-

shore following the recent abandonment of many fields. Old-timers

in Benzie County remember a similar abundance in the early 1940's

during the war when the seed pods were collected by school*^children

for the war effort. Many farms had been abandoned in the county

in the 30's during the depression. It is still a fairly common

plant though not in its former abundance.
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