                             Clay Banks Bottom Lands Survey Project


                           Field Reference Manual 
General Information: This manual provides ancillary data and  information for those divers and historians wishing to participate in Wisconsin Underwater Archeology Association’s (WUAA) investigation of the submerged bottomlands of Clay Banks township in Door County, WI.  This bulletin is a supplement to the Project Synopsis which is available on-line at WUAA’s website <www.wuaa.org> and also in the last newsletter. Hard copies can be obtained by contacting the project coordinators listed at the end of this document.

The Synopsis gives an overview of the purpose, materials and methods related to this study, as well as a critique of the history, geography, and possible shipwrecks involved. Notably, Clay Banks Township and its lost pier sites should harbor many shipwrecks and other underwater artifacts associated with the significant shipping  activity which began there in the late 1860’s. These wharves and the villages associated with them flourished for about 30 years and then declined into ghost towns, today leaving virtually no traces above water. WUAA  proposes to briefly survey the bottomlands from approximately the Door-Kewaunee county line north to a point a few miles south of the Sturgeon Bay Ship Canal. Even a precursory investigation of this large territory will likely take several years. Surprisingly, this area of Door County has received only scant attention by divers, so little is known about whatever underwater features may be present there.

Exploration / surveying will be accomplished by small, self-directed teams of divers / snorkelers / boaters who will submit report forms (copy included) detailing each expedition undertaken.  This informal system allows many people with varied skill levels and diverse interests to participate in the program following their own time schedules and employing their own equipment. By using reported GPS loci or  notable landmarks, project coordinators can catalog the approximate location of whatever artifacts or notable bottom features are discovered. Significant items can then be easily relocated for closer examination or formal archeological study.

This manual presents a brief travel guide to the various dive sites that need investigation during the initial phase of this project. Approximate site locations can be readily found on a Door County roadmap or on the WUAA map included in both this manual and the Project Synopsis. Brief descriptions of important dive sites, access points, and notable shoreline features (including landowner citations) are included. Photos of some sites are offered  and GPS data is given for most of them. (WUAA has a hand-held GPS which can be borrowed for expedition use...See Contact Information at the end of this  document).

In general, many of these sites have easy shore access, but extend far enough offshore (roughly 1,500 feet out)  that use of some type of surface support device is recommended. No operable boat ramps exist in this area, so trailerable watercraft must launch in Algoma or Sturgeon Bay. However, much of the undeveloped shoreline in the area allows for easy launching of  inflatable boats, canoes, and all manner  of surface supports like inner tubes or rafts. The waters to be explored are shallow (less than 25 feet) and usually clear, so besides scuba, snorkeling and boating can be effective means of exploration.

DIVING CONDITIONS: The waters off Clay Banks township are quite exposed to weather, and any significant wind velocity from the East, Northeast, South or SE will usually cause heavy surf and subsequent poor visibility. Under such conditions, diving will become difficult and arduous at best. Consult the weather forecasts closely when planning your expedition.

If you do get “blown off,” Door County offers plenty of other kinds of entertainment and activity. However, some of this “down time” can be profitably used to interview local residents in the area, many of whom can likely provide interesting bits of regional history or valuable leads to underwater entities.  This area of Door County is relatively undeveloped and many local inhabitants are strictly seasonal residents, so summer is the only time when they are available for interviews.

Parts of the area are plagued by an invasive seaweed which grows quite heavily on rock bottoms. This pesky vegetation grows fast and can obscure submerged artifacts as the summer progresses, while also generating smelly beach residue. Disintegrating weed debris can  sometimes cloud inshore waters after  a strong onshore wind and produce foul piles of compost on the shore. This can be annoying and disgusting at times, be it’s usually only a near-shore phenomenon.





          Dive Site Guide
Horn’s Pier Area: This guide begins at the northern limit of the survey area, Horn’s Pier Townsite, which was located near the end of Horn’s Pier Road, just south of the Ship Canal. Follow this county road to its end at Lake Michigan, turn left, and proceed a short distance to the obvious parking areas in the wooded areas above  the beach (Photo #1).

The hamlet of Horn’s Pier was once located here, but nothing remains today.  The shore has been a public access for many years with no dwellings present anywhere in the immediate area. A huge boulder (GPS N44 45.378 x 087 19.852W) overlooks the beach and small remnants of pilings from the  old pier can be seen at the water’s edge (Photo #2).  Moving south along the beach about 700 feet (approx. GPS N44 45.318 x 087 19.877W), during rough weather, waves can be seen breaking violently on a very shallow reef about 1/8 mile  offshore.  This reef has never been explored and the possibility of a shipwreck on or near it is very high. Looking north from the beach below the big rock, a prominent rocky point can be seen about 1/4 mile away. Shipwreck debris has  been found buried in the beach just inshore of this point.

Salona Road Access: Salona Road deadness on the lakefront at a sandy beach (GPS N44 44.888 x 087 20.154W). A few cottages line the shoreline at this point. Local residents know of no shipwrecks in this area, but likewise they know of no prior diving activity thereabouts. Historical records suggest there may have been a shipping pier in this area, perhaps at the mouth of a small local creek, but investigation of this region is not high priority at this time.

Driving south from this area, a long stretch of dense woods exists between the road (Lake Michigan Drive) and the lake shore, with little or no public access to the water anywhere en route. Little is known about the offshore waters in this area.

Woodard’s Creek Area: Lake Michigan Drive runs southeast from its junction with Salona Road, eventually meets Mt. Lookout Road (Hwy 00), and swings down to the lake. Where it meets the shoreline (GPS 44N 43.470x 087 20.523W) there is a tiny parking area where  the beach can be accessed. A short walk north along the beach leads to the mouth of Woodard’s Creek, a small stream with rock-lined banks (GPS 44N 43.530 x 087 20.490W) (Photo #3). Dive equipment could be easily carried along  the beach to this site. Reports from the 1960’s indicate the remains of a schooner  lie off this creek, but this has never been checked in recent years. A summer home and a large section of private property adjoin the creek bed, so be sure to get permission for any work in this area. This area should be a high priority.

Nameless Creek Beach: Continuing south on Lake Michigan Drive from Woodard’s Creek Area, one encounters a large outflow drainage creek entering the lake (GPS 44N 43.107 x 087 20.658W). An extensive length of beach is accessible from this site, but no documented shipwrecks have been pinpointed near this site. However, this stretch of lake remains unexplored. Landowners have not been identified.

Midpoint Access: As Lake Michigan Drive leads south along the  shore to Clay Banks, there is about one mile of undeveloped rocky beach with many access points. Midpoint along this section (GPS 44N 42.940 x 087 20.771W) is one prominent entry point with immediate access to the water and easy off-road parking. Only one house is present along  this entire route and it rests on a high ridge top (actually an ice age recessional beach) about 1/2 mile away. This area is not far from where Tuft’s Pier was probably located, so it is likely that undiscovered shipwrecks are present nearby. It has never been explored by divers.

Road Curve Access: Following south on Lake Michigan Drive, the road soon makes a sharp “S” curve just before reaching Schulyer’s Creek. Just as one reaches this curve (GPS 44N 42.712 x 087 20.890W), a rocky stretch of beach with a heavily wooded shore line is encountered. Metal fasteners from shipwrecks are often found among the stones just south of this curve (Photo #4).  Several can be seen today resting on the rocks (GPS 44N 42.643 x 087 20.891W).  This site should be a high priority for exploration. Unfortunately, heavy seaweed growth also occurs offshore and sometimes pollutes the near-shore waters.

Schuyler Creek Access: A large public access site is present where Schuyler Creek empties into the Lake. This site is the likely location of Tuft’s Pier, once a very active shipping wharf (see 19th century artist’s sketch of the site, Photo #5). Today  it is also a State fish research area, encompassing several acres of partially wooded shoreline. To reach the beach, turn at the Clay Banks Road Sign #820 (GPS  44N 42.572 x 087 21.056W) and follow the dirt road to the lake. Numerous other unpaved roads lead to several access spots along the shore.

James Tuft’s once owned this entire area and shipwrecks debris was found off the creek mouth (GPS 44 42.513 x 087 21.007W) in 1967, but has not been explored further in recent times (Photo #6). This general area can also be reached by dirt roads off County Hwy U, which joins Lake Michigan Drive just beyond Town Road #820. Just continue south on Lake Michigan Drive, turn left on Hwy U, and watch for dirt roads leading to the wooded shoreline. One road leads past an abandoned boat ramp (GPS 44N 42.453 x 087 21.066W).

Bear Creek Sites: Only  a short distance south along Hwy U, one comes to well-known Bear Creek (GPS 44N 42.239 x 087 21.239W), once the site of Clay Banks Pier, the largest shipping wharf in Door County just after the Civil War. No public access exists here, but both landowners living adjacent to the creek are interested in our project and are cooperative. In fact, Dick Hitt, who lives just north of the creek, is a direct descendant of the Hitt who built the pier in the late 1860’s! Both landowners will likely grant access to the lake at this point, but be sure to check with them. Several shipwreck remnants have already been found by divers from Green Bay directly off the barn just south of the creek. The wrecks have yet to be identified, so this area obviously deserves further examination (Photo #7).

LaSalle Park Access: LaSalle Park, named after French explorer Robert LaSalle who reportedly  visited this area in 1634, is composed of upper and lower sections, both accessible off Hwy U, but not at the same point. To reach the lake shore, turn on Lower LaSalle Road, just south of Bear Creek on Hwy U and proceed to the Lower Park (GPS 44N 41.455 x 087  21.745W). This county park has a nice picnic area with easy access to the rocky beach and lake. The Upper Park rests on a high ridge (actually a former Ice Age beach) immediately above  the Lower Park, and can be reached directly off county Hwy U (GPS 44N 41.456 x 087 21.848W). No camping  or boat launching is available at this site. The shallow waters off this park remain unexplored, although the possibility of wrecks near here are quite high. Local commercial fishermen have reported net snags on bottom obstructions off this park for many years.

Stoney Creek / Foscoro Area: Stoney Creek is a prominent stream which drains a sizable land area about two miles south of LaSalle Park on Hwy U(GPS 44N 40.433 x 087 21.601W). It is a popular fishing spot with extensive beaches near  its mouth (Photo #8) which has been reinforced with rip rap. The primary land owner is the farmer who resides adjacent to the creek and is very sensitive to careless visitors or trespassers. Be sure to get permission for any activities on or near his property. Land north of the creek and beach belongs to an absentee landowner from Rockford who is usually around during the summer and lives in the old beach cottage there.

After the Civil War, logging companies dammed Stoney Creek for swaddling power and remnants of these dams are said to remain upstream. This mill site would be worth checking out for historical purposes. The present ghost town of Foscoro developed around this lumber industry and a large pier was constructed out into the lake. Its exact site is uncertain and needs to be relocated. Several local residents suggest it was just south of the creek mouth, but that’s just speculation. Shipping activity here was steady for about 20 years, and after the ship canal opened, the dock became homeport for tugs that would assist vessels into that narrow waterway. Several shipwrecks are known to have been lost here, but have never been found to date.

Contact Data: For further information, consult the Project Synopsis or the project coordinators:


HANK  WHIPPLE



   <whipple@voyager.net>

317 Kensington Drive



608-245-1222


Madison WI 53704


DICK BOYD


                    <techsupport@gmcscuba.com>


332 Wells St.  #109


           800-558-1811


Delafield WI  53018


           262-646-2092

For use  of a “loaner GPS unit,” contact Dick Boyd.

