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Other Plans: 1984 Master Plan (Not Compliant with ch. NR 44, Wis. Adm. Code) 

Property Overview 

Pattison State Park, located 14 miles south of the city of Superior in northwest Douglas County, showcases two 
breath-taking waterfalls along the Black River as it flows toward the Nemadji River and into Lake Superior.  A third 
waterfall located on Copper Creek in the northeast section of the property is less easy to reach.   

Established in 1920 as a state park, this property has a storied history of copper exploration, logging, and 
preservation as parkland for the city of Superior, and notably as Camp Pattison for the Civilian Conservation Corps 
(CCC) during 1935-1942.  The National Park Service supervised construction of the prominent buildings and trails of 
the park by the CCC enlistees, who were organized by the US Army (WDNR 2008).   

Big Manitou Falls is the highest falls in Wisconsin (165 feet high), and the fourth highest waterfall east of the Rocky 
Mountains.  The highly erodible, red clay wetland soils in the park typify this region of Wisconsin.  Interfalls Lake was 
created prior to establishment of the park, by a dam placed on the Black River to form a small logging era 
impoundment (26 ac).  It includes an artificial beachfront that has been maintained since the CCC first developed it 
for swimming access.  A CCC constructed building of noteworthy stature, located near the park entrance, features a 
reservable shelter and a nature center.   

Facilities and Recreation Management  
Abundant trails within the park provide opportunities for hiking, camping, fishing, hunting and trapping, cross-
country skiing, snowshoeing, and wildlife observation.  The North Country National Scenic Trail, managed by the 
National Park Service, passes through the park.  Other facilities present at the park include maintenance and staff 
facilities and a developed boat launch at Interfalls Lake.  

The recently completed Recreation Opportunity Analysis (ROA) for the Great Northwest Region suggests the park 
could play a role in meeting the region’s recreation needs.  The ROA’s findings show the park may be able to host 
mountain or off-road bicycling facilities as well as additional primitive and developed camping opportunities.  

Natural Resources Management  
Management strategies focus in large part on aesthetics and to maintain a natural diversity of wildlife habitat.  Forest 
production is not considered an objective within the park. Maintenance of early successional plant community types 
in the northern area provides habitat to maintain the wildlife diversity.  Activities include timber cuts to ensure public 
safety, salvage dead or dying trees within intensive recreation areas, control of invasive species, improve visual 
aesthetics, modify/maintain wildlife habitat, and to perpetuate desired timber types.  

Old growth management in the southern part of the park provides plant community types for the many animal 
species that are not abundant on the private or public lands adjacent to the park.  Both in the south unit and in all 
stands composed principally of pine and/or white spruce, aesthetic landscape management is practiced. 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/name/pattison/
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/masterplanning/documents/MP-PR-PattisonSP-1984.pdf
http://dnr.wi.gov/files/PDF/pubs/pr/PR0282.pdf
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Opportunities exist for under-planting aspen with native coniferous species to promote development of a long-lived 
stand with species capable of achieving larger diameters.  This increase to the coniferous component of the property 
will provide for greater diversity.  Tree planting in intensive and extensive areas is primarily of species native to the 
area.  Coniferous shelterbelts may be developed as a means of noise abatement along heavy use travel corridors. 

In 2003, a State Natural Area was established to protect the unique river gorge carved out of both sandstone and 
basalt that includes the 165' high roaring, cascading falls of the Black River:  Big Manitou Falls and Gorge (60 ac). The 
State Natural Area is managed passively, allowing nature to determine the ecological characteristics.  Salvage of 
trees after a major wind event is done only when necessary for safety reasons. 

Special Attributes:  

Copper Creek Tributary is a designated Exceptional Resource Water (ch. NR 102.11 Wis. Admin Code). The property 
itself is a Wisconsin designated Land Legacy Place that identifies the Black River and Manitou Falls as a high-quality 
river system protecting a number of rare species and an important tributary to the Nemadji River.  Wisconsin is at 
the southern limit of the range of the Boreal Forest, and this river and state park mark the separation between Boreal 
Forest habitat to the north and northern mesic and aspen forests to the south.  (WDNR 2006; 2015). 

Three “Primary Sites” have identified by the department for special consideration during the property planning 
process. Primary Sites generally encompass the best examples of 1) rare and representative natural communities 
and 2) documented rare species populations with opportunities for restoration or connections.  The sites warrant 
high protection and/or restoration consideration during development of a master plan.  Primary Sites may be 
considered High Conservation Value Forests for Forest Certification.  For more information about these sites, see 
Chapter 3 of this document.   
 

• Copper Creek Gorge (67 ac) 
• Pattison Mesic Forest (126 ac) 
• Big Manitou Falls and Gorge SNA (60 ac) 

Challenges & Constraints   

Visitors entering the water above Big Manitou Falls and getting swept over the falls is the biggest safety concern 
faced by park managers. Additionally, some visitors attempt to climb the rock face of the 165’ cliff next to the 
falling water of the falls.  This is illegal and highly dangerous and also poses a challenge for park staff to manage.  

Other challenges include:  

Managing effects from the extreme variations of river and overland flow that occur seasonally, from summer dry 
periods to the cascading torrents during spring thaws and after heavy rainfall.      

Ensuring safe access to features on both sides of State Hwy 35. To do so, the continued maintenance of a highway 
underpass or creation of a highway overpass is necessary.  At present, an underground tunnel/walkway serves this 
purpose. However, when accessing the south-side overlooks of Big Manitou Falls from the tunnel area, visitors 
must walk on the shoulder of County Hwy B, west of State Hwy 35.  

 
 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Lands/naturalareas/index.asp?SNA=398
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