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ROYAL BEGINNINGS

One billion years ago, Earth’s crust ripped open here and
released lava, which hardened into a slab of basalt rock.
This cycle repeated more than four hundred times over
millions of years, creating a giant layer cake of rock. Later,
massive geologic forces cracked and shifted the basalt lay-
ers, tilting them upward (see illustration at right).

lake’s deep, icy water, life took hold.

Huge, miles-thick ice sheets advanced and retreated during

the last three million years. The crushing, dragging action

of the ice cut deep gouges into the softer rock in between

the harder basalt layers. As the last major glacier retreated

from the region around 11,000 years ago, it left a pattern of

parallel ridges and valleys.

Sugar maples densely
cover some upland
slopes.
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cier’s melting ice. Meltwater filled the basin, creating one
of Earth’s largest lakes and immersing all but the upper
edges of some layers. These “shards of the continent” that
rise from Lake Superior form the Isle Royale archipelago.
Despite the islands’ isolation from the mainland by the

A deep basin surrounding the rock layers trapped the gla-

Cross-section of Isle
Royale’s ridge and
valley topography,
formed by tilted
basalt layers.
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Isle Royale National Park
800 E. Lakeshore Dr.
Houghton, MI 49931
906-482-0984
WWW.Nps.gov/isro

Isle Royale National Park is
one of over 400 parks in the
National Park System. To learn
more about national parks and
National Park Service programs
in America’s communities, visit
WWW.NPS.ZOV.
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