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ABSTRACT 

This report summarizes an archeo-
logical project at a nineteenth-century com­
pany town which developed around the 
Schoolcraft Blast Furnace below the falls of 
Munising Creek near present-day Munising, 
Michigan. The nineteenth-century commu­
nity has a development and dissolution his­
tory separate from the modern town of 
Munising. The older community has been 
referred to as "East" or "Old" Munising since 
as early as 1911. Old Munising has develop­
ment roots in the early 1850s, although con­
struction of the actual blast furnace commu­
nity was not begun until 1867. The history of 
community development and dissolution is a 
primary topic for this report. The florescence 
of Old Munising was dramatic, but short­
lived, and the community was in decline by 
the late 1870s. After the 1880s, the commu­
nity was essentially abandoned. By the late 
1920s, all of the original buildings had been 
dismantled or destroyed by fire. 

The archeological project reported 
here was initiated in 1980 in response to 
development of visitor facilities by the Na­
tional Park Service at its Munising Falls area. 
A portion of the Old Munising townsite is 
owned by the National Park Service within 
the development zone. Development of trails, 
utilities, a restroom, and expansion and im­
provement of a parking area impacted, to 

varying degrees, archeological remains from 
Old Munising. This report documents a three-
week field project at these development com­
ponents and subsequent analysis of the very 
large artifact assemblage which resulted from 
the excavations. Archeological remains of 
several structures, including a log bridge and 
portions of two houses, were discovered and 
investigated during the project. An extensive 
artifact assemblage, reflecting both the blast 
furnace era and the decline era is analyzed in 
this report. The material spans about 1867-
1928. 

Prior to the archeological project, con­
siderable attention had been paid to the his­
tory of the companies which operated the 
blastfurnace, but not to the community which 
developed around it. This report provides 
considerable new information on the commu­
nity, both from historical and archeological 
perspectives. The archeological remains from 
the blastfurnace, numerous kilns, and several 
structures are preserved and protected within 
the National Park Service's Pictured Rocks 
National Lakeshore. This includes rather 
extensive remains within the Munising Falls 
development area. Other archeological com­
ponents of Old Munising, including a road, 
dock, and other structures, lie outside the 
National Park Service boundary, and are not 
afforded any protection. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Old Munising was a nineteenth-
century company town which owed its exist­
ence to an iron ore blast furnace. The 
Schoolcraft Furnace was located below 
Munising Falls on Munising Creek about 1,100 
feet from its junction with South Bay of Lake 
Superior on Michigan's Upper Peninsula (Fig­
ure 1). The main portion of the town was 
located on flat sandy land between the fur­
nace and Lake Superior. Other detached 
communities comprised of farmers, woods­
men, and charcoal producers were scattered 
on higher ground east of the furnace. Devel­
oping indirectly from a nearby, failed, resort/ 
industrial community known as Munising City, 
Old Munising had a very brief florescence 
from its inception in 1867 to 1875, when the 
furnace closed. The years which followed 
brought rapid decline, and by the 1880s the 
town was all but abandoned. In 1895 a new 
town was built at the head of the bay, and 
given the name Munising. From that point 
on, the former blast furnace location became 
known as Old Munising. By 1928 all of the 
original structures from the main settlement 
at Old Munising were gone, and the blast 
furnace was reduced to a rubble heap. Forest 
vegetation, which had been decimated during 
the blast furnace years, slowly began to re­
claim much of the area. 

The natural beauty of Munising Falls 
became re-established as the surrounding for­
est regenerated, and by the 1960s the area had 
again become a focus of interest. However, 
use shifted from the nineteenth-century em­
phasis on shipping, wood products, and pig 
iron production, to tourism. A local family, 

the Kolbuses, built a modest gravel parking 
area near the falls, and maintained a small 
trail system. In 1970, the National Park 
Service (NPS) purchased the land around the 
falls. The furnace ruins are within the land 
acquired by NPS, but the NPS property line 
does not encompass all of the Old Munising 
townsite. Over the next several years the NPS 
made additional small-scale developments, 
including construction of a small visitor cen­
ter, and enlargement of the gravel parking 
area (Figure 2). In 1976 the blast furnace and 
kiln ruins and the preserved remains of a log 
"road" alignment were placed on the Na­
tional Register of Historic Places (Koenig 
1976). However, the remains of the adjacent 
workers' community and dock were not ap­
parent on the ground surface, and that large 
area was not included in the National Regis­
ter Nomination. By the late 1970s, plans were 
developed for a larger-scale, visitor-oriented 
development. This was intended to better 
serve the increasing number of visitors and to 
protect the steep hillsides from continued 
erosion. These improvements were to impact 
a portion of the archeological remains of the 
1867 community. 

This report describes the results of 
three weeks of intense archeological excava­
tion at a portion of the former workers' com­
munity which was found to be preserved un­
der and adjacent to the gravel parking area 
which served Munising Falls. The archeo­
logical project resulted from NPS plans to 
improve and expand existing parking, trails, 
and other visitor facilities at the popular 
Munising Falls area. As these plans were 
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developed, the presence of intact archeologi-
cal remains within the project area was not 
known. Further, it was anticipated that little 
cutting or other modification of existing ground 
surfaces would occur during the project. The 
discovery of preserved nineteenth-century 
archeological deposits in the area did not 
occur until after the project design was com­
pleted. The final design involved more ground 
disturbance than had been initially antici­
pated. 

The specific project design called for 
several related developments: (1) improve 
and "harden" existing trails; (2) build new 
trail bridges and overlooks; (3) remove a 
complex of informal trails which were causing 
erosional problems; (4) expand the existing, 
informal parking area, including redesigning 
the entrance, filling and/or cutting to flatten 
the area, and paving and curbing the new 
parking lot; and (5) upgrade visitor facilities, 
including construction of a restroom and im­
provement of utility services. Prior to devel­
opment of these plans, no archeological in­
vestigation had occurred in the project area. 
In 1977, partially in response to preliminary 
development plans and notification by the 
Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore (PIRO) 
staff of the potential overlap of portions of 
nineteenth-century Old Munising and the 
proposed development, a limited magnetic 
survey was conducted over a portion of the 
gravel parking area (Weymouth 1979). The 
magnetometer survey was part of an ongoing 
research and development program which 
evaluated the effectiveness of magnetic sur­
vey in widely divergent situations throughout 
numerous National Park areas. Results at 
Munising Falls were somewhat ambiguous, 
but seemed to indicate the potential for the 

presence of archeological features and metal 
artifacts under the existing gravel parking 
area. 

No archeological follow-up to the 
magnetic survey was undertaken immediately, 
since it appeared unlikely that extensive 
ground disturbance would occur during the 
development project. It was assumed that any 
archeological remainswhich mightbe present 
would be sealed under the existing gravel 
layer and the proposed blacktop covering. If 
archeological remains were present, they 
would not be easily available for study, but 
they would continue to be preserved for the 
foreseeable future. 

In 1979, careful review of final project 
drawings revealed that there would be consid­
erably more ground disturbance than had 
been anticipated previously. Cutting would 
occur around much of the perimeter of the 
existing gravel parking area, and its size would 
be considerably enlarged (Figure 3). Further 
ground disturbance would occur at a pro­
posed restroom facility and within utility line 
routes. Interpreters at PIRO provided the 
Midwest Archeological Center (MWAC) with 
prints of two historic photographs which sug­
gested that the blast furnace haul road and 
several wooden structures from Old Munising 
may have originally been located within the 
current Munising Falls project area. Ques­
tions which remained included: (1) How 
could archeological remains be intact in an 
area previously graded for the existing gravel 
parking lot?, and (2) How could structures 
have been present immediately south of the 
gravel parking lot as suggested by the historic 
photographs when the area is perpetually 
wet, with seasonal standingwater and a dense 
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cover of water-dependent vegetation? NPS 
managers suggested that these factors greatly 
diminished any likelihood that intact archeo-
logical remains could occur in the project 
area. To help address these issues, and to 
conform with federal law and NPS policy, a 
brief archeological survey of the project area 
was undertaken. That survey was carried out 
by MWAC in 1979 (Richner 1979). 

The 1979 fieldworkwas conducted on 
August 12 and 13 (Richner 1979). Work 
included a reconnaissance survey of the exist­
ing and proposed trail routes and interval 
shovel testing around the southern and west­
ern margins of the existing gravel parking 
area. Shovel testing was focused in areas 
where grading for parking lot expansion was 
proposed. The goal of this limited survey was 
to determine if archeological materials from 
the Old Munising era were present in the 
project area, and to provide a preliminary 
evaluation of the context and condition of any 
archeological deposits which might be discov­
ered. 

Twenty shovel tests were excavated in 
close intervals across the proposed restroom 
site. Glass slag and iron waste from the 
furnace was recovered along with recent twen­
tieth-century debris. Sixty-two shovel tests 
were excavated in the proposed parking area 
(Figure 3). Although considerable evidence 
of disturbance was recorded in the form of 
mixed fills and evidence of previous grading 
activities, the number of shovel tests contain­
ing late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century cultural material (n=30) indicated 
that large amounts of cultural material might 
be present in the project area. The presence 
of a dark, sandy, artifact-rich deposit which 

contained charred wood fragments along the 
southern edge of the gravel parking area was 
also documented. 

At the base of a bluff within the per­
petually wet area south of the parking lot, 
surface indications of a former structure were 
located (Figure 3). The presence of a struc­
ture was confirmed through excavation of a 
0.5 m x 0.5 m test unit. An intact, but rotten, 
wood floor was encountered in this unit at a 
depth of 75 cm below surface. Although 
located well outside the construction zone, 
this discovery suggested that similar struc­
tural remains might be present within the 
construction zone, although previous distur­
bance there was thought to have greatly re­
duced that possibility. Despite evidence of 
considerable surface disturbance through 
earlier grading activities and the presence of 
a large "boggy" area, limited archeological 
survey revealed that there were numerous 
historic artifacts within the construction zone, 
at least some of which appeared to date to the 
Old Munising era. Most of the recovered 
cultural material was thought to date to the 
early 1900s. Potential for the presence of 
intact nineteenth-century features within the 
project area was also recognized, but was 
tempered by the extensive evidence of grad­
ing recorded in shovel tests, particularly in 
those toward the western portion of the 
project area. Given this situation it was rec­
ommended that archeological monitoring 
occur during construction to check for the 
presence of intact archeological deposits. 

During late fall of 1979 construction 
was initiated for NPS Development Package 
108 at Munising Falls. Utility lines were 
trenched, and the foundation for the restroom 
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