68

Paint River, Ml
Snot Rocks Smallies
By Joseph Heywood

ichigan's Upper Peninsula (UP) is considered by locals (*Yoopers”) to be the ultimate region of the
state and nation; consequently, everything south to Tierra del Fuego is characterized generally as

o

“BTB,” or below the hr'idgc---—thu Mackinac Hl'idgr, a suspension hl'it.lgu spanning the Straits of
Mackinac to connect the noncontiguous Upper and Lower peninsulas.
Most of the UD is f-;l'lri}.' wild and |d|'gt:]_\' Lll]d&'\';']i)!}t't']\ with a p“pllLlli:m of 400,000 h\ird_\' souls spread

over an area about the size of Vermont and New Hampshire combined, with cight-month winters and

Is in excess of 300 inches in some locations. In the UL Iron County, which borders

dVEerage annua snowfa

Wisconsin, is a hardscrabble place, with hardscrabble people (the population is a lictle more than 13,000) and
hardscrabble fish. Though the county is hardly user-friendly, its residents are caring people who would never
leave you stranded by the road or want anything for helping. The temperature ranges from 50 below (or colder)
in winter to 105 in summer, and why meteorologists characterize a 155-degree mercury swing as a “temperate”
climate continues to elude me.

UP insects border on legendary, but blackflies, which spawn in clear, unpolluted water, are the real mon-
sters in the mix. Luckily, they are rarely problematic after early July. Naturally, the UP has a plethora of large,
carnivorous mosquitoes, deerflies, horseflies, houseflies, and no-see-ums; the lacter don’t bite so much as buzz and
crawl all over you at dark, and tip you toward insanity. There are also wood ticks, usually uncommon by mid-July,
and tiny deer ticks (about the size of pinheads). Deer ticks, not wood ticks, carry Lyme disease.

I'm not aware of anything that will stop blackflies from biting, but you can draw out the swelling by

mixing a lircle Adolph's meat tenderizer with water, rubbing the paste on the wound, and letting it d ry

back to a powder. For other insects, carry products with DEET. If vou have long hair, like my partner
Longlegs, put it up so that your neck is exposed. Blackflies like ro get under hair and do their thing.
You'll ger fewer bites with your neck exposed.

Now, about the fishing: most of the time I seek brook trout of the 7- to 12-inch variety, but in recent years I've

discovered some of the region’s very interesting and productive smallmouth bass rivers, including the Paint River.
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Misqua
One of these small-
mouth waters is known
to the Ojibwa (Chip-
pewa) as mi-squa-
cum-me-cum \l"r"f{‘("
or Misqua, which
translates loosely as
“dark, highly colored
water and has been
Anglicized to Paint
River. It is formed
by two meander-
ing branches, one
in northern Iron
County (the North
Branch) and one in
the western part of
the county (the South
Branch). The two
branches are largely trout waters, and the 18-mile-
long South Branch and its 6-mile-long feeder, Cooks Run,
are both Michigan blue-ribbon trout streams and among the
top-producing brook trout waters in the state. The South
and North branches merge at a location called “the Forks™
to form the main Paint River in north-central Iron County;
the river then flows east and eventually south through a
scenic valley at the base of Crystal Falls to join the Brule
River and then the Michigamme, forming the Menominee,
which continues south, demarcating “Cheesehead Land”
(Wisconsin) from Michigan, and dumping eventually into
Green Bay on Lake Michigan.

The river lows 30 miles from the Forks, where the
branches join, to Crystal Falls, and another 9 miles or so

south, mostly through backwaters, to Little Bull Dam,

which creates Paint River Pond.
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In June, some large trout inhabit the stretch between

the Forks and the mouth of the Net River, but by mid-July
the water is often too warm for trout and the fish du jour
is the smallmouth bass.

In the mid- to late 19th century the Paint was a
primary passageway for moving white pine and other
timber down to mills to be processed into lumber and
shipped around the world. Ruins of logging dams and
establishments remain. Iron miners moved in after the
loggers, and Iron County is pocked with the remnants
of hard-rock mines. The native ore in the county has a
high phosphorous content, which made the iron brittle
and expensive to render, but it was ideal for the hotter
Bessemer process of making steel. Iron mines sprung up
in the early 20th century and began closing in the 1930s.
I'he last one closed in 1978.

According to Bill Ziegler, fisheries man-
agement biologist for the Michigan De-
partment of Natural Resources (MDNR),
Northern Lake Michigan Management
Unit, “Smallmouth bass are not intensively
managed.”

He amplifies the generalization, saying,
“We survey populations and manage them

by state regulations for the species.”

Bag-Limit Mentality

From the juncrure of the North and South

Gibbs City, the river offers a series of riffles and

A heavily weighted Whitlock Crayfish works equally well in riffles, pools, and runs (above) deep holes. For the entire floatable 30 miles,

When we finally reached an area with a few cabins, the Au Sable boat drew a lot H_."’..'{!Ur’l{f there are extended stretches devoid [ll\-L'.IIHP\
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stares from locals. "Holy wabh, Toive, you t'ink dem guys dere got dat floody ting down dere

at de Wal-Mart in fron Mountain?” (lefi)

and other .1n;_{]urs. Much of this water is wad

able, though one must wade with care.
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branches of the Paint a mile upstream of







