
 Today 

Most of the 10-square-mile NBWA 
consists of flat plains where outwash 
streams dumped sand on the bedrock 
and glacial till below. These plains 
mainly are called “uncollapsed” 
because they remain as they were laid 
down. Precipitation drains through 
them quickly, leaving a dry, low-
nutrient land suitable for scrub oak, 
jack pine and birds like the sharp-
tailed grouse and other dry-land 
species. The terrain proved tempting 
but unsuitable for farming in the early 
1900s, and many families struggled 
before giving up by the 1930s. 


In some places, such as the Burnett-
Washburn county line in the NBWA’s 
north unit, sand covered blocks of ice 
that had broken from the glacier. 
When this buried ice melted, the flat 
ground “collapsed” to form pits called 
glacial kettles that stay wetter than 
the surrounding plains. Depressions 
of 20 to 30 feet let aspen grow and 
ducks and deer find shelter.


The hilly south unit formed differently. 
A ridge near Springbrook Trail stands 
100 feet above a bog. Sand here was 
thrust up and deposited by the ice 
itself as it withdrew, not by streams, 
leaving a landscape of more hills.  


The bog stays wet and is still nutrient-
poor, but it supports sphagnum moss, 
sedges, black spruce, and pitcher 
plants that find nutrients in insects 
instead of the sand. 


Almost everything associated with the 
Namekagon Barrens Wildlife Area 
(NBWA) in northwestern Wisconsin 
has to do with sand: the scrub oaks, 
jack pines and blueberries; the 
frequency of fires; the failure of early 
20th Century farming. Sand that is 
hundreds of feet thick in places  
covers the landscape.


When rain and snow fall, water drains 
quickly through the sand, leaving the 
land prone to fire. Native Americans 
burned the area to improve their 
blueberry harvests, but the sand is 
poor in nutrients, and 100 years ago it 
left homesteaders unable to make a 
living from their small farms.  Today, 
wolves, wild turkeys and sharp-tailed 
grouse leave their tracks in the sand of 
this ecologically rare and threatened 
landscape.


Why is the sand here?

For more information

• “Northwest Sands Ecological 

Landscape,” by the Wisconsin 
Department of  Natural Resources. 
Detailed look at the ecology and 
economy of the sands region. 


• The Wisconsin DNR maintains on its 
website a description and maps of the 
Namekagon Barrens Wildlife Area. 
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/
WildlifeAreas/namekagon.html


• The Friends of the Namekagon Barrens 
Wildlife Area leads guided walks, 
promotes the area and operates a 
system of online reservations to watch 
the spring mating dance of sharp-tailed 
grouse. http://www.fnbwa.org/
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 Namekagon Barrens 
Wildlife Area:


Why all the sand?

So even though sand is everywhere in the 
barrens, it gives rise to a critical habitat that 
supports a variety of life systems.



This left a distinctive landscape, 
mostly a plain of sand called glacial 
outwash because braided, shifting 
streams carried sediment away from 
the glacier, sorting it as they flowed. 
Geologists believe this band was 
created by two parallel “sub-lobes” of 
the glacier feeding it from both sides.


The land we walk today in the wildlife 
area was deposited about 14,000 
years ago when the retreating glacier 
paused near what is now Solon 
Springs and Gordon, some 10 miles 
northeast of the wildlife area.  


Before the sand 

Long before the sand arrived, more  
than a billion years ago, this land was 
part of a cataclysmic event known as 
the mid-continent rift. North America 
almost came apart, and for millions 
of years lava spilled out and spread. 
It cooled and shrank and became the 
basalt you can see at Amnicon Falls,  
Pattison and Interstate state parks. 


Sediment washed in from  
surrounding high ground, cementing 
into sandstone atop the basalt. From 
this rock were built many 
“brownstone” churches and 
government and commercial 
buildings of northern Wisconsin and 
Michigan.


It is on this “basement” that the sand 
of the barrens sits. And compared to 
the basalt and the brownstone, the 
sand is a very recent arrival.


Glacial action 

Some 22,000 years ago, the last 
glaciation in North America was at its 
greatest extent. Ice more than a mile 
thick covered Canada and much of 
Wisconsin, and it ground southward 
over a huge area of rock – granite and 
gneiss in the Canadian shield and the 
sandstone of the Lake Superior region, 
mixing and carrying sand southward.  
Then, as this southward grinding 
continued, the edge of the ice started 
to melt northward.
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pine regeneration. Maintaining characteristic structural 
elements of old-growth and old forest for this type is also 
an important management goal, especially on lands dedi-
cated to conservation. 

 ■ The initiation of salvage logging due to oak decline may 
present an opportunity to plant eastern white pine, red 
pine, or jack pine beneath the existing oak canopy in areas 
that formerly supported these now diminished species in 
some forests of the Northwest Sands. 

 ■ More comprehensive survey work is needed to identify 
stands of black spruce/tamarack that are of high conserva-
tion value, especially those that are large, hydrologically 
intact, associated with other significant wetland commu-
nities and upland forests dominated by conifers, and of 
potential importance to sensitive species.

 ■ Other acid peatlands, including Open Bog, Muskeg, and 
Poor Fen communities, are also in need of additional sur-
vey work throughout much of this ecological landscape. 
Large, undisturbed, hydrologically intact stands would be 
the highest priorities for survey work in the near future.

 ■ Small ponds (these are usually seepage lakes, or less com-
monly, spring-fed ponds of less than 10 acres) are abun-
dant here but have not been systematically surveyed to 
evaluate their individual and aggregate significance to 
plants, invertebrates, herptiles, birds, and others.

Socioeconomic Characteristics
Socioeconomic information is summarized within county 
boundaries that approximate ecological landscapes unless 
specifically noted as being based on other factors. Economic 
data are available only on a political unit basis, generally with 
counties as the smallest unit. Demographic data are presented 
on a county approximation basis as well since they are often 
closely associated with economic data. The multi-county area 
used for the approximation of the Northwest Sands Ecologi-
cal Landscape is called the Northwest Sands counties. The 
counties included are Bayfield, Burnett, Douglas, and Wash-
burn counties because at least 25% of each county lies within 
the ecological landscape boundary (Figure 17.11). Small por-
tions of Polk and Sawyer counties are also in this ecological 
landscape, but no socioeconomic data from these counties 
are included in this section.

History of Human Settlement and 
Resource Use
American Indian Settlement
The archaeology of northern Wisconsin is fragmentary and 
often poorly understood. Given this, there are many gaps in 
our understanding of the cultural evolution of early peoples in 
northern Wisconsin. It can be generally said that technology 
and traditions occurred earlier in southern Wisconsin than 

in northern Wisconsin (see Chapter 2, “Assessment of Cur-
rent Conditions,” for a description of the cultural traditions 
of Wisconsin). 

There is little evidence of habitation in the Northwest 
Sands Ecological Landscape until the middle or late Wood-
land period (Stevenson et al. 1997). The Clam River peoples 
of the Late Woodland tradition established themselves in 
northwestern Wisconsin. They were primarily hunter-gath-
erers, with wild rice being an important part of their diet. 
There is little evidence in this ecological landscape for large-
scale reliance on corn. In Burnett County, there are a few sites 
where large dome-shaped burial mounds were constructed. 
Excavations of the mounds revealed a distinct burial custom 
in which layers of bone bundles were covered with layers of 
dirt. These successive layers reached up to 12 feet high. The 
Chippewa claim the mounds were made by Sioux, whom 
the Chippewa drove out of the territory in the 17th century 
(Austin 1964). 

Several tribes passed through the Great Lakes Region, 
some staying longer than others. At the time of Euro-Ameri-
can contact, the Santee Dakota inhabited much of northwest-
ern Wisconsin (Mason 1988). The 1600s was a time of forced 
relocation for many American Indians. During this time, the 
Huron tribe took up temporary residence in northwestern 
Wisconsin after having been forced out of Michigan (Austin 
1964). Only the Chippewa established a relatively permanent 
existence in the Northwest Sands counties. Their hunter-
gather lifestyle was influenced by harsh environmental condi-
tions, such as a short growing season and poor soil. For more 
information on American Indian settlement and impacts, 
see “Statewide Socioeconomic Assessments” in Chapter 2, 
“Assessment of Current Conditions.”
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Figure 17.11. Northwest Sands counties.  Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources map.

For a time, the streams draining the 
ice were blocked by another glacier to 
the west, and Glacial Lake Grantsburg 
formed temporarily. Fine sediment  
formed layers of silt and clay that 
today allow flowages in Crex 
Meadows near Grantsburg to retain 
rainwater and snowmelt more than 
the NBWA.


Map based on Lee Clayton research.

Imagine the scene as that mass of ice 
shrank, tons of sediment-rich water 
pouring from it. Sand laid down this 
way formed an irregular band roughly 
150 miles long and 10 to 20 miles 
wide, the Northwest Sands.



