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 Let’s get this out of the way: The lake can be cold. You snap on a pair of water shoes on a warm summer day and step gingerly into the clear Lake 

Superior waters of Madeline Island’s Big Bay. Edging ever deeper, though, is a process. You inhale sharply with every step, advancing to your waist, 

your chest, your shoulders — and finally, full submersion. But once your body adjusts to the shock, the feeling is completely invigorating. Curative. 

As summer vacation returns with a vengeance, the Midwest’s best beaches will provide a no-frills escape this year. These aren’t the Gulf Stream 

waters, and this certainly isn’t the Caribbean. But from the Great Lakes to the 10,000 Lakes, the best beaches of the “North Coast” are collectively 

like our Caribbean.  So don’t let the coastal elites tell you that the Midwest has no beaches. They have no idea. Here, we share 12 of our favorites.
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 By LISA MEYERS McCLINTICK  
Special to the Star Tribune

Mike and Ruth Schwieters’ 
family has been working to 
bring guests together at Boyd 
Lodge on Whitefish Lake since 
1934. Nothing prepared them 
for the past year’s requirement 

to keep guests apart. 
The coronavirus pandemic 

had the Schwieterses travel-
ing from their resort near 
Crosslake, Minn., to Duluth 
for bulk disinfectant, figuring 
out contactless check-in, con-
stantly cleaning everything 
from boats to bathrooms, 

and canceling some of the 
resort’s most beloved activi-
ties, such as ice cream socials 
and bingo.

For Abbey Pieper and 
Ben Thuringer of Madden’s 
Resort on Gull Lake, even the 
100-mph, hurricane-worthy 
winds of a 2015 supercell storm 
couldn’t compare to the unre-
lenting hits of the  pandemic. 
COVID-19 shut down resorts 
statewide for a month and half 
in 2020 and decimated more 
than a year’s worth of corpo-
rate events at Madden’s.

Happily, for all the strug-

gles resort owners and staffs 
juggled, many found that once 
they reopened, families kept 
showing up.

“People were just happy to 
be up here and to get away,” 
said Mike Schwieters, who 
made sure Boyd guests could 
safely gather around bonfires, 
boat and fish on the lake and 
watch the sunset. “The things 
that mattered, mattered.” 

While the summer of 2021 
brings its own challenges — 
adapting to loosening mask 
and distancing requirements, 
struggles to find staff, linger-

ing pandemic wariness and a 
record number of reservations 
— resort owners are eager to 
see families reconnect with rel-
atives, friends and one another. 

Resorts also are hoping that 
the gratitude so evident in 2020 
can carry into 2021, as guests 
 may need to be gracious with 
fellow travelers who may have 
varying levels of comfort as 
masks come off, smiles come 
out, and shrieks and splashes 
return to beaches and pools.

“People say, ‘It feels like we 
lost a whole year,’ Schwieters 
said. “There’s a desire to get 

some of that back.” 
Here’s what Up North vaca-

tioners might expect in 2021.

Activities return
Resorts may resume tradi-
tional events such as turtle 
races, ice cream socials and 
other group activities, along 
with dining at larger resorts, 
though some activities may 
remain on hold or be adapted 
to the outdoors . Check resort 
or hotel updates carefully .

Taking turns
Pool capacity restrictions 

Resorts on the 
rebound – finally
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B I G  B AY,  M A D E L I N E  I S L A N D  •  L A  P O I N T E ,  W I S C O N S I N

Those crystal-clear Superior waters, ringed by a mile-plus crescent of rose-gold sand on the quiet side of remote Madeline Island, are a big part 

of why Big Bay is our favorite beach in the Midwest. A wildlife-rich bog (pictured) lurks behind the sandy spit, which links Big Bay Town Park 

and a same-named state park. A creek flows into the sheltered bay, providing a hub of activity for kids splashing and constructing. You can recline 

in the shade of a pine tree and gaze miles across the lake at the rolling peaks of Michigan’s Porcupine Mountains. Paddlers push off in search of 

sandstone sea caves and cliffs. A single small yacht might anchor near the shore. Even getting there is an experience: Four hours northeast of 

the Twin Cities, Madeline Island is accessible via a short ferry from Bayfield, Wis. From the island village of La Pointe, it’s a six-mile drive to Big 

Bay. Pedestrians might rent bikes or scooters in La Pointe and head straight to the town park and beach, where rustic campsites overlooking the 

bog are booked well in advance. At neighboring Big Bay State Park, cliff jumping from a certain sandstone ledge is a famed Madeline tradition.

A R N O L D S  PA R K  B E A C H  •  L A K E  O K O B O J I ,  I O WA  

This sandy stretch on Lake Okoboji — one of a chain of five that are considered 
Iowa’s Great Lakes — sits almost in the shadow of a historic wooden roller 
coaster, bumper cars and midway games. The free beach is part of Arnolds 
Park Amusement Park, and the beach offerings befit its lively location. Jet 
Skis, volleyball, parasailing? Yes, yes and yes.

PA R K  P O I N T  •  D U L U T H

Stretching six miles, the world’s largest freshwater sand bar separates Duluth Har-
bor from Lake Superior. Grab a stand-up paddleboard, a kayak or a picnic lunch in 
buzzing Canal Park and head over the Aerial Lift Bridge to the beach that may be 
Minnesota’s answer to the Atlantic Coast. Until early July, sections of beach between 
the bridge and the 12th Street parking lot will be closed in phases for cleanup . 

Travel Iowa 
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CHAD COPPESS • South Dakota Tourism

might mean you have a few 
hours at a pool rather than all 
day as you rotate with other 
guests. Small exercise rooms 
or saunas may allow only one 
family group to participate at 
a time.

Shorter hours, shorter staffs
Restaurants may need to get 
creative to handle worker 
shortages. That could mean 
counter service rather than 
table service, streamlined 
menus or limited hours or 
days of operation. If you run 
into crowds or long waits, con-

sider takeout or packing a pic-
nic. The North Shore town of 
Grand Marais has added more 
public picnic tables as well 
as additional food trucks for 
speedy, casual meals.

Family reunions
Families who want to recon-
nect are reserving reunion 
houses and groups of cabins 
or vacation units. Boyd Lodge 
had a family gathering in May 
to celebrate and grieve par-
ents who died during the pan-
demic. The pent-up demand 
for rescheduled 2020 celebra-

tions — especially weddings 
— means weeknight cere-
monies as well as weekends. 
Madden’s had 43 weddings 
scheduled by mid-May. The 
big resort can handle one wed-
ding per day throughout their 
season, which runs through 
October.

Fewer special requests
Tourist destinations are strug-
gling with finding enough staff, 

regionally and internationally, 
as many guest workers are 
unable to travel . Don’t expect 
early check-ins or late check-
outs. Some lodgings may need 
a full day between reservations 
to do COVID-19 deep-cleans 
before the next guests. Cas-
cade Vacation Rentals on the 
North Shore has asked guests 
to bring their own bedding 
and towels — read require-
ments for your destination 
carefully . Some resorts also 
may have fewer amenities 
available, such as puzzles or 
games, to check out.

Safeguarding the 
community
If you’ve been exposed to 
COVID-19, get tested and con-
firm you’re negative before 
you travel. Be respectful of 
fellow travelers or business 
owners who ask for masks 
to be worn. Some of Minne-
sota’s favorite destinations, 
such as Grand Marais, have 
only a small hospital, and it 
isn’t equipped with an inten-
sive care unit or ventilators, 
said Linda Jurek, executive 
director of Visit Cook County 
Tourism. 

Embracing solo sports
Outdoor recreation such as 
golf, mountain biking and kay-
aking boomed in 2020. Plan 
ahead with reservations for 
equipment rentals or guided 
tours as much as possible. Look 
for the return of outdoor events 
such as Grandma’s Marathon 
in Duluth (June 19) and the 
already sold-out Lutsen 99er 
mountain bike race (June 26).

A St. Cloud-based freelance writer and 
photographer, Lisa Meyers McClintick 
has been writing travel features for 
the Star Tribune since 2001.

National Park Service Indiana Dunes Tourism Explore Minnesota Tourism
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B L A C K  B E A C H  •  S I LV E R  B AY,  M I N N E S O TA

Unlike much of the rest of the North Shore, which is lined with rocks of various sizes, from 

stone to boulder, this otherworldly beach highlights coal-colored sand set off with red 

cliffs. Consider it a mash-up of Minnesota’s natural beauty and mining history. This soft 

black sand is the result of taconite residue dumped into Superior by mining companies.

M I N E R S  B E A C H  •  M U N I S I N G ,  M I C H I G A N 

Beyond a thicket of jack pines lies a nearly mile-long stretch 
of sand on Lake Superior’s South Shore, in Michigan’s Upper 
Peninsula. The pristine spot — a popular launch for kayakers 
— is part of the Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore.  A small 
waterfall, Elliot Falls, cascades into the lake on the east end.

The ecological beauty of this land forged by glaciers — includ-
ing dunes, oak savannas, marshes and forests — suggests why 
it is one of the newest national parks. Its pristine beaches likely 
played a role, too. The 15-mile stretch of sand on Lake Michigan 
includes eight distinct ones, all rimmed by stunning dunes. 

JIM GALLOP • North Dakota Tourism 

TERRENCE ANTONIO JAMES • Chicago Tribune Washington Island VisitMo.com 

I N D I A NA  D U N E S  NAT I O NA L  PA R K  •  I N D I A NA Z I P P E L  B AY  S TAT E  PA R K  •  W I L L I A M S ,  M I N N E S O TA

The best Minnesota beach you may not have heard of, this 
surprisingly broad swath on Lake of the Woods sits on the 
northern rim of the Lower 48. In under-visited Zippel Bay 
State Park, take the Hiking Club trail to the jetties where Zip-
pel Bay spills into the huge international lake.

L A K E  S A K A K AW E A  •  P I C K  C I T Y,  N. D.

On the high plains of central North Dakota, the rare lake is 
a sanctuary. This 180-mile-long reservoir on the Missouri 
River is a boating paradise, and Lake Sakakawea State Park 
does it justice with lakeside camping, hiking trails and a 
modest swimming beach.

S Y LVA N  L A K E  •  C U S T E R  S TAT E  PA R K ,  S . D.

This gorgeous swimming hole is a gem of South Dakota’s 
exceptional Custer State Park in the Black Hills. Striking 
granite formations encircle the lake, and rock climbing and 
hiking are available. It’s open to parkgoers but part of the 
Sylvan Lake Lodge, a classic 1937 resort in the Custer system.

T H E  F U G I T I V E  B E A C H  •  R O L L A ,  M I S S O U R I

Mark Twain couldn’t have anticipated this. For pure Mis-
souri insanity, this quarry-turned-water park in the Ozarks 
has a 60-foot slide, 20-foot cliff jumping, volleyball and other 
beach games, and a family-friendly yet somewhat rowdy 
reputation. Are we there yet?

S C H O O L H O U S E  B E A C H  •  D O O R  C O U N T Y,  W I S .

Not all beaches are sand. On Washington Island, at the very top 
of Door County, this unique lagoon near the mouth of Green 
Bay is composed of smooth limestone rocks. It’s said to be 
one of only five such beaches in the world. But don’t take any 
rocks home — it’s illegal to remove them. Sandals are a must.

OA K  S T R E E T  B E AC H  •  C H I C AG O

For a true urban oasis, the Windy City has 24 beaches along 
28 miles of Lake Michigan shoreline, many of them backed by 
one of America’s great skylines. Of note are the deep-water 
Oak Street Beach (shown here) and the iconic gay and lesbian 
enclave of Kathy Osterman Beach, aka Hollywood Beach.

I N S I D E  VA R I E T Y:  No 
reservations this summer? 
Uh-oh. Here’s what to do. E12
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