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Inside Ice Dunes
Beautiful mounds of ice on lake offer scenic, serene views
By Cody Switzer , Times News reporter
 
Walking on a Lake Erie beach in winter can make the same place in June seem a world away.
The screams and splashes are long gone. The frozen sand doesn't give under your feet. Even the waves stand stuck in one position.
Those waves -- called "ice dunes" here, but also known as "the ice foot" and "ice ridges" -- are a feature seen on almost every shoreline in the Great Lakes, created when waves join frozen chunks of lake water and clumps of snow.
"They can form overnight," said Dan Powell, a ranger at Presque Isle State Park for the past 11 years.
Ice dunes form in shallow water when air temperatures are below freezing and the lake is near that point, M. Leonard Bryan and Melvin G. Marcus of the University of Michigan say in their report "Physical Characteristics of Near-Shore Ice Ridges."
As snow falls on the lake, it doesn't immediately melt. Some snowflakes are joined together by waves or attach to ice floating in the water, the study states. Eventually, many of those chunks of ice are washed to the shore and build up in layers.
Waves also leave behind water and wave spray, which freezes on the ice, creating another layer. Add continued snowfall on the shore, and the dunes grow quickly and large. Ice dunes of 6 feet or higher are relatively common.
But without waves to wash more ice ashore, the dunes can stay small and flat. And if you walk along the beach at Presque Isle State Park today, that's what you'll see, said Kathleen Ryan, environmental education specialist at the park.
"That's because the lake is almost completely frozen, and you don't have the wave action," Ryan said.
The dunes form an important barrier against harsh winter winds and storms, Ryan said. The mounds of ice keep waves from battering the shore and holds a majority of the sand in place, which is important for places like Presque Isle where erosion is a problem.
"Especially this year," Ryan said. "We've been hit with some pretty strong storms while the water was still open."
But for all the benefits, ice dunes can also be dangerous.
Both Ryan and Powell said people shouldn't climb on the dunes because of the possibility of falling through the ice. Though the dunes look thick and stable, they are often hollow or riddled with caves because of how they form.
If you climb on a high ice dune and fall through, Powell said, you could drop straight into freezing water and be surrounded by slick, icy walls. It would be impossible to get out.
Most people don't know that, Powell said.
"We are constantly getting people off of the ice dunes," he said. "It's just a normal everyday occurrence because (the dunes) are pretty cool to look at."
Ryan said she's seen daredevils climbing the dunes, too.
"I was out in the spring and found two kids walking on one," Ryan said. "The dune actually went the whole way out to the breakwaters."
Still, Ryan encouraged people to come and see the dunes, just not to climb on them.
"I think a lot of people, especially those residents who live in Erie, think of sand and sun," she said. "But now it's like you are looking at the Arctic, and it's such an interesting environment."

