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Our Vision  
The Tuscola County Park and Recreation Commission has developed this park and recreation master plan 

to serve as a guideline to improve park and recreation facilities and to develop new park and recreation 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ¢ǳǎŎƻƭŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǇƭŀƴΣ ά¢ǳǎŎƻƭŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅ tŀǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ 

Recreation Plan 2017 ς нлнмΦέ Lǘ ƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ and operation.  

In addition, the master plan is intended to be updated and amended periodically in order to best reflect 

the goals, desires, and needs of Tuscola County residents and visitors.   

While every effort has been made to adhere to the Michigan Department of Natural Resource (DNR) 

recommendations of a community recreation and greenway plan, it is our vision to incorporate a main 

focus of this park and recreation master plan to align with the objective of creating and sustaining highly 

sought after Tuscola County public spaces which incorporate the wants and needs of our communities 

and  hit on four aspects ς providing social, quality of life, environmental, and economic benefits.   

 

Map - Tuscola County, Michigan  
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Community Description  
Tuscola County is located in the southwestern portion of the greater thumb region of Michigan, with 

a portion of coastline along Saginaw Bay.  

The neighboring counties are Huron County to the north, Sanilac County to the east, Lapeer, and 

Genesee Counties to the south, and Bay and Saginaw Counties to the west. Tuscola is comprised of 

the following ς   

Å The cities of Caro and Vassar  

Å The villages of Akron, Cass City, Fairgrove, Gagetown, Kingston, Mayville, Millington, Reese, 

and Unionville  

Å The unincorporated communities of Ashmore, Bay Park, Bradleyville, Colling, Colwood, 

Dayton, Deford, Denmark Junction, East Dayton, and Ellington, Elmwood, Fostoria, Gilford, 

Juniata, Karrs Corner, Oakhurst, Quanicassee, Richville, Silverwood, Thomas, Tuscola, 

Wahjamega, Watrousville, Wisner, and Wilmot  

Å The charter township of Almer  

Å The townships of Akron, Arbela, Columbia, Dayton, Denmark, Elkland, Ellington, Elmwood, 

Fairgrove, Fremont, Gilford, Indianfields, Juniata, Kingston, Koylton, Millington, Novesta, 

Tuscola, Vassar, Watertown, Wells, and Wisner  

The state highways of Tuscola County are M-15, M-24, M-25, M-46, M-81, and M-138. Flint, 

Saginaw and Bay City are within a short driving distance.   

The county's population is 53,323 (2020) with a household median income of $49,988 (2019) 

according to estimates by the US Census Bureau.  

Local events include the Tuscola County Fair, Tuscola County Pumpkin Festival, Michigan Bean 

Festival, Caro Winterfest, Caro Cars & Crafts Fest, Octagon Barn Fall Family Days, Mid Michigan 

Renaissance Festival Enchanted Forest, Vassar River Fest, Murphy Lake Pike Pull, Cass City 

Freedom Festival, Mayville Sunflower Festival, Millington Old Fashion Summer Festival, and the 

Unionville Summer Fest along with their Ball Tournament Weekend.  Caro, Akron, Cass City, 

Unionville, and Vassar all host farmer's markets.  Caro, Cass City, and Vassar all host a summer 

concert series/music in the park events. 

Tuscola's rich agricultural heritage is reflected in its array of agritourism destinations and family 

farms including the Octagon Barn Agricultural Museum, Kohl Farms, Pennell Farms, Zwerk & Sons 

Farms, Szcygiel's Plant Farm, Fawn Valley Tree Farm, McDaniel Farms, Clearwater 

Farms/Findlay's Organics, Sheardy's Greenhouse, Will's Greenhouse, the Andrus Family Farm 

Produce Stand, the Miller Family Orchard, and Turner's Blueberry Farm, among others.  Made in 

Tuscola County agricultural products include: Mapleworxz and Battel's Sugar Bush.  Making life 

ǎǿŜŜǘŜǊ ǎƛƴŎŜ мфлсΣ /ŀǊƻ ƛǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀ aƛŎƘƛƎŀƴ {ǳƎŀǊ ǎǳƎŀǊōŜŜǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǇƭŀƴǘΧ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ 

grown, locally owned.  Poet Bioprocessing, also located in Caro, produces 53 million gallons of 

ethanol annually.  Ethanol production by POET Bioprocessing - Caro consumes approximately 18 

million bushels of corn from the region and provides not only an environmentally friendly fuel, 

but also a valuable high quality livestock feed for local, regional and national markets.  Quality 

Roasting, Inc. located in Gilford Township is a soybean processing plant with the capacity to 

process about 2.2 million pounds of soybeans a year.  Tuscola County produces about 3.67 

million bushels of soybeans annually. 
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Among the county's attractions are the Cass River, Baja Acres Motocross Park, over 55 local barn 

owners have joined the Thumb Quilt Trail, Thumb Area Center for the Arts, the Richard C. Burtis 

House, Murphy Lake, and the Southern Links Trailway, a 10-mile rail trail that connects the 

communities of Columbiaville, Otter Lake, and Millington in central Michigan. While the trail is 

paved with smooth asphalt, an adjacent path is offered for equestrian users. 

There are several sites in Tuscola County listed on the National and State Register of Historic 

Places.  And Tuscola County is home to numerous historical societies and museums including: 

Thumb Octagon Barn Agricultural Museum, Caro Roadhouse Museum & Historical Society, 

Millington-Arbela Historical Society & Museum, Kingston Depot & Museum, Vassar Historical 

Society & Museum, Mayville Museum, and the Watrousville-Caro Area Historical Society & 

Museum. The region is also known for its restoration of historic theaters: Cass Theatre, Strand 

Theatre, and the Vassar Theatre.  Caro, Cass City, Fairgrove, Fostoria, Mayville, Millington, Reese, 

Unionville and Vassar are all home to a public library. 

The county's shoreline along Saginaw Bay is part of the Tip of the Thumb Heritage Water Trail.  

This trail can be navigated with small non-motorized boats such as kayaks, canoes, rafts and/or 

rowboats.  

Flowing through Tuscola County, the Cass River Water Trail meanders for 37.5 miles, featuring 13 

canoe/kayak launch sites evenly spaced along the route. The trail begins upstream of Vassar 

where Highway M-46 crosses the Cass River.  The water trail follows the river downstream 

through Vassar, Tuscola, Frankenmuth, Bridgeport and ends at Wickes Park on the Saginaw 

River.  Paddlers will encounter diverse paddling experiences, ranging from rural & natural areas 

to small towns.  Rentals are available at Sivak's Cass River Boat And Tube Rental. 

Camping can be done at the county-owned Vanderbilt Park, as well as at private campgrounds: 

Krystal Lake Campground, Ber-Wa-Ga-Na Campground and Wesleyan Woods.   

Local legends near Vanderbilt Park include Indian Dave, Jenny the beer drinking bear, and Stair 

Tree.  Legend has it Tuscola County may also be home to a Cass River sasquatch.   

Other recreational activities include disc golf courses, archery & shooting range clubs, 

community pools and splash pads, bowling alleys, and private golf courses.   

Parks and natural areas have an intrinsic fundamental impact on the character and quality of life in 

Tuscola County. Residents have long been concerned about maintaining the quality of their community, 

particularly the quality of residential life, the rich and diverse natural environment, and the quality of 

schools and other public services.   

The vision of the Tuscola County Park and Recreation Commission is to establish Tuscola County as a 

ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ¢ǳǎŎƻƭŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ  ¢ǳǎŎƻƭŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅΣ ƭƻǾŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ 

live. 
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Legends, Folklore, and Historical Significance 
 

From lostinmichigan.net and thumbwind.com, meet Tuscola 

County's infamous beer drinking bear named Jenny: 

 

 

From mlive.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taken from The County Press and 

lostinmichigan.net, meet the 

legendary Tuscola County local 

native, Indian Dave. 
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From Michael Hardy at thumbwind.com                  

 

                                 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From local historian, Mark Putnam: 

 

 

 

 

A photo from tuscolatoday.com showing a being crossing what 

reportedly is the Cass River, near M-46 and the Vassar State 

Game Area in Tuscola County.  A sasquatch?  Bigfoot?   
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Administrative Structure  

Map - Tuscola County Districts  

 

 

 

Beginning in January of 1969, the County of Tuscola changed from a Board of Supervisors system of 

government to a Board of Commissioners system of government. Today the County of Tuscola has 5 

Districts with one Commissioner elected for a two-year term by the people from each district to form 

the Board of Commissioners. Each Commissioner represents more than one Township of Tuscola 

County. The Tuscola County Board of Commissioners ultimately is responsible for the policy and 

financial decisions, relating to parks and recreation of County owned facilities.   

  

The current Tuscola County Board of Commissioners are: 

Commissioner Tom Young - District 1 

Commissioner Thomas Bardwell - District 2 

Commissioner Kim Vaughan - District 3  

Commissioner Douglas DuRussel - District 4 

Commissioner Dan Grimshaw - District 5 
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Under Public Act 156 of 1917 and Public Act 261 the Tuscola County Board of Commissioners 

reestablished the Tuscola County Parks and Recreation Commission in 2007.  The Tuscola County Parks 

and Recreation Commission is comprised of 5 community members who are appointed by the Tuscola 

County Board of Commissioners, and Representatives from the Tuscola County Board of Commissioners, 

Drain Commission, and Planning Commission.   

The current Tuscola County Park and Recreation Commission members are: 

Robert McKay ς Chair 

Terri Lynn Eden ς Vice Chair 

Megan Rule - Member 

Steven Escott - Member 

Paul Newby - Member 

Tuscola County Board of Commissioners Liaison: Kim Vaughan 

Tuscola County Road Commission Liaison: Julie Matuszak 

Tuscola County Planning Commission Liaisons: Cynthia Kapa, Lonnie Kester, Rick Boylan 

Tuscola County Drain Commission Liaisons: Bob Mantey, Dara Hood, Alicia Little 

 

The mission of the Tuscola County Parks and Recreation Commission is to advise the Tuscola County 

Board of Commissioners on matters of policy and practice pertaining to the encouragement, 

establishment, and provision of recreational opportunities for residents of, and visitors to, Tuscola 

County. 

The responsibility of the Tuscola County Park and Recreation Commission is to share supervision, identify 

improvement areas, make recommendations regarding the annual budget and expenditures, and 

promote the Vanderbilt County Park and Campground.  Additional responsibilities are to develop and 

recommend park and recreation policies, encourage local and county partnerships which support park 

and recreational opportunities, develop park and recreational strategies, and advocate for countywide 

parks and recreational opportunities as quality-of-life issues which benefit residents and visitors of 

Tuscola County.   

The maintenance of Vanderbilt County Park and Campground is conducted by the Tuscola County 

Building and Grounds Supervisor and subordinates.  The operation of Vanderbilt County Park and 

Campground is conducted by the Park Host.  The Park Host is employed under contract with Tuscola 

County.  All appropriate revenues and expenditures are handled by the Tuscola County Controller.    

The fiscal year of the County of Tuscola, which includes parks and recreation, runs from January 1 to 

5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ омΦ  ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ ¢ǳǎŎƻƭŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ 

Fund.  The other source of funding is through campground, pavilion rental, and parking fees. Occasionally 

Tuscola County receives funding through local, state and/or federal grants.    

The County of Tuscola recognizes the contribution parks and recreational opportunities provide to the 

quality of life and the physical health of its citizens as well as the economic health of the region.  The 

County of Tuscola is dedicated to improving park and recreational offerings in Tuscola County.   
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Community Support:  

 

 

Community volunteers are such a treasured and 

valued asset for public park and recreation space 

in Tuscola County.  A local group of volunteers 

created and developed the park sign and garden 

surrounding it at the Vanderbilt County Park and 

Campground: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A beautiful park bench memorial donated to Vanderbilt Park and Campground in memory of a beloved 

community member, next to the infamous old oak "Stair Tree". 
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Community Partnerships:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tuscola County Park & Recreation Community Partners 

 Cass River Greenway is an effort by a group of local volunteers, assisted by professional resources 

and municipal leaders, working to enhance recreational opportunities and the environmental 

well-being of the Cass River Corridor. 

 Friends of the Southern Links Trailway is an effort by a group of local volunteers, assisted by 

professional resources and municipal leaders, working to enhance the 10.2-mile rail trail that 

connects the communities of Columbiaville, Otter Lake, and Millington. 

 The Tuscola County ISD has assisted with park & recreational marketing material. 

 Mission 1 Apparel hosts the Tuscola County Parks & Recreation Online Store. 
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Authoritative Structure:  

 

The authoritative structure of Parks and Recreation in Tuscola County is shown below: 

  

Tuscola County Residents (highest) 

 

Tuscola County Commissioners  Tuscola County Controller 

 

Tuscola County Parks and Recreation Commission  

 

Vanderbilt County Park and Campground 

 

 

Accessibility  

Creating a park system that is safe, accessible and usable to all individuals within the community, 

including those with disabilities, is essential.  A grading system has been developed by the Michigan 

Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to easily identify those parks and facilities, which are most, and 

least, handicap accessible and usable, based on the ADA guidelines.  The following accessibility grading 

system uses a five (5) point system ranging from one, none of the facilities/park areas meets 

accessibility guidelines, to five, all of the facilities/park areas meet accessibility guidelines.   

An Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) compliance assessment of Vanderbilt County Park and 

Campground was conducted in June, 2014.  The assessment consisted of a visual inspection of each 

aspect of the park in regards to access and circulation in relation to the park facilities. As noted in the 

inventory listing, most of the park does not meet all criteria for handicap accessibility.  

The County of Tuscola will continue its efforts towards improving accessibility when improvements are 

made.  Such improvements might include accessible parking, paved paths, barrier-free restrooms and 

activity areas, amenities, and signage.  
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Recreation Inventory 

 

Vanderbilt County Park and Campground 

Vanderbilt County Park and Campground is 

located alongside Saginaw Bay in the 

northwestern portion of Tuscola County in the 

township of Wisner, in close proximity to the 

Quanicassee River and Bay County, and is within 

the Saginaw Bay Watershed.  Vanderbilt County 

Park and Campground was donated to Tuscola 

County by the late Frank and Amelia Vanderbilt in 

1938.  This 18-acre specialty park sits among the 

shady, rustic shoreline of Saginaw Bay. It serves 

the recreational and camping needs of Tuscola County. TƘŜ ǇŀǊƪΩǎ ŀƳŜƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ ǇŀǾƛƭƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

electric hook-ups and picnic tables, playground equipment, picnic areas, grills, restrooms, municipal 

water, a dump station, fire rings, and 24 improved and 8 rustic campsites.  The Park and Campground also 

offers a horseshoe pit, outdoor lighting, a volleyball net, and park benches. Vanderbilt County Park and 

Campground is open year around.   
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Grant Inventory  

In 1989, Vanderbilt County Park and Campground received a 

grant award listed as project number BF89-357.  This award has been closed and was used for the drive 

and parking, shelter, and camping improvements.   
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Tuscola County Park and Recreation Asset Inventory 

Below, please find the list of our treasured assets here in Tuscola County: 

Village of Akron   

 Akron Park  

  

Charter Township of Almer  

 AYSO Soccer Park 

 Darbee Farm Park 

 

 

City of Caro 

 Atwood Park 

 Bieth Park (Tuscola County Fairgrounds) 

 Botanical Gardens 

 Caro Exchange Club 

 Chippewa Landing Park 

 Chippewa Landing Park Trail 

 Colonial Park 

 McComb Elementary School 

 Memorial Garden 

 Nobel Boulder Garden 

 Northwood Heights Park 

 Shall Elementary School Playground 

 Williamsburg Subdivision Park 
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Cass River at Chippewa Landing  
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Village of Cass City  

 Cass City Municipal Park 

 Northwood Park 

 Railway Walking Park 

 Rotary Park 
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Village of Fairgrove  

 Fairgrove Community Park 

 Mulberry Park 

 

(Image of the Michigan Bean Festival building near Mulberry Park in Fairgrove, MI which hosts 

the Michigan Bean Festival every Labor Day weekend) 

Village of Gagetown  

 Gagetown Village Park 

 

(Image of the Octagon Barn near Gagetown, MI which hosts the Fall Family Days festival every 

September) 

 

Township of Indianfields  

 Indianfields Township Park 
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Village of Kingston  

 Memory Park 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Village of Mayville  

 Ohmer Park 

 Bodeis Park 

                 Image above is Shay Lake, Mayville                                                                                                                       
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Village of Millington  

 Arthur Latham Park 

 WƻŘȅΩǎ aŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ tŀǊƪ  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Southern Links Trailway Liner Trailway Park comprised of regional and 

intergovernmental cooperative agreements 

 

Village of Reese  

 Reese Community Park 

 Reese Memorial Park 
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County of Tuscola 

 Vanderbilt County Park and Campground (see above) 

 Cass River ς Water Trail 

 TBD "The Parcels" located at Chambers & Washburn along the Cass River 
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Township of Tuscola  

 Community Park 

 

 

Village of Unionville  

 Unionville Community Park 

 Kemp Memorial Park 

 

City of Vassar  

 Canoe/Kayak Launch 

 Dance School Playground / 

McKinley School Park 

 Gazebo & RV Riverfront Park 

 Harper Park 

 Hillside Park 

 Ivan Middleton Hall 

 Open Field Football Practice Field 

 wƛǾŜǊǎƛŘŜ ό[ƛƻƴΩǎ tŀǊƪύ 

 Rotary Park 

 T North Pavilion 

 Vassar Memorial Park 

 Vassar Memorial Park Fairgrounds 

 Vassar Rail Trail 

 ±ŜǘŜǊŀƴǎΩ tƭŀȊŀ 

 White Birch Park (Sticks Park) 
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Township of Vassar  

 Vassar Township Community Park 

 

Township of Watertown 

 Fostoria Park 

 North Lake Murphy Park 

 

The following is a list of 13 state of Michigan public lands for use in Tuscola County, managed by: Cass City 

DNR Wildlife Office, 4017 East Caro Road, Cass City, MI 48726; phone 989-872-5300 with the exception of 

the Quanicassee State Wildlife Area which is managed by the Bay City DNR Wildlife Office, DNR Service 

Center, 503 North Euclid Avenue, Suite 1, Bay City, MI 48708; phone 989-684-9141. 

 

 

(Map Source ς Tuscola County Mosquito 

Abatement, 2014)  
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Almer Township State Game Area - Size: 160 acres approx. 

 

 

 

Cass City State Game Area (western portion) -  Size: 1,203 acres approx.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Almer_Township
http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Cass_City
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Clark Lake State Game Area - Size: 80 acres approx. 

 

Columbia Township State Game Area - Size: 208 acres approx. 

 

Deford State Game Area - Size: 10,390 acres approx. 

 

http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Clark_Lake
http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Columbia_Township
http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Deford
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Denmark Township State Game Area - Size: 95 acres approx. 

 

 

 

Elmwood Township State Game Area - Size: 271 acres approx. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Denmark_Township
http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Elmwood_Township
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Fish Point State Wildlife Area - Size: 4,075 acres approx. 

Fish Point State Wildlife Area, one of Michigan's Wetland Wonders, is located in Unionville, Michigan, just 

out into the Saginaw Bay. Because of the tremendous variety and abundance of waterfowl found here, 

the Fish Point area has been called the "Chesapeake of the Midwest." During spring and fall migrations 

the habitat and food resources at this site attract thousands of ducks and other water birds. 

Visit Fish Point for opportunities to see dabbling and diving ducks along with Canada geese.  Mallards are 

the most commonly seen duck with a good number of green-winged teal, wood ducks, widgeon, pintails, 

gadwall and black ducks as well.   

 

 

 

Gagetown State Game Area (southern portion) - Size: 1,371 acres approx. 

http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Fish_Point
http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10363_10913-31657--,00.html#Gagetown

