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Synopsis

Conversion of a historic lodge building into a museum and nature center.
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Project Description

Around 1998, the Gunflint Ranger District of the USDA Forest Service gained full use of a
historic 1930s lodge structure. After several unsuccessful uses for the building, the Forest
Service gathered a local group in 2005 to form the Gunflint Trail Historical Society for the
purpose of turning the building into a museum and the surrounding grounds into a nature center.
The original board of trustees of the historical society quickly became a 501 © (3) and decided
to design a museum focused on the groups of people who have lived on the Gunflint Trail:
prehistoric peoples, Native Americans, voyageurs, miners, loggers, resort guests, and residents.
The trustees wrote a business plan, leased the building and land from the Forest Service, and
started raising money. In just five years, membership grew to 664 members. Work continued.
Group members collected artifacts, pictures, and stories. They planned and built trails, and
restored the building. While maintaining its involvement in all phases, the board hired a
museum construction company to design and construct the museum. The museum was listed on
the National Registry of Historic Places. The group raised more money, spreading the museum’s
story up and down the 60 miles of the Gunflint Trail. Everyone was invited to become part of
the museum, and everyone’s stories and pictures were welcome. On July 4th, 2010, the museum
opened on schedule and within budget.

Community involvement and Public Outreach

Because the Gunflint Trail Historical Society was a new organization, the trustees worked to
make themselves and the project known to the community. The organization developed and
adhered to a plan and budget, and operated completely transparently in its goals and methods
from the beginning. Trustees explained the plan at area lakes’ local homeowners meetings, and
held monthly meetings from April to October. They invited neighbors to participate in projects,
such as reglazing 480 windowpanes, painting, cleaning the grounds, designing wildflower trails,
collecting information for museum flipbooks, etc. The Gunflint Trail Historical Society raised
money from the volunteers, but, more important, the leaders inspired community excitement for
the project.

Partnerships

The first and most important partnership was with the Gunflint District and the Superior
National Forest of the USDA Forest Service. These public entities needed to agree to a
long-term lease of the property and building, and submit the site to the National Registry of
Historic Places. Another partnership was with the Gunflint Trail Association to gain support
from member businesses. The majority of the residents also had to support the project so that it
would not become a political football. A workable plan and budget, executed by the board of
trustees without frequent changes, made these partnerships successful.

Advancing The Goals Of The Byway's Corridor Management

Chik-Wauk is mentioned in both our Natural and Historic Goals. It also dovetails perfectly with
the Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway’s vision statement, which is focused on “sustaining, enhancing
and preserving the Gunflint Trail roadway and corridor.” Further, the CMP calls for projects and
activities along the route that:
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Enhance the experience of travelers
Create community and visitor interest and community pride
Promote cooperation of businesses and residents
Establish a long-term view of values and qualities most important to the byway

The Chik-Wauk Museum and Nature Center has advanced the CMP goals by enhancing traveler
experiences with exhibits that highlight the natural intrinsic qualities of the Gunflint Trail and
with varied activities, including hikes on trails (one is ADA compliant) to encourage visitors to
discover the forest. In addition, the project has generated community and visitor interest and
boosted community pride; more than 8,000 visitors stopped at Chik-Wauk in its first 3 months.
Today, there are over 500 museum members—a huge number for this small community.
Residents and businesses share a spirit of cooperation, too. They have come together to provide
thousands of hours of volunteer time and expertise. Businesses have promoted Chik-Wauk to
their guests and donated artifacts, photographs, and other materials. Chik-Wauk has helped to
established a long-term view, too, with a permanent visual and written catalog of the natural
environment that the businesses, residents and visitors believe defines the Gunflint Trail. It
documents and works to preserve all that the community holds dear on the Gunflint Trail.

Describe Project's Innovation

Perhaps the most innovative part of the Chik-Wauk Museum and Nature Center is that the
museum was professionally designed and built. That doesn’t sound like much to people in urban
areas, but it is a big deal to the remote community along the 60-mile, dead-end Gunflint Trail.
There are probably no more than 600 residents, both seasonal and year-round, on the Trail. It is
a very small and rural area, but it has a significant story to tell. The board of trustees decided to
tell this story in a very professional manner. They selected a museum design firm with national
credentials and raised the money to be able to hire this company. There was no settling for
second best.

Primary Funding Sources

Funds contributed from local or State sources: $125,000.00
Funds contributed from Federal sources: $180,000.00
Funds contributed from other sources: $795,000.00
Total cost of project: $1,000,000

During this project, we learned:

At the beginning, spend time to develop a solid business plan and budget. It must accomplish
your goal. You will be living with this throughout the project. You don’t want to change it too
much and you don’t want to defend it.
For leadership positions, select people who have a history of doing what they say they will do.
Ask for periodic reports. Then leave them alone to do the work. Motivated people do not need
you constantly looking over their shoulders.
Get your community excited about the project by making them part of it. You would be
surprised at how many people will help clean and paint and wash and weed. You will introduce
the entire community to their neighbors.
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Say “thank you” loudly and frequently for everything. Hand out credit to everyone who helps. It
is a very simple way to build loyalty and to attract more workers.

If we were to do it again, we would:

We probably would have been wise to attempt to draw in our critics more and make them
supporters.
The costs involved in computers and custom videos almost got away from us.
We needed to have a better understanding of the bidding process and awarding of contracts for
government grants. That lack of knowledge cost us several months.
No additional information

Supporting Images for this Project

Activities Wall at the Chik-Wauk Museum and Nature Center

Supporting Links for this Project

http://www.chikwauk.com/
www.gunflinttrailhistoricalsociety.org
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