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communities, non-profit groups and government 
agencies in order to get volunteers into the woods. As 
the mission of the Connection states:
	 The Northwoods Volunteer Connection partners 

to create connections to recruit, train, and supervise 

volunteers. We work to be better stewards of the land 

by putting boots on the ground and tools in the hands 

of people that care about the northwoods of north-

eastern Minnesota.

	 “Our next order of business is to raise money to 
hire an executive director to professionalize the orga-
nization, to get it going and get organized,” Hansen 
said. He and the Board of Directors hope that will take 
place over the next several months so that on-the-
ground projects can begin during the summer of 2016. 
“We’re going to be based in Cook County to start with 
because we got our start over here. It may be that proj-
ects are eastside-centric for the first year or two, but 
as we expand, we’ll be making efforts to include the 
whole forest.”
	 Within Cook County, however, and eventually across  
the broader northwoods region, the Connection will 
focus on all types of lands, including the BWCAW, the 
Superior National Forest, and private and county lands. 
Cable believes that broad focus will be one key to the 
organization’s success. 

	 “They can recruit from a very large audience. If 
it was only the Boundary Waters, there’s a lot of love 
for that but it is a limited segment of the population 
that uses and enjoys it,” she said, noting that when you 
add people who love to snowmobile, cross country ski, 
bike, and camp to the mix—or even people who are 
concerned about factors like invasive species—the orga-
nization’s reach grows. “That really diversifies the pool 
of people you can reach out to.” 
	 When the Connection is up and running, projects 
will be selected to complement what Forest Service em-
ployees do as part of their jobs. Hansen refers to it as 
building a firewall between traditional Forest Service 
jobs and volunteers, using a simple litmus test to choose 
projects: Without volunteers, would it get done? If the 
answer is no, then it’s the perfect fit for the Connection. 
The organization will also stay away from advocacy. 
“This organization is not an advocacy group and it’s not 
political, and we won’t be lobbying for more funding. 
It’s strictly to get boots on the ground and people in the 
woods doing work,” Hansen said.
	 The result will be a partnership that greatly improves  
stewardship of the land and fills a much-needed niche.

To get involved with the Northwoods Volunteer  
Connection, email board chair John Wytanis at  
jwytanis@gmail.com.

Volunteers with the National Smokejumpers Association work on the construction of the Centennial Trail on the Gunflint Ranger District.  

Photos courtesy Suzanne Cable, Superior National Forest.
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Beginning in 2016, Wilderness News will be a digital publication 
with paid print subscriptions available. Unless you have 
subscribed, this is your second-to-last issue. Don’t miss out—
subscribe today!

A print subscription is $25 per year. Just use the envelope provided, 
and your subscription will be good for all of 2016.

If you wish to continue receiving in-depth coverage of the issues 
facing the Boundary Waters and Quetico Park region for FREE, send 
your full name and email address to editor@queticosuperior.org  
and let us know that you want to subscribe to the digital edition. 
You’ll receive Wilderness News in your email inbox three times  
a year.

We hope you’ll join us as we follow the latest developments in the 
issues affecting the Quetico-Superior Region. From sulfide mining 
to the proposed Namakan Dam, we will keep you in the know 
about the wilderness issues that matter most.

Sincerely, 
The Quetico Superior Foundation

P.S. If you don’t subscribe soon, you’ll miss out on  
Wilderness News. Use the envelope provided or email  
editor@queticosuperior.org to subscribe to the  
free electronic edition.

Only one more free issue 
of Wilderness News!

Go digital, save paper and help us put more 
resources into wilderness grants. Get every 
Wilderness News sent straight to your inbox, 
subscribe today!su
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The only thing slower moving than the devel-
opment of a new copper mine is probably the 
geologic forces that created northern Minne-
sota’s mineral deposits. While mine proposals in 
the Quetico-Superior Region may be the most 
urgent issue facing the waters and economy of 
northern Minnesota, developments often hap-
pen so slowly that the projects can appear to not 
be moving at all.
	 That said, minor milestones keep marking move-
ment toward decisions on whether or not such mining 
will happen.
	 The two primary potential mines are PolyMet and 
Twin Metals. PolyMet is the furthest along in the pro-
posal process, having already released environmental 
review documents. It would be located in the St. Louis 
River watershed, draining into Lake Superior, not the 
Boundary Waters and Rainy River system. Twin Metals 
is still developing its proposal, and would be located 
near the South Kawishiwi River and Birch Lake, just a 
few miles from the wilderness.
	 After PolyMet’s supplemental environmental im-
pact statement was released for public comment earlier 
this year, the document is now back with the Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources. The DNR is working 
on responding to concerns included in the 58,000 com-
ments submitted, the most ever on an environmental 
review in Minnesota. Ninety-eight percent of those 
comments opposed the project, largely because of the 
risk of water pollution. 
	 Because the proposed open pit mine is in the head-
waters of the St. Louis River, national environmental 
group American Rivers put the river on its 2015 list of 
“America’s Most Endangered Rivers.”
	 “Minnesotans cherish the St. Louis River and Lake 
Superior,” said Andrew Slade of Minnesota Environ-
mental Partnership. “The PolyMet mine will need 500 
years of water treatment, and we just can’t accept 
that.” 
	 In June, the DNR announced that it expects to re-
lease the Final Environmental Impact Statement for 
a 30-day public review period in November. Then, in 
February 2016, it plans to release a determination of 
whether or not the review is adequate.

“The adequacy decision does not authorize or approve 
the project. The project would still need to receive lo-
cal, state and federal approvals and permits in order to 
proceed,” the DNR stated.
	 PolyMet has also begun exploring for minerals 
in Pine County, near the Snake River, a St. Croix River 
tributary. It also launched a partnership with Ducks Un-
limited in which the company will provide three years 
of funding to restore wild rice in 100 Minnesota lakes. 
To keep the money coming that it needs to move the 
mine proposal forward, Swiss conglomerate Glencore 
has extended financing in exchange for a one-third 
ownership stake in the project.
	 Twin Metals has also felt the funding crunch this 
year. After its partner Antofagasta PLC (a Chilean min-
ing company) dropped out of the project last summer, 
Twin Metals nearly went bankrupt before Antofagasta 
stepped back in and took 100 percent control of the 
project this January. The company is now refining the 
Pre-Feasibility Study it released last summer, which 
mostly sought to make the financial case for the mine. 
Little else has been reported about the project this 
year.

Mining Update

Mine Proposals Move at Glacial Pace
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The camp is a lot like a traditional summer youth camp, 
but kids and parents attend together, and it’s as much 
about relationships as it is about having fun in the 
woods. 
	 Family camping is becoming more popular across 
the country, with the American Camping Association 
reporting it grew by 11 percent between 2008 and 
2012. Du Nord’s summer schedule fills up in January. 
The camp’s executive director, Niki Geisler, thinks she 
knows why.
	 “There is an increased desire for an unplugged ex-
perience,” she says. “Adults in particular are recognizing  

that you can be present with your family when you 
don’t have the distractions of screens and technology 
around you.”
	 She says one unofficial camp motto is “be where 
your feet are,” and when someone attends its summer 
program, their feet are firmly planted at du Nord for a 
week. It runs Saturday to Saturday, June through Au-
gust, and is much more than a resort.
	 There are a variety of cabins and tent sites that run 
from primitive to rustic. In fact, that lodging spectrum 
is part of a strategy to help people get comfortable with 
the wilderness. 

The Family That Goes to Camp  
Together, Stays Together
By Greg Seitz

All summer long, families stream to the North Arm of Burntside Lake, outside Ely, for a week 

at camp. There, for the past 54 years, YMCA Camp du Nord has provided opportunities to 

learn about nature, do arts and crafts, play silly games, acquire skills to explore the wilder-

ness, and have profound shared experiences.

Campers at YMCA Camp du Nord learn the essential skill of cooking in the wilderness. All photos courtesy YMCA Camp du Nord.
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“�Canoeing is a big  
emphasis here, and 
hopefully we’re 
preparing people to 
enjoy the Boundary 
Waters for their  
entire life.” 

   – Niki Geisler

“�I say to the parents, we 
ask our kids constantly 
to meet new friends 
and try new things, but 
adults rarely do that.”

  �– Camp du Nord Executive Director, 

Niki Geisler
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	 “We combine the fun and adventure with experi-
encing wilderness in a way that makes you want to make 
sure it’s around for generations to come,” Geisler says.
	 Many families at first choose one of the cozy cab-
ins. They spend a week canoeing, cooking a meal at 
a campsite, navigating with a map and compass, and 
sleeping in a comfortable bed. Eventually, many seek 
a more rustic experience, and choose a tent site for a 
week. And then they might go on a two or three night 
overnight trip in the Boundary Waters with a camp 
staffer. The ultimate goal is that they feel ready to take 
their family into the wilderness on their own. 
	 A trip to du Nord differs from a Disneyland vaca-
tion in a lot of ways, but what parents seem to appre-
ciate the most is the fact they get to relax a little, and 
somebody else is there to help organize the fun.
	 Each mornings activities feature all age groups, 
when kids from toddler to teenager spend time with 
their peers, while parents are free to do other activities, 
whether that’s going for a hike or having a cup of coffee 
and reading a book.
	 The kids love it. They hang out with others their 
own age and learn from experienced counselors with  
a sense of adventure. A progression of wilderness skills 
is a key component. The toddlers and preschoolers 
simply interact with nature, while the teens learn about 
j-strokes and campfire cooking which culminates with 
an overnight canoe trip.
	 “Canoeing is a big emphasis here, and hopefully 
we’re preparing people to enjoy the Boundary Waters 
for their entire life,” Geisler says.
	 Families are reunited for the afternoon and eve-
ning, when they can participate in more outdoor fun  
and creative arts. The week also includes a family triath-
lon, variety shows, and a popular game called “woody 
ball,” which Geisler describes as combining capture the 
flag, pin guard and dress up.
	 All this fun and learning has a purpose: it strength-
ens family bonds.
	 Geisler’s background is working at youth camps, 
and she says her biggest frustration at those places was 
that kids would go home, having experienced a life-
changing week, and their parents would often be un-
aware of the impact, unable to understand how their 
children might be different people than they were be-
fore leaving for camp.
	 Du Nord lets families have these experiences to-
gether and change together. An important part of that 
is doing things out of their usual roles.

	 “Kids get to see their parents and the adults in their 
family acting silly, being active and stepping outside 
their comfort zones,” Geisler says. “I say to the parents, 
we ask our kids constantly to meet new friends and try 
new things, but adults rarely do that.”
	 Doing something different, challenging themselves 
to do something hard in the woods or on a stage, pro-
vides an opportunity to “be present with each other,” 
Geisler says. That presence is the key to knitting fami-
lies closer together.
	 Located down the road from YMCA Camp Widji-
wagan, du Nord took a unique tack from its first year of 
operation in 1961, catering to families instead of solely 
on youth. There were skeptics, Geisler says, whose at-
titude was, “we don’t think families will drive 5 hours 
to use outdoor biffies.”
	 They were wrong. Du Nord has now grown to 150 
acres, three villages, and 43 family lodging options. A 
new village opened up in 2000. There is a lottery in De-
cember to give everyone a fair shot at the cabins. There 
is talk of how they can accommodate more visitors. 
“Mini-camps” and other uses in the fall, winter, and 
spring, including long weekends for women, men, and 
couples,  are growing in popularity.
	 The future seems to hold promise for du Nord, 
and it is taking steps to guarantee it will be able to keep 
doing what it does when the kid campers of today are 
bringing their own families. They use numerous prac-
tices to conserve water, reduce waste, and be sustain-
able. This also lets them educate visitors about the po-
tential of environmental stewardship.
	 “We’re modeling what’s possible even on a large 
scale. We have a garden and many of our building 
practices have a real green emphasis,” Geisler says. 
“Our philosophy is more about modeling than overtly 
teaching.”
	 While families leave the camp (often reluctantly) 
after their week feeling inspired and re-energized, 
Geisler says, they return the favor. “It’s inspiring to 
know that people want to be connected to nature,” she 
says. And du Nord is there to make those connections.

www.ymcatwincities.org/camps/camp_du_nord/
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Children are enthralled by camp 

counselors during age group. Many of 

the counselors grew up staying at the 

camp with their own families.

Doing something different, challeng-
ing themselves to do something hard 
in the woods or on a stage, provides 
an opportunity to “be present with 
each other,” Geisler says. That pres-
ence is the key to knitting families 
closer together.
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Ask most of us dogsledders and skiers about what we find so compelling about the 
Quetico Superior country in the snow season, and the answer is often the same: the 
wilderness is somehow wilder in winter.
	 Visitors are certainly less evident. Of the quarter million trekkers who visit the region annually, less than one 
percent ply its lakes and trails when they’re frozen and snow drifted. But its residents are vastly more evident. With 
the foliage gone, vistas into the forest are enhanced, along with prospects for spotting wildlife. 
	 More significantly, even the critters that remain hidden can’t help but leave their calling cards behind. The 
vast networks of tracks that knit their way across the snowscape give hint not only of where the animals were 
headed, but sometimes even why. Consider this bit of track sleuthing that a friend and I found ourselves engaged 
in during a January dogsled and ski trek on the Kawishiwi River. 
	 In the fleeting daylight of late afternoon, we found ourselves approaching a long set of rapids. The portage 
trail was deeply drifted over and in steep terrain—not a welcome prospect at day’s end. But with no suitable camp 
options nearby, we were obliged to push on. 
	 Fortunately a ribbon of solid shelf ice extended along the rapids edge just wide enough for us to negotiate, 
and we threaded our way without mishap. At the rapids base, the gorge widened out into a catchment pool. There 
a curious feature caught our eyes. A perfect circle—a dozen yards in diameter—was rutted into the the thin snow 
on its surface. At its center a protrusion of some kind poked through the thin black ice like a bullseye.
	 This odd scene compelled investigation. We secured our dogteams along the shoreline and ventured out on skis. 
As we approached, the situation revealed itself. The circle was wolf tracks and the protrusion was a moose antler. 
	 With a bit more sleuthing, the story became clear to us. Extending along the far shoreline and out towards the 
frozen pool was a braided set of wolf and moose tracks. The pack has pursued the moose to the base of the rapids 
where it had taken a chance to make the crossing. But the moose had miscalculated the ice and punched through.
	 Floundering in the deep water, he had flayed mightily with his front hooves in a desperate effort to gain 
purchase on the thin ice and pull himself out. But that only served to create an ever larger hole, and his terror was 
surely heightened by the the wolves that circled round and round awaiting their chance. 
	 The drama may have played out for an hour or more. But in the end the moose succumbed. There he lay, 
floating at the center of the pool formed by his death throes.  
	 The deeply-rutted track around the pool made it apparent that the wolf pack had continued to circle with 
persistence, hopeful their harvest would float within their reach. Given the freshness of their tracks, we surmised 
that their patience had been disrupted by the approach. 
	 Destiny had laid claim to the moose. No amount of empathy would change that. But we felt a tinge of guilt for 
disrupting the wolves’ prospects for a meal. Ice was now reforming over the pool and the cold night ahead would 
render their meal inaccessible to them.
	 A solution presented itself. With a hatchet and long rope, I skied out to protruding antler and, after chopping 
an opening, looped the rope around it. Heading back to shore, I secured the free end to the upstanders of our 
dogsled. 	Would our dogs have the torque to break the moose free and tow him up onto the ice? Though it seemed 
unlikely, we added our muscle power to theirs by leaning into the back of the sled and encouraged them forward. 
The line snapped tight. Again we shouted “Hike!” The dogs lunged with more vigor. The moose broke free from 
its icey moorings and inched forward. Soon it was entirely on the surface. Young and robust, it clearly represented 
quite a prize for the wolf pack. And now it would be.
	 With twilight upon us, we set camp a quarter mile down stream. An hour later as the moon rose, we enjoyed 
our evening meal and looked upstream towards that pool to watch a silhouette of seven wolves feasting on theirs.
 
Paul Schurke operates Wintergreen Dogsled Lodge on White Iron Lake near Ely, Minnesota, and is a founding board 
member of the Northeastern Minnesotans for Wilderness.

A Winter Wolf Story
by Paul Schurke
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BOOK REVIEW

North Shore: A Natural History of  
Minnesota’s Superior Coast 

By Chel Anderson and Adelheid Fischer
Published by University of Minnesota Press
Reviewed by Stephanie Hemphill

A book of more than 500 pages invites comparison to 
the Bible. North Shore: A Natural History of Minneso-

ta’s Superior Coast is like a bible in some ways: it is vast 
in scope, thought-provoking, and poetic in places. It is 
full of passages that invite repeated visits, and reveal 
deeper meanings with each visit.
		  The authors are Chel Anderson, who has 
worked in the Superior National Forest since 1974 and 
made important contributions to the Minnesota Bio-
logical Survey, and Adelheid Fischer, a prolific writer 
and winner of a Minnesota Book Award for Nature 
Writing. 
	 The book is a celebration of the big and little lives 
that make Lake Superior and its surrounding region so 
richly complex, an eye-opening recounting of human 
errors that have brought the natural systems close to 
collapse, and a challenge to readers to consider how 
we can live so that all of our neighbors can flourish. An 
important theme is the fact that the North Shore is not 
only an ancient place, with exposed bedrock about 1.5 
billion years old, and an improbably wild place in the 
midst of the settled Midwest, but also a place shaped 
by humans. 
	 The structure of the book mimics the geography 
of the place: major sections describe the big lake’s 
Headwaters, Highlands, Nearshore, Lake Superior, and 
Islands. Smaller chapters, almost like sidebars, delve 

into details of plant life, animal interactions, human 
impacts, and so on. For those who want to know more, 
each section is followed by an exhaustive list of relevant 
books, articles, and internet resources.
	 Even for those who think they know the region 
pretty well, nearly every page offers amazing observa-
tions like this example:
   �In the complex web of life in the big lake, tiny crusta-

ceans called mysids are an important link in the food 

chain. To avoid predators they spend their days near 

the lake bottom, as deep as 650 feet, but at sunset 

they migrate closer to the surface to feed on algae. 

This daily commute uses up huge amounts of energy, 

and also probably, incidentally, brings pollutants up 

from the bottom sediments and redistributes them 

through the water column.

	 This is just one of the hundreds of tidbits that pop 
from the pages of this comprehensive book. Reading 
it is like being invited along on expeditions in which 
researchers discover new life forms in the extreme 
depths, learn how to restore habitat for coaster brook 
trout, study how changing water levels affect coastal 
wetlands, and observe for a lifetime the relationship 
between wolves and moose.
	 Though much more than a coffee-table book, North 

Shore is richly illustrated with photographs, maps, and 
illustrations. Some of the most intriguing are historic 
photos of logging, fishing, and other human activities 
that have impacted the lake and its watershed so dra-
matically.
	 The book ends with a chapter on “The Wild Card 
of Climate Change,” with predictably depressing warn-
ings of what is only too likely to happen in the next 
100 years. Northern latitudes are expected to warm 
more dramatically than equatorial regions, and Min-
nesota is especially sensitive to climate shifts because it 
sits at a crossroads between the prairie, the deciduous 
forest and the boreal forest. Small temperature differ-
ences keep the systems separate. 
	 The authors had two main goals, both ambitious. 
One was to help readers “nurture a deep sense of be-
longing to nature,” which they achieve brilliantly by 
presenting authoritative science in an engaging way. 
The second was to motivate all of us to “prioritize this 
ecological knowledge in our decision-making – both in 
our households and in our communities.” It’s up to us, 
they point out, to give ourselves and our fellow crea-
tures time and space to adapt. And it’s up to readers of 
the book to determine its success in meeting that goal.
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Family paddling, on Burntside Lake or in the Boundary Waters, is an essential element of YMCA Camp du Nord.
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