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Introduction

Scenic Byway Description and Location

The Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway is a county road (Co. Hwy. 12) located in Cook County,
Minnesota. Cook County encompasses the northeastern portion of the state, bordered on
the north by Ontario, Canada and on the south by Lake Superior. The 56-mile-long scenic
byway begins in the small town of Grand Marais, Minnesota on the shore of Lake
Superior. The byway then ascends nearly 1,000 feet in elevation as it winds north over the
ridge complex above town. Once over this ridge, the byway traverses in a northerly
direction through thickly forested landscape. About 28 miles inland one reaches the
beginning of scattered development in the “Trail Center” area. The byway then charts a
westerly course through a narrow corridor, surrounded by the United States Forest Service
(USFS)-administered Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW), until it
reaches its end at Saganaga Lake on the U.S./Canadian border.
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Figure 1: Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway Location

Although pockets of private land exist within the byway corridor, the vast majority of land
is public under federal and state administration by way of the USFS's Superior National
Forest (SNF) and State of Minnesota’s Department of Natural Resources (MNDNR).
While no timber extraction exists in the vast BWCAW, the rest of the surrounding public
forestland is managed by both government agencies for timber harvest under sustained
yield principles. Numerous resorts are scattered throughout the northwestern portion of the
byway on some of the area's more scenic inland lakes.



The Gunflint Trail was officially designated a scenic byway by the state of Minnesota in
June 1999. It received federal designation in fall of 2009. The Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway
Committee serves as an advisory board, offering recommendations on management
strategies to the many different governing agencies and stakeholders within the byway
corridor. The committee includes representatives form many of these stakeholders,
including the USFS, MNDNR, Cook County Board of Commissioners, Cook County
Highway Department, timber industry, resort and other business owners and seasonal and
full-time residents.

Need for this document

While the byway has many values to the visitor, its natural and historic features have been
deemed its priority intrinsic qualities. A series of events affecting the byway's natural
vegetation led too the committee's decision to create a vegetation resource and
management guide to complement its corridor management plan.

On July 4, 1999 a devastating straight-line windstorm, or derecho, passed directly over the
upper portion of the byway. This storm affected nearly 700,000 acres in Minnesota and
Ontario, as well as approximately half the byway's 56-mile length. In the aftermath of this
event, state and federal land-management agencies began a large-scale effort to reduce the
newly accumulated woody fuel levels. This was accomplished first through salvage
logging and then with a prescribed fire program. All of this activity had a cumulative effect
on the upper reaches of the byway’s forest character.

In 2005, the USFS and MNDNR began to develop forest plans for timber harvest and fuels
reduction in the lower half of the scenic byway not affected by the 1999 windstorm. Most
of the plans' proposed activities centered on over-mature aspen stands. It was at this time
the scenic byway committee began to see the need to take a more active role in the
decision-making process concerning forest and vegetation management within the byway
corridor.

The committee's first action in this regard involved commenting on plans by the MNDNR
to cut mature and over-mature timber immediately adjacent to the byway. After consulting
with the MNDNR and conducting on-site inspections, it became clear the agency shared
the committee's concerns for visual quality within the byway corridor. The MNDNR made
adjustments to their management plans to retain a higher amount of viable conifer "leave
trees™ of various ages within their cuts nearest to the byway. They also removed one
cutting unit that was found to be of a younger age than first thought, and agreed to plant
longer-lived species such as red and white pine where appropriate.

The MNDNR was extremely receptive to the byway committee's input and even
undertook, at the committee's request, a re-inventory of forest-stand age class and species
types within the two-mile-wide scenic byway corridor.

Out of this cooperative process, the byway committee adopted the following set of
principles it hoped would be considered when natural resource agencies conduct forest
management activities within the byway corridor.



Suggested Scenic Byway Forest Management Principles

I Older mature forest character should be maintained where it still exists
and is viable.

f Within-stand age-class and species diversity should be maintained or
enhanced wherever possible when conducting forest management within
the byway corridor. Creation of even-aged aspen monocultures should
be avoided.

f Clear-cutting adjacent to the byway should be avoided when possible.
In its place should be partial or species-specific cuts, leaving behind a
variety of varying aged conifers scattered throughout the stand.

' When timber harvest is deemed necessary for forest health, such as in
over-mature aspen and jack pine stands, or in disease, insect, wind or
fire-damaged stands, the above mentioned principles should be applied.
Longer-lived native tree species such as red and white pine, white
cedar, white spruce, tamarack and maple should be planted where
appropriate.

The next year the USFS proposed a new set of timber harvests along the scenic byway in
the "Devil Trout Environmental Assessment." The scenic byway committee did an
inventory and inspection of the stands proposed for management activities within the
byway corridor and again submitted detailed comments, based on the above principles, to
the agency.

At about the same time as
these actions were taking
place the byway was hit
by a series of fires. First
were the 2005 Alpine
Lake and 2006 Cavity
Lake fires just outside the
upper byway corridor
around Seagull Lake.
These two fires burned a
combined area of nearly
40,000 acres. In May
2007, the Ham Lake fire
burned over 75,000 acres
in the U.S. and Canada,
affecting 12 miles of the
upper byway corridor. At that time, the byway committee became heavily involved with
the USFS in planning for forest vegetation recovery.

Figure 2: Aerial view of scenic byway.

The committee immediately organized a volunteer tree planting day on private lands within
the corridor to coincide with the official reopening of the fire-affected areas of the Gunflint
Trail Scenic Byway. This effort would evolve into the committee-co-sponsored annual

event called Gunflint GreenUp. This event has grown into what has become the first major



spring festival in Cook County, with many activities centered around the planting of trees
on fire-affected federal land, environmental displays, exhibitions and dances, etc.

The committee then began discussions with the USFS and the MNDNR on forest
restoration efforts in the fire-affected areas within the byway corridor. One concern was
that portions of the Ham Lake Fire area might not adequately regenerate, especially in
relation to pine. This concern stemmed from a number of factors, including a lack of
adequate seed source resulting from the 1999 windstorm and the fire having reburned areas
recovering from that event or that had prescribed burning previously conducted on them. It
was determined that portions of the 13,000 burned acres outside the BWCAW - but within
the byway corridor - would need some type of artificial reforestation.

The scenic byway committee developed a set of principles for vegetation recovery within
the burned area and presented them to the USFS. These principles are listed below.

Suggested Ham Lake Fire Rehabilitation Principles

f Restore the upland jack pine/black spruce ecosystem to something
approaching the pre-1999 windstorm conditions in terms of total
acreage within the viewshed of the scenic byway corridor in all fire-
affected areas. Main strategy would involve direct seeding.

I Increase the long-lived red and white pine component along the byway
corridor throughout the burned areas. Main strategy should include
large-scale planting coupled with direct seeding.

f  Set up an intensive and sustained large-scale effort to control all non-
native invasive species along fire-affected roadways and other high use
areas to prevent their spread throughout the landscape. This should be
a coordinated effort involving all governmental agencies as well as non-
governmental organizations and private parties.

 Determine and acquire adequate funding sources to accomplish these
goals in a timely manner. A timely manner is defined as meaning before
aspen, brush and non-native invasive species take over the landscape.

The MNDNR set up plans to seed 1,000-plus acres of its fire-affected lands outside of the
BWCA Wilderness with a mix of jack pine and black spruce. This was accomplished in the
spring of 2008.

The Superior National Forest drew up plans for revegetation on about 3,000 acres of its
fire-affected land in and around the byway corridor through a combination of seeding jack
pine and black spruce and planting red and white pine. These plans, however, were
completely dependent on funding. After consulting with the USFS, the committee pursued
outside funding to help achieve the agency's goals. The committee applied for a grant from
the U.S. Department of Transportation's scenic byway program. In late 2008 the $250,000
grant was awarded with another $50,000 to be matched by the USFS, Gunflint Trail
Association and Cook County. This project was under way as of spring 20009.

Another aspect of vegetation quality currently being addressed by all stakeholders within



the byway corridor is the ever-increasing spread of non-native invasive species, which tend
to crowd out native vegetation and can have a negative effect on natural ecosystems. While
the USFS has adopted a strategy for dealing with certain non-native invasive plants on
federal lands, it is only recently that a large-scale coordinated effort has begun with the
forming of a cooperative management area. It is foreseen that this organization will have
representatives from all stakeholders within Cook County, including those within the
scenic byway corridor.

Figure 3: Gunflint Trail near the ekabic hiking trailhead

The Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway Committee has placed significant emphasis on the
natural and historic qualities of the byway within its corridor management plan. Due to this
emphasis, and the above stated recent occurrences affecting the vegetation of the byway,
the committee decided there was a need for a vegetation resource and management guide
to complement its corridor management plan.

Purpose of this document

This document is a supplement to the Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway Corridor Management
Plan and will serve as a stakeholder-developed framework for the preservation and
enhancement of the natural and historic vegetation of the scenic byway.

A primary purpose of this document is to serve as a reference for committee members. It is
foreseen that it will be used by committee members to work with governmental agencies in



the development of ongoing vegetation policy and projects conducted on public lands
within the byway corridor. It may also be used as a source for the development of
educational materials for all stakeholders, including visitors.

While nothing in this document should be construed as a mandate as to what is or is not
allowed within the byway corridor, it is hoped that it may be of some assistance to private
landholders in making decisions on how to manage their lands.

The document is not intended to be a competing document to any existing government
agency plans, such as the Minnesota Department of Transportation Roadside Vegetation
Management Plan, Superior National Forest Management Plan, Minnesota Sub-Section
Forest Management Plans or the Cook County Land Use Plan. Instead, this is to be viewed
as a localized complement to these plans and uses them as reference, while also offering a
scenic byway stakeholder perspective to the implementation of the previously mentioned
plans.

It is hoped that this document will clarify the scenic byway committee's vegetation goals
for the byway corridor and strengthen the already well-developed cooperative relationships
between the committee and all other stakeholders.

Document organization
This document is divided into two sections.

The first section provides background information developed from numerous sources on
the vegetative composition of the scenic byway corridor. Provided in this section is a
sketch of the historical vegetation of the byway, the current vegetation composition and the
reasons for change. Also included in this section is a discussion of possible threats to the
byway's forest vegetation including non-native invasive species, effects of possible climate
change, etc. A range of possible ameliorative remedies to such threats is also presented.

The second section consists of the committee's agreed-upon desired future conditions of
the byway's vegetation composition and strategies to achieve those conditions. This section
was developed with input and direction from the scenic byway committee as well as from
all interested stakeholders, including government agencies and the general public through
public meetings and comment periods.




Section One: Background

Chapter 1: History of Scenic Byway Vegetation

Pre-glacial period

The forest vegetation we see today along the scenic byway is a product of both natural and
human influenced occurrences. Two important factors that dramatically affect the range of
possible vegetation possibilities are soil composition and climate. Both of these factors
have fluctuated with time and will most likely continue to do so.

One can make the case that our current forest vegetation composition has its roots in the
earth's earliest formative period. The Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway sits atop a large
relatively flat plate of bedrock now called the Canadian Shield. This sheet of exposed
bedrock was formed in the early Precambrian period of geologic history that began about 3
billion years ago as the relatively newly-formed earth cooled. Following the development
of the Canadian Shield, the area was covered by large shallow seas and inland lakes,
creating areas of sedimentary rock.

Beginning about 1 billion years ago the area experienced the great Keweenawan volcanic
upheaval in what is now known as the Midcontinental Rift System. The end of this
volcanic period was followed by the formation of large inland lakes and rivers. Thus ended
the Precambrian period about half a billion years ago. What followed was a huge increase
in biological life forms during the Cambrian Period of the Paleozoic Era.

Glacial period

Beginning about 2.3 million years ago the earth's climate cooled and thus began the major
glaciation of the Pleistocene Epoch. Four distinct glaciation periods have been identified
during this period - Nebraska, Kansan, Illinoian and Wisconsin - and were named for the
southern extent of their formation. Between each glacial period were times of glacial melt
and relatively warmer weather, enabling life to repopulate those affected areas. All of these
glacial periods most likely affected the scenic byway area through land depression,
displacement and deposition of glacial till and soils and the creation of ever-changing lake
and river systems. Evidence of this glacial scouring can still be seen by observing the
occasional striated gouged lines in exposed bedrock, especially in the upper reaches of the
Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway.

The last glaciers retreated from the scenic byway area roughly 11,000 years ago. While
water levels were probably much higher at that time, general lake basins and drainages
were set to relatively what they are today. The area then began a long period of vegetative
recovery, eventually leading to what we see today. While it would be difficult to determine
what vegetation existed before this long period of glaciation, there are ways to determine
what existed since the retreat of the last glacial ice sheets.



Post-glacial period

The forest vegetation we see today has gone through many changes since the last glaciers
left the area.

In the 1970s core drilling and radio carbon dating of lake sediments was conducted on
three northern Minnesota lakes. The lake closest to the Gunflint Trail Scenic Byway on
which this technique was conducted was Lake of the Clouds, located roughly 8 miles
southwest of Saganaga Lake at the northern end of the byway. The studies were also
conducted on Weber Lake, which lies about 25 miles southwest of the town of Isabella and
roughly 40 miles west of the byway, and on Myrtle Lake, located roughly 70 miles west of
Ely or about 120 miles west of the scenic byway.

Sediment core samples from the bottom of these lakes revealed that the original post-
glacial vegetation probably consisted of a treeless herb-dominated community. Sometime
after 10,000 years ago, boreal spruce forests began to develop and expand. Pollen records
from the core samples show this forest also contained some tamarack, northern white
cedar, aspen, and even northern hardwoods such as elm, oak and black ash.

About 9,300 years ago spruce began a steep decline. This was followed by a decline of
cedar, oak and elm about 9,000 years ago. At about the same time jack pine, balsam fir,
birch and possibly red pine began to make an appearance. Within a few hundred years,
these species became dominant. By 8,000 years ago most of the forest tree and herbaceous
species we recognize today as native - with the notable exception of white pine - were
locally present.

Between 8,000 and 4,000 years ago, the area experienced what has come to be referred to
as the postglacial warm period. It is during this period that one truly sees how climate can
affect vegetative composition. A little over 100 miles west of the byway an oak savanna
developed in response to this warm dry period. This was to persist in that area for nearly
1,000 years.

During this same period white pine finally made its appearance in the scenic byway area.
During the long glaciation period white pine had retreated to the Atlantic seaboard. It first
appeared at Weber Lake about 7,200 years ago and then at Lake of the Clouds about 6,000
years ago. Red and white pine forests reached their greatest extent between 5,000 and
3,000 years ago.

About 3,000 years ago the area again moved into a cooler and perhaps wetter period,
which persisted at least until the late 1800s. Core samples show a slow but gradual
decrease in white pine pollen at both Lake of the Clouds and Weber Lake during this
period. It is believed that red pine had a corresponding decline. While red and white pine
began a slow decline, jack pine, cedar, spruce and fir increased until we reached a point
when European-American settlement took place.

While it is now believed that climate plays an important role in the ever-changing forest
mosaic, wind, fire, insect outbreak and animal browse continually reshape the vegetative
landscape. Also, all plant species, whether tree, shrub or herbaceous, have varying degrees
of rate of spread through their individual reproductive means. Because of this, some



species could colonize the post-glacial landscape faster than others. Thus, spruce and jack
pine could recolonize the area from the immediate west and south early in the post-glacial
period while white pine - which had retreated to the Atlantic seaboard during the glacial
period - took longer to recolonize the area.

Another factor affecting vegetative composition during this post-glacial period was the
influence of humans on the landscape. Archeological studies now place human occupancy
in this area as early as 8,000 years ago. Thus man, though probably at low numbers, has
played a role in the ecosystem through most of the post-glacial period. It is known that
early native peoples managed landscapes with fire to promote new growth favoring both
game animals and wild berry production. As human influence grew, it is possible that fire
frequency and patterns changed in a way that would favor certain tree and plant species.
Over the years, evidence has mounted strongly favoring this theory.

Wildlife has also had a significant influence on the ever-changing forest vegetation of the
area. Different mammals and birds favor different types of trees and plants for browse and
can have a great effect on local vegetation makeup. A current example of this would be
how our forests have changed since white-tailed deer replaced woodland caribou on the
landscape by the 1920s. Caribou tended to rely heavily on mosses and lichens for food,
especially in late fall, winter and early spring. They are not known to feed heavily on white
pine or northern white cedar. White-tailed deer, on the other hand, find young white pine
and northern white cedar a delicacy and favor it from late fall through early spring green-
up. It has been widely cited that a deer's penchant for white pine and cedar has become a
significant hindrance to these tree species' ability to expand over their former range.

Early settlement period (1854-1900)

Before 1854, the forest vegetation of the byway had developed though natural processes
with the exception of human-caused fire, both accidental and intentional. The area was
lightly populated with the native Anishinaabe (Ojibway) people. While a European
presence existed in the area as early as 1659, it was concentrated at early fur trading posts
northeast of the byway at Grand Portage and along the international boundary. Due to this
limited presence, it probably did not have a great effect on the forest composition of the

byway.

After the United States signed a treaty with the native landholders in 1854, the area was
opened up to Euro-American settlement. Most of the early settlers were concerned with
mineral exploration, commercial fishing and fur trapping, and did not affect the vegetation
component to any great degree. The 1890 census lists only 98 non-Native American
residents within the county. Early timber cutting was limited to the clearing of land for
homesteads, firewood cutting and the production of materials for the building of local
homes and businesses. Because most of the byway's vegetation is fire dependent, and tree
seed sources had not yet been diminished to any significant degree, human-caused fires
during this earliest period of settlement may not have had a dramatic effect on the overall
forest ecosystems, although they may have altered age class distribution and favored one
species over another at some scale.



The Gunflint Trail itself has its roots in former Native American trails which connected
Lake Superior with inland waterways. Its improvement began in 1875 when Grand Marais
co-founder, fur trader and mineral prospector, Henry Mayhew, established a trading post
on Rove Lake, just northeast of the current Gunflint Trail mid-point. It remained a rough
trail until 1892, when a failed mining attempt was undertaken northwest of Gunflint Lake,
near the present day Kekekabic Hiking Trail. The Paulson Mine project included the
building of a railroad from Thunder Bay, Ontario to the mine site on the American side of
the border. In hopes of capitalizing on the venture, the Cook County Board of
Commissioners began to actively fund the improvement and extension of the Gunflint
Trail to the mine site. The Gunflint Trial did not extend to its current terminus until 1932,
and was not fully paved until the mid 1970s.

Newspaper accounts from the
early 1890s reveal that
relatively large scattered stands
of old white pine and white
cedar existed from just above
Grand Marais near the byway's
beginning and extended inland
to the Devils Track Lake River
area and beyond. One such
account, from 1891, mentions
that Mr. Howenstien, another
prominent early pioneer,
traveled up to inspect his land
claim seven miles inland on
Devils Track Lake. "About one
mile distant from both shores
stand stately forests of pine, a
considerable portion of which has been taken by settlers, many of whom are delighted with
the beauties of Devils Tack Lake, so unjustly named...Mr. H. owns two valuable forties of
pine and 80 acres of fine cedar land on the shore.” Other common accounts included
mentions of local guides taking homesteaders out to inspect their "fine pine and cedar
lands."

Figure 4: Red pine and wagon during late 1800s in Minnesota.

The best indication we have for the vegetation composition of the byway in this period are
the notes taken by surveyors who took part in the original United States Public Land
Survey conducted in Minnesota from 1847 through 1907. Most of the surveys done in the
scenic byway area were conducted in the late 1800s through the early 1900s. A few of
these surveys, such as in the Grand Marais area, were done as early as the 1850s.

The surveyors often wrote down what type of tree was marked to indicate where a section
corner was placed. These so-called "bearing trees" were usually recorded in the surveyor's
notes. Oftentimes, comments on burned-over lands, large stands of pine, etc. would be
included in the notes. In 1930 Francis J. Marschner used these notes to construct a map of
the "original™ forest composition of Minnesota.
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Another quantitative source for what type of forests existed in the byway vicinity before
large-scale logging and land clearing took place are the timber surveys conducted by the
Minnesota Timber Commissioners Board between 1895 and 1905. While these surveys
only cover state school trust lands, they are useful in that they confirm some of what is
assumed from the above mentioned data sources and other anecdotal evidence such as
early newspaper briefs, settler accounts and early logging records.

Pre-settlement Vegetation
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'Figure 5: Estimated pre-settlement vegetation

One such survey, conducted in 1899 on a 640-acre section directly behind Grand Marais,
and within the byway corridor, reveals it contained fairly large quantities of upland white
cedar and pockets of large white pine. The surveyor notes that a fire recently passed
through the area killing nearly 50 percent of the trees. It recommended that the timber be
sold. The fire most likely occurred in the drought year of 1894 when records do reveal a
fire having occurred along the ridge complex above Grand Marais and to the east. This
reveals the obvious limits of Marschner's map as it shows this area as being aspen/birch
type, although when one places the actual bearing trees over the map cedar does show up.
Thus one must view Marschner's map as being a good source for the relative distribution
and abundance of general forest cover types at the time, and not a definitive reference at a
more detailed level.
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From this data it is obvious that pine and cedar covered a much larger area in the
immediate pre-settlement period than they do now. However, when comparing the data to
current conditions, it becomes apparent that all early settlement period forest types still
exist, although the distribution and abundance of each forest type has changed
dramatically. Aspen/birch/fir is now much more abundant and pine and cedar are
correspondingly less so. White pine alone has seen an over 90 percent reduction since the
beginning of Euro-American settlement.

Early logging and fires (1900-1930)

The first commercial logging to take place within the byway area probably began
sometime in the 1880s. It involved only limited selective cutting of large, high quality
white pine for hand-hewn squared-off timbers. These timbers were then floated as rafts
across Lake Superior to other Great Lakes ports. Some of this pine was shipped as far
away as England. The timbers were used mainly for bridge and railroad trestle beams,
though some, especially those sent
overseas, were resawn into lumber. The
Base and MacDonald Company was one of
a number of firms conducting these
relatively small operations.

Large scale commercial logging within the
byway area began in 1900. By that time the
county's population had increased to 810.
Between 1900 and 1904 the Nester
Logging Company began buying up pine
and cedar lands from settlers directly north
of Grand Marais in the Maple Hill area.
Many of the early homesteaders, after
finding the land would not support
adequate agriculture, sold their lands to
timber interests during this time period.
The company cut mainly old white pine
and white cedar along the lower seven
miles of the byway until 1908, shipping
most of it out as rafts on Lake Superior.

-

Most early commercial timber cutting in
the immediate area of the byway was
concentrated on big red and white pine for
beams and saw timber, as well as white cedar and tamarack for railroad ties and fish boxes.

Smith Company in 1910.

In 1904, Charles J. Johnson, another Cook County pioneer, who had already been
operating logging camps along Lake Superior west of the byway, began pulpwood logging
in the Maple Hill area. In 1905 he built the area’s first large scale sawmill along Lake
Superior in Grand Marais. Johnson went on to cut most of the Devils Track River
watershed of its pine, cedar and spruce. Much of the cedar was used for railroad ties while
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the pine and spruce was milled into lumber at his new mill. Other small independent
operators were also cutting within the lower portion of the byway during this period.

Large scale big pine and cedar logging along the lower byway corridor abruptly came to an
end when drought contributed to two historic fires. In 1908 fires raged all along the north
shore of Lake Superior and the lower scenic byway was burned over. The fire burned to
the shores of the big lake and to the edge of Grand Marais. While it appears no accurate
mapping of the fire's parameters was ever recorded, it is likely that, from early accounts,
the fire burned over much of the lower seven miles of the byway, especially along the
ridgeline up to the
Maple Hill area. In
1910 another high
intensity fire swept
through the same
general area along the
lower byway. Johnson's
sawmill soon closed
after these fires.

The results of this early
logging, followed so
closely by successive
fires, resulted in a major
reduction of conifer
seed source. This
contributed to the
dramatic transformation
from a forest type that
included large amounts of white pine, white cedar and white spruce into the mix of birch,
aspen, spruce and fir that we see today.

Figure 7: Effects of 1908 fire west of Grand Marais and the scenic
byway along what would become Highway 61.

In 1914, Andrew Hedstrom began cutting saw timber that had survived the initial cut and
fires in the area around Maple Hill and further north within and around the scenic byway
corridor. His operation started out with portable sawmills that were moved to areas of good
timber, but eventually he built a relatively large mill on the shores of the Devils Track
River along the Gunflint Trail. Initially, Hedstrom was mostly cutting pine, cedar and
white spruce for lumber, but also manufactured wood for fish boxes and many other uses.
This is the only other large scale sawmill to exist within the byway corridor area and is still
in operation as of 2010.

In 1909 the Superior National Forest was created out of public lands withdrawn from the
Homestead Act. Early activities were somewhat limited within the byway corridor to the
fighting of fires and conducting of forest stand inventories and the occasional timber sale.
Its activities would expand as it began to acquire tax-forfeited and cut over lands in the
1920s.
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Upper trail area

Further north, and at about the same time, large scale white pine logging was taking place
in the upper byway corridor on the southeast end of Gunflint Lake. After the Paulson Mine
operation failed, the Pigeon River Logging Company, which had begun logging big pine
along the Canadian-U.S. border in 1902, took over the abandoned rail line on the Canadian
side and extended a spur to the U.S. side of the border. Large camps were set up on the
southeast end of Gunflint Lake to harvest the area's big white pine. The logs were shipped
by railway to Thunder Bay, Ontario for milling. This operation lasted until 1908 when
forest fires ended the operation. Portions of this area of the byway were burned again in the
drought years of 1910 and 1936. No further large scale logging would take place in this
area until much later in the century.

While much of the area regenerated into a mix of aspen, birch, spruce and fir, limited
remnants of the old pine stands still remain within the Gunflint, Loon, and Mayhew Lakes
area, even after the unusually large windstorm of 1999 and historically large Ham Lake
Fire of 2007, which both passed through this area.

The fire of 1910 also burned most of the byway corridor north and west of Gunflint Lake,
which had not been logged. That fire resulted in the heavy jack pine regeneration that
covered the area until it was extensively damaged in the unusually large 1999 windstorm.
This area reburned in the historically large 2007 Ham Lake Fire.

Mid-trail area
By the mid 1920s much of the big pine, cedar, white spruce and tamarack in the lower and
upper Gunflint Trail area had been cut over. What remained was a mix of birch, aspen,
spruce and fir, interspersed with
pockets of pine and cedar too young
or too old to be of commercial
value. In 1927 fire swept across the
area just north of the Hedstrom mill
and covered an area up to
somewhere in the Trout Lake Road
area. It was in this area that, in
1932, local boy scouts planted the
red pines now referred to as the
George Washington Pines, which
cover roughly 40 acres on both
sides of the byway just north of
Hedstrom Lumber Company.

The last big stands of pine were
now left in the central portion of the  Figure 8: 1920s logging railroad between the scenic byway
scenic byway area, near what is now and Cloquet, Minnesota near the Knife River.

called Trail Center, surrounding

lakes such as Bearskin, Rose, Hungry Jack, Clearwater, Vista, Gaskin and Horseshoe. To
reach these pine lands would require what became the last great railroad logging operation
in the state of Minnesota.
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In 1918, the General Logging Company, the timber cutting unit of the Weyerhaeuser firm
Northern Lumber Company, bought out the upper portion of the Alger-Smith rail line
which had been extended as far as Two Island Lake just west of the byway corridor. Alger-
Smith had been extending its rail line and cutting big pine from Cloquet, Minnesota, to
Cook County since the late 1890s. Weyerhaeuser had been amassing large holdings of land
in the area through acquisition from early homesteaders via the Stone and Timber Act,
which allowed settlers to sell lands unproductive for agriculture. At its peak, Weyerhaeuser
and its subsidiaries owned at least five townships of land extending roughly from the
current "Gunflint Pines™ up to the Trail Center area of the byway.

The General Logging Company then proceeded to extend this line through the Brule Lake

area and on to the Trail Center. By 1928 the company had spur rails laid throughout this

portion of the byway corridor and was beginning to cut these last big stands of pine. The

logs were sent by rail to its operational hub west of the byway at Cascade Lake and then on

to Cloquet for processing. In the summer of 1929, cutting was being done throughout the

area from Brule Lake eastward to the byway and beyond, when a series of coinciding
events brought the
whole operation to an
abrupt end.

1929 was another
drought year, and a
large wildfire swept
through the Brule Lake
area east of the byway.
Large amounts of
logging slash
contributed to the fire's
spread and intensity and
it eventually burned
over 25,000 acres.
Figure 9: Hungry Jack Lake and forest in mid 1920s. While the fire burned
over much of the recently cut forest land, it also burned large areas of standing white and
red pine timber the company had hoped to harvest. At about the same time, in October
1929, the Great Depression transpired, which dramatically reduced the demand for wood
products. While cutting continued at a reduced scale for another year, the cost of shipment
by rail over 100 miles to the Cloquet mills, and the lower quality of the old white pine due
to excessive heart rot, forced the company to abandon the operation. This was the last large
scale big pine logging operation within the scenic byway corridor. Much of
Weyerhaeuser's land holdings were eventually acquired by the USFS for inclusion in the
Superior National Forest.

Logging would continue in the area for remaining pockets of good pine and cedar saw
timber, but at a much smaller scale. One such operation was conducted by Sam Seppala,
who operated a sawmill for a few years in the 1930s on the site of what is now Trail Center
Bar and Grill on Poplar Lake. Hedstrom Lumber Company also set up portable sawmills
on former Weyerhaeuser lands in the area and continued to cut pine throughout the
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