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T
he future is truly looking bright in the Mille Lacs Lake community. A 

number of new efforts and businesses have been initiated or have set up 

shop to help make the area’s future a bit brighter.

In this year’s Progress Edition, our theme is “The Future is Looking 

Bright,” and we would like to salute some of the efforts going on around the lake. Of 

course, this isn’t an exhaustive list of efforts and new businesses, but just a sampling.

A new initiative called “Mille Lacs Scenic Byway” has been spearheaded and ded-

icated by local businessman Steve Dubbs and others bringing traffic to the area to 
enjoy the numerous resources Mille Lacs Lake has to offer.  

From one of the events the Mille Lacs Scenic Byway sponsored, a new kayaking 

club emerged. Last summer, the byway held a kayak excursion called “Kayak to Spi-

der Island.” The event was so popular that one of the event’s planners, Naomi Creech, 

decided to create a kayaking club. Another effort of the byway is to create a waterway 

along the southern shores of Mille Lacs to Malmo to draw kayak, paddleboard and 

canoe enthusiasts to the Big Lake. And Creech’s business, Naomi’s Bike & Paddle 

Rental, will be there to supply them with equipment. She can also help you with your 

pet grooming needs, along with providing a washing station for your pets after they 

come off the beaches of Mille Lacs.

Another exciting effort is from a major healthcare provider to the area, Mille Lacs 

Health System. The hospital and clinic are gearing up for an expansion that will help 

better meet the needs of the Mille Lacs area residents. Lots of exciting plans there!

Fiddlestix RV & Golf Resort has major renovation plans underway for this upcom-

ing camping season. Renovations are happening with the golf course, adding new 

RV lots, a new pool and community room, and a number of other exciting amenities. 

Another mover and shaker in the community has been Steve Johnson of Johnson’s 

Portside. Johnson’s live Facebook feeds have drawn thousands of followers and have 

helped inform the Mille Lacs community and beyond of recent developments on the 

lake.

The Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe has been very busy making the community a better 

place for their Band members with the construction of a state of the art community 

center and new healthcare facility.

The Mille Lacs Drift Skippers have been making a difference in the community 

one trail at a time. Their efforts have drawn snowmobilers and ATV riders to ride on 

some of the best trails in the state.

The Beanery Cafe and Roastery in Garrison is a sister store to a cafe and coffee 

house with the same name in Aitkin. The Beanery roasts its own beans and features 

local produce into its menu.

Your Boat Club, which operates out of Eddie’s Resort in Garrison, has brought 

innovative boating to Mille Lacs Lake and helps take the hassle out of boating. Mem-

bers pay an annual membership and gain access to any of their boats on 16 lakes. The 

boat club also offers daily rentals.

SCI Broadband has been serving the community since 1984 providing cable and 

more recently, high-speed internet and digital phone service. The company plans to 

expand its service to offer more residents better high speed internet options within 

the next couple years. 

Deeper North LLC is helping bring modern technology to local businesses with 

their creative website design and marketing concepts. 

Viking at 1865 Convenience Store in McGrath has made some exciting changes 

to their previously closed store located at Hwy. 18 and Hwy. 65, giving the store its 

unique name. More changes are to come for the store in the future!
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O
ver the years, many chapters 

have taken place at Mille 

Lacs Health System with the 

facilities being expanded, 

modernized and renamed. It all began in 

the mid-1950s, when a newly formed hos-

pital board was trying to get a local hospi-

tal built, and the community came together 

to help make that happen. A local resident, 

named J.K. Lundgren, wrote a letter of 

support to that board, stating that driv-

ing too far to get care for a very ill loved 

one was something she didn’t want to go 

through again. “We need a hospital, and 

we need it badly,” she said. 

An outpouring of financial support came 
from local individuals, businesses, farm-

ers, the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, resort 

owners, and visitors to the area. The land 

was donated by Louis Gravel, Sr., and the 

Crosier Order underwrote the loan. 

The community back then believed that 

bringing quality healthcare closer to home 

was imperative for the area’s economic 

and physical health. Mille Lacs Health 

System grew from a hospital to what it is 

today. “As our communities grew, needs 

were met through additions like the nurs-

ing home, emergency department, neigh-

borhood clinics and specialized care for 

seniors,” said MLHS CEO Bill Nelson. 

“Though our name has changed and our 

physical campus has grown, the same 

community-based care still exists. But it’s 

time to grow once more.” 

Enter the “Next Chapter: Building Our 

Healthy Future” project. 

NEED BEHIND THE PROJECT

The original hospital was built in 1956, 

and many systems and spaces have not 

been updated since then. For instance, the 

kitchen has never been remodeled. Patients 

in our hospital and emergency room de-

serve more privacy. These are just some 

of the reasons the building project needs 

to happen. 

Patients are looking for the highest qual-

ity of care near where they live. Employees 

need to be able to have the most up-to-date 

environment in which to do their job to 

support those patients. And providing ex-

cellent healthcare means having the space 

to do that in the best way possible. 

Collaborating with the Mille Lacs Area 

Health Foundation, MLHS will be doing 

groundbreaking this summer for a $32 mil-

lion dollar, 36,000 square foot, two-story 

expansion. 

FUNDING FOR PROJECT

Despite rapid technological change and 

the economic stresses of today’s health-

care environment, Mille Lacs Health Sys-

tem remains strong because of dedicated 

providers, good governance/management, 

foresight, and its employees. 

The project funds will come from as-

sistance from the Mille Lacs Area Health 

Foundation (MLAHF), philanthropic sup-

port (individual, community, and business 

donations), grants, and loans. Addition-

ally, employees have become one of the 

biggest donor groups. 

MLAHF President Dennis Burr told 

MLHS employees at a winter employee 

gathering, “When we go out into the com-

munity and ask for funds to help pay for 

the new addition, you cannot believe how 

helpful it is to tell people how solidly the 

employees of MLHS are behind the proj-

ect. “ 

Bill Nelson noted that though the health 

system has many wonderful spaces and is 

proud of the care it gives to the commu-

nity, the board saw it as a responsibility to 

expand and upgrade. “Mostly due to ne-

cessity,” Nelson added, “but also because 

if we do nothing, that’s the worst scenario. 

Healthcare is evolving and the patient ex-

pectations are high, as they should be. We 

have to meet those demands.” 

WHAT’S BEING BUILT?

The two-story expansion includes: a 

new kitchen and cafeteria, a new ER/Ur-

gent Care with private bays and trauma 

rooms, chapel and spiritual room, and 18 

hospital rooms. Updated construction in-

cludes: a new gift shop, three new clinic 

rooms, expanded lobby, expanded Rehab, 

expanded Laboratory and expanded Same 

Day Surgery. 

This last fall, site prep, paving for park-

ing, and a new helipad were a major focus. 

This spring, construction will start up 

again with official groundbreaking to hap-

pen in the summer. 

Louis Gravel Sr. would be so proud if 

he saw how the piece of land he donated 

so long ago was being used to continually 

care for the residents and visitors to the 

Mille Lacs Area. 

Wouldn’t J.K. Lundgren (the letter 

writer back in the 1950s) marvel at what 

has come from that initial group of sup-

porters who believed healthcare should be 

of the best quality and close to home? 

To see how you can contribute to the 

health system’s expansion project, go to 

mlhealth.org.
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MLHS expansion plans helping create a 
brighter future for Mille Lacs community 

by Mary Rains
Mille Lacs Health System

MILLE LACS HEALTH SYSTEM STATISTICS:
Geographic area served: 700 square miles

Population served: 200,000-plus patient encounters per year

Kitchen: serves 167,000 meals a year

Ambulance runs in 2019: 1,600

Donation pledges from:
100% of Senior Leadership members
100% of MLHS Board members
100% of MLAHF Board members
60%  of employees have pledged ongoing payroll deduction donations

PHOTO BY BOB STATZ

Presenting a Vision
Mille Lacs Health System CEO Bill Nelson presents 

MLHS expansion plans at a recent event.



 MILLE LACS MESSENGER / PROGRESS EDITION / SECTION A / MARCH 25, 2020 4

Saturday, April 25th
at Izatys Resort, Onamia, MN.

Social Hour 5 p.m. • Dinner 6 p.m.

Live Auction 7 p.m.

Entertainment-C.Willi Myles 8:30 p.m.

Tickets $50/person

Limited seating

Contact Diane Seefeld at

dseefeld@mlhealth.org

or 320-532-2604

or online: mlhealth.org

Help us improve the health and wellbeing of our

communities by attending this event

Mille Lacs Area Health Foundation Mission: To support the diverse and changing 

healthcare needs of the Mille Lacs area through volunteerism and charitable giving

Spring Fling FundraiserSpring Fling Fundraiser

C.Willi
Myles

COMEDIAN

General freight hauling 
to and from the Mille Lacs Area.

“You need it hauled – Consider it done”

4 th Anniversary!
“Serving the Mille Lacs Area 

Since 1973”

David & Nancy Miller
320-676-3421     Isle, MN

1994 Peterbilt and 48-foot Great Dane Trailer.

Miller
TruckinG

inc.

Megan 320.676.3154 Jill 320.983.1342

fnbmilaca.com . Member FDIC

FIRST NATIONAL BANK
of Milaca

Milaca . Isle . Gilman . Zimmerman

Milaca Office . NMLS 1290776Isle Office . NMLS 1622645

CONSTRUCTION

HOMES/CABINS REMODELING

LAND

A Gateway to Your Dreams...
Think of Us First!

See Megan or  Jill 
for your real estate needs!
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Patriarch and Matriarch 
Johnson

Mel and Bonnie Johnson,  
parents of Steve Johnson, 

owner of Johnson’s 
Portside. Mel passed 

away in December 
of 2019, and 

Bonnie passed 
away in 2015.

JOHNSON’S PORTSIDE 

Serving the Mille Lacs 
community since 1985

by Mark Wasson
news@millelacsmessenger.com

Y
ou might know Johnson’s Port-

side’s owner, Steve Johnson, 

from his multiple Facebook vid-

eos where he updates people on 

the status of the Mille Lacs Lake area, upcom-

ing events or to simply wax poetic about life. 

Johnson said he started doing the Facebook 

live videos about four years ago to educate his 

18,000 plus followers, and this seems to be 

the case as his videos often get tens of thou-

sands of views. His videos have garnered the 

attention of Twin Cities’ TV news stations as 

they have shown highlights of Johnson’s vid-

eos as various issues have come up regarding 

Mille Lacs Lake.

Johnson doesn’t promote his 

store in the videos, but he 

said they’ve helped 

bring in business and 

new customers which 

has helped his store 

thrive. 

“We have strived for 

a 5-10% increase in gross 

sales annually. Most years we 

achieve it,” Johnson said.

Johnson’s Portside is geared 

towards tourists visiting the area 

and carries most things needed 

when visiting Mille Lacs. 

And being a full service con-

venience store, bait shop and 

off-sale liquor store, that seems 

to be true. 

Johnson also takes issue with the idea that 

Mille Lacs is a dying area, which he says isn’t 

true.

“Many businesses up here have worked 

very hard to be successful and most are doing 

it,” Johnson said. “The perception of negativ-

ity is our biggest Achilles’ heel.”

Johnson’s Portside has been helping fisher-
men, tourists, passers through and the Mille 

Lacs community in general since 1985.

Johnson said he enjoys watching his busi-

ness perform with some of the best employees 

in the area. 

“Without [my employees], we are nothing,” 

Johnson said. 

Johnson’s father, Mel Johnson, passed away 

last December, and Johnson said his favorite 

memories are working closely with his father 

at the store for 35 years. Johnson’s mother, 

Bonnie, passed away in 2015.

“He (Johnson’s father, Mel) was my rock, 

best friend, business partner, and mentor in 

management style; he made me what I am. It 

won’t be as easy moving forward,” Johnson 

said. 

People can refer to Johnson’s Portside 

Facebook page and website to take a look at 

his past videos for some local history and in-

formation. 

Johnson’s Portside is located at 42099 State 

Hwy. 47, Isle, Minn. 56342, and their website 

is www.johnsonsportside.com.

MESSENGER FILE PHOTOS AND SCREENSHOTS

Mover and shaker
Steve Johnson in one of his  
Facebook live video updates of 
the condition of the lake or a 
current event issue regarding 
Mille Lacs Lake.

Steve Johnson in front of famous fish outside 

of Johnson’s Portside.
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365 W. MAIN ST., ISLE, MN  56342 • 320-676-3376

WWW.TEALSMARKET.COM

Open 7 days a week from 7am until 9pm!

Customer Service Is Our Key To Success!

DOUBLE COUPONS EVERYDAY!

2019 TOTAL COMBINED DONATIONS OF ALL TEAL’S STORES,  
$75,748.44 BACK INTO OUR COMMUNITIES!

FINDYOUR
balance

Teals Market knows that balance is the key to everything, that’s part of
the reason we love giving back to our communities! 

Pictured above are some of the youngsters with the bicycles from some of our giveaway drawings!

523 Main St, Onamia, MN 56359 • 320-532-4132  
Open Mon.-Sat. 9-5

35 years 
of serving 
the Mille

Lacs area

Spring 

SALE
MARCH 19-21

35% OFF
storewide

IT’S OUR 100TH ANNIVERSARY…

full service repair • brakes • tires • transmissions • engine repair • we even pump your gas!

320-532-3381 • WWW.ANDERSON-BROTHERS-GARAGE.BUSINESS.SITE
3 MILES NORTH OF ONAMIA (JCT. 169 & 27) M-F 8-6, SAT 8-5, SUN CLOSED

repairs and towing

we are not old... we are classic!
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Mille Lacs Scenic Byway 
highlighting the gem that is Lake Mille Lacs

Ribbon cutting
Ribbon cutting ceremony for 
the Mille Lacs Scenic Byway 
group in 2017.

by T.A. LeBrun

news@millelacsmessenger.com

A
n effort to attract more visitors to the Mille Lacs 

Area is underway through the implementation 

of the Mille Lacs Scenic Byway. 

The group began in August of 2015, stem-

ming from an idea of local businessman, Steve Dubbs, co-

owner of Muggs on Mille Lacs. The mission statement for 

the group is “to promote the exploration and beauty of ‘Life 

Around the Lake’ while highlighting the natural, cultural and 

historical aspects of the Lake Mille Lacs Scenic Byway.”

Dubbs explained the catalyst behind the forming of the 

group. “The fishing was abruptly closed, and a letter was sent 
to the Mille Lacs Messenger with several ideas on revitalizing 

the lake,” recalled Dubbs. “The idea of a scenic byway really 

caught fire, and a group gathered to make it happen.”
He went on to explain that the walleye shutdown was cata-

strophic to the economy of the community, and people were 

looking for ways to improve things. The community looked 

to MnDOT and other groups to help make that happen. 

“The idea was not to replace fishing but add more to the 
community to attract new visitors and existing visitors to stay 

an extra day and tour the byway to learn more about the area,” 

said Dubbs. 

In November of 2017, the Mille Lacs Scenic Byway had 

their ribbon cutting, and in June of 2018, the route signs went 

up on highways around Mille Lacs. 

Others, such as business and resort owners, city leaders, 

county leaders, and regional development commissions, 

teamed up with the byway group. The three commissions, 

Regional Development Commission, East Central Regional 

Development Commission and Region 5 Development Com-

mission, help communities grow and prosper and lended a 

big hand to the effort, said Dubbs. “We have also been joined 

by folks from the Minnesota Historical Society, the Minne-

sota Office of Tourism, Mille Lacs Band and the Minnesota 
DNR,” he added. “It’s a pretty diversified group from around 
the lake and beyond.”

Since then, the group has hosted or helped host a number 

of events such as a kayak trip to Spider Island, the Mille Lacs 

First Annual Bird Count and the Minnesota Scenic Byway 

conference. And last year’s Onamia Day’s theme was “Cruis-

ing the Byway.”

Another exciting development is the hopes of a DNR water 

trail designation with the creation of a kayak trail that would 

run along the south shore of Mille Lacs Lake from Wahkon 

to Isle and to Malmo. “We would be the first lake other than 
Lake Superior in the state to have this designation,” noted 

Dubbs. “Normally it is a river. We have the distance and the 

warm water which Lake Superior doesn’t have. And based 

on the numbers we had for the kayaking event, it seems there 

is a lot of interest. Naomi Creech is helping with the kayak 

effort.”

As far as being a birding hotspot, Dubbs said, “The whole 

Lake Mille Lacs area is surrounded by what the Audubon 

calls an “important birding area.” There are unique birds, and 

the area overlays the scenic byway.” The byway group hopes 

to gain the continued support of the Audubon along with the 

Minnesota DNR, Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe DNR and U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife to help promote a resource that is already 

here.

When asked what the community’s perceptions of the group 

have been, Dubbs responded, “People are excited about the 

potential and about the positive good things happening in the 

area. It’s pretty cool to watch a good idea snowball and attract 

other groups that bring their ideas and energy to the group.”

Looking to the future, the group is working on their five-
year business plan called the “Corridor Management Plan” 

which lays out the plans and desires of the committee. They 

are also working on creating a website and marketing plan 

to help tell the byway story. The group will be applying for 

national byway destination in May. 

The group is looking for volunteers and people to join up, 

along with any financial support towards projects. To get in-

volved, Dubbs said to contact him. “We are also looking for a 

couple members from the north end of the lake and Malmo,” 

he added. To contact Steve Dubbs, email jsdubbs@yahoo.

com.

“I look at it as a way of generating tourism and visitors,” 

said Dubbs. “But that is only part of what a byway does. The 

other part is helping communities. We want to not only have 

visitors come to the area to build the economy but want to 

partner with townships, cities and other communities along 

the byway.”

SUBMITTED PHOTO

Mille Lacs Scenic Byway leadership
From left to right, Evangeline Moen, Penny Simonsen, Tina Chapman, Jamie Root-Larsen, Tory Schmidt, Marge Agnew, Steve Dubbs, and Karrie Roeschlein

PHOTO BY T.A. LEBRUN

Welcoming the kayakers
Steve Dubbs, co-owner of Muggs on Mille Lacs and organizer of the Mille Lacs 
Scenic Byway group, welcomes kayakers to an outing organized by the byway. 
Other outings such as an Annual Christmas Bird Count have taken place since 
the kayak excursion. 
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Auto/Home/Business

Farms

Life

Annuities

Mobile Homes

Seasonal Dwellings

Motorcycles

Snowmobiles/ATVs

Business Insurance

Worker’s Compensation

Contractors

THANK YOU
for choosing Oberfeld Insurance Services!

Thank you for
placing your trust
in us for 34 years!

OBERFELD INSURANCE SERVICES LLC

257 WEST MAIN STREET, ISLE, MN 56342  

800-450-1331 or 320-676-3267 www.oberfeldinsurance.com

Isle Area Alternative 
Learning Center (ALC)
CALL 320-676-3721 for more 
information or TO ENROLL!

Adult Basic Ed GED
Computer Room 
IREC Fitness Center (676-1050)
Community Rooms (avail. to public)
Racquetball Court

In the 
IREC Building
(Isle Recreation & Education

Center)

Isle Public Schools

There’s Always Something Good going on...
within the
walls of...
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byEvan Orbeck

eorbeck@millelacsmessenger.com

W
e live in a digital era. As we move into a 

bright future, having an online presence, 

through a website and good marketing, will 

be a bridge to cross for many area busi-

nesses. Isle local Joel Lombardo understands the importance 

of this transition, and his business, Deeper North, is here to 

help.

Lombardo has been involved in web development for the 

past 18 years and doing it professionally for around 12. For 

about a decade of that time, while Lombardo was in college 

and beyond, he was living in the Minneapolis area. There, he 

met his wife, Andrea, originally from Isle. The Lombardos 

were expecting their first child two years ago, and they de-

cided to move to Mille Lacs to be closer to Andrea’s family.

Coming to the Mille Lacs area, Lombardo was aware 

there’d be limited professional opportunities in his field lo-

cally, so he took matters into his own hands. Deeper North 

officially launched at the start of this February. “It’s fresh,” 
Lombardo said. “It’s new.” 

“My goal with Deeper North is to give back to the commu-

nity,” Lombardo explained. Deeper North will offer design, 
marketing and web development strategies that normally 

wouldn’t be offered to small-town businesses outside the 

Cities.

Websites designed by Deeper North are completely cus-

tom, Lombardo said, not built from templates. “We start from 
a blank document,” he said, “and start coding and make it 
from scratch. The result is something people have never seen 

before.” This custom approach offers Deeper North clients 
flexibility in how they host their web content, as well as tools 
for search engine optimization.

A focus on search engine optimization is a big advantage 

Deeper North is able to offer its clients. He elaborated, “It’s 
the act and art of meticulous research to get your website to 

rank higher than your regional or national competitors.” By 
doing keyword analysis and market research, Deeper North 

looks at what people are searching for and uses that infor-

mation to guide their clients in appearing higher on among 

search engine results.

Having a good website was one aspect of search engine 

optimization, Lombardo explained. “You want a website that 
was designed with search engine optimization in mind, that 

has good content that people want to see, created with calls to 

action to turn visitors into paying customers and ways to get 

you to talk to an actual person. That all starts with a good 

website.”
Deeper North has already done work with local businesses. 

One such example Lombardo pointed to Red Beard Lumber 
in Isle, for whom Deeper North had designed branding and 

a website. The Red Beard Lumber website also showcased 
some of the unique design and animation Deeper North 

could bring to their clients. “If you go to get a quote and 
hover over that link,” he explained, “a saw blade appears. 
And there’s a wood theme throughout the site.”

Lombardo said that Deeper North would also help create 

jobs locally, providing new opportunities for programmers 

and designers to work without a long commute. “The quality 
of life around Mille Lacs is so good,” Lombardo said, “but 
there’s no job market for programmers, web developers and 

people in the tech field. I want to change that.”
Lombardo noted that Deeper North was still growing. “It’s 

my wife and I,” he said, “and we can’t do it all.” In the near 
future, Lombardo said Deeper North will have employment 

opportunities for designers and developers in Isle.

Lombardo noted that if his sole focus was making money, 

he would base the business down in the Twin Cities. While 

his goal was to provide for his family, he was also launch-

ing Deeper North out of a love for the local community. 

While working with marketing agencies down in the Cities, 

he explained, he saw small-town businesses get completely 

ignored unless they were willing to spend many thousands 

of dollars per month on services. “I think that’s wrong,” he 
stated. “I think our local businesses should be afforded the 
same talent and resources as a big city agency.”

Those looking to take advantage of Deeper North’s ser-

vice can visit their website at deepernorth.com. Examples 

of current projects being undertaken by Deeper North can 

be found on the website. Lombardo also noted that every 

year, he plans to partner with a non-profit to help develop 
their website and branding free of charge. Information on 

this project is available on the website, and Deeper North is 

still looking for its non-profit partner for 2020.
“It’s something I’m very excited about,” Lombardo said, 

“to put Isle on the map as a place where people can say, 
‘hey, there’s good design and great websites are coming out 

of this town.’ I’m looking forward to that being something 

people can be proud of.” The Internet is an ever-present 
force of the modern-day, and internet-conscious marketing 

is something every brand has reason to consider. Through 

his work at Deeper North, Joel Lombardo is helping guide 

Mille Lacs toward a bright future.

Deeper North tackles 
an online future

PHOTO PROVIDED

Joel Lombardo, owner of Deeper North, a website design and marketing 
business, along with his wife Andrea Lombardo.

Deeper North donated a branding and website to Opstead Church to build 
them a cohesive identity that can be seen on new signage around the build-
ing and online.
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by T.A. LeBrun

news@millelacsmessenger.com

F
iddlestix RV & Golf Resort, located in Isle, 

Minn., is making some big changes to help the 

future look bright in the Mille Lacs Community.

The resort is transforming into a seasonal desti-

nation to give Fiddlestix the honor of hosting some of Min-

nesota’s largest RV sites. 

The current 18 hole golf course has been transformed into 

a 9 hole course. The resort is adding 200 seasonal and short 

term stay RV sites with a number of amenities including 

a large activity center with two outdoor swimming pools, 

hot tub, putting green, chipping green, netted driving range, 

paintball course, water war site, laser tag, fling golf, foot 
golf, a fishing pond, and playground with plans to add more 
with customer input. 

Along with the additions above, vacationers will enjoy 

the Stix Bar & Grill, heated pool and hot tub, walking trails, 

two gated dog parks, an essentials store (with ice, firewood 
and ATM), club house, arcade, fitness room, showers and 
restrooms, laundry facility, lawn services, winter storage, 

hospitality room, patio dining, jumping pad, archery, vol-

leyball, tetherball, basketball, horseshoes, pickleball courts, 

shuffleboard, tiki toss, yard games, group activities, stargaz-

ing and more.

Marilyn Appeldoorn said the swimming pool and hot tub 

are in, and the activity room has been finished on the in-

side with more amenities coming as they gear up for the RV 

camping 2020 season.

The pair has been busy hosting booths to promote the RV 

resort at camping shows this winter in the Twin Cities. “We 

did the St. Paul Sportsmen Boating and Vacation Show, the 

RV Show at the Minneapolis Convention Center and plan to 

be at the Minnesota RV Dealers Association Show later this 

month. We have had great responses and a handful of leases 

in place,” said Marilyn Appeldoorn.

MOTIVATION BEHIND THE EXPANSION

When asked about the motivation behind the resort up-

grade, co-owner Chuck Appeldoorn said, “With the demand 

going down in golf and the demand of RVing exploding, we 

decided now is the time to transcend into a family seasonal 

RV resort with a golf theme.  We plan to have something 

for everyone.”

“We’re RVers ourselves, and some of the things we’re 

doing here, we’ve seen in other places. When we’ve gone 

to other parks and saw how many kids were around, we 

wanted those types of amenities to draw the families,” added 

co-owner Marilyn Appeldoorn. 

On the RV site upgrades, Marilyn said, “A big highlight is 

that the majority of sites are three times the size of a typical 
RV park. The minimum requirement for an RV site is 2,000 

square feet, and the smallest one here will be 5,000 square 

feet. Also, if you’re coming in with a big rig, there will be 

plenty of room to maneuver, and each site will have three 

parking spots for guests or a boat. All sites will be full hook 

up as well.”

“This is something the area needs. We also need more ac-

tivities for kids,” said Marilyn. “On the old ninth fairway, 

there will be laser tag or paintball and water wars which we 

anticipate having available to the public, but we will have 

more information to follow on those activities.” 

FURTHER DETAILS

Fiddlestix will be hosting an open house on the first, third 
and fourth weekends of April (April 4 and 5, April 18 and 

19, and April 25 and 26) from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. The open 

houses are open to the public. Appeldoorn said the cash bar 

will be open, along with hot dogs, chips and pop served. 

“We know it’s important for people to come and look at a 

resort before signing a lease,” said Appeldoorn. 

Fiddlestix RV & Golf Resort is now accepting leases for 

the 2020 season. People are welcome to do a tour by calling 

(320) 676-3636 or emailing info@fiddlestixrv.com. 

Construction in Progress
New pool area being constructed at 

Fiddlestix RV & Golf Resort 

Fiddlestix RV & Golf Resort doing 
their part to make future bright

Marilyn and 
Chuck Appeldoorn
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Drift Skippers help groom a bright 
future for Mille Lacs by T.A. LeBrun

news@millelacsmessenger.com

T
he Mille Lacs Drift Skippers Snowmobile and 

ATV Club have been a staple here in the Mille 

Lacs Community, keeping trails groomed and 

people coming to the Mille Lacs community from 

all over the state. 

But the group isn’t stopping there. 

According to club CEO Tina Chapman, a connecting trail 

from Isle to Malmo and into the Solana State Forest is in the 

works in conjunction with the Minnesota DNR. “The Drift 

Skippers will assist when that work begins on the trail areas 

that we would maintain,” said Chapman. She also said the 

club will be looking at purchasing a new snow groomer in 

the next year or two. 

Though the primary mission of the organization is to main-

tain snowmobile and ATV trails, the group also purchased 

and houses equipment that assists the bike club in their bike 

trail clearing efforts.

Over the years since they were founded on Mar. 18, 1970 

by a group of local snowmobile enthusiasts, the Drift Skip-

pers have created economic development for the Mille Lacs 

community by having well-maintained trails in both the sum-

mer and winter. Along with using the trails for recreation, 

visitors have patronized area businesses, which is a win for 

everyone. 

The club not only helps draw visitors but also helps make 

life better for the locals. “Having these trails also adds ad-

venture and quality of life for citizens and those looking to 

relocate to the area,” noted Chapman. 

Part of what keeps the club going is the ability to make 

charitable contributions from their pull tab operation. “The 

main purpose of the pull tabs is to fulfill our mission to main-

tain trails,” said Chapman. “We encourage people to patron-

ize our gambling sites: Wahkon Inn, Muggs, Morning Star 

Market, Izatys, Isle Bowling Lanes, Beckham’s Bar & Bistro, 

and Da Boathouse on Da Bay. It’s good for the Club, the 

community and for our sites.”

She said they are also able to make qualifying donations 

to the local schools for sports, class trips, student projects, 

scholarships, et cetera. The charitable donations have been 

given toward the City of Isle’s police and fire equipment, 
WAVE (Wahkon Area Vision Effusion), girl scouts, boy 

scouts, Mille Lacs Health Foundation, Isle and Onamia Li-

braries, Mille Lacs County Water Rescue, youth functions 

and, most recently, to the local quilt club to make quilts for 

the homeless and victims of domestic violence, along with 

many other groups in past years. Chapman noted that almost 

all donations are kept local.

The early start of the group in 1970 included the elected 

officers of Dick Asmus, president; Jim Olson, vice president; 
and Joan Levin, secretary/treasurer. Present at that first of-
ficial meeting were Hank and Elaine Asmus, Dick Asmus, 
Kent Bandy, Bruce Brandt, Jerry Brandt, Alvin Goplen, Jr., 
Art and Donna Hendricksn, Neil and Margaret Levin, Ray 

and Joan Levin, Charlie and Maxine Mehlin, Kevin Meyers, 
Jim and Linda Olson, and Duane Petrin

Now the leadership includes Bill Schmiege, president; Jim 
Pancake, vice president; Alice Peterson, treasurer; Claire 
Minor, secretary; Tina Chapman, CEO; Joe Witzmann, 
snowmobile coordinator; Ed Peterson, ATV coordinator; and 
Leesa Taylor, gambling manager. 

The group hosts the Vintage Ride on the third Saturday in 

February and various ATV rides. The Drift Skippers sponsor 

Tanner’s Ride in September. And in the past, they have par-

ticipated in ATVAM and MNUSA conventions. This May, 

the group will help with the ATVAM spring ride and pig roast 

at McQuoid’s Inn and have a Hot Dog Appreciation dinner on 

the trail this winter. The 50-year celebration and open house 

is currently being planned.

Chapman is thankful to the many club members who help 

with trail work and pull tab operations year round. Without 

them, she said, they wouldn’t have the trails they have today.

“Being an active member of the Drift Skippers affords me 

the opportunity to work with and give back to the community 

that I’ve enjoyed for so many years,” says member Mitch 

Roach.

Another member, Claire Minor, says, “I think the club 

stands for giving to our community when we have the ability 

to do so and bringing a diverse group of people together who 

all have one thing in common. We want to see our community 

continue to grow – whether it’s ATV and snowmobile related 

or through the schools and other organizations.”

“Our group makes it possible to provide the means to get 

around the area either by snowmobile or ATV and see all 

the seasonal beauty we have to offer in the Mille Lacs area,” 

notes member Les Pinz. “It’s fun to see the smiles of the peo-

ple that have visited and say they will return.”
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CALL HANS WOELFLE

AT 320-515-1337
homesbyhans.kw.com  

KELLER WILLIAMS REALTY PROFESSIONALS

YOUR INTEGRITY FIRST TEAM

210 MAIN STREET, ISLE MN 56342

14091 BAXTER DR., #116, BAXTER MN 56425
EACH KELLER WILLIAMS OFFICE IS INDEPENDENTLY OWNED & OPERATED.

home
Assisted Living, MeMory CAre, respite CAre, speCiALty CAre

Aitkin  • 218.927.9996 • 518 7th Avenue ne
CrossLAke  • 218.692.6650 • 13631 e. shore road

sAndstone  • 320.216.7300 • 1109 Lundorff drive (Contact Sandra)
Call to schedule your home away from home, contact terri @ Aitkin or vanessa @ Crosslake.

Bring safety, comfort and peace of mind…

WHERE 
LIFE 

BEGINS
AGAIN!

Our community is a place where conversations and welcoming faces are easy to 
come by. You will find that our apartments and health care combine independence for

an active and social lifestyle with personal care in a warm, noble setting.

• RN on staff
• 3 Home Cooked 

Meals Daily
• Housekeeping
• Cable, Internet
• Structured activities
• Laundry
• Medical 

Transportation

• Collaborative Care 
Planning with rounding
Nurse Practitioner, Occu-
pational and Physical 
Therapy Services offered
through External Partner

• Chapel/Beauty 
and Barber Shop

• Emergency Paging 
System in rooms

Coming together is the beginning.

Keeping together is progress.

Working together is success.

UNITY IS STRENGTH.

Mille Lacs Messenger
and

Aitkin Independent Age

JOHN’S FLOOR COVERING
JOHN PELTIER 320-532-9940 

OR CELL 320-630-0959

Covering e Mille Lacs area for 16 yea! LLC

Leave a message, 
I WILL return your call!

the ground 

you walk on…

Worship
• Quality Work

• Guaranteed

• Removal

• Disposal

• Repair

• Furniture Moving

• Free Estimates

We treat your home 
like our own!
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The brightest day starts with …
Coffee!

PHOTOS BY EVAN ORBECK AND SUBMITTED

Peter and Amanda Lowe, owners 
of the Beanery Cafe and Roastery 

in Garrision and Aitkin

New cafe and 
roastery in town

by Evan Orbeck

eorbeck@millelacsmessenger.com

T
he Beanery Cafe and 

Roastery has been pro-

viding their services 

to the town of Aitkin 

since 2005 and as of August 2019, 

at their newly opened location 

north of Garrison. Owners Peter 

and Amanda Lowe spoke on the 

work that went into opening this 

new location and what their plans 

are gearing up for the upcoming 

summer months.

Amanda Lowe was the origi-

nal owner of the Beanery when it 

opened its doors in 2005, but her 

husband, Peter, who also owns 

Gramma’s Pantry and the Block 

North Brew Pub in Aitkin, pur-

chased the location from her two 

years ago. Peter said that he liked 

the idea of owning a coffee shop 

next door to Gramma’s Pantry. 

Since he purchased the location, 

the Beanery has begun roasting its 

own coffee beans and incorporating Gramma’s Pantry produce into the menu. “But it’s always 

been the same sort of place,” he added. “We’ve got wine and beer and Friday night music.”

The opportunity to start leasing in Garrison arose in July of 2019, Peter explained. The land 

had recently been purchased by an associate of Peter’s, who approached him and Amanda at 

Block North about leasing the new property.

The Garrison location has since primarily focused on being a coffee shop, but Peter noted 

that he wanted the both Beanery locations to offer similar experiences, coffee beverage-wise. 

The same specialty drinks have been prepared with the same ingredients in the same manner 

at both shops.

The menu isn’t quite as big as the one in Aitkin, Peter said, but it still features sandwiches, 

soups, fresh pastries and grab-and-go items.

In addition to the coffee shop, the Garrison location also houses a small gift shop as well. 

Amanda owns Aitkin Flowers, Peter explained, and the gift shop offers a new venue for some 

of her wares. “We have a lot of unique products,” he said, “so now we can take those and see 

what happens here.”

A miniature golf course is also attached to the property. Peter described the course as “old 

school” and noted work had been done to refurbish it. “It’s just your standard, old mini golf 

course,” he said. “While parents are having a cup of coffee, kids can go outside and play a 

round of mini golf. It’s something all ages can do.”

“I think it’s a great location,” Peter said. “And, you know, people drink coffee year round.” 

Peter hoped he could bring 

a business to the area that 

could contribute throughout 

both the summer and winter 

seasons. “Our big thing is we 

try to make everybody happy 

with all the businesses we 

do.”

For the first year, Peter 
said the shop would focus on 

coffee. Depending on how 

things went, Peter mused 

on the possibility of future 

events, like the live music 

shows at Aitkin’s location. 

“Amanda and I are spur of 

the moment thinkers,” he 

said. “It’s a lot of ‘Let’s 

try this. This looks fun.’” 

Amanda noted that at this 

time, there were such events 

yet planned.

 Peter’s family has owned 

Gramma’s Pantry for 32 

years, and he grew up lo-

cally. Though he worked in 

the film industry as a chef for 
a number of years, he eventually found his way back to Minnesota. He recalled when there 

used to be a nine-hole golf course and drive-in theatre at the Beanery’s location. “When I 

was a kid, there was a lot of coming down to Mille Lacs Lake to go swimming.” Mille Lacs 

has been a fixture of Peter’s life for many years, and he added, “We’re happy to bring a good 
product to the community.”

Providing an update on the Beanery’s Garrison operations, Amanda said that it had been a 

tough winter month, especially with the late summer start the shop had last year. However, 

she added that she and Peter appreciated all the support the community had been able to 

show. The Beanery in Garrison will begin new summer hours in May, coinciding with the 

fishing opener. These hours include Monday through Thursday, 8 a.m. to 4 p.m.; Friday and 
Saturday, 7 a.m. to 5 p.m.; and Sunday, 8 a.m. to 2 p.m.

The summer will also see an expansion of the gift shop’s product line. Amanda noted that 

the shop still has ongoing daily soup, salad, and sandwich specials. “We are looking forward 

to having our first full summer season here,” Amanda said. “With the warmer weather, we 
are already seeing business pick up.”

Those who’d like to pay the new Beanery location a visit can find them serving up a bright 
future at the intersection of Lilac Drive and Hwy. 169, a quarter mile north of the Holiday 

Station in Garrison.
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Dr. David Hakes, 
Optometrist

Dr. Douglas Landsverk, 
Optometrist

Dr. Steven Kinzer, 
Optometrist

See as good as you look!
312 Minnesota Ave. N., Aitkin

218-927-3213
241 West Hwy. 210  McGregor

218-768-7000

Latest Designer 
Styles

Prescription or 
Non-Prescription

Total UV 
Protection

Sorensen-Root-Thompson
Funeral Home & Cremation Services

AITKIN AND MCGREGOR

Funeral Directors: Jason Brezinsky • Jerry Thompson • Tad Brezinsky
Traditional Funerals • Cremation • Celebration of Life • Pre-Planning Services • Memorials

Aitkin 927-2614   ~   www.srtfuneral.com   ~   McGregor 768-3136  

We are a family owned and operated 

funeral home with dedicated service to 

Aitkin County and the surrounding areas 

for over 130 years

Support, Guidance & Caring Services to 

celebrate the memory of your loved one.
EST. 1890

BOB, JEREMY & 
ASSOCIATES

218-927-4488

Full-time, Full-service Auction Company

JEREMY JANZEN • OFFICE  (218) 927-4488 • CELL (218) 851-0879
E-MAIL JERJANZEN77@GMAIL.COM

WWW.JANZENAUCTIONS.COM
WWW.MIDWESTAUCTIONS.COM/JANZEN

AUCTIONEER
LIC. 01-14  

AND  01-10

OVER 84 YEARS OF SELLING EVERYTHING ON EARTH!

Bob and Jeremy are licensed and bonded Auctioneers, Realtors
and Residential Appraisers

Contact Jeremy for a FREE no obligation consultation.

Selling your home and don’t know what to do with all your personal property? 
We specialize in Firearms, Coins, Estate Sales, Complete Sell-outs, 

Machinery & Equipment, Vehicles and Much More! 

Call today to set up your spring and summer auctions!

AUCTIONS HAVE BEEN OUR 
FAMILY BUSINESS SINCE 1936
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Viking at 1865: 
the destination

New owner ambitiously renovates long-shuttered McGrath business
by Evan Orbeck

eorbeck@millelacsmessenger.com

O
n Nov. 23, 2014, the 1865 Cafe in McGrath 

closed its doors, the Messenger previously re-

ported in December of that year. For years now, 

the northeastern lot at the junction of Hwy. 65 

and Hwy. 18 near McGrath has sat unused. However, within 

the past year, passersby may have witnessed new life on the 

property. Mike Lawrence, owner of Viking Auto Repair, 

north of McGrath on Aitkin County Road 2, is the new owner 

of the property, and he has plans to help usher the rebranded 

Viking at 1865 Convenience Store and the McGrath commu-

nity into a bright future.

Lawrence has owned and run Viking Auto Repairs on 

County Road 2 since 2010. He had previously lived in White 

Bear Lake. It was the family ties of his wife, Sheila, that drew 

him to the McGrath community. “I didn’t know McGrath 

from McGregor,” Lawrence joked. In January of this year, 

Lawrence sold his automotive business in White Bear Lake 

to move to the McGrath area permanently. 

Lawrence officially opened 1865 for business in September 
of 2019. “A soft opening,” Lawrence clarified. Though he 
acquired the location in September 2018, Lawrence had his 

eye on the property for some time prior. “I’m a mechanic by 

trade,” he said, “and I wanted this property to put up a shop.” 

After the former cafe went into foreclosure, a friend of Law-

rence acquired it from the bank, and he was able to purchase 

it from the friend.

In the year between purchasing and opening, Lawrence has 

put time and energy into renovation at the site. “And we’re 

still working on it,” Lawrence said, pointing to work occur-

ring beside the store’s bathroom. Lawrence’s vision for 1865 

includes reopening the campground behind the store in the 

spring of 2020, and a new showering facility was in the pro-

cess of being installed. When finished, the campground will 
have eight sites.

And the campground isn’t the only service returning to 

1865. Under Lawrence’s direction, 1865 will be a gas station 

once more. While the need to remove the gas tanks, as man-

dated by the environmental protection agency, contributed to 

the business’s previous closure, Lawrence said he is already 

begun the process of getting new tanks installed. He has been 

in conversation with Minnesota Petroleum Service, and he 

believed gas service would be fully available before the end 

of this summer.

The gas station’s food prep room is also recently finished. 
While the initial options would be basic, such as hot dogs 

and small deli items, Lawrence said, he has plans to evolve 

the service. “I have a barbeque pit,” he said. “I want to do 

ribs, barbeque chicken and brisket. I also want to get broasted 

chicken.”

Lawrence’s plans include a variety of other services as 

well. He’s looking at putting self-storage at the property, as 

well as coin-operated laundry machines and bait and tackle. 

At the southern end of the store, he plans to put in a small 

liquor store. In the spring, he hopes to host flea markets. 
U-hauls are currently available at the property, as is the pro-

pane filling station. “I want to have a little bit of everything,” 
Lawrence said. “I want to make this a destination.” 

For Fourth of July of 2020, Lawrence plans to hold the 

Viking Convenience Store at 1865’s grand opening event. 

“There’s going to be a couple bands, a ‘Punt, Pass and Kick,’ 
a wrestling ring, and food and a beer garden.”

Lawrence noted the business name: Viking. He’s a long-

time fan of the Minnesota Vikings. “He bleeds purple,” 

Sheila Lawrence added. At the store, fans can expect to find 
a wall of Viking memorabilia, and Lawrence’s stores have 

previously hosted appearances by Minnesota Vikings alumni, 

such as Tommy Kramer and Ted Brown. “We’ll have a cou-

ple of those guys here at the Fourth of July, too,” he added, 

though he didn’t yet know which players would attend.

“We don’t want to see McGrath die,” Lawrence said, “… 

I’ve slowly seen this place fade away.” Through making 
1865 into a destination, Lawrence’s hope is that he can help 

support the whole of his community as well. With many 

plans in store, Lawrence has no shortage of ambition. The 
intersection of Highways 18 and 65 is a thoroughfare con-

necting Mille Lacs, the Twin Cities and communities to the 
north. By building that intersection back into a landmark, 

Lawrence may just carry his business into a bright future.

PHOTOS BY EVAN ORBECK

Mike and Sheila Lawrence at their store, Viking at 1865 in McGrath.
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Band building for today 
and tomorrow

by Bob Statz

news@millelacsmessenger.com

F
or decades prior 

to the advent of 

Grand Casino 

Mille Lacs, most 

significant infrastructure or 
community improvements 
on land owned by the Mille 
Lacs Band of Ojibwe came 

via resources provided by 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
in Washington, D. C. How-

ever, that trickle of money 
barely met the needs of the 
local Native American com-

munity. 
During the casino era, 

with the subsequent new 
streams of revenue for the 
Band, improvements to the 

Native American commu-

nity around the big lake have 
blossomed. There is scarcely 
a home, business, building, 
street or piece of infrastruc-

ture existing on land owned by the Mille Lacs Band that 
does not have the earmarks of Grand Casino money on it. 

“From the very start of the casino business, our govern-

ment officials chose to use our money wisely,” says Mille 
Lacs Band elder, Joe Nayquonabe, Sr. 

Nayquonabe said that unlike some other tribes who have 
elected to distribute casino profits in the form of cash pay-

ments to their individual tribal members, the Mille Lacs 
Band leaders have decided to use their profits to improve 
the local tribal standard of living by investing in commu-

nity infrastructure, schools, 
healthcare, government 

buildings, and corporate de-

velopment.

Look around. Besides 
the casino structures them-

selves, there exists today 
a fine grocery store, a cin-

ema, a government center 

(housing the three branches 
of the tribal government), a 

community center, a desig-

nated ceremonial ground, 
a medical clinic, an elderly 
facility, elementary and high 
schools, along with several 

entire housing developments 
with paved roads, drive-

ways, curb and gutter, cen-

tral sewer, and community 
freshwater. 

No longer do the mem-

bers of the Mille Lacs Band 

of Ojibwe, around 4,700 in 
number spread across the 

United States, have to rely 
on simply the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs to foot the 
bill for their wellbeing. 

For the past three decades, 

the Band has used funds 
generated from Grand 

Casino Mille Lacs, along 

with grants and money 
generated from state tax 
agreements, federal funds 
that become available and 

taxes by the Band on their 
own business enterprises 
and profits from their 

Band-owned businesses 
as income streams to pro-

vide basic services for their 

communities. 
“Each year the Band puts 

together a revenue alloca-

tion plan, and that money 
is used to fund the vari-
ous agencies and projects 
for the coming year,” said 
Sheldon Boyd, secretary/

treasurer of the Band. 
The many improvements made to their communities and 

the purchase of numerous businesses in the area and state-
wide have made the presence of the Band a central player 
in the Mille Lacs economy as a whole.

WHAT’S NEW?

Coming up to the 30th anniversary of the creation of 
Grand Casino Mille Lacs, the Band is about to unveil two 
new additions to their area landscape: a brand new medi-

cal clinic and a state-of-the-art community center, both lo-

cated south of Vineland on 
Timber Trail Road just off 
Hwy. 169.

NEW CLINIC

The sheer size of the new 

medical building, 76,140 
square-feet, is breathtak-

ing, making it one of the 

most impressive facilities 

in the entire county. Ap-

proaching the giant struc-

ture, one can’t help but be 
impressed by the spacious 
and artfully designed en-

tryway. The two-story 
building will house three 
clinic pods, a pharmacy, 
along with specialty areas 
in ophthalmology, labs and 
X-Ray and dental, and will 
have space enough to take 
in all the Band’s social-ser-
vice departments which 

New complex
Pictured is a new community center at the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe Reservation

Photos courtesy of the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe

Continued on page 3
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today are spread widely across the county.

NEW COMMUNITY CENTER

The new 67,317 square-foot community center, located ad-

jacent to the clinic, will feature three swimming pools (one 

full size pool, one therapy pool and a kiddie wading pool), 

multiple multi-purpose meeting rooms, a kitchen, a full-size 

gymnasium complete with basketball and volleyball courts, 

locker rooms with a sauna and shower facilities located next 

to the pools and gym, a golf simulator room, and, during the 

summer, an outdoor splash park. And a softball field is in the 
planning stages. 

“The theme of the entire building has to do with water,” said 

Ryan Jendro, project manager for the Mille Lacs Band. “So 

people will notice the wave-like patterns in the flooring, and 
some of our lighting fixtures have a sail look to them.”

As for the funding of the two new buildings: It becomes ob-

vious that no one-year profit from the casino would generate 
enough to pay for the erection of these huge structures, so the 

Band has seen fit to prepare for such large expenditures by 
creating a fund over the years from which they can draw to 

pay for large projects such as the clinic and community center. 

As of mid-March, there is still no definite timetable for the 
opening of the community center or clinic. 

The development by the Mille Lacs Band has the future 

looking bright for the Mille Lacs area.

Band building for today and tomorrow (continued)

“STICK WITH THE BEST!”
Locally Owned & Operated:

WAYNE'S

SANITATION
LLC

4256 State Hwy 27, 
Wahkon, MN 56386

Jake & Amanda Strecker

320-495-3701

2 & 3 cu. yd. containers 
available for your spring & fall clean-ups.

Residential Service 
available anytime!

Thank you!

Our Heartfelt Thanks to You 

For Our 50 Years.

God bless our neighbors, friends,

supporters, and tradesmen, all

too numerous to count, who

have helped make Timber Bay

Camp and Retreat Center a

blessing to our Timber Bay youth

and church guest groups.

A private Minnesota north

woods retreat experience for

your group nestled in 360 acres

with secluded view of Little

Whitefish Lake near Onamia.

www.timberbay.org

(320) 532-3200

camp@timberbay.org

about timber bay camp

and retreat center

Timber Bay is not only a

beautiful venue for your

group’s next camp or 

retreat, but it’s also the

“home away from home” 

for our teens.

Timber Bay community

staff and volunteers bring

their students up to camp

year-round to build upon

the relationships that

begin in their hometown.

1970 202050
years
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WHITETAILPROPERTIES .COM

SPECIALIZING IN SELLING HUNTING LAND, RECREATIONAL 

LAND, FARMLAND, TIMBER, WATERFRONT, & RURAL HOMES

Whitetail Properties Real Estate, LLC - DBA Whitetail Properties | In the States of Nebraska & North Dakota - DBA Whitetail Trophy Properties Real Estate LLC | Licensed in IL, MO, IA, KS, 
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WV - Debbie S. Laux, Broker | Licensed in ID, MT, OR & WY - Aaron Milliken, Broker

MARK HERR
Central Minnesota Land Specialist

(763) 229-9521
mark.herr@whitetailproperties.com
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Located 1 block So of Isle at the intersection of Hwy 27 & 47 S ... Just off the Soo Line Trail!

5:30am–11pm
7 days a week
320-676-3746

Supplies, License & Registration

• Groceries  •  Competitive Gas Prices  •  Pay at the Pump - 24 hours  
• LP  •  Off Road Diesel #4  •  Diesel  •  Lottery  •  ATM

•  Fishing & Hunting Supplies  •  Bait & Tackle 

STOP BY FOR ALL YOUR BASIC NEEDS!  

Trailside  
Convenience, 

Bait & Tackle

Trailside 

TIRE
Locally owned, operated and proud
to provide big city convenience with

small town customer service

Now offering a HOT Food Menu!
Including 

Hamburgers, Chili & 
Chicken Wild Rice Soup!

TRAILSIDE IS CELEBRATING 
10 YEARS OF SERVICE

Operated by Scandia Senior Care, LLC, 
a Licensed Comprehensive Home Care Agency

24 Hr. Advanced Care 
& Memory Care

320-360-1223    email: scandiaseniorcare@gmail.com

www.scandiaseniorcare.com

Our mission is to provide Care for the Elderly in home
settings, utilizing the latest knowledge of Geriatrics, 

along with the Traditional Scandinavian Christian Values
of Kindness, Dignity, and Respect for the Elderly.

Scandia House
Assisted Living

Please contact us for information or a tour

• Wander Secure Exits
• Private Rooms  • High-Staffing Levels

540 E. Isle Street,
Isle, MN

973 Maple Ave. E.,
Mora, MN

14856 Edgewater Rd NE,
Pine City, MN

Celebrating 11 Years of Caring
For Your Loved Ones



 MILLE LACS MESSENGER / PROGRESS EDITION / SECTION B / MARCH 25, 2020 5

by T.A. LeBrun

news@millelacsmessenger.com

N
aomi’s Bike & Paddle Rental, along with the inception of the local kayak 

club, have been sparks to ignite tourism in the Mille Lacs community. 

Owner Naomi Creech says that the shop has been growing wonderfully 

since it was opened alongside her pet grooming business last summer. 

“The grooming clients are coming from far and wide and in abundance,” she says. 

“Also, more people are using, and loving, the self service dog wash stations. The self 

service area allows people to walk-in at their own leisure, with no appointment neces-

sary, and have a great time washing their own pup. My employee, Katie Krekelberg, 

and I turn up the tunes and get to work making every dog feel loved and clean.”

Creech has great expectations for the bike and kayak rental business this coming 

season. “I have connected with another rental business owner, Jim Bergquist of “Wind, 

Water And Wheels” out of the Cross Lake area,” said Creech. 

She said that Bergquist also owns “Crow Wing Kayaks,” a locally manufactured 

kayaking outfitter out of Little Falls, and who also assembled at his shop on Cross 
Lake. “I have partnered with Bergquist in the sales and rentals of these unique 

Minnesota-made kayaks,” said Creech. “These sturdy, heavy duty kayaks are 

going to be great for exploring both the Snake and Rum River while also accom-

modating comfort paddling required of the Mille Lacs shorelines and bays.” 

Creech has registered her rental business on the DNR web page as a Min-

nesota rental and outfitters company. “This just allows more people to seek 

and find us here in ‘God’s country,’” said Creech. “The DNR sent us Minnesota water 
trail maps which are free to the public and will help equip the users with knowledge 

to provide a safer experience.”

Looking to the future, Creech has been excitedly planning trips and events for the 

“Water Is Life” series of summer events. 

The first event in the works will be on Saturday, May 2, 2020, starting at Isle Public 
Access boat launch. “I’m assuming there will not be an ice out by then, so we will take 

full advantage of the beautiful Thanes River,” she said. “In the spring of the year, na-

ture is growing and blooming at its finest. Geese are nesting, northerns are spawning, 
and life is in the air. It may be a cold event, so we hope everyone will be properly 

prepared and ready to get a little wet.”

She said more details will be provided as the event gets closer. Creech plans on 

holding group kayaking events at least once per month with other fun and com-

petitive events planned as well.

“With all the love and success this town has brought, I have one main person 

to thank for that, my fiancé, Chad Gross,” said Creech. “He introduced me to 
Isle in 2015, and I have fallen in love with this part of the world that I like 
to now call home. Behind the scenes Chad has been my biggest supporter, 

always willing to step up in time of need and encouragement, and with his 

excellent carpentry skills, my shop on Main Street shines bright. My fam-

ily, my kids and my friends are a huge part of my success story as well. 

I can’t wait to see what 2020 brings for the Mille Lacs Lake area.”

Naomi’s Bike & Paddle Rental and kayak club 
sparking tourism in Mille Lacs community

Exciting new things!
Naomi Creech stands in her new 
bike and paddle rental store, 
that has been an addition to her  
existing pet grooming business  
       in downtown Isle. 

Naomi Creech and helper 
with the business and 
fiancé, Chad Gross.

Doing some demolition which would be the 
future home to Naomi’s Bike & Paddle Rental, 
along with her dog grooming business. 

Kayak excursion to Spider Island
A Kayak excursion to Spider Island was held last summer as part of a Mille Lacs Scenic Byway effort and kicked off the formation of a community kayak club in which Naomi Creech spearheaded.
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YEARS

130 AITKIN
218-927-2614

McGREGOR
218-768-3136

Sorensen-Root-Thompson
Funeral Home

YEARS

125
Onamia United
Methodist Church

“Open Hearts, Open Minds, Open Doors”

209 Pine St. N. • P.O. Box 146

320-532-3150       Pastor Rick

YEARS

125
Isle Public Schools
730 5th Ave S, 
Isle, MN 56342
Phone: (320) 676-3494

YEARS

123
Celebrating 

123 Years Milaca • 28 Years Isle • 18 Years Gilman

YEARS

113 CITY OFWAHKONRonda Bjornson, Mayor
Karrie Roeschlein, City Clerk

320-495-3441

YEARS

112
“Serving the educational
needs of all ages.”

Home 

of the 

Panthers!

Public Schools

YEARS

112
Bethany Lutheran Church
Embraced by God, Growing in Faith, 
Sent by the Spirit to Serve

Onamia, MN   532-3366
bethanylcoffice@yahoo.com

YEARS

111
ONAMIA
AREACIVIC
ASSOCIATION
OnamiaMN.com 

YEARS

110
HOLY CROSS
CATHOLIC CHURCH

ONAMIA

320-532-3122

SUN. MASS 9:00 A.M.

YEARS

109
Sacred Heart 

Church
Wahkon, MN

Sat. Mass 5:00 p.m.

Sun. Mass 8:30 a.m.

YEARS

107 CITY OF ISLE 
Rod Schultz, Mayor

320-676-3641

YEARS

101
Bethesda Lutheran Church 

of Malmo
320-684-2123 • 877-684-2123

Overlooking Mille Lacs • Hwy. 47

YEARS

101

YEARS

100
ANDERSON BROS.

GARAGE
Quality, Dependable Service Since 1921

Onamia, MN  320-532-3381

YEARS

98
40005 85TH AVE., ONAMIA, MN 56359

320-532-4574

YEARS

97
Onamia Veteran's Club

American Legion Post 395
VFW Post 955

Sons of the American Legion
Ph. (320) 532-4171

YEARS

87 ISLE LIQUOR STORE
Better Selection

Better Prices

320-676-3186

YEARS

86
390 Isle Street West
Isle, MN 56342

320-676-3607

www.myspire.com

YEARS

84
Family Business for 3 Generations Since 1936

anzen Auctioneers
BOB, JEREMY & ASSOCIATES AUCTIONEER LIC. 01-14  AND  01-10

jerjanzen77@gmail.com218-927-4488
www.janzenauctions.com

YEARS

84
1-800-254-7944 • eastcentralenergy.com

YEARS

81

YEARS

72
Aitkin County 

Historical Society
218-927-3348
aitkincohs.org

YEARS

70
Hwy. 169 South • Aitkin • 218-927-6919

YEARS

70
355 3rd Ave So, Isle, MN   320-676-3167

E-mail: lakeprint@scicable.com

LAKELAND

PRINTERS
I
N
C

YEARS

70
GRAVELLE PLUMBING

& HEATING
223 First Ave. NW, Aitkin • 218-927-2624

“Your Full-Service Plumbing & HVAC Contractor”

YEARS

67
312 Minn. Ave. N.

Aitkin
218-927-3213

241 W. Hwy. 210
McGregor

218.768.7000

YEARS

66
Roll-off Services Available

1-800-694-6474

YEARS

66
Lyback’s Ice Fishing

Eddy & Cindy Lou Lyback

320-676-8740

YEARS

65
Aitkin + Garrison + McGregor

www.RiverwoodHealthcare.org

YEARS

64 Prince Gun Shop5 miles North of Milaca on Hwy. 169
Mark and Wendy Prince

320-983-3006

YEARS

64
Clinics in Onamia, Isle, Garrison, Hillman

YEARS

62
Wayne's
Sanitation, LLC
Jake & Amanda Strecker

320-495-3701

YEARS

61
Bud Jones & Sons 
Auto Salvage
New and Used Auto Parts   

Hwy 169 S Onamia 320-532-3552

YEARS

57
204 N Maddy St., McGregor, MN 55760

218-768-2410 • grandtimberbank.com

GRAND TIMBER BANK
of  McGregor

strength • trust • security

YEARS

57
Faith Lutheran Church,

ELCA
Welcomes Everyone To Worship

Worship - Sun. 9:30 am

Pastor Kate Mensing 320-676-3161

YEARS

53
Superior Service… Quality Products

A-1ENTERPRISES
TERRY DRAHOSH Owner
Aitkin, Minn. Lic. #BC636806

218-678-2493
www.GoA1Roofing.com

YEARS

51
24/7 Rain or Shine…
218-768-2444 Serving you since 1987
www.mcgregorinsurance.com

YEARS

51
218.927.2182
www.aicota.com

850 2nd St. NW,
Aitkin, MN 

YEARS

50
(320) 532-3200

www.timberbay.org | camp@timberbay.org

“The camp

that comes

home with

the kids!”

A CHRONOLOGICAL LISTING OF  
MILLE LACS AREA BUSINESSES BRIGHT

THE FUTURE

LOOKS
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YEARS

49 Isle VFW Post 2762
Isle, Minnesota

YEARS

49
Country Sales 
Furniture
“Worth the Drive”

Milaca  320-983-6187

YEARS

48 Atwood - Mille Lacs

225 W Main St, Isle, MN 56342
320.676.8829 

YEARS

47
Miller Trucking
General Hauling

Isle    320-676-3421

YEARS

47
Andrew F. Kokesh

VFW Post 1816
Chartered in 1973

Garrison, MN  320-692-4414

YEARS

46
800-862-0175 option 4
arrowheadtransit.com

YEARS

43
365 W. MAIN ST., ISLE, MN  56342 • 320-676-3376
Customer Service Is Our Key To Success!

www.tealsmarket.com

YEARS

42
ROGERS’ Plumbing,

Heating & Electrical, Inc.
Bill, Tim & Nathan Rogers  320-532-3912

40535 US Hwy 169, Onamia, MN

YEARS

40
ONAMIA 

AUTO SALES
Bob Bandow & Marty Gingery
Onamia, MN  320-532-4400

YEARS

40
Isle Barber 
Shop
David Goldsmith
Main St., Isle 676-3610

YEARS

40
Electrical Contracting • Reisdential, Commercial & Industrial • Bucket Truck &  Aerial Work

218-927-2213
FAX 218-534-3063
Aitkin, MN 56431

www.dutchselectric.com
office@dutchselectric.com

YEARS

39 Lic. No. 058587-PM

218-927-3248 • Aitkin, MN

YEARS

38 370 - 3rd Ave. 
So., Isle
320-676-3232

John R. Miller, DDS

Isle Family
Dentistry

YEARS

37
Steele's

Greenhouse, Floral & Nursery
Gary, Pat & Kirk   320-676-3165
13703 260th Place  Isle, MN

YEARS

36 JEFF HABERKORN • CHRISTINE M. BRIGHT

218-927-6913
122  2ND STREET NW, AITKIN, MN

Haberkorn Law Offices, Ltd.

YEARS

35 Sunshine FloralMain St., Onamia

320-532-4132

YEARS

35 Isle AutomotiveDwayne Zimpel, Owner

320-676-3617   Isle, MN

Automotive
Service
Center

YEARS

34
Oberfeld 

Insurance Services
Main St - Isle, MN 320-676-3267

www.oberfeldinsurance.com

YEARS

34 Dr. Paul Kuiken • 104 Fourth St. NW, Aitkin
Mon., Thurs., Fri.  8 am - 5 pm

Wed. 1 - 7 pm • Sat. by appt. only 8 am - 10:30 am
218-927-6383 • 218-927-3709

YEARS

31
Deborah Eskedahl, DVM  •  Katie Baratto, DVM

Hwy. 18, Garrison MN 56450   320-692-4180

YEARS

30
Wally and Sue Heise
Bryan Heise and 
Kim Ames

Isle, Mn 
320-676-8538

YEARS

30
LAKEDALE LANDSCAPE

NURSERY & TREE CARE

Don & Mary Kunesh    320-532-3594 

1 mi. N on Hwy. 169, Onamia, MN

YEARS

29
Onamia, MN

YEARS

29
Tim and 
Cindy

Potoczny,
owners

1325 HWY. 47, ISLE, MN • (800) 862-3535
www.mcquoidsinn.com

A Place For
All Seasons

YEARS

27
Kevin & Karen McQuoid

ISLE, MN | 320-676-8709

YEARS

27
Kenneth Elg
Construction
Isle, MN   320-676-8625

YEARS

26
Aitkin Glass Service
Need help? Call An Expert. 218-927-4624

www.aitkinglass.com
AitkinGlass@centurylink.net

YEARS

25
Cell 320-333-3585
Tree trimming and tree removal service

High risk climbing • Lot clearing

Stump grinding • Insured

Local to 

Mille Lacs 

area!

YEARS

25
2 mi. E. of Milaca on Hwy. 23.   

1-800-814-5273

Eastside Auto 
Bob Bandow • Marty Gingery

YEARS

24
WWW.ONAMIA SERVICE CENTER.COM  320-532-4985

YOUR 
COMPLETE 

AUTOMOTIVE
CENTER

24-HR

TOWING

103 MAIN 
ST., ONAMIA

YEARS

24 Family Hair Design
Penny Aasen

1-1/2 mi. N. of Isle on Hwy 47  320-676-8561

YEARS

21

YEARS

21
10 years at 104 Wall Street
Onamia, MN 

320-532-3202

AGNEW

YEARS

20
320-532-3218 | 100 PINE ST N, ONAMIA, MN

YEARS

20 MSA 
at Flagship Inn. Off of Whistle Road, 
6 mi. N of Isle. 320-676-3556

Military Service 
Association,
Mille Lacs Chapter

YEARS

20
218.534.5357 • info@deertech.com

YEARS

20
485 West
Main St., 

Isle

Mon.-Fri. 6-3 • Sat. & Sun. 6-2 
Paul & MerryLee Pinz 320-676-8547

Country 
Corner Cafe

YEARS

18
Diane Seefeld 
Foundation Director
(320) 532-2604

A division of Mille Lacs Health System

YEARS

18
Eddy & Cindy Lyback  320-676-3611

1/2 mi. N of Isle on Hwy. 47

Lyback’s Marine, Inc.

YEARS

17 SOMEDAY ISLE
Local Artisans & Crafts, Community Events, Classes

OPEN YEAR ROUND 10AM - 4PM

320-676-1962 - Downtown Isle
When you come to Mille Lacs, “Shop In!”

YEARS

17
218-851-7643 | www.danscateringco.com

Experience in serving 10-1500!   700 Main St., Onamia

DAN’S CATERING COMPANY, LLC
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YEARS

16
JOHN’S FLOOR
COVERING LLC

Call John Peltier   Onamia, MN
320-532-9940 or 320-630-0959

YEARS

16
16600 Ataage Dr,

Onamia, next to
Grand Casino
320-532-4055   

We accept WIC, EBT, Discover, 
Visa & MC

YEARS

16 APPELDOORN’S
ON MILLE LACS

45401 Mille Lacs Pkwy - (320) 676-8834
www.appeldoorns.com

YEARS

15
Lisa Heairet, Owner 

22 Years Exp

Haircuts for Men, Women and Kids
Foils, Colors, Perms 

•TANNING•
320-495-3777 Wahkon

The Look byUs

YEARS

15
Assisted Living
Memory Care

Adult Day Care
518 7th Ave. NE

Aitkin 927-9996

YEARS

14
18 2nd St. NE, Aitkin
Call Today! 218.928.8888

Printing@TidholmProductions.com
www.TidholmProductions.com

Printing

Signage

Promotional Items

YEARS

14
Northland Parts
293 N. Maddy St., 
McGregor, MN 55760

218-768-3132

YEARS

13 WHITETAILPROPERTIES .COM

MARK HERR CENTRAL MINNESOTA LAND SPECIALIST

(763) 229-9521 • mark.herr@whitetailproperties.com

YEARS

12
Stop in for a visit!

Open Mon.-Fri.
8am - 4:30pm

218-546-5071
22401 St. Hwy. 6,
Deerwood, MN

YEARS

11
• Memory Care • Advanced Care

320-360-1223 

Scandia House 
ASSISTED LIVING
Mora, Isle & Pine City

YEARS

10
1 block So. of Isle on Hwy 47 (320) 676-3746

Trailside

TIRE
Trailside  

Convenience, 
Bait & Tackle

YEARS

9
230 W Main St, Isle  |  320-676-3511

YEARS

7
DOWNTOWN WAHKON   Owner - Rob Dubbs

    320-495-3949  www.muggsofmillelacs.com

YEARS

7
4 miles south of
Aitkin on Hwy. 169

Boat Covers • Pontoon Covers/
Enclosures • Bimini Tops • Boat Lift

Canopies • Canvas Repairs

218-927-1781

YEARS

6
Lakeside Lawn Care
320-532-9038, 320-630-5543

Owner - Don Kunesh

35410 125 Ave, Onamia  56359

YEARS

6
3rd Ave. South, Isle    (320) 676-8880

Isle
Bowl & Pizza

YEARS

5 HANS WOELFLE
320-515-1337
homesbyhans.kw.com 

210 MAIN STREET, ISLE
14091 BAXTER DR., #116, BAXTER

EACH KELLER
WILLIAMS OFFICE IS

INDEPENDENTLY
OWNED & OPERATED.

YEARS

5
EXIT REALTY

NEXUS

Tammi Adams REALTOR
®

(320) 360-2711 • www.RealtorMN.com
Download My Mobile Business Card: Text TAMMI to 85377

YEARS

4
Naomi’s Pet Grooming
Naomi Creech

602-677-5262
245 West Main St.
Isle, Minn. 56342

YEARS

4
Deputy Registrar 136

Kc/Scott Sarazin
Owners

275 W Main St., P.O. Box 832, Isle, MN 56342

320-676-3490

YEAR

1
385 THIRD AVE. S. | PO BOX 441 | ISLE, MN 56342

PHONE 320-676-3132 FAX 320-676-8300

YEAR

1
350 Main St. W.
Isle, Minnesota

320-676-8457

Like us on Facebook

We D
o

Nails!

MONTHS

8
Located in the heart of Minnesota,

South end of the great Mille Lacs Lake.

NAOMI CREECH 

602-677-5262
245 West Main St., Isle, Minn. 56342

Like us on Facebook

MLEC is bringing Fiber-to-the-Home Internet to more members! 

We are expanding our MLEC Fiber Internet network to the East 

Lake area and South of Aitkin. 

36559 US Highway 169, Aitkin, MN 56431   •   (218) 927-2191 / (800) 450-2191   •   www.mlecmn.net     

MILLE LACS ENERGY COOPERATIVE

Call MLEC at (218) 429-0433 

or visit online at www.mlecmn.net/fiber

CONTACT US FOR MORE DETAILS!Plans start at

$50
per month
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‘Your Boat Club’ 
changing the face of 

boating on Mille Lacs

by Evan Orbeck
eorbeck@millelacsmessenger.com

W
ater recreation remains a ubiquitous aspect of Mille Lacs Lake 

culture. The lake is a valuable resource to the whole of the com-

munity, and there are many ways for visitors to experience that 

resource, among them: boating. Your Boat Club started operating 

through Eddy’s Resort on Hwy. 169 in July of 2019. According to founder Luke 

Kujawa, they aim to “take the hassles out of boating.”

Your Boat Club was first established in 2009, south of the Twin Cities in Prior 
Lake. In the decade since, they expanded their business to 13 other locations in 

Minnesota, two in Wisconsin and one in Illinois. “I’ve been in the marina busi-

ness basically my whole life,” Kujawa explained. His family owns Crystal-Pierz 
Marine, and he started Your Boat Club to “help more people get out on the water.”

By paying an annual membership with Your Boat Club, customers gain access 

to any of the club’s boats on their 16 lakes. In addition to this membership access, 

Your Boat Club also offers their boats as daily rentals. The Your Boat Club loca-

tions also offer a variety of other services as well as storage.

Noting that Mille Lacs was a great fishery, Kujawa said Your Boat Club aims to 
offer high end fishing boats and pontoons to their customers. These options cur-
rently include Lund 1875 Impacts and Bennington pontoons. In the future, Since 

August 2019, Your Boat Club has continued to expand their boat offerings, and 

Kujawa indicated that it is Your Boat Club’s plans to continue to expand these 

options even further.

“It’s really about convenience,” Kujawa said. “That’s the whole premise of 

our business.” He added that Eddy’s was a nice resort, and its location along 

the lake’s west shore was accessible, particularly for boaters coming up from the 

North Metro area. Kujawa noted the location at Eddy’s Resort offered Your Boat 

Club customers access to Mille Lacs’ fantastic fishery with the resort’s restaurant 
close by. “We decided [Eddy’s] had a lot to offer,” Kujawa said, “primarily stick-

ing with our main value proposition to our customers, and that’s convenience.”

“Boating and fishing has always been my passion,” Kujawa added. “I grew up 
fishing Mille Lacs, and I just love the area. We’re excited to be here.” Kujawa has 
a vision founded in Mille Lacs’ past, and through the work of his company, water 

recreation will continue to inform a bright future on the lake.

Details on membership packages available and services offered can be found 

at the club’s website (yourboatclub.com) or by calling (612) 208-1800. Your 

Boat Club can be found at Eddy’s Resort, located at 41334 Shakopee Lake Road, 

Onamia, Minn.



 MILLE LACS MESSENGER / PROGRESS EDITION / SECTION B / MARCH 25, 202010



 MILLE LACS MESSENGER / PROGRESS EDITION / SECTION B / MARCH 25, 2020 11

by Evan Orbeck

eorbeck@millelacsmessenger.com

A
s more businesses, livelihoods 

and social systems rely on the 

internet for day-to-day opera-

tions, having infrastructure for 

high-speed broadband access becomes a cru-

cial part of keeping the future looking bright. 

When it comes to reliable broadband access in 

the Mille Lacs area, SCI Broadband is a name 

locals may recognize. SCI sales manager 

Scott Savage provided details on his com-

pany’s decades-long local history, as well as 

what updates may be in store for broadband 

access in the local area.

SCI was first founded in 1984, Savage ex-

plained. At its inception, SCI provided cable 

television to unserved rural areas. It has since 

transitioned to being a broadband company 

that offers digital cable TV, high-speed in-

ternet, and digital telephone services. When it first started, 
Savage said, the company had three employees, and it has 

since grown to 40, working as office staff, maintenance, in-

stallation, and technical support.

SCI’s broadband access first started back in the 1990s, Sav-

age said. “In the days of residential dial-up internet access, 

speeds of 56K were considered a good connection.” Savage 

described the start of the company’s service as an “always 

fast, always on connection at twice the speed of dial-up ser-

vice.” The company has continued to invest capital to keep 

their speeds matching customer demands.

When it came to local telecommunication infrastructure, 

Savage pointed to the Telecommunication Act of 1996, which 
he cites as allowing any communications business to compete 

in the marketplace. In 1996, SCI assembled a plan for middle 

mile fiber infrastructure, interconnecting the 30 communities 
the company serves. Savage also noted that this middle mile 

fiber infrastructure was built with handling expansion into 
unserved areas in mind.

“SCI had a vision to bring service to unserved areas in east 

central and northern Minnesota,” Savage said. “We started in 

Hinckley and today operate in over 30 Minnesota communi-
ties.” Those communities include Mille Lacs, where SCI has 

had a presence for more than 30 years. SCI’s facilities include 
the corporate office in Hinckley as well as an operations of-
fice in Malmo, at the northeast corner of Mille Lacs Lake.

Savage defined the company’s mission as “to provide tele-

vision, high-speed Internet and digital telephone services at 

competitive rates and back them up with superior 24/7 cus-

tomer service.” From their humble beginnings to their cur-

rent status as a competitive independent communications 

and multimedia provider, Savage added, the 

company has not lost sight of that vision.

Challenges for the company have come in 

the form of technological change requiring 

significant capital improvements in order 
to provide a competitive product and ser-

vice, Savage stated. In turn, the company 

has also seen a number of accomplishments 

as they’ve grown. “We are proud to say we 

offer the fastest and most reliable High-

Speed Internet service in the Mille Lacs 

area,” Savage added. SCI’s work provides 

connectivity to facilities of area businesses 

and institutions, including schools and hos-

pitals.

In 2020, Savage said, SCI has plans to 
begin rolling out one gigabit Internet service 

in select regions of Aitkin and Mille Lacs 

Counties. These plans include having this 

service available to customers in those coun-

ties’ service areas by the end of 2021. “SCI 
has identified unserved and underserved areas along our fiber 
routes in Mille Lacs and Aitkin Counties,” Savage added. 

Through private equity, the company plans to build out to 

500 homes in Mille Lacs County and 400 homes in Aitkin 
County. Savage also noted private equity and approved gov-

ernment funds were also being used by the company to build 

out 1,179 underserved homes in Aitkin County. Expansion 
of the company’s fiber routes into unserved areas would con-

tinue when government funds were available, he said.

SCI has worked for over 30 year to provide communica-

tions services around Mille Lacs. As the plans outlined by 

Savage demonstrate, SCI Broadband has their eyes set to the 

future. And with broadband access set to expand, the future 
has never looked brighter.

Online future set for high-speeds with SCI 
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W h a t  i s  p r o g r e s s ?

As this special annual Progress Edition of the Messenger goes to print, we all find ourselves in a world that 

feels far from progressive. 

The federal and state government leaders are urging us all to stay in our homes to avoid spreading the 

COVID-19 virus to our most vulnerable populations. Businesses around the nation are shutting their  

doors — some of which may never reopen depending upon how long this situation lasts. Grocery store shelves 

are running empty and families are facing circumstances more reminiscent of 1920 than 2020.  

In times like these, we find ourselves asking, “Where is the progress?” Why aren’t we more prepared as a 

society for these types of circumstances which simultaneously test all the weak points in our societal fabric?

I f  y o u r  e y e s  a r e  o p e n  t o  i t ,  t h e  s i g n s  o f 

p r o g r e s s  a r e  e v e r y w h e r e  y o u  l o o k .

As schools have closed, businesses and restaurants with access to food supplies have filled the gap where 

needed by partnering with those schools to make sure no child has to go hungry — even on weekends.  

This is progress.

Many employers are extending additional paid time off to those who have exhausted vacation and sick  

leave; those employers who can do so are continuing to pay their employees even while they are closed.  

This is progress.

Neighbors are reaching out to neighbors, checking on the elderly and those who have chronic conditions  

or who are in need, to make sure they have their basic needs met. 

This is progress, too.

I n  d i f f i c u lt  t i m e s ,  t h e  g o o d n e s s  o f  p e o p l e 

w i l l  t r i u m p h . 

As fear over the COVID-19 pandemic began to grip our community, the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe has been 

an active partner with the federal, state, and local governments and schools. Through preparedness and 

transparent communication from our tribal government and our businesses, we have sought to inform and 

include our neighbors in what we are doing to help fight the spread of this infectious disease. We are proud 

of the many employees and community members who have worked tirelessly to help us execute emergency 

response plans and communicate those plans to the public. 

When the threat of COVID-19 has passed us all by, it is our hope that a renewed spirit of cooperation and 

togetherness will remain in its wake, spurring greater partnership, community engagement, cultural acceptance, 

and mutual understanding. 

Perhaps that will be the greatest sign of progress yet.


