
Ely or Gunflint, Hard to Decide  
by Kathryn E. Lindner 
 
I wanted a summer vacation for our family (our kids’ high school tuition at 
beloved St. Agnes required us to be as frugal as possible), and I thought of 
canoe/camping since my husband went for a weekend with friends each 
summer.  I noticed how refreshed he was when he returned, and I also 
knew that vacations with our kids would soon be scarce.  This was my 
chance. 
  
I wrote to the Ely Chamber of Commerce for information.  They sent 
colorful brochures and lists of outfitters.  Hmmmm, I thought, all this does 
not look inexpensive.  However, to my delight I found a single sheet 
enclosed, entitled simply “Camp Sites" and it was provided by the 
Kawishiwi District of the Superior National Forest.  That sheet changed our 
lives! 
  
I remember noticing “No Camping Fee.”  Wow!  Camping on a lake with our 
kids for free!  We could swim, fish, and enjoy the scenery and it would not 
break the bank.  This was perfect.  Hold on, what about canoes.  Ah!  We 
can rent them!!  We already had a large family-sized tent.  I had struck gold 
and presented my idea.  Ok, well, we needed a few camping supplies.  
Those were soon purchased and we figured they would be reused so a 
good investment.  We did want the BWCAW experience too, so I reserved 
a permit for Clearwater Lake off the Gunflint Trail.  But in Ely…where to 
camp?  I had noticed Burntside Lake immediately, with 5 campsites; and in 
a book on the BWCAW from the library it was described as a beauty, with 
lots of islands.  That was it, our first destination… 

  
Well……it is BIG!  Those islands can get you lost!  Even with the compass, 
we found ourselves somewhere in the southeast corner of the lake.  It was 
getting late, none of the campsites we were supposed to see were around, 
so we pulled over.  Ouch, there were roots everywhere along with low, 
painful shrubs, nowhere to pitch our tent that I could see.  I was still 
enthusiastic though and said maybe the people out in that boat could help 
us.  I said a prayer.  My husband and son paddled out to the boat, and 
were told that there was a campsite nearby but it was taken, and another 
was two bays away.  We paddled down “School Section Bay” and I 
practically dropped to my knees upon seeing the campsite.  Large space 
for tent!!  BEAUTIFUL latrine!! Fire grate!  We spent three glorious nights 



there, getting to know the lake, and miraculously the weather was perfect 
every day.  Although our son wanted to paddle in to Ely to Hardee’s, our 
family was having great fun.  Not many fish were caught, but the joy was in 
the trying.  Our bay was very secluded and we were definitely in the 
wilderness there!   
  
We then headed out early for Grand Marais.  Not an easy feat, since we 
took Highway 1 south, then Highway 61 north, stopped at the Ranger 
Station to learn about BWCAW guidelines from their video, and then up the 
Gunflint Trail.  We rented canoes again and arrived at the boat access 
rather late, finding the lake looking like glass.  We immediately loved being 
there, paddling together as a family, until…there were no campsites open!  
Every one shown on our map was taken, and we were not prepared to 
portage everything the 90 rods into Mountain Lake.  Help!  I said another 
prayer.  Soon, we heard the noise of people packing up nearby.  We 
paddled over and the man there said they were leaving because bears had 
been a nuisance the night before.  I said we would take the site when they 
left.  My husband was like, “Wha….???”  I knew why, but no bear was 
going to scare me from a meaningful end to our family vacation.  Our kids 
were not so sure, they decided to paddle back to spend the night in our 
vehicle.  Darn!  But I was determined to stay the night at the campsite, and 
my husband stayed too.   
  
No bears interrupted our sound sleep, and on the way to see our kids we 
heard sounds of packing up again, and that group's campsite looked bigger 
and nicer, so we waited...  We all loved it, it even had a spur trail to the 
Border Route Trail on which we could hike!  We saw a moose there near 
Rove Lake! 
  
Since 1997, my husband and I have gone on wonderful canoe/camping 
trips almost every summer in the Superior National Forest.  We have 
paddled into the BWCAW with day permits.  We love the wilderness so 
much, and although we can now afford a much more expensive vacation 
we prefer the pristine beauty of the Forest.  (We now have our own canoe 
too, since 1998.) Our biggest dilemma is, Ely or Gunflint?  We don’t do both 
in one week anymore!   
 


