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The Friends of Gov. 
Nelson State Park can 
soon start on renova-
tions planned to the 
Hogan House at the park 
in Westport, thanks to a 
matching Knowles-Nel-
son Stewardship grant.

The Friends group 
received $20,000 from 
the $500,000 Depart-
ment of Natural 
Resources (DNR) stew-
ardship program to help 
nonprofits improve facil-
ities on state recreation 
and conservation lands. 
It is just one of the grants 
available through the 
Knowles-Nelson Stew-
ardship Program that, 

since it was founded by 
Gov. Tommy Thompson 
in 1989, has provided 
funding for conserva-
tion land acquisition and 
preservation of natural 
areas, along with play-
grounds and shelters at 
state parks.

The $20,000 for the 
Westport project has 
been matched, according 
to Drew Howick of the 
Friends of Gov. Nelson 
State Park. Howick said 
the $40,000 will allow 
the first phase of the res-
toration project to begin 
this year.

The DNR grant is 
renewable for the next 
two years, provided the 
Friends group can con-
tinue to match it.

The Friends of Gov. 
Nelson State Park 
formed last year after 
members learned that 
the DNR was consid-
ering demolishing the 
Hogan House, a struc-
ture built in 1950.

The Hogan House is a 
600-square-foot octago-
nal structure designed by 
Madison architect Wil-
liam V. Kaeser. It was 
built as a bunkhouse 
and gathering space for 
campers when the site 
was owned by YMCA 
Camp Wakanda, one of 
three summer camps 
once located where the 
park is today. It has sat 
vacant since the DNR 
acquired the land in the 
1970s.

Several Westport res-
idents consulted with 
a builder and architect 
last year, and after the 
building was found to 
be structurally sound, 
they formed the Friends 
group as a nonprofit and 

began raising funds to 
restore it.

“We’re hoping to have 
it available for meet-
ings… for a warming 
house and also poten-
tially for an education 
center, we’re thinking for 
school children in par-
ticular,” Howick said.

In the first phase of 
the project, the fireplace 
will be restored. Howick 
said the fireplace is the 
only heating source for 
the building. A firm is 
donating the insert box, 
and the group will hire 
them to make the fire-
place functional again. 
The electrical will also 
be updated, and the inte-
rior pine boards will be 
replaced and stained a 
lighter tone.

As part of the proj-
ect, the DNR is installing 
an accessible path from 
the nearby parking lot, 
Howick said.

The Friends are now 
raising funds for the next 

phase of the restoration, 
which calls for replacing 
the doors and windows. 
The architect suggested 
removing one door fac-
ing Lake Mendota and 
replacing it with a win-
dow for a view of the lake 
and more natural light, 
Howick said.

Lighting upgrades are 
also planned, along with 
more repairs and main-
tenance.

The Friends group 
held their first annual 
meeting in early May 
when Jim Buchholz, a 
former 40-year state 
park ranger and author 
of a recently published 
book: “Wisconsin State 
Parks, Forests, and Rec-
reation Areas- A Rang-
er’s Guide,” spoke.

The hope is next year, 
the annual meeting can 
be at the Hogan House, 
Howick said.

While the Friends 
group continues its work 
to restore the unique 
structure, the future of 
the Knowles-Nelson 
Stewardship Program 
remains uncertain.

State funding for its 
continuation is set to 
expire in June 2026, and 
as part of the biennial 
budget deliberations in 
the next few months, 
the Legislature will con-
sider whether to reau-
thorize it, how much to 
authorize and for how 

long. Local municipal 
boards, along with non-
profits throughout the 
state, are advocating for 
its renewal.

Recently, the Wauna-
kee Village Board voted 
to approve a resolu-
tion supporting reau-
thorization of funds 
for the DNR program. 
The village’s resolution 
notes that, “the village 
of Waunakee has bene-
fited over the years hav-
ing received $316,048 in 
Stewardship grant funds 
for multiple projects 
in the village including 
purchase of the O’Malley 
Marsh property, acquir-
ing land to develop the 
Village Center Pond 
trailhead and expand 
Castle Creek Conser-
vancy, and funding part 
of the original develop-
ment of Ripp Park.”

Previously, the DNR 
funding was renewable 
every 10 years. But in the 
2021 budget cycle, the 
program was authorized 
at $33 million per year 
for just four years.

The DNR is requesting 
$100 million of annual 
funding for the next 10 
years.

Community members 
interested in joining the 
Friends of Gov. Nelson 
State Park visit the web-
site, https://friendsof-
govnelson.org
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The Hogan House was built to resemble a Native American council structure. Constructed in 1950 and originally part of Camp Wakanda, it is located in Gov. Nelson 
State Park.


