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Spirit Lake Protective Association Mission 
The mission of the Spirit Lake Protective Association is to protect the quality of water in the Big 

Spirit Lake watershed and to enhance the quality of life for the people that use it. The Templar 

State Recreation Area presents the opportunity for the SLPA to create and to enhance quality of 

life opportunities and to also contribute to quality of water. Templar Park has a rich history on 

Big Spirit Lake and is basically a blank canvas with many potential opportunities. 

The SLPA has great interest in the Templar State Recreation Area and is in a unique position to 

rally support and financial resources from various entities to complete potential projects. 

Restoration projects are listed under the assumption that they are restorable. While it is 

recognized that the list will change through time, it is the hope that this document serves to 

offer a thoughtful list of potential opportunities at this unique state recreation area and that it 

may be used as a guide for the current and future SLPA Boards to discuss and to act on the 

opportunities at the Templar State Recreation Area. 

When the Mini-Wakan renovation was completed, a foundation account was established that 

contributes to the upkeep of Mini-Wakan and Gull Point State Park Lodges. The SLPA 

acknowledges that fundraising for the listed projects may need to include funds for on-going 

maintenance and, just as the foundation was created for the lodges, various projects may 

require a similar foundation or other type of account. 

Templar State Recreation Area Subcommittee 
The Templar State Recreation Area Subcommittee was an outgrowth of the Lake Association 

meetings conducted by the Spirit Lake Protective Association on August 27, 2019. After the 

initial meetings, the subcommittee held their next meeting in February 2020. Subsequent 

meetings were delayed again until Spring 2021 due to covid concerns. The initial conversations 

of the subcommittee focused on maintaining the Grand Old Staircase and an improved dock on 

Big Spirit. Subsequent subcommittee efforts focused on understanding the rich history of the 

Templar Park area, assessing the current amenities, considering opportunities, and creating 

recommendations for improvements. The Subcommittee also began identifying potential 

partners to the Spirit Lake Protective Association and the Iowa Department of Natural 

Resources in planning and completing the recommendations based on interest and financial 

resources. 

The document includes historical, current and photo examples to bring the report a visual life if 

readers are not as familiar with the area. It is hoped that the Spirit Lake Protective Association 

Board will review the document and after review, approve the document to be used as a 

guidepost for future projects.  



4 
 

Historical Introduction  

History of the Area Prior to Settlers 
There is little information about the native American usage of this area. The records of the 

State of Iowa Archaeologist, Jim Dorshuk, do not indicate any archaeological research has been 

done at or near Templar Park other than for the narrow strip parallel to the road for the bike 

trail and nothing was found there. 

Dorshuk indicated that they asked the Department of Natural Resources a few years ago for 

permission to conduct Lakeside Lab field archaeological field activities at the Templar State 

Recreation Area, including subsurface testing. While they declined, they did give permission at 

Mini-Wakan State Park and so on-going efforts have focused on Mini-Wakan. Based on the 

scale of building and associated activity at Templar, he indicated he would be surprised if there 

was not considerable buried archaeological evidence preserved there (including possibly 

evidence of earlier occupation such as what they have found preserved at Mini-Wakan). 

Given this information, native American usage of this area would probably have occurred based 

on the research done at Mini-Wakan. Inclusion of native American peoples should be a part of 

potential projects. 

The Arrival of the Settlers 
The arrival of settlers to the area began in 1856. While a great part of all information about the 

massacre focuses on the Gardner family near Arnolds Park, the Marble family chose to settle on 

the west side of Big Spirit a short way north of Templar Park. During the massacre ordeal, 

William Marble was killed, and his wife Margaret was taken hostage. The Marble cabin 

historical site is located at the north end of the Marble Beach Campground. 

Alvarado Kingman arrived at Spirit Lake shortly after the massacre. The land on which he built 

what is known as the Kingman Place included ownership of land on the west side of Big Spirit to 

Templar Point, west to several farms and to the south as far as Big Spirit’s southern end. He 

received this large piece of land through a land grant and pursued farming on this property. The 

original Kingman home remains on the southwest side of Big Spirit. 

Knights Templar History 
Much like the story of the grand Orleans Hotel on the south shore of Big Spirit, Templar Park 

has a long history of many buildings and renditions on the property. The Grand Commandery of 

the Iowa Knights Templar began searching for a resort somewhere upon the lakes to serve as a 

summer outing ground for the members of their order. In 1884, they found the prime piece of 

lake property they were looking for, a part of A. Kingman’s farm. It was purchased by the 

people of Spirit Lake and the railroad and then donated to the commandery. 

The first meeting of the Knights Templar was held at Templar Park in 1890, and the attendees 

stayed in tents. By the second meeting in 1891, they had constructed offices, a dining room, 

and a conventional meeting type room. A tornado in 1898 destroyed the first actual structures 
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that had been built so the Templars built a larger building that was erected in 1899. Once again, 

tragedy struck the building in 1917 when a fire began in the wood structure and consumed it 

and at least 200 trees on the property. The Templars rebuilt once again and opened a new 

building that they considered to be “fire-proof” in 1919. This is the building that more people 

would currently remember today. Built of wood and stucco for fire protection, the white walls, 

red tiles on the roof and arched windows were characteristic of the last buildings on Templar 

Park. 

A 1909 aerial photo (probably from a balloon) shows a Pavilion type building near the last 

pavilion location, even though the Pavilion history shows that the more current one was built in 

1923. Besides the main building, this pavilion was the other large building on the property, 

allowing for meeting space and social events. 

The grounds of Templar Park also changed over the years. In the beginning, a road was built 

across a marsh to get to the point. This created two separate marshes on either side of the 

road. In 1924, work began to fill in the north marshes to create parade grounds for the Knights 

during their conclaves. Later, the area on the north side of the road became a 3-hole golf 

course. In 1953, 30,000 yards of dirt was brought from across the road to fill in the south 

marsh. In 1991 the lagoon was deepened to create better access. 

In an article written by Aubrey LaFoy in the Dickinson County News, October 31, 2009, he 

relates more about Templar Park. 

“This article was born when I chanced upon a 1921 Okoboji Protective Association Bulletin #17. 

I'm not sure what your idea of what is a bulletin but this particular one is 250 pages. The editor 

was Dr. Ferdinand J. Smith who lived at Miller's Bay. Dr. Smith produced many OPA Bulletins, 

and they are a historian's dream. What a storehouse of information with photos, articles, 

cottage names and owners, launch names and owners and advertisements. 

I quote from the article "Summer Home Knights Templar of Iowa at Spirit Lake by N. Parvin. "In 

the year 1884 the Grand Commandery of the Knights Templar secured ten acres of land on 

what was then known as Kingman's Point, but it was not until 1890, they held their first 

meeting on the ground. This conclave was held in a tent and a little later a building and dining 

room was erected with offices on the first floor. This building was destroyed by a cyclone 

(tornado) in 1898. A new frame building was built to accommodate the Knights and their 

families, building first a north wing with fifty rooms, later a south wing with like number of 

room and lastly a wing on the west with a rotunda in the center. This gave the Knights 150 

rooms. They also erected a large frame structure; the lower floor was used for dining room, the 

upper floor for an assembly room, with the west wing being used for kitchen and quarters for 

the caretaker. In June 1917, all the buildings were burned to the ground leaving only a building 

used as headquarters for Grand officers. The fire also destroyed nearly 200 beautiful shade 

trees. 
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A new structure was erected on the site of the old one which was fireproof. The new structure 

was patterned after the old apartment building. The social center of the whole park is 

maintained in the rotunda of the main building, 40 x 80 feet in dimensions and two stories high. 

All rotunda porches were glassed and screened in, and heating was provided by a furnace and 

four large fireplaces. The main building was over 300 feet in length with three floors having 150 

rooms alike in dimensions, equipment, and ventilation. The dining room was on the main floor 

of the north wing and its dimensions were 40x90 with a seating capacity of 350. The Knights 

added to their holdings until today (1921) have forty-two acres along the shores of Spirit Lake. 

Many fine cottages were also erected near the park. 

The home is a club house and was operated for the exclusive privilege of every Knight Templar 

in Iowa. Meetings were held in the morning and the afternoons spent in social entertainment. A 

dress parade was held by the Knights in full uniform on the parade ground." It was quite a place 

for many years and the entry arch to Templar Park is still there. The DNR has taken it over and a 

few of the original buildings and lagoon are maintained but it is still a wonderful place to visit.” 

The property itself fell in to neglect and was closed in 1972. In 1977 the Knights Templar 

disposed of the property to a local citizen. The main hotel was demolished in 1978 and the 

pavilion building on the south end of the park followed. Until the demolition, the area had been 

on the National Register of Historic Places. The Iowa Department of Natural Resources 

purchased the property in 1982 and turned it into the Templar Park State Recreation with a 

boat ramp, picnic area and dock access. Since that time, a handicap fishing pier has been added 

near the boat ramp in a quiet lagoon. But few items remain of the historical aspect of the 

original Templar Park.” 

The first wood structure for the Knights Templar, 1890, taken from the road looking toward the lake. The 

first road that was built into the location between the marshy areas is shown. 
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Aerial photo of Templar Park looking north, 1909. 

 

New Pavilion, 1923. 
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Templar Park from the highway side, 1920. The road is flanked by the marshy areas. 

 

Templar Park from the air, 1920. 
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Templar Park with the north and south entrances and the now filled in north parade ground, 1924. 

 

Templar Park without the lagoon, 1940’s. 
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Existing Amenities at Templar Park 

The current state recreation area has four remaining historical elements: 

• The Templar Park entrance arch. 

• The Grand Staircase and South Staircase to the lake as well as some of the original 

sidewalks. 

• A stone on the southeast corner of the lakeside property that honors a past 

commander. 

• An Iowa Survey marker. 

When the property was purchased by the Iowa Department of Natural Resources in 1988, the 

following items were completed: 

• A double boat ramp and dock for boat launching in the lagoon. 

• A parking lot for 45 vehicles and boat trailers at the lagoon. 

• A picnic area on the site of the old hotel with one large reservable picnic shelter and two 

smaller non-reservable shelters. 

• Parking lot for 18 cars at the picnic area.  

• Handicap dock in the lagoon. 

• Modern restroom facilities at the site of the old hotel. 

• A fishing dock on Big Spirit. 

• A one-way road circling the picnic area. 

• Shrubs planted at various spots on the property. 

The Dickinson County Trails Board added a trail from the south to north end of the property 

parallel to the highway in 2007. 

Cooperating entities  
The Spirit Lake Protective Association would consider themselves a cooperating entity in any of 

the projects listed by virtue of their interest in the property. The Iowa Department of Natural 

Resources (DNR) would also be considered a cooperating entity since they own and manage the 

property. The cost of continued maintenance for the DNR would need to be a consideration for 

any of the projects. Other potential partners are listed below and would not preclude any 

additional partners who may be recommended or come forth based on interest in a project. 

• Spirit Lake Protective Association 

• Iowa Department of Natural Resources 

• City of Orleans 

• City of Spirit Lake 

• Dickinson County Historical Society 

• Dickinson County Water Quality Commission 

• Grand Lodge of Iowa A.F. & A.M. – Iowa Freemasonry 
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• Imagine Iowa Great Lakes 

• Iowa Great Lakes Chamber of Commerce 

• State Historical Society of Iowa 

• North/South Templar Park Association 

• Okoboji Foundation 

• Spirit Lake Chamber of Commerce 

• Iowa Great Lakes Fishing Club 

• Great Lakes Muskie Club 

• Pearson Lakes Art Center 

 

Projects  
For context within this document, the projects are listed in alphabetical order. Any of these 

projects could be chosen for completion based on interest and support so their listing in this 

document is not based on priority. Further information is listed in each specific project section, 

but the following are a composite list of opportunities that could be considered. 

1. Artwork 

2. Docks 

3. Entrance Arch 

4. Grand Old Staircase 

5. Historical Kiosks 

6. Ice Fishing Access 

7. Lagoon 

8. Nature Elements 

9. Parking 

10. Restroom Update 

11. Shelter House 

12. Signage 

13. View Space 
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Artwork (1) 

Art became a part of public places as soon as artists saw something that captured their 

interest to recreate an, in turn, it allowed others to see this same landscape of tree or 

animal. Art helps create an interest and connection to a place. The National Parks 

Service has a “Parks for the Arts” program specifically. Imagine Iowa Great Lakes has art 

as a component of their beautification goals. Templar Park has the space for passive and 

/or active art installations. 

 

• Current Artwork Information 

o There is no current artwork on the property. 

o The only artwork existing on Big Spirit Lake is at the Orleans-Ainsworth 

Beach. 

• Artwork Recommendations 

o Artwork in the area could represent and bring to life the local flora and 

fauna, Native American inhabitants, the early settlers, the Knights Templar 

legacy, or today’s lake user.  

    

     

 

 

 

Samples of natural artwork in outdoor areas.        Orleans-Ainsworth Beach. 
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Docks (2) 

Webster defines access as: a: permission, liberty, or ability to enter, approach, or pass to 

and from a place or to approach or communicate with a person or thing; b: freedom or 

ability to obtain or make use of something; c: a way or means of entering or 

approaching a building that provides wheelchair access; d: the act or an instance of 

accessing something. The Spirit Lake Protective Association believes that access to the 

lake must be supported for all users during all times of the year.  The Association has 

contributed to the purchase of three public docks on Big Spirit. While the dock at Mini-

Wakan was donated to the Iowa DNR as part of the lodge renovation, SLPA continues to 

financially support the public dock at the Pump House through a cooperative effort with 

the City of Spirit Lake. Recently, the SLPA was instrumental in donating funds to 

leverage other resources to create a new dock and double boat ramp at the Spillway. 

 

When the Iowa Department of Natural Resources acquired the property, they 

committed to place a dock at the bottom of the stairs out into Big Spirit. With the 

availability of the rest room on property, it is frequently used by boaters and fisherman. 

They also committed to place a two-dock system at the lagoon for use at the boat ramp. 

 

• Current Dock Information 

o There are three docks on the property, two at the lagoon and one on the 

Big Spirit side. The current docks are state built, steel docks.   

o Big Spirit Dock 

▪ The dock into Big Spirit received new dock planks in 2020. It is 

installed and removed annually for the State DNR by Kuhlman Lake 

Service and Welding. 

▪ It is a straight dock with no seating platforms.  

▪ It is not easily accessible from the picnic area due to the staircase 

being the only means of access. 

o Lagoon Docks 

▪ These docks remain in the lagoon year-round as they are not affected 

by ice push. They are basically boat launching docks and with no 

seating platforms. 

▪ Over the years they have deteriorated and should be replaced. 

▪ The handicap accessible dock is a wood pier dock that is still in good 

shape. 

• Dock Recommendations 

o Build new docks for both sites with the Big Spirit dock including seating on 

the dock. 

o Development of new docks would need to consider DNR approved size and 

ease of installation and removal as well as the cost for both. 
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         Mini-Wakan Dock                        Pumphouse Dock 

  
   

Lagoon Docks   
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Big Spirit Templar Dock       
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Entrance arch (3) 

“Historic preservation is an endeavor that seeks to preserve, conserve and protect 

buildings, objects, landscapes or other artifacts of historical significance. It is a 

philosophical concept that became popular in the twentieth century, which maintains 

that cities as products of centuries’ development should be obligated to protect their 

patrimonial legacy.[1] The term refers specifically to the preservation of the built 

environment, and not to preservation of, for example, primeval forests or 

wilderness.[2]” – Wikipedia. 

 

The entrance arch was built and donated to the Iowa Knight Templars by Ace Webster 

of Spencer, Iowa, in 1924. On June 19, 1924, Chas C. Clark of Burlington delivered the 

presentation speech for Mr. Webster who was the acting Grand Commander of the 

Iowa Knights Templar at the time. The original gateway to a vacation for Templar 

families, this iconic entrance has been on Big Spirit since 1924 and is one of the few 

remaining historical features of the old Templar Park. The dedication plaque was 

probably removed when the Knights Templar sold the property as the plaque location is 

still visible on the arch.  

 

• Current Arch Information 

o Portions of the plaster are peeling away, and the paint has faded. 

o The original lights are broken and unlit. 

o Birds nest remnants are under the overhang. 

o Wooden rafters for the arch need paint. 

o Local homeowners and DNR have worked to contain the current landscape 

growth. 

• Arch Recommendations 

o Refurbish and preserve the entrance arch to Templar Park.  

o Replastering, power washing, painting, tile repair, light repair (even if not lit) 

could be a part of the preservation.  

o Add bird excluders to keep birds from building nests under the overhang. 

o Plant new landscaping that would be less labor intensive and viewer friendly 

due to the bicycle and pedestrian traffic just inside the gate and vehicle 

traffic in and out of the gate. 
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Exit side of the Arch. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                             Entrance side of the Arch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Historical postcard of the entrance. 
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Grand Old Staircase to the Lake (4) 

The Grand Old Staircase to the beach is historical for its location and age. Built as a 

grand access to the lake, the staircase is a part of the iconic view of Templar Park on Big 

Spirit Lake. The size and view of these steps also serve as a navigation marker for 

boaters and fisherman. They serve to access the public dock at the base of the stairs and 

for access to the restrooms from the lakeside. When the Iowa Department of Natural 

Resources purchased the area in 1988, they did some renovation of the main staircase, 

the south staircase, and the concrete at the shore between these steps. Since that time, 

the non-renovated areas have continued to deteriorate.  

 

• Current Stairs Information 

o Portions of the stairs have had new concrete while older portions have 

continued to deteriorate. 

o The once white color of the stairs exists in small amounts or is now the gray of 

concrete. 

o None of the stairs have safety rails which would be helpful given the tall rise and 

long run of the individual steps. 

o For summer fisherman, access to the restrooms is through the Grand Staircase 

which can be a limiting issue for individuals who cannot climb or descend stairs 

easily. 

o Residents have also taken responsibility to scoop rocks off the lower sections of 

the stairs when water and ice wash and push them up on the concrete. 

• Stairs Recommendations 

o Renovate by preserving the look of the north steps before they continue to 

deteriorate. 

o Add handrails to the stairs. 

o Besides the concrete color, consider a lighter colored concrete or painted stairs. 

o Consider the construction of ramp/trail type of walk to the dock that could also 

be utilized rather than the stairs. For individuals with stair climbing limitations 

walking a ramp rather than the stairs could enhance their access to the lake. See 

additional information in the Ice Fishing Access section. 
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Grand Staircase. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Main Staircase from the lake.    Historical Postcard of Main Staircase 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

South Staircase     Looking north from the South Staircase.    
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Historical Kiosks (5) 

Sharing the history of a location gives us a sense of place and an understanding of that 

which has come before us. Much of our lake history and locations have been lost with 

development along the lake. Templar Park has been preserved as a location. For those 

not familiar with the historical significance of Templar Park, this could be a wonderful 

opportunity to share and educate. Since the Templars built the park around the time of 

the Orleans Hotel, it was one of the larger features on the lake during this same time 

and holds great history. The Templars also held conclaves and other important events 

on this site. Historical kiosks could also include additional information about the native 

American culture of the area, Big Spirit, and the Iowa Great Lakes area. Kiosks are a 

sample of how to share historical information and the existence of information areas on 

the site would give the public a sense of a historical time when the native American 

tribes, early settlers and then the Knights Templar of Iowa had a great presence on Big 

Spirit Lake. 

 

• Current Historical Information 

o There is no historical educational information present on the property.  

o There are at least two geocaching locations at Templar Park. 

o There is one stone that was placed in honor of a past commander during the 

time the hotel was in operation. Located on the southeast corner of the 

property, it is dedicated to a Cyrus W. Eaton, a Past Grand Master of the Iowa 

Templars. This stone was placed with an interesting story that was identified in 

the Spirit Lake Beacon, July 23, 1897, “There is upon Templar Point a boulder to 

which a pathetic interest attaches. Standing upon the very spot that it now 

occupies the late Cyrus W. Eaton, a man whose memory is dear to all the 

brothers of the order, said to Judge Babb during the encampment of 1804: "If 

anything should happen to me between this time and the next encampment, 

plan that a stone is placed on this spot to my memory.'' At the next annual 

encampment, a stone bearing the inscription, "Cyrus 'W. Eaton, Past Grand 

Commander, Iowa," stood upon that spot. In the month of May preceding 

"something happened" to Mr. Eaton. It is thought, indeed, that when he 

expressed his wish to Judge Babb, he had a kind of presentment that he would 

not be living a year later. He was in poor health and evidently realized that his 

end was not far off.” 

• Historical Recommendations 

o Placing informational kiosks of some kind on the knoll and at other locations at 

Templar Park would help identify the importance of the area and could educate 

and share the great history of this location. 
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Historical display samples. 
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Ice Fishing Access (6) 

Access in general is important to SLPA. Dock access has been improved with the 

purchase of the Mini-Wakan dock, the purchase and continued installation, removal, 

storage, repair, and insurance on the Pump House dock, and the cooperative effort to 

improve the dock at The Spillway. In 2019, the SLPA committed money to assist with 

lake access for winter ice fishing resulting in a SLPA year-round effort. 

 

Winter Access to Big Spirit Lake is important to anglers and sports enthusiasts. The SLPA 

acknowledges that public and private resources must be used to create and enhance 

this winter access. There are many access points for ice fishing using ATV’s and 

snowmobiles and these access points make much of the lake accessible to them. For 

those ice anglers who pull their sleds onto the ice, being within proximity to/near where 

they are going to fish is important. Templar Point is a popular location for fishing but is 

not easily accessible for those walking on to the ice. 

 

• Current Ice Fishing/Ramp Access Information 

o Templar Park is not an area that is utilized by vehicles as the only access point in 

this regard would be the lagoon. However, the lagoon is not a safe access for 

vehicles (ATV or snowmobile.) 

o Ice anglers who walk on to the ice at Templar Park to fish on Templar Point often 

cross private property to gain access to the lake. Access from the picnic area is 

hindered by the hill and overgrowth and the lagoon is not a consistently safe 

place for walk-in fishing. 

• Ice Fishing/Ramp Access Recommendations  

o Develop a trail down to the lake from the picnic area utilizing a switch back or an 

extended walking ramp to enhance walk in fishing access to Templar Point 

during winter. Access to this trail by individuals who are hand pulling their shacks 

or carrying buckets, equipment, etc. would be limited by a barrier system. 

o This same trail/ramp could provide an alternative access to the picnic area or 

dock. Combining a trail with clearing of the view space could enhance access. 

o Use a pervious type of pavement to reduce runoff. 
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Sample walkways for the hill. 
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Lagoon (7) 

The main public use of the lagoon at the present time is for boat launch and the 

handicap dock. The entrance to the lagoon from Big Spirit Lake is an important access 

used by many boats and barges. It is also the location of the only Lake Patrol boat on the 

lake. The shape of Big Spirit does not lend itself to many protected areas for boat launch 

or, mooring to shore for dock/hoist barges and the lagoon is a safe harbor from the 

winds of Big Spirit Lake.  

 

• Current Lagoon Information 

o In the 2021 dry year, the lagoon entrance has been reduced to 1-2 foot of water. 

There was some dredging that occurred in the fall of 2020, but the nature of the 

slopes on either side continue to fill the entrance in with material that washes in 

from the two sides, as well as sand washing down from the north. Without a 

navigable entrance, there is not an access to a fair-weather port,  

o The only lake patrol boat is stationed on the south side of the lagoon. In a low 

water year, there is the potential that the lake patrol may not be able to access 

the lake without dropping in at another boat ramp. Physically moving a lake 

patrol boat and launching it off a trailer at a boat ramp uses precious minutes 

when there is an emergency on the lake. 

o There is a double boat ramp with two docks on the north end and a handicap 

dock on the west side. 

• Lagoon Recommendations 

o See the Dock area of this document for dock recommendations in the lagoon 

area. 

o Dredge and shore up the sides with rock or consider creating an entrance like the 

one at The Harbor on West Lake Okoboji. The point would be to stabilize the 

sides to keep material from sliding into the entrance. While dredging might still 

be an ongoing item, the more permanent sides might help with less runoff into 

the lagoon entrance. 

o The existing Lake Patrol station currently is not used as an overnight patrol site. 

With the need for a gas refill station on the lake, consider building the 

infrastructure to have a station at the site and then rent it to a concessionaire to 

provide fuel and other needs lakeside during the summer months. 
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Lagoon Entrance.                   Lake Patrol Station.                                       

 

 

 

 

Overhead lagoon view compliments of Kuhlman Lake Service and Welding. 
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Nature elements (8) 

Articles about the importance of nature to human beings abound in the literature. 

Understanding how we interact with nature continues to grow as areas become more 

urbanized and people seek nature alternatives for experiencing the world. This was 

especially true during 2020 and the covid pandemic when people began using more 

natural areas to get out. Having access to the natural world and appreciating what it has 

to offer provide us with an experience into the world. As a state recreation area, nature 

abounds in the water and on the land at the Templar State Recreation Area. 

 

• Current Nature Elements Information 

o A large part of the northwest area of Templar Park is identified as a wildlife 

management area. The bicycle trail passes on the western edge of this area and 

not far from the highway. Generally, the area is inaccessible except for viewing 

with binoculars and, in some instances, is so overgrown that it is almost 

impossible to see to the wetland area. 

o The installation of a purple martin colony on the property was approved by the 

Department of Natural Resources and was installed in Spring 2021. Supported 

cooperatively by the Spirit Lake Protective Association and Bird Haven, it is 

hoped that a program will grow within the community to further develop 

individuals who are willing to continue this into the future. 

• Nature Elements Recommendations 

o Plant native perennials on the hillsides to reduce runoff, improving water quality 

and bring different plantings to the area. 

o Develop kiosks with information about natural elements such as the flora and 

fauna of Templar Park. 

o Consider developing a birding or cross-country/snowshoe trail around the 

wetland area. 

o Consider reworking the wetland area to make a kids-only fishing pond. This 

would entail digging it deeper and creating access area around it. 
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Purple Martin colony.  View to the wetland. 

 

 

 

Example of hillside plantings. 
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Parking (9) 

In our motorized world, many users access recreation areas by vehicle. A well-designed 

and maintained parking area not only improves the curb appeal of a location but also 

provides a welcome to a location. It tells people that the owners are mindful, 

responsible, and caring towards their users. Consequently, adequate, and functional 

parking is needed in any areas where users are going to access recreation. When DNR 

built the parking lot near the lagoon, it was designed for the anglers with boat trailers 

and later for users of the handicap dock. This lot is also available for the users of the 

bike/walking trail. Parking in most State of Iowa recreation and park areas is limited to 

the parking spaces to reduce destruction of grassy areas. 

 

• Current Parking Information 

o According to the Department of Natural Resources 1987 plan, the DNR created a 

minimum of 45 parking spaces at the boat ramp and 18 spaces near the picnic 

area. 

o Since the picnic area is currently underutilized, the parking is probably adequate 

for many events/visitors. 

• Parking Recommendations 

o With potential improvements to the picnic shelters and dock, consider additional 

angle parking in the picnic area. Parking could potentially be enhanced on both 

sides of the road as well as in the lower road area. 

 

Picnic area parking lot. 
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Restroom Update (10) 

Restrooms, with their accessibility and welcoming nature are an important component 

of any public space. While serving a basic human function, a restroom carries out an 

important public service. For all users, but especially families with children, being able to 

access a restroom that is welcoming is an important part of utilizing a resource. 

 

• Current Restroom Information: 

o The current restroom was placed on the knoll in the 1980’s when the Iowa 

Department of Natural Resources purchased the property. Using Marine Fuel 

Taxes, this restroom was provided for fisherman, boaters and others using the 

property. Since that time, public restrooms have changed their look and the 

ability to clean them effectively and efficiently has become more important. 

• Restroom Recommendations 

o Consider updating the existing restroom. 

Templar State Recreation Area Restroom. 
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Shelter House (11) 

Reservable and securable shelter houses provide additional usage opportunities in a 

state recreation area. Currently, the Lodge at Mini-Wakan State Park is the only 

reservable and securable shelter on Big Spirit. The location and the space available at 

Templar State Recreation Area lends itself to the possibility of an additional shelter 

house on the lake. 

 

• Current Shelter House Information 

o Three open-air picnic shelters currently exist on the location of the old hotel. The 

shelters are connected via some old concrete walkways that existed from the 

hotel era, yet another historical aspect of the area. The largest shelter is 

reservable for up to 100 people. The other two are considered gazebos, offered 

on a “first come, first served” basis to groups of 40.  

o In the estimation of this committee, none of these numbers are realistic without 

people being physically outside of the shelter or gazebo. 

• Shelter House Recommendations 

o Erect a larger, securable shelter house, considering design elements (arches, red 

tile roof, etc.) from the old Templar Park Hotel. This would be a landmark area 

for a larger shelter that could provide for more usage/opportunities for 

weddings, family reunions, etc. This would be a major renovation project at 

Templar but could provide additional rental opportunities on the lake besides 

Mini-Wakan and provide a connection to the history of this area. 

o Design details from the old Templar Park would be included such as arched 

windows, plastered exterior and red tile roof. 

Current gazebos in the foreground and reservable gazebo behind. 
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Potential site for new shelter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Design Details of old Templar Park. 

 

  Sample building style using arched windows and red tile roof 
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Signage (12)  

A good signage system performs multiple functions. It provides information and 

directions for people to find their way around the park, encourages learning 

experiences, helps maintain the image of the park, and communicates park rules. 

 

• Current Signage Information 

o There are two Department of Natural Resources signs on 240th Avenue 

identifying the recreation area.  

o There is a sign marking restrictions at the boat ramp. 

o A sign on one picnic shelter advising how to rent the shelter.  

o The existing entrance arch also has Templar Park identified.  

o There is an “End of State Property” sign at the southeast corner but this 

sign does not appear to include the south stairs so visitors (especially for 

the fireworks) are not sure how far south they can be. 

• Signage Project Recommendations 

o For safety, additional signage on the approach and exit to the highway at 

the arch warning drivers of the Dickinson County Trail and potential 

bikers and walkers just inside the arch. 

o Adding a sign at the entrance to the parking lot to direct users to the boat 

ramp parking and handicap accessible dock in the lagoon. 

o An additional sign directing users to the restrooms, picnic area shelters, 

fishing dock and historical kiosks on the knoll. 

o Make all signage and web presence consistent with the use of the name 

Templar State Recreation Area. 

o Add some signage at the south end of the property so visitors can 

understand where the State area ends. 

Highway sign.    Parking lot sign.   Shelter reservation sign. 
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Sign ideas. 
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View space (13) 

The view of Big Spirit from Templar Park has changed substantially over the years. When 

the Masons managed the property, trees between the hotel and the lake were ever 

changing. However, they seemed to allow an open view space to Big Spirit from the 

main stairs south. This may have been due to the beach being in front of this area. The 

Templar area has been a popular location to observe the fireworks on Big Spirit but as 

the fireworks location on the lake has moved, and the trees have continued to grow, 

this has impeded the view. The three existing picnic shelters were probably placed on 

the hotel location because it provided an expansive view of the lake. Unfortunately, 

much of the lake is not even visible from the shelters, especially from the sole 

reservable shelter. With a more opened view, these shelters would be an even better 

location to enjoy the lake. 

 

• Current View Information 

o There are overgrown, non-native trees between the knoll and the 

lakeshore. Other trees are decadent and in need of removal. Trees are 

also not the best soil managers and as trees become decadent, they pull 

away from the soil, creating an erosion issue. 

• View Space Recommendations 

o DNR has removed some of the saplings and growth in the past but with 

budget constraints they have been unable to continue this effort. They 

are interested in a cooperative “work-day” with SLPA to remove some of 

this overgrowth. Removal of this type of overgrowth has also been 

demonstrated to be a positive factor in reducing erosion and improving 

water quality, as evidenced by the effort at Center Lake. This will not only 

open the view but with appropriate plantings it would contribute to 

water quality on Big Spirit Lake. Once again, upkeep would need to be an 

important part of any plantings, etc. 

o SLPA could partner with DNR to complete the tree removal project 

sooner rather than later. 
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View space in winter 

 

View space in summer, south to north 
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Next Steps 
The Templar State Recreation Area Subcommittee acknowledges that the Spirit Lake Protective 

Association Board will determine the direction of the projects in this document. Some of the 

projects can be completed with “sweat equity” and coordination with the Iowa Department of 

Natural Resources and volunteers. Other projects are on such scale that in addition to the 

desire to complete that project, financial and other support resources would be needed to 

complete the project. The SLPA continues to receive memorial donations and the projects in 

this document could serve as a recipient for those funds. 

The subcommittee suggests the following: 

• The SLPA Board should review, suggest any changes, make final and adopt the 

document as potential future projects to be presented to donors and others. 

• After adoption by the SLPA Board, the President and Vice President will meet 

with the Iowa Department of Natural Resources to discuss how this plan may 

coordinate with the current DNR plans for the area. 

• Each project will need to receive a financial analysis based on final scope to 

determine potential costs as well as potential financial resources. 

• The SLPA President and Vice-President should meet with Imagine Iowa Great 

Lakes personnel to share with them the vision for Templar State Recreation 

Area. It is hoped that this meeting would produce some cooperative effort 

between SLPA, DNR and Imagine Iowa Great Lakes. 
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Map of Templar State Recreation Area with Potential Project Locations 
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Aerial View of Templar State Recreation Area, 2020 
 

 

 


