
In a small woodlot in eastern Mower County, near the town 
of Grand Meadow, lies an intriguing mystery that has puzzled 
local residents for decades. Beneath an 8-acre stand of oak and 
cherry trees is an unnaturally rolling landscape featuring nearly 
100 deep pits and trenches, each surrounded by a raised mound 
of the dirt that was removed from the holes. The origins of these 
formations were unknown—locals speculated they might have 
been a World War I bombing practice range or a site where Native 
Americans dug holes for earth shelters. However, it was Maynard 
Green, a rock collector and local resident, who recognized their 
true purpose. 

In a letter to a professor of archaeology in 1952, Mr. Green 
suggested the site might be an “old Indian flint quarry.” He 

reported that nearby fields were covered in gray stone chips, the 
debris left over from tool-making with “chert,” a hard stone also 
known as flint in Europe. Native Americans used chert for crafting 
tools such as spear points, knives, arrowheads, and scraping tools 
for cleaning hides. Although Green received a reply to his letter, 
it wasn’t until 1980 that he was able to show the woodlot to an 
archaeologist. A team from the Minnesota Historical Society, led 
by archaeologist Tom Trow, expressed their amazement upon 
seeing the distinctive undulating landscape, stating that “we 
were gobsmacked.” Nothing like it had ever been discovered in 
Minnesota before. They confirmed it as an Indigenous open-pit 
chert mine, the only one of its kind in the state and one of only a 
few in the Upper Midwest.

A Special Place to Visit with a Deep Past

The rolling landscape and many deep pits as revealed after buckthorn removal. 

LEFT: The GMCQ Preserve shown through Lidar, which removes vegetation. RIGHT: Hamline University excavated a root ball from a fallen tree.



The team also examined the 
surrounding plowed fields and 
concluded that this was once a much 
larger site, with possibly as many as 
2,000 quarry pits spread across 175 
acres. This unique location was added 
to the state’s official site files and 
subsequently listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places. Today, it 
is known as the Grand Meadow Chert 
Quarry (GMCQ) Preserve and Wanhi 
Yukan Trail. The 8-acre woodlot, which is the only remnant of the 
original chert quarry, was purchased in 1994 by The Archaeological 
Conservancy, a national nonprofit organization dedicated to 
preserving significant archaeological sites. This portion of land, 
along with a 5-acre restored prairie, is what constitutes the GMCQ 
Preserve today.

For several decades, not much progress was made until Mr. 
Trow was invited to speak at the monthly Lunchbox History Series 
organized by the Mower County Historical Society (MCHS) in 
2019. That afternoon, the idea for creating a trail through the site 
emerged, aimed at sharing the captivating landscape and its story 
with the public. After an exploratory meeting with community 
leaders and nearby landowners, Trow met with Dakota cultural staff 
from the Prairie Island Indian Community, who enthusiastically 
offered their collaboration as partners, propelling the project 
forward with their invaluable guidance.

Starting in 2025, the public is welcome to experience the chert 
quarry for themselves. With signage in English and Dakota along 
the newly constructed Wanhi Yukan Trail inside the small woodlot, 
a self-guided walking tour explains the origins and significance of 
the site. Visitors will learn about the quarry as it began 1000 years 
ago. Images by an Indigenous artist show traditional methods of 
digging these pits with handheld tools. Other signs depict the 
ways the chert was used along with the geological origins of the 
chert 385 million years ago. Indigenous perspectives, such as the 
importance of giving thanks to the land for its gifts and respect for 
all beings, are also included.  

To learn more about the GMCQ Preserve or how to arrange a 
group tour, please visit the MCHS website for more information: 
www.mowercountyhistory.org

“Digging For Chert,” by Cole Redhorse Taylor

The 500-year old Grandfather Tree is a popular attraction.
The GMCQ Preserve is open from dawn to dusk, spring through fall.  
Check www.mowercountyhistory.org for specific dates.
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