History of White Lake to become part of new park
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Hilt's Landing often has been called Muskegon County's best kept secret by

White Lake-area officials. Now it's ready to be discovered.

Thanks to a large but unspecified donation from George and Betty Hilt, a

small portion of the 232-acre piece of pristine property named after the

Hilt family will be home to a new educational and historical destination,

Michigan's Heritage Park at Hilt's Landing.

Michigan's Heritage Park will feature a visitor's center and a trail loop

with stops focused on eras in state and area history. The stops would range

from an American Indian burial ground to an 1880s farmhouse and provide

visitors an opportunity to "experience" about 1,000 years of Michigan's

history.

Muskegon County Museum officials, who will oversee construction and operate

Heritage Park, were set to unveil their plans and announce the Hilt family's

donation at a news conference this morning.

"We believe this project will have a great impact on heritage tourism and

historical teachings for all of West Michigan," said John McGarry, the

museum's executive director.

"The Heritage project is especially exciting because we know it will have a

significant educational impact on Western Michigan's young people as they

experience Michigan's, Western Michigan's and our Native American's early

life," said John Hilt, nephew of George and Betty Hilt.
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County officials expect Heritage Park to become a popular destination for

school groups, history buffs, tourists and West Michigan residents.

"We are very excited about the project," said Amy VanLoon, White Lake Area

Chamber of Commerce executive director. "We see it as another venue, another

attraction to offer tourists to the area. Heritage tourism is becoming

pretty big."

It will add to Muskegon County's other historical offerings, including the

Hackley & Hume Historic Site and the Scolnik House in Muskegon.

"We're really excited about the prospects for this new destination," said

Sam Wendling, community development director for the Muskegon County

Convention & Visitors Bureau. "We're going to do everything in our power to

promote it."

The proposed plan calls for a small visitor's center and a parking area near

the entrance to Hilt's Landing off North Durham Road near the Colby Road

exit off U.S. 31. The project area will cover about 10 acres, less than 5

percent of the large tract of heavily wooded property that includes a

stretch of the White River.

McGarry said the project will not affect the rest of the land. Hilt's

Landing often is used by anglers, walkers and nature lovers.

"It's the museum's goal to be low impact," McGarry said. "We still want

people to come up and fish, walk their dogs, cross country ski and other

things."

The area near the entrance features a clearing and a group of trees, which

will work well for the project. McGarry said the trees will help separate

the various stops along the trail and the clearing can be used for American

Indian pow-wows, antique car shows and Civil War re-enactments.

"We don't want you to see from one to the next," McGarry said of the

advantage of having the trees along the trail loop. "We want you to walk in

the woods and come upon it."

The preliminary plans calls for as many as nine historical stops along the

trail loop. McGarry estimated that his staff would need 18-24 months to

complete all of the research and detailed planning before construction can

begin.

McGarry estimated that the buildings -- visitor's center, farmhouse, small

log cabin and others -- will cost $800,000-$1 million.

The project is another step in the Hilt family's involvement with the

property. The family sold the property to the county in 1979, then helped

Whitehall Township buy it back last year for $300,000 -- $200,000 of which

came from the Hilt Foundation.

The donation from George and Betty Hilt is making Michigan's Heritage Park

happen.

"After a detailed examination of the project by the Museum board of

trustees, we are confident the first gift from the family will provide

enough to build it," McGarry said. "The second gift from the family will

help the museum pay to run it."

McGarry is also talking with many individuals and institutions about helping

to fund the operations.

Dennis Babcock, Whitehall Township supervisor and museum board member,

credited the Hilt family with making the project a dream come true.

"It's something we've talked, worked and dreamed of for three years, so it

makes you feel like cheering," Babcock said. "We're extremely grateful to

the Hilts."

John Hilt credited the museum staff with their work on the project, along

with Whitehall Township and the many volunteers who donated many hours to

preserving and maintaining the entire Hilt's Landing site.

"My uncle and I are thrilled with the project," John Hilt said. "He has many

memories of he and his brothers enjoying many outings on the property that

was originally purchased by his father, my grandfather, John R. Hilt.

"George's significant monetary commitment has been made in memory of not

only his brothers, sister and many nieces and nephews, but also to honor the

memory of his father and mother, Margaret."
