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The group grew organically after an earlier effort by a mem-
ber and local hotelier was not approved by owners. “The best
thing for the future of the island was for a group of homeown-
ers to buy it, not an individual, because it’s better off commu-
nity-owned,” Bound said. “I initially found nine people, and we
were chatting and chatting. I put a call to Steve and Gretchen
[Mezynieski] one Saturday morning, and we decided to join
forces because we had two groups talking”

Bound said that while they have raised a significant sum to
buy the island, they will need to raise more. “A single individual
could do this, but a group of homeowners is much more likely
to succeed,” Bound said, “and bring the community along with
them, because there are 120 homes on the island.”

One of the other investor-owner couples is George and Lynn
Preckwinkle. They have been homeowners since late 2019
and were social members for a few years before that, coming
from Cabbage Key. “We tried to dock at Useppa, and they were
very polite and said, ‘It’s a private island’ I think the next day
I found out how to become a member. There was the answer,’
George Preckwinkle said.

He is retired from the hardware business. He also has a back-
ground in finance, legal and retail, and served on the Sangam-
on County Board. Preckwinkle’s family owned a group of Ace
Hardware stores in Illinois. The team has other expertise. Joe
Salas and his wife, Row, operate the Hotel Baker in St. Charles,
Ilinois, west of Chicago, which opened in 1928. The Salases
will be looking at front-of-house issues and technology.

Another owner is Ken Hanford, who is from Ohio and has a
manufacturing company. He initially came to the island with
his father. “My dad and I, one day we were out, and we drove
down and went and saw the membership director, and he said,
“Take a golf cart around the island. Tell me what you think’
So I came back and signed a contract, and we joined that day,’
Hanford said.

He had always intended to just be a social member, but the
interest grew. “We went on vacation with my family,” he said.
“We have four children. And then the next week we bought a
house. We had just fallen in love with the natural beauty, and
like George said, we met so many nice people as we traveled
around the island, and then such impressive people. We've got
some really great relationships.”
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Bound believes that the resident ownership will be a plus.

“We thought for the best outcome is for a small group of
homeowners to buy this place,” he said. “Because then you can
raise the capital to fix it up, but you don’t have the threat of over
commercialization, right? That’s basically the magic”

One thing that they had to face for residents was the issue of
the assessments on property.

“Dues and assessments have been way too low for too long,’
Bound said. “So when we put the package together, part of it
was to say to the homeowners, this is the plan. We're going to
double your dues and assessments, because otherwise the busi-
ness model makes no sense”

The Operation

“In three and a half months, a huge amount has been
achieved,” Bound said. So far, the group has spent $5 million to
bring the operations of the historic club and island back to its
heyday. Renovations and reopenings include a beach club cre-
ated at the Useppa marina, new food and beverage from noon
to 6 p.m. each day, a re-laid croquet court, reopened tennis
courts and the pool area, all totally rebuilt.

The island opened again for social events at a pre-New Year’s
Eve party on Dec. 30. Across the board, they have the expertise
to handle the contracting internally; the biggest job by far has
been getting the marina area completed, so access is easier and
the docks are safe.

While it is a labor of love for all of them, it is definitely a
profit-making enterprise. “We’ll make money,” Bound said.
“Sixteen million doesn’t buy you a number of houses in Boca
Grande.” They decided not to make the operation a Homeown-
ers Association, but instead focus on the Collier Inn as a linch-
pin to market the island.

“You've got this place, but it needed fixing. We intend to
make money, not because we're greedy, but because we've tak-
en the risk,” Bound said. “And if you go into it saying, ‘we'll,
break even’ you're going to end up losing money.”

The whole enterprise is also an exercise in personality. Bound
is enjoying the community aspect of it. It has not always been
easy between 120 homeowners, some also investors, all living
together on a small island.

“It’'s actually quite an interesting study in sort of human psy-
chology and communities. I think all are the same the world
over, he said. “So 90% of people, good. 5% okay, 5% complete
troublemakers, on everything. It's the same.”

All 10 founders are putting in sweat equity. “The 10 founders
are a very talented group,” Bound said. In advance of restoring
the Collier Inn, Mezynieski was able to work through the is-
sues with the individual contractors. There is much of that sort
of expertise going into the project.

“When you see [Mezynieski] operate, he knows more than
most of the specialists, like when the guy comes out to do the
electric for them, yes, who's a deep specialist,” Bound said. “He
just does that. Steve knows as much as he does”












