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Return to Wake Robin



The memories float back to me

In the cool scent of water on the breeze

In the shadows and sifting sunlight on the lake bottom sand

In the sound of the waves as they softly kiss the shore

In the rhythmic ping of a sailboat’s bobbing

In the whisper of the wind through the pines

In the call of a loon’s lonely lyrics

In the white, sunlit feathers of an eagle’s flight



These are those memories …
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My sons

John, Bob, and Tom

For sharing their kind and joyful spirits
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For embracing the lake, the cabin, and us
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Lily, Amber, Joy, Elena, Ryan, and those to come …

That their happy hearts might know the story
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Sweetheart, buddy, husband—

For believing in me
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Preface

The log cabins are disappearing.

The camps are nearly gone as well. Like the early morning mist slowly vaporizing on the water, so, too, have vanished the ribbed wooden rowboats, the sound of squeaking oar locks, the red-and-white bobbers bobbing off lines at sunset, the call of square dances, the warm glow of kerosene lanterns, the putzing purr of 3-horsepower motors, the ring of the lodge bell, the combined laughter of chore boys and cabin girls.

The remaining relics symbolic of this era, these quaint log cabins are swiftly being replaced by large, suburban-style homes along the shorelines of Northwoods lakes. Sadly, with these teardowns a valuable history of a time, place, and culture is vanishing.

Return to Wake Robin is a series of vignettes reflecting on the golden years of Northwoods resorts through the history of one camp and cabin from the 1920s through the 1960s: my family’s 1929 log cabin, Wake Robin, and the former neighboring resort, Moody’s Camp, both located on Big Spider Lake—part of a chain of five lakes connected by beguiling thoroughfares—near Hayward, Wisconsin. This time frame represents the historical high point of camps and cabins, sandwiched between the turn-of-the-last-century logging era and the 1970s right-angle turn toward modernized lake homes, condo associations, and Jet Skis.

By all accounts, the 1920s through 1960s was a time vacationers went to the woods because it was different from home and offered a change from the urban lifestyle. Through these more primitive log camps and cabins, life became freer and less restrictive. These retreats were the essence of simplicity. Like Thoreau, all one needed were the basics and a boat.

Covering a broad range of topics, these essays focus on representative elements of life in the Northwoods: the fishing guides, resort owners, square dances, camp and cabin activities. They follow a chronological pattern from the beginning of Moody’s Camp in the 1920s to the late 1960s, when the second owners, the Seitzes, sold the resort and the camp community basically ended. A collection of vintage photos provides visual documentation of this world.



[image: A vintage postcard offers an aerial view of Big Spider and its connecting chain of lakes.]
A vintage postcard offers an aerial view of Big Spider and its connecting chain of lakes.




The people and events I chose to highlight in Return to Wake Robin are representative of the interwoven history shared by Wake Robin and Moody’s Camp. Founded in the early 1920s by Ted Moody, a local legend and early Northwoods entrepreneur, Moody’s Camp was a destination for many Midwesterners seeking the clear air, pristine water, and rejuvenating beauty of the Northwoods. The juxtaposition of the camp’s rustic simplicity with its elegant charms lured a host of eager vacationers to the resort’s stunning shoreline, great fishing, and scrumptious meals graciously served three times a day.

My grandparents, Erle and Clara Oatman, like many of the 1920s era, were two of those from Illinois who were smitten with their initial discovery of the Northwoods and all that it had to offer. Having chanced upon Moody’s Camp around 1924 while vacationing nearby, they soon started spending summer vacations there. It didn’t take them long to fall in love with the lake and develop a close friendship with Ted and Myrtle Moody. And so, in a move to put down permanent roots, my grandparents decided to construct their own log cabin on the first available land next door to the resort.



[image: The main lodge of Moody’s Camp with its charming garden, circa 1930s, was a gathering place for guests as well as neighbors.]
The main lodge of Moody’s Camp with its charming garden, circa 1930s, was a gathering place for guests as well as neighbors.




In 1929 Wake Robin was built. Christened after the common name for the wildflower trillium that carpets the surrounding woodland from May to early June, its simple log-cabin charms and screened porch have now been enjoyed by five generations. Eighty-three years later little has changed. Today it stands as one of the last remnants on Big Spider Lake representing that period of Northwoods history.

To write these essays, I drew from my sixty-two years of memories and observations of life on the lake. I also interviewed those I grew up with who lived this era and helped shape my memories, including a former fishing guide, one of the resort’s owners, and my family and friends. Special gratitude goes out to: my parents, Dave and Woody Oatman, for their fine love of history and storytelling; my siblings, Nancy, David, Tom, and Mary, for their perseverance and grace on our life journey together, and for sharing the Oatman shoebox archives; my husband, Dave, for his devoted appreciation of the Northwoods and for serving as enthusiastic first reader of my manuscript; my sons John, Bob, and Tom and my daughters-in-law Lara and Jennifer for their continual interest and encouragement; Dick Seitz and the entire Seitz family for photos and details; Franklin and Vera Hobart for their wonderful Northwoods album; and lifelong lake friends—the Mraz, Perrine, Hines, Halfvarson, Seehuetter, Wahl, and Wedding families—for their delightful reminiscing over the years. Grateful appreciation also goes out to the entire staff at the Wisconsin Historical Society Press, especially Kate Thompson and my excellent editor Laura Kearney.



[image: This circa 1929 photo shows Wake Robin shortly after it was completed. My father helped gather the rocks for the fieldstone fireplace, which were then individually hand chiseled by a local mason. The tamarack logs were also hand hewed and chinked, with the cornices staggered in length.]
This circa 1929 photo shows Wake Robin shortly after it was completed. My father helped gather the rocks for the fieldstone fireplace, which were then individually hand chiseled by a local mason. The tamarack logs were also hand hewed and chinked, with the cornices staggered in length.




Collectively, these remembrances and photos symbolize a culture in the heyday of its charms. In writing these vignettes, I sought not only to offer a prototype of a vanishing time and place but to speak to the depth of spirit, beloved by many, that emanated from the Northwoods during this period. My hope is that Return to Wake Robin will ring true for all those who lived this era and also offer a glimpse of a treasured time for those who did not.

—Marnie Oatman Mamminga


Prologue

Sleek and silent, he sailed through the morning mist. Only the whir of his wings whispered through the still air above the shadowed, sleeping forest. His elegant, powerful body rode the rosy rays of a rising sunrise like a swift spirit sent from heaven. His journey had been long and arduous, but he knew where he was headed. He pushed onward.

Suddenly, he sensed he was almost there. The song of his soul joyfully broke the cool quiet in an undulating wave of ancient melody. He circled only once, then floated down through the silver mist to the water below. Spotting the islands he was looking for, he stretched his wings, banked to the left and with effortless ease glided onto the still lake, leaving just a hint of a rippled wake.

In a sweet lyrical hymn, the loon sang out his welcoming call. Across the bay, another echoed his greeting.
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A loon on Big Spider Lake





Passing the Torch



“This grand show is eternal. It is always sunrise somewhere; the dew is never all dried at once; a shower is forever falling; vapor ever rising. Eternal sunrise, eternal sunset, eternal dawn and gloaming … each in its turn, as the round earth rolls.”
—John Muir




Summer 1964, a Northwoods Lake

“Get up! Get up!” my mother whispers.

My eyes flash open. Confusion clouds my brain. Where am I? Is something wrong? I quickly look around.

I’m sandwiched between frayed woolen blankets and the sagging mattress of an old metal bed on the porch of our family log cabin. Looking almost exactly as it did when my grandparents built it in 1929, it sits high on a hill surrounded by the pine-and-musty fragrance of the woods.

Through sleepy eyelids I take in the green porch swing, the birch-legged table, and the smoky glass of the kerosene lantern reflecting the stillness of the lake below.

Having escaped the steamy cornland of my home for a few summer weeks, I believe I’m in heaven on earth. My face luxuriates in the coolness of the early morning air. I relax and curl deeper beneath the blankets’ warmth.

“Get up!” my mother’s voice whispers again. “You must come now. The sunrise is simply glorious!”

The sunrise? Get up to see the sunrise? Who’s she kidding? The last thing this fourteen-year-old wants to do is leave a warm bed to go see a sunrise, glorious or otherwise. It’s 5:00 a.m. and it’s freezing out there.

“Hurry!” my mother urges.

Being careful not to let the screen door slam, she sets off down the forty-nine log steps at a determined rate of speed to the lake below.

In the twin bed opposite me, my seventeen-year-old sister Nancy stirs. She pushes back the covers and plops to the floor. Not to be outdone, I make a supreme effort and struggle out of bed as well. In our thin cotton nighties, we grab our father’s World War II pea-green army blankets from the ends of our beds and wrap them tightly around our shoulders.

As our bare feet touch the cold porch floor, we are thunderbolted awake. Our pace quickens. One of us misses catching the screen door. It slams. Like a couple of water bugs hopscotching across the lake to avoid fish jaws, we gingerly pick our way over slippery rocks and prickly pine needles down the forty-nine dew-covered log steps to the shore.

When we feel we’ve saved our feet from any horny toads or big black spiders that might be crazy enough to be up this early, we catch our breath and look up. Our mother’s silhouette is outlined against a golden dawn, the first light catching the soft red of her hair. She is right. It is a glorious sunrise.

Across the lake a sliver of the most splendid red crests the top of the shadowed forest. Hues of lavender, rose, and amber begin to pulsate into the sky like a kaleidoscope. High above in the pale blueness, a lone star still sparkles. Silver mist rises gently from the smoothness of the lake. All is still. In the sacred silence, my mother, sister, and I stand reverently together against a backdrop of tall pine and watch the magic of dawn unfold.

Suddenly the curve of a brilliant sun bursts through the dark forest. The world begins to awaken. We watch a blue heron lift up from a distant shore and gently fan its way over the still waters. Two ducks make a rippled landing near our dock while a black-and-white beauty—a loon—skims along the edge of a nearby island hunting for its morning meal.

Breathing in the chill air, the three of us draw our blankets closer. The gentle hues of the sunrise turn into the brightness of a new day and the last star fades. My sister and I take one more look, race up the steps, and jump into our beds to grab a few more hours of sleep.

My mother is more reluctant to leave the sunrise’s amphitheater. From the renewed warmth of my bed, it is a while longer before I hear her reach the top step and gently close the porch door.


Summer 1994, a Northwoods Lake

“Get up! Get up!” I whisper to my adolescent sons sleeping dreamily in the same old metal beds of our family cabin’s porch.

“Come see the sunrise! It’s awesome!”



[image: Wake Robin’s porch screen door, bathed in the warm light of an early morning sunrise, late 1990s]
Wake Robin’s porch screen door, bathed in the warm light of an early morning sunrise, late 1990s




Amazingly, I watch as my fourth-generation cabin snoozers rouse themselves from their slumber. They snatch the World War II pea-green army blankets from the ends of their beds and stumble out the porch door. It slams. Gingerly they maneuver slippery rocks and prickly pine needles down forty-nine dew-covered log steps to the lakeshore.

Their seventy-four-year-old grandmother is already there. Her red hair, now streaked with white, reflects the first light.

She greets her grandsons with a quiet smile, gathers her blanket closer, and turns toward the east to observe once again the magic of dawn unfold.

My sons’ faces watch intently as the rich colors of the sunrise soar into the sky like the radiant plumage of a mystical bird. It isn’t long before the flap of a blue heron’s wing and the melodic call of a loon awaken the lake with activity.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” I whisper.

The boys nod in silent agreement. Their grandmother smiles at them. Before long, they grab the tails of their frayed blankets and race back up the steps to the welcome coziness of their beds.

My mother and I stay a little longer. Standing close, we watch the swirls of pearl mist rise and the sky bloom into the shades of a morning rose. We are rewarded this day by the graceful glide of an eagle high overhead. The gentle rays of the early sun warm our faces.

Eventually, we turn to begin our slow climb up the old log stairs. Half way up I catch my breath and look back to see how my mother is doing. But she is not there. She has changed her mind. Through the treetops I can see her, still on the lakeshore, lingering in the light.


Ted and Myrtle Moody Create Their Camp

1922–1955



“Here there is no time.”




Ted Moody was a presence.

Whether it was his size or his personality, you always knew when he was around. And over the years, that presence evolved into a legend.

Like the black bears that roam the northern woods of Wisconsin, Ted’s tall stature and ample girth were impressive. The charismatic Swede also had charm—and the humor to match.

As the founder of Moody’s Camp, established in 1922–1923, he figures largely into the development of Big Spider Lake’s north shore, the surrounding private cabins, local tourism, and the sport of fishing. Along with his lovely wife, Myrtle, the two offered their clients as delightful and gracious a resort as anywhere in the Northwoods.

Due to health problems caused by breathing in car fumes while working as an in-demand mechanic in an Elgin, Illinois, auto garage, Ted was told he didn’t have long to live. (He enjoyed a tall tale, and this might be one of them. It’s peppered with the drama that Ted loved.)

But never say die to a Swede. Slamming the door on death’s knock, Ted and Myrtle stepped on the gas and hightailed it up to the crisp, pure air of the Northwoods to start a new life. Scouting for property in the Sawyer County lakes region near Hayward, Wisconsin, they eventually came across the pristine, quiet beauty of Big Spider Lake.

Despite no formal training in resort management, Ted instinctively knew the realtor’s mantra: location, location, location.

He couldn’t have chosen better.

Setting his camp on a high ridge at the north end of the lake, Ted utilized its magnificent, sweeping vistas; its scattering of majestic islands; its grand moon rise on the opposite shore; its glorious sunrises; its clear, clean waters for fishing, boating, or swimming; and its sparkling views of the Milky Way, constellations, shooting stars, and the northern lights.



[image: The view of the islands from Moody’s Camp, circa 1920s, was one of the loveliest on the lake.]
The view of the islands from Moody’s Camp, circa 1920s, was one of the loveliest on the lake.




With the vision of a great winged owl, Ted wisely honed in on one of the choicest spots in the area. Bequeathed with a showman’s personality, however, Ted was not about to let Mother Nature steal the whole show.

With a keen sense of entrepreneurship, Ted put a creative spin on the term “fishing camp.” Instead of the usual rough and rustic lodgings, Ted and Myrtle’s camp had elegance and class.

To their guests, “Welcome to the Northwoods” meant dining room tables covered with starched, white linen cloths set with fine china and silverware and topped with vases of sunny wildflowers; a hand-hewn log lodge decorated with great boughs of fresh, fragrant pine; a sitting room with a baby grand piano; a welcoming roaring fire in a stately fieldstone fireplace; and a host of friendly help who served and catered to every need.



[image: The Moody’s Camp dining room, circa 1935: decorated with white tablecloths, wildflower bouquets, and pine boughs every night for dinner]
The Moody’s Camp dining room, circa 1935: decorated with white tablecloths, wildflower bouquets, and pine boughs every night for dinner

Franklin and Vera Hobart Collection




Ted was a master mechanic, but he could also boast of his building skills, and along with his well designed, spacious lodge, he constructed thirteen cozy log cabins for his guests—each cleaned and tidied daily by cabin girls, warmed by wood-burning stoves, and serviced by chore boys, who, with a ring of the lodge’s cast-iron bell, came running to answer any guest’s latest need. Most of the cabins had spectacular lake views, and a few even sported screened porches cooled by pine-scented breezes.

There was no rustic grub in this camp. Guests were served three sumptuous meals a day with rotating nightly menus that included prime rib, T-bone steaks, lobster, and, on Sunday, a Swedish smorgasbord laden with an endless array of delectable homemade dishes. Fresh pies, wild woodland berries, and locally harvested maple syrup–topped sundaes concluded the feasts.

Toss in an assortment of enticing, organized activities that included picnics, nature hikes, and square dances—all of which simply required the guests to show up—and Ted and Myrtle had one hell of a “fishing camp.”

It’s no wonder the Moodys instantly built up a strong and loyal following. Although they printed alluring brochures, word of their gracious hospitality, entwined with lake and forest fun-filled activities, spread faster than a marketer’s advertising dream.

It wasn’t long before guests began returning year after year. Some liked the place so much, they decided to stay, and soon private summer cabins began to ring either side of the resort. Erle and Clara Oatman, my grandparents, were two of the first to do so.



[image: A vintage postcard of the lodge at Moody’s Camp shows the original building before the living area was added.]
A vintage postcard of the lodge at Moody’s Camp shows the original building before the living area was added.
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Great fishing, of course, was a given. With excellent guides, a well-stocked bait house, and boats at the ready, those who came to fish were almost always guaranteed success. For those who sought other Northwoods pleasures, Ted had a few ideas up his sleeve.

Like a well-oiled rifle, he shot out enough amusing adventures to capture even the slickest of city slickers. Besides the renowned weekly square dances, there were festive lodge costume parties; hikes under the sun-dappled branches of a nearby, still-standing virgin forest; trips to the cascading amber waters of Copper Falls; and picnics on enchanting, breeze-swept islands. Guests could choose from all of the above or just laze by the lake. When all met up for the evening meal, the lodge was a cacophony of shared tales.

Ted also possessed a certain flair for the mischievous and loved a good practical joke. Although the male and female guests always dressed up for dinner—the ladies in floral silk dresses and the men in khakis and Pendleton shirts—newly arrived gentlemen, not aware of Ted’s traditions, often showed up sporting ties.

With much ado, Ted would welcome the erring gent in front of all, and then with a flourish would whip out a hefty pair of scissors and promptly cut off his tie. The newcomer was duly embarrassed, and the dining room rocked with delighted laughter.

You had to be a good sport to be around Ted because sometimes his antics were not so hilarious. With the tiny newlywed cabin built for some odd reason just yards away from the lodge, newlyweds were frequent targets of his “jokes.” Needless to say, they did not always laugh.

In addition, he liked to flirt with the ladies. With a twinkle in his eye, he was known to greet them by intoning: “I bow to the fourth button.” The ladies were charmed. Little children were equally surprised when he scooped them up into great bear hugs. With his large and domineering personality, you never quite knew what Ted would do next.

The Wednesday night T-bone steak fries, however, were his pride and joy—and an unchanging tradition. After all had been served, Ted would stride into the dining room in his tall white chef’s hat and apron and ask in his booming voice, “Izz it gooooot?”

“Noooooo!” the guests shouted back, a sure indication that the meal was a huge success.

Myrtle was Ted’s opposite, not only in stature but in temperament. Next to his imposing frame, she was as petite as a fawn. Possessed of a refined and quiet nature, Myrtle balanced Ted’s exuberance. Besides her fine cooking, especially her homemade desserts, she was an accomplished gardener. The first thing that greeted guests when they finally arrived at the lodge’s entrance was the sight of her circular, fieldstone-rimmed garden bursting with a blaze of beautiful blooms; purple phlox, golden black-eyed Susans, white daisies, and orange Turk’s-cap lilies were the mainstays.

For some reason, her garden was also home to a sturdy log pole from which hung a well-worn fish scale and hook waiting ominously for the next large monster from the deep. When a big fish did make its appearance, which was frequently, the lodge bell rang excitedly to announce the catch. At the very least, Myrtle’s garden provided an enchanting backdrop for all the fish photos and most likely softened the fishy fragrance with the perfume of posies.

Although their roles as resort hosts involved long hours and arduous work, both Ted and Myrtle always dressed as if they were about to join the party. In the early years, Ted attired himself in the fashion of the day: knickers, wool plaid shirts, and leather high-top boots. Myrtle greeted her guests in pretty voile dresses accented with sunny aprons and sturdy, white-heeled shoes. One would never know she was the kitchen supervisor and often the cook.



[image: Ted and Myrtle Moody in front of Myrtle’s camp garden, circa 1938]
Ted and Myrtle Moody in front of Myrtle’s camp garden, circa 1938
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Perhaps because he chose to defy death early on and start a fishing camp enterprise, Ted prominently hung a sign in the lodge’s dining room that read: “Here there is no time.”

And it was true.

One only needed to get up with the sun to know when to fish; listen for the resonating ring of the cast-iron bell to know when to show up for meals; choose whatever activity suited the moment; and fall asleep when the moon rose and stars covered the heavens.

For most of the citified guests, their real lives back home raced from one responsibility to another, but here in this Northwoods paradise—at least for a few special weeks—time stood still.

It was only when the big bell rang its low, mournful farewell and guests piled into their cars and swung around the curve of the dusty gravel lane to head back home that they realized time had somehow marched on. And in that moment, they hung on a hope and a prayer that time would be kind and return them soon for another glorious summer.

Understanding this, Ted and Myrtle made time count. They helped their guests relish each and every precious moment that the Northwoods had to offer. It’s not surprising that they energetically operated their resort for thirty-three successful years, leaving competitors back at the campfire.

Finally, however, it became Ted and Myrtle’s turn to retire, and they sold the resort in 1955. The Moodys chose sunny Florida for their wintering grounds. It always seemed odd to picture the towering lumberjack Swede in the land of sun and seashells, but by all accounts they loved it there. It was a time to rest.

For many years after, however, the Moodys returned each summer to the cabin Ted built just outside the camp’s entrance. There he could keep an eye on all who crossed over the thoroughfare bridge and under the “Ted Moody’s Camp” sign. In addition, it was the perfect spot for annual guests and private-cabin owners, many of whom had become lifelong friends, to stop by to visit.



[image: The camp’s entrance sign was a welcoming sight for many over the years.]
The camp’s entrance sign was a welcoming sight for many over the years.

Courtesy of Dick Seitz




Ironically, when Ted died in 1968, his beloved “Ted Moody’s Camp” sign, which still hung over the entrance to the resort road, blew down in a magnificent storm. Death had finally caught up to Ted. But like a wily musky avoiding the bait, Ted had outsmarted him long enough to make dreams come true—not only his and Myrtle’s, but for the many guests who visited.

For those who lived it, it was a time to keep.


Erle T. Oatman Rediscovers an Old Friend

1922–1938



“The brightest star in the Milky Way”




He loved all things beautiful.

So in 1922, when he stepped out of his open-air Buick after an arduous, two-day drive, he brushed off his long duster coat and announced to all within earshot, “This is God’s country!”

And he was right. It was a phrase my grandfather would repeat frequently over his many trips to Sawyer County, such was the beauty that greeted him.

For a man whose dairy-business slogan was “The brightest star in the Milky Way,” Erle T. Oatman knew what he was talking about. He had a keen eye for the exquisiteness of nature and an affinity for the spiritual splendor it had to offer: peace, joy, fun, solitude, friendships, awe, and wonder.

Breathing in deeply the fragrant, cool, clean air of the wind, water, and woodlands, he discovered that a love and respect for this heaven of forested lakes grew in him, a sentiment that has flowed like a river down through five generations.

His introduction to the area came, as it did for many, by way of stress. In 1912, Erle and his younger brother William were partners in a family dairy business in Dundee, Illinois, specializing in condensed milk. When World War I came along, the demand for their product skyrocketed to meet the needs of the American troops overseas. Business boomed.

In 1918, after the war ended, the entrepreneurial brothers decided to expand the business, establishing a milk distribution plant at the south end of the Fox River Valley in Aurora, Illinois. William asked Erle to serve as president and head up their new operation: Oatman Brothers Inc.

Shortly after these business transactions occurred, however, William unexpectedly died. Erle faced the daunting challenge of carrying on a new business in a new location with new partners while mourning the loss of his brother.

The solace of the Northwoods beckoned. He answered.

Gathering together a few of his business associates, Erle decided to take a fishing hiatus to the Hayward lakes region in the fall of 1922. As a neophyte to the wilderness, however, Erle needed the appropriate gear and attire, and so, before setting off, he headed into neighboring Chicago to stock up on camp essentials.

Not a man to scrimp, he selected one of Chicago’s finest department stores and outfitted himself in a complete fishing wardrobe that included the sportsmen’s fashions of the day: wool knickers; long, sturdy stockings; Pendleton shirts; and an all-purpose overcoat and cap that would come in particularly handy to ward off the dust and dirt during the rugged two-day drive in an open car. He also picked up the best of rods, reels, and lures.

He was ready, and he was dapper.

The group of friends chose Boulder Lodge near Clam Lake, run by the Scheer brothers, as their destination. They were not disappointed. After several invigorating weeks of Northwoods scenery and adventures, they returned home refreshed and renewed, bringing with them an abundance of hilarious fish tales and the desire to come back again.

As he was not a selfish man, Erle’s first impulse was to share such loveliness with his wife, Clara, and their adored young son, David, my father. Known as a generous and sensitive man, Erle knew his little family would be thrilled by the opportunity to enjoy such an appealing environment. The following summer, the closely knit trio made the trip.

They never looked back.

Returning to Boulder Lodge for several summers thereafter, they relished weeks of fishing, hiking, and exploring the area. One day, as they motored down Route 77 on one of their excursions from Boulder Lodge to Hayward in their Buick touring car, they noticed a sign for Moody’s Camp.

Erle wondered out loud if it was the same Ted Moody who had worked as a mechanic on his car when they lived in the Dundee-Elgin area and decided to turn down Murphy Boulevard to check.



[image: My father, David, and grandfather, Erle Oatman, show off their fine stringer of fish in front of Boulder Lodge, circa 1926.]
My father, David, and grandfather, Erle Oatman, show off their fine stringer of fish in front of Boulder Lodge, circa 1926.




One can only speculate at the surprise and delight the two men shared upon greeting each other again in such an out-of-context setting. Ted and Myrtle proudly showed them around their camp, and the three Oatmans were smitten.

Clara especially liked the resort’s elegant accoutrements over the more rustic furnishings of Boulder Lodge, and so without much further ado, Erle made plans to stay at Moody’s the following summer. It was the beginning of a lifelong friendship between the families.

And what a discovery it was.

Erle, Clara, and David fell in love with it all: the splendor of the lake with its wild islands; the sunrises and moonrises across the bay; clear water and a sandy beach for swimming; challenging fishing; three delicious meals a day; and a bevy of interesting guests to befriend.

Clara and David were able to come north for as many as six weeks at a time, with Erle traveling back to Aurora to check on the dairy business as needed. It only took a few summers for the three to realize they wanted to stay forever.

Because of their close friendship, Ted and Myrtle offered to sell the Oatmans the first lot west of the resort. As one of the earliest private cabins built near Moody’s, the property was graced with approximately 150 feet of shoreline that included a sandy swimming area and an acre of land. Erle and Clara knew it was perfect. They could have their own private cabin and still enjoy all that the resort had to offer: the fine dining, the use of the resort’s help for chores, the fishing guides, and, most importantly, the friends. They were hooked.

And so, in the summer of 1929, Wake Robin was built. Clara designed it. Ted Moody and Hank Smith, a local Ojibwe, handcrafted it inside and out.

Clara chose to name her cabin Wake Robin, the common name for the trillium, a white wildflower that blooms abundantly across the forest floor in springtime. With its delicate, three-pronged petals and serenely striped leaves, the Wake Robin wildflower perfectly encapsulated the spirit of their picturesque little cabin.

For despite their wealth and social status back in Aurora, the Oatmans sought simplicity in the woods. Like Thoreau (of whom Clara was an ardent admirer and reader), they appreciated the quiet humbleness of being close to nature and the strong sense of God’s presence in the beauty that surrounded them. Choosing a spot high on a hill encircled with pine, oak, birch, and maple and with views of Big Spider’s sparkling waters and islands, the Oatmans staked out their building site. Large granite boulders gathered from local fields and chiseled into sturdy squares served as a strong foundation, while nearby forests provided the cabin’s long tamarack logs.

Clara and Erle decided a kitchen, two bedrooms, a living room with a fieldstone fireplace for warmth, and, best of all, a wind-cooled screened porch with a sleeping nook in the back were all they needed. Smith, renowned for his superb carpentry skills, hand hewed the logs and carved the chinking with the skill of an artist.

With a pump for water, kerosene lamps for light, a wood-burning stove for cooking, an icebox cooled by the previous winter’s harvested ice, and an outhouse at the back of the property, the Oatmans felt Wake Robin was as charming and comfortable as any Northwoods retreat of the day could be. Delighted, Erle added a dapper straw bowler to his camp attire and Clara a straw boating bonnet to hers.

To celebrate the cabin’s completion and the bond of their friendship, Ted presented Erle and Clara with an eight-point buck to hang over the rustic oak mantle as a housewarming gift. For all, it was a dream come true. Years of happiness beckoned.

Erle enjoyed fishing and relaxing amid the magnificence of the forest, which seemed to make the hassles of running a business quickly fade away; Clara reveled in the swimming and the birdsong that filled the air; David relished the freedom and possibilities for exploration that the woods and water offered a young boy. And eventually, when he received his very own boat as a teenager, it was the perfect place to grow into a man.



[image: My grandparents, Clara and Erle, circa 1933, on their dock alongside their square-stern canoe with its 3½-horsepower engine]
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Savoring the unique blessings of their little cabin, they generously invited a multitude of close friends, including many of David’s, to share in the peace, adventure, and camaraderie of the Northwoods. On Mondays, they drove their Buick to Ashland in order for Erle to keep up his loyal attendance at the Rotary Club, taking in Lake Superior’s spectacular views along the way. They dined at the lodge every night. They were blissfully happy.

And then, in the fall of 1938 at the peak of their bliss, tragedy struck.

Erle and Clara had just enjoyed their ninth summer at Wake Robin, where, for the first time, they had entertained David’s college sweetheart and her family from Ohio for a wonderful month of togetherness. As was their tradition, Erle and Clara had stayed on to celebrate their September anniversary at the cabin surrounded by the brilliant changing colors of red and gold leaves that they so enjoyed.

Upon their return to Illinois, with Clara eagerly getting ready for the holidays and David off to graduate school at Ohio State University, Erle’s heart suddenly gave out.


[image: Decorative]


I wonder if he knew it would be his last summer. Would he have done anything differently or kept it just the same? Perhaps that is the best way to leave the woods: to never have to knowingly say good-bye to the lake and forest forever.

I like to think he had one marvelous summer filled with all that he treasured. That the moon shone brightly, that the winds were soft, that the sunrises sparkled. Perhaps he caught a big musky, napped on the porch, laughed with friends, shared endless contented moments with his wife and son. I hope so.

But most of all, I wonder if he ever knew the legacy he would pass on. That David would marry that college sweetheart, that his five grandchildren would cherish the lake as he had, that his five great-grandchildren would do the same, and that, beyond all expectations, a fifth generation is now being joyfully introduced to the lake’s still-wild allure.

Over the years, on one of the many endless all-day car trips Up North, when fatigue begins to set in and there are still several hours of driving left, I often ask aloud why Erle and Clara didn’t stop earlier, especially since their ride took two days of travel over dusty, bumpy roads. Why travel 450 miles when 300 might have worked just as well?



[image: My grandfather and father enjoy a moment on the lodge deck at Moody’s Camp, circa 1929.]
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Erle must have been asked the same question, for he was often known to remark, “You have to come this far north to get this kind of beauty.”

And he was right. Like “The brightest star in the Milky Way,” his love of the Northwoods shines on.

From a grandfather we never knew, that is quite a gift.



ON THIS FAIR BODY OF WATER


On this fair body of water

With its emerald islands fair

Where the sunshine is brighter

And the moon beams softer

Where the song of the bird is sweeter

And the tread of the deer lighter

Where the laugh of the child is clearer

And the hearts of the people sincerer

Will be wrought of the builder

From stone and log superior

A cabin called home (But it will be homier)

For in it will live a man worthier

A woman lovelier

And a boy heartier

Than any we know

Oh woods you are fortunate

To clasp in your arms such folks

They who appreciate and love your glory

Whose hearts and hands are tenderer

May you bless them in your prayer.



M.W.M.*




*M.W.M.—Meribel W. Merrill—was a great friend of the Oatmans from Aurora and a frequent visitor with her husband to Wake Robin. In the early 1930s, she wrote this poem on birch bark in black ink and illustrated it with sketches of Erle in a boat, Clara swimming, and young David fishing. It still hangs on the cabin wall.
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