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My grandparents, William and Florence Spain, were born in Wisconsin.  Grandpa worked for 

the railroad in there as a brakeman until he lost his leg in an accident.  My grandparents then 

moved to northern Minnesota in 1901. 

 

They settled in Hackensack, Minnesota where grandpa worked as a depot agent for the 

railroad, making just $35 a month.  He handled all the rail business both at Hackensack and at 

Lothrup, just to the north.  Most of the freight shipped out of Hackensack was lumber, poles 

and ties. 

 

Looking for additional income, grandpa built a small store in front of their Main Street dwelling 

(today it the oldest building in Hackensack).  Since railroad regulations forbade him from 

owning a store, it was put in my grandma’s name.  The town’s tough logging men didn’t 

approve of a woman owning a business: my grandpa’s motor launch, the fastest on Birch Lake, 

was dynamited. 
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In 1906, grandpa built the Hotel Endeavor which was named by my grandma based upon the 

slogan “We endeavor to please.” Grandpa continued to work as a depot agent while grandma 

took charge of the hotel.  The bottom floor of the hotel was occupied by retail stores. There 

was also a barn out back, where they kept cattle, chickens and hogs.  

 

In 1912, my grandparents acquired North Star Camp (NSC) on Woman Lake from Eber Smith 

when he defaulted on a loan made to him by my grandfather.  Smith was an old family friend of 

my grandparents.   



Memories of North Star Camp  Page 4 

 

Woman Lake is located between Hackensack and Longville.  It was named by the Ojibway in 

memory of their women killed there during a battle with the Sioux. 

The NSC land was 

originally owned by 

William Clyman Yawkey, 

a wealthy Detroit lumber 

baron.  Yawkey acquired 

the property from the 

federal government in 

1883.  At that time, he 

owned over 250,000 

acres of timberland. 

What Vanderbilt was to 

the railroad and Carnegie 

was to steel, Yawkey was 

to lumber.  He operated 

a lumber camp on the 

NSC property until the 

late 1890s.  Yawkey then 

sold the property to Eber 

Smith in the early 1900s. 
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Advertisement from Pine Tree Blaze, June 5, 1903 

 

Smith operated NSC for about 10 years, advertising in local newspapers.  At that time, he also 

operated a satellite camp on Rice Lake, about 10 miles east of NSC. 

When my grandparents acquired NSC, it consisted of 7 log cabins and a log lodge.  The logs for 

the buildings were all harvested from the property.  The timbers in those days were very large; 

the logs across the front of the lodge were 54 feet in length with very little size difference end-

to-end! 

The lodge was pretty much just a shell of a building at that time.  Little-by-little my 

grandparents expanded the main lodge, built 5 additional cabins and erected a number of other 

buildings. 
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When they finished, there were a total of 12 cabins, a barn, a garage, a pig pen, two chicken 

coops and an ice house.   Grandpa also built the first telephone line between Woman Lake and 

Hackensack. 

 

The cabins were very primitive, consisting of two rooms.  The first room was the kitchen/living 

area with a cot and a wood burning stove.  The back room had two full-sized beds, complete 

with a small dresser and a chamber pot.  The wood and the pump were up at the main lodge.  

Ice was delivered to the guests on a daily basis for their icebox.   
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My grandparents had six children, in birth order: Margaret (not pictured above), William, 

Wheeler, Ella, Elsie and Helen.  Margaret died at age 21, having only been married a year.  She 

had a ruptured appendix and, my dad said, a “drunken doctor.”  Grandma’s last child was 

stillborn and grandma had a difficult recovery.   

 

Wheeler, Margaret, William and Ella holding Elsie 
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NSC was very self-sufficient.  The cows provided milk and cream, as well as meat for the winter.  

We sold eggs and chickens too.  The pigs ate the garbage and gave us pork.  In the spring, we 

would tap the maple trees and make our own maple syrup.  Grandma also took in laundry work 

for additional income; “by piece or by the pound” read the sign.   

Before there was a power line to NSC, we had our own electrical system.  The system consisted 

of a gas-powered engine, a generator and a series of glass batteries.  Every few days, my 

grandfather would start the engine and let it run all day to charge the batteries.  

 

In the fall, the men in the area worked together to bring logs out of the woods with horses and 

sleighs.  They setup a saw rig and saw wood all day.  Different types of wood were cut for 

different purposes. 
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NSC had its own dairy truck that was used to deliver milk, cream and eggs to local customers 

(my aunt Helen is shown in this photo). 

 

The outhouse, sometimes called “Mrs. Jones”, was always interesting.  There were four holes; it 

was partitioned off in the middle, leaving one side for men and one side for the women.  Every 

time I had to visit there, I would open the door wide and check it out for spiders.  I wanted to 

know exactly where each one was before I sat down.  If any moved, I was out of there! 
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Ice was cut from the lake in the winter and stored in the ice house.  Each block was about 2 feet 

square, depending on how deep the ice had frozen on the lake during the winter. 

     

The ice house was hidden in the trees so the sun wouldn’t melt the ice.  The ice was packed in 

layers with sawdust on top and in-between each block.  
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In the earliest days of NSC, guests would arrive by train in Hackensack and then be taken by 

horse and wagon to the camp; a three-to-four hour trip one-way! 

 

Later, the camp had its own car.  William and Wheeler had to go to town to meet the midnight 

train to pick-up our guests, often having to make two trips for all the passengers and luggage. 

 

The road between Hackensack and NSC was pretty rustic in the early days.  The bridge between 

Child Lake and Woman Lakes was made of logs. 
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The main lodge was beautiful!  A lot of effort was put into providing a place of restful comfort.  

The lodge sat at the highest elevation on the property and had steps right out the front door 

leading down to the lake. 
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The lodge had a fireplace room with several chairs, a pump organ and reading materials.   

 

Guests would be served their meals in the dining room. NSC was an area landmark.  In its 

heyday, it wasn’t unusual for 200 people to be at the lodge for Sunday dinner. 
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A floating dock on the south side of the camp provided dry access to the boats, even for the 

women in long dresses!  There was also a boat launch next to the dock. 

 

Fishing was one of the main attractions at NSC. My dad would work as a fishing guide and make 

a shore lunch for the fishermen. 
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NSC Main Entrance 

 

Looking North toward Boathouse 

 

Main Lodge from Lake 
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While most our guests came in the summer to enjoy the lake, hunting in the fall was also a 

popular attraction. 

By the time I came along in 1942, there had already been many changes.  I remember a few 

cows, a pig, lots of chickens and the large garden.  I took part in the washing of the clothes with 

the old wringer washing machine.  There was quite an effort to do the wash back then.  Dad 

would pump water, filling 3 large tubs and a vat at night.  Then he would get up around 5:00 

a.m., go down to the laundry room, which was attached to the lodge, and get the fire in the 

stove going so there would be hot water in the vat to put into the washing machine.  A bench 

was behind the machine where the three tubs of water sat.  When the clothes were done 

washing, they would be put through the wringer and then dropped into the first tub.  That’s 

where they would receive their first rinse.  The next tub was the second rinse followed by the 

third tub which contained bluing to make the clothes look nice and bright. 
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My dad was William Joseph Spain and my mother was Evelyn Marie Ralya Spain.  They had four 

children – William Byron, Patricia Evelyn, Chares Burton and Kathleen Lu (me-the youngest). 

We lived in the cabin on the hill, cabin #10.  An “L” shape addition was added in the late 1920s 

to give room for our family of six.  Even now I wonder how we all fit in.  There were only two 

bedrooms – one for my parents and one for the kids.  I remember my sister Pat saying there 

was a roll-away bed that they rolled into the living room for her at night.  By the time I got out 

of the crib, my brother Byron had joined the Army.  After Pat graduated, she went to 

Minneapolis to work.   

 

My memories of NSC are my most treasured.  I led a pretty laid-back life.  The summers were 

filled with joy and leisure.  We lived 12 miles from town, and the resort was off by itself, so 

other than playing with the kids that came to camp, there really weren’t any other children 

with which to play.   The water from the pump was always very cold, refreshing and without 

iron.  It was wonderful!   

 



Memories of North Star Camp  Page 18 

 

Winters were pretty bleak.  As a child, I was sometimes afraid during those winter months.  All 

of the cabins were empty and the trees were empty of their leaves, so the camp looked really 

spooky!  It got kind of lonely sometimes.   

 

Grandma had quite a few cane poles in the porch that we used for fishing.  I would dig my own 

worms, push the boat out into the water and toss the anchor overboard; waiting to catch some 

perch (I wasn’t allowed to go out very far from the ages of 6 to 10 years old).  When I learned 

how to use a motor, then I could troll for northern and walleyes.   

I’m not sure when NSC stopped operating as a resort.  I understand that its license was not 

renewed because a state inspector said the cabins didn’t have supporting vertical logs and that 

the horizontal logs in the ground were showing signs of rot.  However, a few guests continued 

to visit the resort in later years.  There was so much up-keep with a resort that large and 

grandma didn’t have the income to re-roof the cabins or paint the lodge.  Since we lived on the 

property, Dad did small repairs and tried to keep heavy snowfalls from building-up on the roofs. 
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I attended school in Hackensack.  It was a long walk in the winter to catch the bus.  I could 

never be sure if I’d missed the bus or not and it got very cold standing there waiting.  Many 

times I’d have to trudge back home and have Dad take me to town.   

At one point, my sister Pat and her husband Harold owned the property.  But several years 

later, Harold died of a brain tumor, so after a few years of hanging on to it, she finally sold it.   

 

The NSC motto went as follows: “As you leave these beautiful surroundings resolve to act now 

and in the future in such a way that generations to follow will also have the beautiful forests 

and sparkling waters to enjoy throughout their lifetimes.” 

I am so very thankful to have been able to live at NSC and enjoyed the outdoors, the lake and 

the freedom they offered. NSC still holds my most cherished memories of my life!
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BITS AND PIECES 

My grandfather, William Spain, Sr., was born on April 14 

1866, in Wisconsin.  His first wife, Amaline Douglas, died in 

1898.  He then married Florence Ethel Wheeler in 1900.  

Grandma Florence was born on March 7 1881, also in 

Wisconsin.  Grandpa died on December 22, 1931.  Grandma 

died October 1, 1957. 

My father, Bill Spain, Jr. 

was born July 13, 1904, 

the second of six 

children of William 

James Spain, Sr. and 

Florence Ethel Spain. He 

grew up at the resort. 

He earned a mining engineering degree from the University 

of Minnesota and then moved to Butte, Montana in 1927 to 

work in a copper mine.  He and mom returned to NSC in 

1930 where he worked as a surveyor. He was appointed 

Woodrow Township constable and took the job very 

seriously as he wore a six-shooter strapped to his hip. He ran for State Senate in 1938 and lost 

by 132 votes. He was the Woman Lake Association secretary for 14 years.  Dad tried to join the 

army in WWI; his father had to go retrieve him and tell the officials he was only 13 years-old at 

the time!  During WWII, dad served in the See-Bees and became a Chief Petty Officer. 

  

My mother’s father was Charles Ralya.  Grandpa Ralya worked at as a guide for Kabekona Camp 

and would take groups all the way to Canada by canoe.  My mom taught school at Webb Lake 

until she married my dad. 
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My dad and most of his siblings attended the one-

room Woman Lake School for at least part of their 

schooling. It was located on Spain’s property just west 

of NSC.  My mother even taught school there! 

My dad and his sister attended high school in Pine 

River; Grandma would pay for room and board for 

them in the winter months as travel on rural roads was very difficult. 

In the early days, there was a bridge with a road between NSC and the property to the west 

where the school house stood.  The road is now gone, but its’ remains are still visible today 

from the air. 
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My dad always carried a gun.  When he was a young 

man, he was a constable with a star badge.  He had 

a revolver strapped to his leg and was a very good 

shot.  He could throw a tin can up in the air and 

would not draw his gun until it started to fall 

downward; he could keep that can in the air until he 

ran out of bullets!   

I don’t remember the gun strapped to his leg, but I 

do remember the .45 automatic that he always had 

tucked in his belt.  He never went anywhere without 

it!  Even if he was just going down the hill to get 

water, he would take the gun with him.  Since we 

were so isolated in our own little world, I used to 

wonder who or what might be out there that he 

needed that gun! 

Mom would time her baking in the winter months so that by the time the bus dropped me off 

and I walked in the door, the cookies or doughnuts would be nice and hot waiting for me. 

It took several trips to the 

woodpile to fill the wood box 

that sat in the kitchen next to the 

stove.  It seemed like such a long 

trip, trudging through the deep 

snow.  The woodpile was located 

behind cabin #5 and #6. 

Sometimes on a cold winter 

night while lying in my bed, I 

could hear the train whistle in 

Hackensack, which was 12 miles 

away.  Also at night, we could 

hear the lake moaning from the -

30 to -40 degree cold.  It was 

such a terrible sound, very sad.  

It was even scary to me when I 

was young. 
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My bed was next to the wall and when the wind was from the northwest, I would feel the 

breeze in my face – nice and cold.  I liked it.  We had several heavy blankets to keep us warm.  

Every fall, dad would check the chinking between each log, looking for areas that needed to be 

filled with oakum.   

 

During the winter, the lake would sometimes push large amounts of ice up onto the shoreline.  I 

remember some piles being larger than me! 
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Summers were great!  Not much to do but be lazy.  Once in a while I was able to talk mom into 

coming down to the landing to watch me swim.  It always seemed more fun and relaxing for me 

when mom sat on the bank and watched.  It would have been nice to have someone to swim 

with. 

 

Dad with his Alto Outboard Motor
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My dad’s sister, Ella, sold war bonds during WWII. In the 

early 1950’s, she operated Woman Lake Tavern at the 

corner of County Road 5 and 11. 

 In May 1955, my Dad made a terrible discovery in one of 

the cabins.  His sister Ella and her husband George had not 

been seen all day.  They had arrived 

the day before for a visit and stayed in 

cabin #5.  Dad decided to check on 

them, went to the cabin and knocked 

on the door.  With no answer, he 

looked in the window and saw 

George’s body lying on the floor.  He 

went inside and found them both 

dead.   George had gotten up 

sometime in the early hours and 

walked around NSC for quite a while… 

according to his footprints found in 

the sand.  George had been suffering 

with some kind of pain that the 

doctors couldn’t seem to find.  

Because of that, he had been 

committed to an asylum because they 

said it was all in his head.  Ella had 

taken him out just the day before.  He 

had shot Ella, wrapped her in the bed 

sheets and then turned the gun on 

himself.  I became afraid to go to sleep 

at night and went to sleep between my mom and dad.    

They had me go to stay with a friend for 3 days while things settled down.  Cabin #5 was torn 

down after that, removing bad memories from sight. 

One summer, I was probably 15 or 16; I decided I was going to conquer my fear of the cabins at 

night.  I decided to move into cabin #8 for the summer.  Mom and Dad helped me with the 

move.  While mom and I were making the bed, a bat decided to join us!  As it flew over our 

heads, mom and I dove into the bed; dad eventually caught it and released it outside into the 

night.  It was very hard to make myself stay in the cabin so far away from our house, but 

somehow I managed to make it there for a month. 
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All of my family is gone from me now, all waiting for me in heaven.  Florence and William James 

Spain are buried in Pine River.  They are found in the first part of the old part of the cemetery.  

My parents and two brothers are also buried there, alongside my mother’s parents, brother 

and sister. 

 

Today, all that remains of the original NSC property are three cabins:  our family home (#10), a 

small cabin on the east side of the property (#8) and one of the two larger cabins that were on 

the southern point near the lagoon (#11).  The foundations for the garage and the old school 

are still visible as well. 
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Pilot-Independent Newspaper Interview with Dad, October 29, 1980 
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North Star Camp Brochure, about 1940 
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Letter from Bill Spain, Jr. to Future Wife, Evelyn Ralya in 1923 
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Account of Great Grandfather’s Death 

In July of 1869, Schuyler Gates and his wife sold their property in Kilbourn (now known as 

Wisconsin Dells) and with $2,200 in cash they commenced a trip down the Wisconsin River.  

While camping on an island near Arena, two masked men attacked Schuyler and his wife. The 

attack left Gates unconscious, and as the bandits made off with their belongings and money, 

they also assaulted Mary Ann, and tied her to a tree.   Mary Ann was able to free herself. She 

then got her husband into a boat and headed down the river to a nearby farm house.  

He slowly healed, and was able to testify before a grand jury. The couple believed they were 

attacked by the locally notorious bandit Pat Wildrick and his partner Pat Welch. Wildrick was a 

well-known name around the area and was commonly associated with violence and crime. So it 

was not a surprise to anyone when the Columbia County Sheriff arrested him.  

In early September of 1869, Wildrick, under arrest for the Gates attack, hired an attorney from 

Portage named William Henry Spain. Mr. Wildrick was freed on bail at the time, and beat up his 

drinking buddy, stole five dollars and again, was arrested. It was around this time when 

Schuyler Gates was found dead across a railroad bridge. 

Feelings were already running high and only escalated when 

Wildrick’s short tempered attorney, William Henry Spain, had a 

run-in with his old rival Mr. Barney Britt. Spain held a grudge 

against Britt since their days as soldiers in Company D, 19th 

Wisconsin Infantry in the Civil War. Spain pulled out a pistol, shot 

and killed Mr. Britt. Spain was already unpopular for associating 

with Wildrick. His popularity only lessened from there on out. 

Seeking refuge from an angry mob, Spain turned himself in to the 

Portage Marshall and was then locked up. The mob soon broke 

down the doors, dragged Spain down Wisconsin Street to a large 

oak tree and hung him. The entire incident from the time Britt was 

shot to the time Spain was hung only lasted mere minutes. 

The very next evening, about 150 men assembled outside the jail. They forcefully opened the 

door, tied up the sheriff, unlocked Wildrick’s cell, and dragged him to a nearby tree and hung 

him as well.  


