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Dedication

To the memory of my father and Carol, who both loved “our” lakes—JCS

To the memory of my parents, Ralph and Coral, who loved the Upper Peninsula—DKL
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Key to Summers at the Lake Points of Interest Map

1. Colwell Lake (Introduction; Chapters 1, 2, 4, 5, 8)

2. Crooked Lake (Introduction; Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8)

3. Seney: Seney National Wildlife Refuge (Chapter 6)

4. Grand Marais: Lake Superior Brewing Company at Dunes Saloon, Pickle Barrel Museum (Chapter 6)

5. Au Sable Point: Au Sable Light Station (Chapter 6)
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7. Lakenenland (Chapter 6)
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9. Escanaba: Hereford and Hops Steak House and BrewPub, Upper Hand Brewery (Chapter 6)

10. Peninsula Point (Chapter 8)

11. Fayette Historical Village (Chapters 6, 8)
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Preface – The Little Cabin in the Big Woods

In 1985, Carol and I bought a cabin beside Crooked Lake in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. We called it “The Little Cabin in the Big Woods.” Since then, I, along with family members and close friends, have spent all or parts of extended summers at the cabin. We have enjoyed being on the lake and by its shore, have visited nearby towns, immersed ourselves in the scenery, and benefited from learning about history through the many historic sites.

Most of the essays in Summers at the Lake are presentations of memories, moments, and musings of and about people, places, and events that have made Crooked Lake summers so special to me and my family. There are also some comparisons between times at Crooked Lake and the years of my boyhood when summers were spent at Shawnigan Lake on Vancouver Island, British Columbia. I have also included a few of the pieces that my father, Art Stott, a columnist for the Victoria Daily Times, wrote about those childhood summers.

No two summers at a lake are the same: the weather can be blisteringly hot one year or miserably moist another; the blueberry crop, a bonanza one year and non-existent another. Old neighbors leave and new ones move in. Children grow up, their youthful enthusiasms replaced by those of their own children. A loon family may survive intact one year, while in another an adult, a chick, or both may be killed. But, underlying these variables, there is an enduring rhythm to a lakeside summer. I have tried to evoke this rhythm in individual pieces and have arranged essays from different years in a way that suggests the natural progression of the seasons. The moments and memories presented here are my own. But I hope that they will evoke for readers memories of similar incidents and feelings at other lakes and at other times.






Introduction – Rainy Day Magic

For the third straight day, it’s cold, rainy, and windy at the lake. Only the dogs want to go outside—they are anxious to splash through the puddles that are growing larger on the path to the dock. In spite of the weather, I don’t feel grumpy; I recall the old saying that every cloud has a silver lining, and I remember two wonderful times when that saying came true for us.

In late June 1971, we rented a tent trailer and spent our first night camping at a State Park on the Lower Peninsula of Michigan. The weather was fine; we established a very close relationship with our neighbors, whose tent was pitched only a few feet from our trailer; and we increased our stamina by hiking and pushing Clare’s overloaded stroller along the bumpy path to the beach, which was over a quarter of a mile away.

That night, Carol brought out a very thick Michigan camping guide she’d bought. “Here’s something interesting,” she said and then read a short paragraph about a primitive campground at Colwell Lake in an Upper Peninsula National Forest. There were pit toilets and no electricity, but each site fronted onto the water.

The next morning, the weather had turned cold and rainy as we pulled off M-94 and a vigorous north wind was churning Colwell Lake into whitecaps. I stopped in front of a vacant campsite and Carol got out to look around. She walked through the trees toward the lake and when she returned, she was smiling. “We’ve been looking for this kind of place for years.”

The weather didn’t improve very much over the next few days, but we knew we’d found our spot. Even when we moved from Kalamazoo to Edmonton, Canada, and the drive to Colwell Lake became two-and-a-half days instead of eight hours, we never wanted to camp anywhere else.

In 1985, we rediscovered the truth about rainy days and silver linings. We’d made the long drive from Western Canada to Colwell Lake where we were meeting up with very close friends—Bob, Barb, and Diane from Kalamazoo and Jan and Craig from Kingston, Ontario.


We’d planned very carefully and, to make the week somewhat luxurious, we rented a motor home from a guy in Marquette. But things didn’t work out as smoothly as scheduled. The motor home was a piece of junk: the generator wouldn’t hold a charge and so the fridge didn’t work, and you need a screwdriver to open the door from the inside. At least it didn’t leak. The friend Clare had brought along from Edmonton was not a happy camper, especially when she discovered that there was no electricity for her hair dryer. Then the two of them had a falling out when both developed crushes on the teenage boy camping next door.

And so, on a day like today—cold, rainy and windy—Clare, Craig and Jan, and I decided to take a walk to Crooked Lake, the next one over from the campground. On earlier camping trips, when it was too cold to be at the beach, we’d often walked there and fantasized about how nice it would be to have one of the cabins. We never thought that could happen.

Just as we were about to turn around and head back to the campground, we saw a for-sale sign at the end of a driveway. We knocked on the door of the cabin, asked the owner the price, and, when we found out how low it was, I made an offer on the spot. Our cloud that day did have a silver lining.

Now, I try never to complain about wet, windy weather. Because of two rainy days, we’ve had countless golden moments that have been transmuted into priceless memories.
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	Dreaming and Arriving





In autumn and early winter, after I’ve closed up camp and returned to Albuquerque, the city of the pavements gray, the lake seems incredibly distant in both time and space, seems almost to be unreal. But in mid-winter, as the days gradually lengthen and the sun’s warmth increases, I find myself thinking about the place where I’ll be arriving when the snows have melted and the white petals of the service berries have floated gently to the ground. As the countdown to the time of departure begins, I begin planning and preparation. The journey is a happy one, filled with the pleasures of anticipation. The incidents of travel and arrival may vary in details, but emotions stirred are always similar: an increasing excitement of returning to and reconnecting with the life of a place I have loved for so many decades.

Dreaming of Trails

Last night, I sat before a small winter fire watching the flames flicker and then turn into glowing coals. I’d been reading one of my Christmas gifts, Robert Moor’s On Trails: an Exploration, an interesting collection of autobiographical, historical, descriptive, philosophical and meditative essays structured around an account of his hiking the 2,193 mile Appalachian Trail.

My mind wandered to the Little Cabin in the Big Woods, and I started to doze, dreaming of trails. It frequently happens sometime in January when I realize that in four or five months, I’ll be arriving back at Crooked Lake. Then I start envisioning the trails I’ll be walking, pedaling, or paddling along when I get there. These won’t be major expeditions, just short excursions along familiar paths.

The first path will be down to and then along the lakeshore. I think about the excitement I’ll feel as I reach the dock and see how high or low the water level is. Then I’ll stroll along the shore noticing where the long green blades of the iris plants will soon thrust above the water, bringing their promise of blue flowers to come. I’ll check to see if the wild rose bush has made it through the winter, remembering how, many springs ago, I’d go early each morning to pick a bud, bring it home, put it in a brandy snifter, and place it on the table where Carol and I would sit, sipping our coffee and looking out the window at the light of the rising sun playing on the trees across the lake.
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Fig. 1-1: Wild Rose

Later in the day, I’ll pedal my old bike along two different trails. On the first, a two track behind our place, I’ll go very slowly, casting my eyes right and left, looking for clumps of blueberry bushes. If I arrive earlier in the season, there will be little white blossoms; if it’s later, there will be young berries, hard little green bbs. But I’ll be able to forecast how bountiful the harvest will be in late July.

Late in the afternoon, I’ll put on my bright yellow safety vest and pedal out to the highway to pick up the Mining Journal. If there’s not too much traffic and I’m fortunate, I may see reminders I’m biking through a wild forest: a deer bounding across the road ahead of me before crashing through the underbrush; a snapping turtle planting itself defiantly in the middle of the road, glaring angrily as if daring me to pass; a small owl on a branch twisting its head to get a better look at the strange wheeled creature who’s going “whoo, whoo” at it.

And finally, I’ll imagine a morning when the lake is calm and, for the first time of the season, I’ll follow its invisible trails, paddling a few strokes and then gliding through the mist rising from the water, enjoying the aroma of someone’s breakfast bacon carried by the slight breeze, feeling the thrill of the sudden and brief appearance of a loon’s head, or smiling at the harsh squawks of a far-off sand hill crane, whose laryngitis-like calls belie its stately nature.

My head drops to my chest, my book falls from my hands onto the floor. I snap awake. The fire has turned into embers. I pick up the book, turn out the lights, and head to bed, thinking that in several weeks, these reveries will be realities.

Sounds in the Night

Last night, I was awakened by the piercing and angry snarl of a motorcycle as it jack-rabbited out from a stop sign onto a main Albuquerque street not far away. Had the cyclist many miles to go before he could sleep? Or was he taking joy at killing the peaceful slumbers of people living close to the stop sign?

Twenty minutes later, the mournful wail of a police siren filled the night. Had there been a serious, even fatal auto accident? Had there been yet another murder in this large southwestern city?

And then, not long after, came the POP, POP, POP of gunfire from the place, a few blocks to the east, that the locals call the “War Zone.” Had angry words been exchanged in the parking lot of a bar, and had someone tried to punctuate the words of the argument with a Saturday night special? Or had a driver slowed down to fire at the front windows of what he thought was the home of an enemy?

When the quiet returned, I thought about what sounds I might hear if it were late spring and I were awake at a lake so far away.

Perhaps the haunting ululations of a loon would float across the water, as a partner signaled to its mate that all was well and that it would soon be back at the nest to warm the eggs that would crack open with new life in a few days.

Perhaps the leaves of the popple outside my window rustle in the predawn breeze or a pine cone hits the roof with a soft thud and rolls across the shingles and lands on the ground where a few of its seeds might sprout into tiny young trees.

Or perhaps the scolding of a squirrel who is not really scolding, but announcing to whomever it has awakened that the new day was coming and that it was great to be noisily alive.


And, with these sounds in my mind, I drifted back to sleep.

Counting Sleeps
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