Memories of My Summer of 1969 at the Canoe Base

By

Alan Abrahamson

The following is my story of the summer of ’69 at the Region Seven Canoe Base.  Affectionately called “The Canoe Base” as if there was only one canoe base in the Boy Scouts.  

I arrived to the base a couple of days early from my scheduled reporting date, as that is when my ride could take me up north.  But I was welcomed with open arms and a list of chores to do to get the base ready for the summer.  After a few peaceful days of cleaning, painting, and cleaning some more we got a few days of rest.  Ah yes I remember it well, all of us party trainers got to go on a four day canoe trip, led by the voyageur trainers.

On our first day of the trip we got up at the crack of dawn, learned to cook bacon and eggs, and pack our equipment.  We then went to the quartermaster shed got our canoes and paddles.  We walked the canoes in the water to campsite #1 where we got to do a swim test, practice canoe strokes until we were blue in the face, and learned to tip our canoes over in beautiful White Sand Lake.  Actually considering Northern Wisconsin in the middle of June warms up to about 50 degrees and we’re talking morning yet maybe it was the water that made our faces turn blue. 

Finally the anticipated moment, as we’re off.  Paddling out on White Sand Lake to our first portage, not the easy one at the En Dah Win resort, but the hard one before the resort.  Through a make shift trail that hasn’t seen any one on it except for last years party trainers a year before.  Up the hill and watch out for the falling rocks that the persons in front dislodged.  Then across the road, down the hill, and back into the water for our first outpost campsite.  

Here we were treated to the Voyageur trainers setting up camp.  But then they took it all back down again, why you ask?  Because it was then our turn to reset it back up again and again and again until we got it right several times, plus tell how to do it at the same time.

It was then back into the water for more canoe practice, strokes and swamping.  By this time the water had warmed up some as we’re talking in the afternoon and a smaller lake.  Actually the bath did seem to be needed after a hard day of work.  After a fine supper of dehydrated food, we got to reset up camp again.

Well darkness fell and I would like to say we got to sit around the campfire and sing.  But, in the tradition of the canoe base, fires were used for cooking and then put out.  So instead of singing words it was more like snoring out of tune for us all.

Ah I remember dreaming and then a sudden stop as morning broke.  At least I think it was morning, all I remember it was too dark to tell.  After praises to the cook and complaints to the dishwashers we got to take camp down, load up the canoes and paddle to the other end of the lake where we got to practice our portaging skills again.

Yep, half the crew carrying the canoes and the half of the crew carrying two packs each.  One in front and one in back.  I was told this was for balance, I guess this way if we were to fall we would only go to one side or the other.

Back into the water on the other side of the trail and we got to canoe to our campsite.  At the risk of being redundant we got to set up camp, take it down and reset up camp again and again and again, plus get to say how and what we are doing.

From that point on it was more canoe practice, supper, dishes, more canoe practice, and one more time setting up camp.  Actually I would have rather just slept out under the stars instead of setting up camp again so we could snore out of tune another night.

Well morning came again.  At least it did sometime after we were up for awhile.  After breakfast we got to take down camp, pack our gear, and load up the canoes.  Across the lake to our next portage, into the next lake and we got to repeat yesterday again.  The only thing different other than the dehydrated menu choice was the fact that putting up camp was needed, as in that liquid sunshine I’d bet my sweat socks that there was some white flakes.

Well as morning came to us all, we got to repeat the day before.  Yea you’re right, breakfast, take down camp, load the canoes, paddle across the lake, onto the portage trail back into the next lake.

I think I lost count as the days blended into each other I can’t remember if we are now back at the base or we had another day out.  Anyway, we were back at the base by Saturday, and after putting away all of the gear we were treated to a sauna.  At least I think it was suppose to be a treat.  I know they said something about they didn’t want us to catch a cold and they wanted us to get our voices back as we were training again the next day.  At least this time the training was different instead of doing it under the watchful eye and guided ear of the voyageur trainers, we got to do it for real with 14-17 year old kids, who hung on our every word as though it was gospel.    

The next day, Sunday we got to sleep in late, as our crews were not expected to arrive until 1:00pm in the afternoon.  After rising and shinning the only responsibility we had was to make sure our campsite was clean and the wood pile contained a four foot long, two foot high pile of wood.  That is squaw wood, kindling, and quarter and half split wood.

We always had to make sure the woodpile was there before the crews arrived.  For the most part the last crew to leave the campsite had to rebuild the pile before they left and when you checked you may have added a piece or two.  However, there was a strange breed of animal that lived in a different part of camp.  They were called Wood badgers, and sometimes your woodpile seemed to disappear between 11:00am and 1:00pm.  Humm, lunchtime?

The Wood badgers, were actually adult Scouters, who came to the base to live for a week at a time, getting an opportunity to camp like a boy.  They came from all over Michigan, Indiana, Wisconsin, and Illinois.  I don’t know if you see the connection MI WI, didn’t stand for Michigan and Wisconsin, but from the four states that made up Region 7.  Some of the earlier issues of Canoe Base patches contained those letters.

At that time, the only Region 7 Wood Badge training site was at the Canoe Base.  They did about 8 different sessions each summer.

The staff at the canoe base didn’t really have much interaction with the Wood badgers, as they were off in their own world.  As the Wood badgers did all of their meal cooking over an open fire, they had wood gathers and there were times, periodically that our woodpiles disappeared, as mentioned above.

Other times we got to see the Wood badgers was on Thursday, the party trainers night off.  As we were sitting around the swamp, our place of abode, not the place where the frogs hang out we got to see groups of 6 – 8 men walking down the road, with back packs on their backs, singing something about going back to Gillwell, Happy Land, and working their ticket if they can.  With all of the canoeing and traveling I did around the area back then I never did come across a Town called Gillwell.  I have since found the happy land and have since worked my ticket several times.  Even the staffers have to work a ticket.

One other time we interacted with the Wood Badgers was this time that a gentleman by the name of John Hedquist came to the base operations.  Shortly afterwards as much staff as could be rounded up was told that there was a nuisance bear up at the Wood Badge site.  We were told that the bear was about 6’00” and 450 pounds, you know the typical size that someone reports a bear to be when ever they see one.  It came out later that the cook for one of the wood badge patrols seen the bear earlier in the day, breakfast time, and thought the best way to get rid of it was to feed it.  They again got an uninvited guest for lunch.  Well it was getting near to suppertime and the cook finally decided to tell one of the Wood Badge Staffers about this bear.

A call to the local game warden brought him out and based on the description and that fact that the bear most likely lost it’s fear of man it was his decision that the bear had to be hunted.  As I alluded to earlier a bunch of us staffers were grouped together and were used to drive the woods.  The Canoe Base staffers were lined up about 10 feet apart from each other.  We walked into the woods and someone yelled to one of our staffers, not to move, as the bear was right in front of him.  I believe he was from Kansas and no he didn’t run that far, but that was the last time we saw him on the hunt.    Unfortunately for the bear he wasn’t the 6’00” 450 lbs variety but a small yearling.

I met John Hedquist again about 15-16 years later.  While we were talking I told him I thought I knew him from somewhere, we couldn’t figure it out until the bear story came out.

Speaking of bears, I was asked one fine evening to help take the garbage to the Boulder Junction Dump.  As it was the first time I helped to take out the garbage I thought it would have been done in a class c uniform.  When I showed up behind the dining hall in blue jeans and tee shirt, I was out of place as everyone else had on their class A uniforms.  Well a quick change and we were off.  I couldn’t understand why we wore class A’s until I got there.  Ever see the John Candy movie The Great Outdoors.  There was a parking lot at the dump, with spectators.  They were there to watch the bears feed.  There were two or three guys in the cab of the pick-up and about 5 of us in the back.  The bears came out of the woods, just before the driver got the pick-up got stuck in the sand.  Luckily there were enough of us to push the truck out and we were off.

Well the summer was spent upgrading my culture.  Over in the staff lounge there was plenty of reading material to improve your brainpower.  My hero’s went from John Wayne and Audey Murphy to more down to earth people.  These people included; Thor the God of Thunder, The Incredible Hulk, The Swamp Thing, Superman, and the Fantastic Four.  I read so many comic books that summer, I even wrote a comic book in my sleep one night.  Other than comic books the staff lounge was good for something else.  We had a Malt maker and we could make a chocolate malt or what other flavor was available at the time for the cost of a pint of ice cream, 15 cents or get a bottle of pop for a nickel.

My best friend from the canoe base was the assistant cook, Bruce.  Actually if you’re ever in a situation like this, one of the better people to know is on the cook staff.  I have to admit at least when I wasn’t on the trail I didn’t go hungry.  

On one of our days off the staff was going into Minocqua to go to the movies.  Bruce and I were accused of being uncultured.  We thought we all were going to see True Grit in Woodruff.  The rest of the staff actually was going to see Funny Lady.  Well Bruce and I were dropped off in Woodruff and we got to see John Wayne and Glenn Campbell in action.  After the movie Bruce and I had to walk to Minocqua to meet up with the rest of the staff.  Woodruff and Minocqua were two separate towns back then.  Now there are more businesses between them than what are in the towns.

On the way back Bruce and I thought about eating at the Paul Bunyun Cook Shanty.   We talked ourselves out of it and landed in some restaurant which is now since gone.  It would have been cheaper to eat at Paul Bunyon as we both ended up ordering two full dinners each at the restaurant. 

Gee it sounds like all I ever did was eat.  But that was far from the truth.  I was a track star at the time and I weighed 145 lbs soaking wet.  Where did those days go?

We were blessed as we had a rock group at the base.  They called themselves the CB 3 (Canoe Base Three).  Periodically during the summer they would perform.  These guys were good.  They sounded exactly just like the original groups.   I remember the drummer working up a sweat as he pounded out the drum solo to the Iron Butterfly’s In God Da Vida.  Like I said these guys sounded just like the original groups.  But then they had ice cream buckets turned upside down for drums and guitars made from paneling.  It must have been the record player behind them that made it sound so realistic.

Base operations threw a party for the whole staff.  They said it was their turn to act crazy like the trainers got to do all summer long.  Never laughed so long in my whole life.  Although a lot of what they did escapes me now, man what I could have done with a camcorder.  Some of what I can remember was the CB 3 performing.  We also had a Ballerina do a dance for us.  He weighed in about 250 lbs and twirled to the music of the song called the Elephant walk.  Then there was the striptease act.  There were 3 or 4 naked chicks dancing for us.  Actually they were dressed (?) chickens on puppet strings, moving around to the music of the Stripper.      

Part of Base Operations, we called them BO for short was the Public Relations Department, PR for short.  However, PR also stood for the Phantom Rabbit, who invaded our camp on a regular basis.  Never could tell whose U trol, underwear to those who don’t know what U trol is, would be flying form the flag pole in the morning.  The Phantom Rabbit did other things to, to make life at camp interesting.  I’m sure he got blamed for a lot of things that he didn’t do as well. 

The groups that came up to the Base to enjoy the Wisconsin North woods were really just great.  I don’t remember hearing of any problems with any of the groups.  Each trainer got at least two groups per week to work with.  There were three sessions per week so sometimes you got three groups.  Even though I shouldn’t remember the names of any of the groups I worked with, I still do remember one leaders name, Richard Phillips I believe he was from Chicago.  Why I don’t know, but if he should ever read this, Hello.  

One of the groups I taught, we were going through the base equipment, getting that packed up in the number three Duluth packs.  When the group representatives came back with the 6 boxes of meals for the week, I went into my speal about how good the food actually is.  As we were leaving the area all packed up another trainer was talking about the food to his group.  My group’s leader made a comment to me about how all the trainers must have been taught the same as the other trainer was saying the same words I did to his group.  

The groups that came to the base sent a scout, about four days in advance of the rest of the party.  He would be treated to some of the fine training under the guidance of a voyageur trainer, like I mentioned earlier in the story.  Some of the trainers should have been allowed to wear Smokey the bear hats instead of baseball caps, as their dispositions were about the same.  One such lucky group was picked up at the Railroad and bus stations and brought to the base.  There they were relaxing in the Voyager group barracks, when the door was kicked open.  In walked in some of our fine trainers who began their basic training routine.  After about 30 minutes of this and then teaching the voyageurs several knots they were expected to know by morning a head count was taken.  There was one too many Scouts.  Every one of them said they belonged there.  The mystery was finally solved the next morning when they all had to get up before dawn.  The extra person came forth to ask what this all had to do with dish washing.  It was finally figured out that he was to go to the local YMCA camp as a dishwasher and he ended up with us.  

The outdoor skills we learned at the Base, will stick with me probably forever.  I still put the axe sheath in my back pocket when I take it off the axe.  It gets to me when I hear someone calling a paddle an oar.  I can still go through the rendition of this is a canoe paddle it propels a canoe.  It is not an oar and it doesn’t propel a boat.  The parts of the paddle are the grip, the loom or shaft, the throat, the blade, and the tip.  Never put the tip into the ground, otherwise sand and other debris can work its way into the grain of the tip and split the blade.  Then there’s MABL LABI you know medical check, ability groups, buddy check, lifeguard, adult supervision, bottom check, and intelligent discipline, almost any of the training demo’s are still almost second nature to me.

I am sure that I rambled on long enough so I will close for now.  If anyone reads this and remembers me drop me an e-mail and say Hi.

