Vintage Cabins & Cottages on Pelican Lake – The Elmer Gantry Cabin
by Dr. James D. Henderson
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erhaps the one of the best-known residents on Pelican Lake, at least for a brief
time, was the American novelist Sinclair Lewis. By the time Lewis showed up
on the north shore of the lake in 1926, he had already made a name for himself
with the publication of Mainstreet and Mantrap to name a few.
The story of how he got to Pelican Lake begins with a man named Robert Brooke
Hamilton. In 1920, Hamilton, a Minneapolis grain buyer and later the owner of the
infamous Deauville Club casino, acquired 5 acres of land along the northern shoreline of
Pelican Lake. A year later, in 1921, he acquired the remaining portion of Government
Lot 2 through a sheriff's sale when the land owned by Arnold Kalland, a Brainerd
resident, went into foreclosure. Hamilton was also a friend of Captain Billy Fawcett who
bought land on the lake and built Breezy Point Lodge. In fact, it was Hamilton who
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helped Fawcett select the site for his lodge and in the 1920s became the casino
operator of the Pelican Club at Breezy Point.
Fawcett had met Harry Sinclair Lewis at Breezy Point in May 1926 and introduced him to his friend Bob
Hamilton. Lewis had been looking for a couple of north woods cabins where he could work on a new novel that
would be called Elmer Gantry. Hamilton was looking for summer renters for his property at the north end of the
lake. A deal was made and Lewis, Rev. L.M. Birkhead, a Unitarian pastor, who was providing him with
background information on his book research, Birkhead's wife and son Kenneth along with a Hawaiian cook,
moved in on June 3rd.
Across America's cities the "Roaring Twenties" were going full tilt. It was a time for wine, women and song,
free flowing whiskey and wild gambling. The visitors to northern Minnesota's Breezy Point Lodge weren't
missing out either and Sinclair Lewis was one of them. He loved the Lodge and all it had to offer. When he
wasn't partying he was back at the Hamilton cabin writing about Elmer Gantry.
People down in Minneapolis
thought Lewis was "roughing it in
the north woods." They'd heard he
was writing his novel somewhere
in a tent along a lakeshore. That
was a bit of a stretch–actually his
writing was done in a cabin with no
roof. The top half of the building,
at the time, was made of canvas. A
well-equipped cottage next door
was where the renters slept and
cooked with all the modern
conveniences of the time.
As fall approached Lewis
began to think about moving into
winter quarters. He was getting
bored with the guests at Breezy
Point and the locals were beginning
to take a dim view of his wild
drinking. In September he left
Pelican Lake for good; Elmer
Gantry was half-finished. The
author led a storied life. He died in
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Italy in 1951 at age 65 from the
aerial view where Sinclair Lewis wrote part of Elmer Gantry.
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effects of chronic alcoholism.

ABOVE RIGHT - Frame cottage where Lewis
and his friends stayed during the summer of
1926. Part of the cottage was on the property
when Hamilton acquired the land in 1920.
BELOW LEFT - Ground level view of the cabin
on the Hamilton property where Sinclair Lewis
wrote part of Elmer Gantry. The structure dates
to the early 1920s. Originally the upper half of
the building was covered with a canvas tent. The
9x12 ft. building was constructed with 2x4 stud
walls covered with pine shiplap boards and set
on concrete blocks. The exterior walls on the
door side and the remaining top portions have
been replaced with clapboard siding. Cabin tents
were popular in north woods resorts in the early
20th century and are still in use in some
locations today. Authors' photos.

ABOVE - Interior view where Lewis did his writing. While the
original furniture is long gone, only a chair, desk and a period
typewriter occupy the interior of the cabin tent where Lewis
wrote in 1926. Author's photo.
LEFT - An example of a present day cabin tent.
The author thanks Bob Hamilton who provided much of the
information for this article and the recollections of Lewis's
niece, Isabel Lewis Agrell from a book by John Koblas, Sinclair
Lewis: Home at Last, 1981.
Dr. Henderson is collecting information and old photos of resorts,
cabins and cottages around Pelican Lake for future articles in the
PLA newsletter. If you have photos or information you’d like to
share with our readers please email Jim Henderson at
james7122@gmail.com.

