Early Sailing Days on Pelican Lake
By Dr. James D. Henderson
Most property owners and visitors would be surprised to know Pelican Lake has
hosted sail boat races for over 100 years. Marjorie Wilson Richison in her book
Living Near to Nature’s Heart: The History of the Pelican Lake Outing Club describes
the early days of sailing on the lake. Just when the first sailboat was launched off the
shore of Lincoln Point has been lost to history, but by 1907 Mr. Dickey, the
passenger agent for the Great Northern Railroad, had donated a silver cup to the
PLOC to be given as a traveling trophy to the winner of each year’s race. So began
the Pelican Lake Yacht Club that still holds its annual event each July 4th weekend.
Early wood rowboats, sailboats and even a launch were purchased by Pelican Lake
Outing Club members from Orlo W. Van Doren in Merrifield and George W. Wilson,
Brainerd. Van Doren homesteaded a little over 40 acres in 1904 on the north shore
of Lake Edward. Wilson worked in the Northern Pacific shops in Brainerd according
to the 1907 Brainerd City Directory. The 1910 US Census lists Van Doren as a farmer
and in 1920 as a boat builder. He also was a resort owner and a fishing guide. By
1930 he was working as a mechanic in a Merrifield garage. Van Dorn died in 1937.
About the time Lincoln,
Nebraska folks were
settling into their summer
quarters on the Point,
another group of
Cornhuskers with Seward
origins were setting up
camp along the south
shore of the lake. One of
these was Henry B.
Babson. Babson, a wealthy
entrepreneur, investor in
phonograph technology
and notable Arabian horse
breeder grew up in
Seward County and
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1907. A gaff-rigged scow with a pointed bow, her hull looked
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and was a principle in the
Babson Brothers Company, a mercantile and catalog mail order firm similar to Sears,
Roebuck. He also was an avid sailor of custom sailboats, particularly on the Great
Lakes.

Babson purchased 46 acres of land at the south end of Pelican Lake in September
1921 from Charles J. Fredrickson, a Saint Louis County, Minnesota contractor. It’s
possible Fredrickson built Babson’s home on the south shore of Pelican Lake. On
July 10, 1932 Babson sold the west 300 feet of the east ½ of Government Lot 3 to
Mercedes B. Cattle, the wife of Robert T. Cattle, a banker and farmer from Seward,
NB.
One of the biggest wood boats to
sail on Pelican Lake was a large
scow with a pointed bow known as
the “Old Maid”. Today the rotting
remains lie on the south shore of
the lake and measures 30 feet 3
inches long stern to bow with a 9
foot beam. It had bronze or brass
bilge (lee) boards that were
removed long ago. The mast and
boom are currently stored in a pole
barn at the north end of the lake.
The local story is that Henry Babson
had her shipped from the east coast
(some say Chesapeake Bay others
Long Island) or maybe Michigan by
rail to Pelican Lake in the early
1920s. According to Platt Hubbell he built a storage shed on his property at the
south end of Pelican Lake to house the
boat, which no longer remains on the
property now owned by the Freytag’s.
While a few brass fittings remain on the
hull, there is no evidence as to who the
boat builder was. After Babson sold his
property on Pelican, the boat seems to
have come into the hands of Judd
Thomas, another Seward, Nebraska
ABOVE - The sloop-rigged Old Maid under
sail, circa 1932. Photo courtesy of Dave &
Jeane Jones.
RIGHT - Today, Henry Babson’s old scow
lies rotting on the south shore of Pelican
Lake. Mother Nature is slowly reclaiming the
90-year old hull as evidenced by the pine
trees growing out of her cockpit where long
ago sailors once sat. Author’s photo.

resident who also had a summer home on Pelican’s south beach. After Thomas died,
his estate was transferred to the University of Nebraska and later purchased by Bill
Hodder. Platt Hubbell, Thomas’s neighbor to the west, acquired the mast and boom
when Thomas’s home was torn down. The sails seem to have wound up in the
possession of Steve Wiewel, Hubbell’s neighbor to the north.

The tapered hollow mast measures 44 feet in length and the boom 19 ft. 3 in. The brass fitting
and braided rope lines remain attached to the mast. Both appear to be constructed from Sitka
spruce. It is believed that this may be the boat’s second mast, and that it was originally gaffrigged. Author’s photo.

According to information provided by Fred Ferris, a life-long PLOC member on
Lincoln Point since 1940, he recalled sailing on it in 1954 with Babe Tompkins (the
former owner of Platt Hubbell’s property) along with nine Pelican Lake kids. That
summer he said Tompkins sailed it daily at 10 am, 2 pm and 4 pm. He claimed
stepping the 45 foot 400 hundred pound mast was quite a feat. They made a Jack
pine tripod and Aubrey Kerr climbed it to get the mast set in place. Its last voyage
appears to be either in 1964 or 1970 depending on who you talk to. Today the
remains of the Old Maid lie rotting in the woods on the south shore of the lake, a
fleeting memory of the days when really big boats once sailed on Pelican.
_______________________________

The author is collecting information and old photos of resorts and lake views 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.

