Dennis Johnston’s Memories of Elm Beach Resort

By Jackie Johnston

I interviewed Denny about his memories of Elm Beach Resort and owner Bud Epple and his wife Bernice in May 2005. Here are some of his memories.

Denny can’t remember a time in his early life when they started going to Elm Beach Resort on Lake Sarah.  He thinks it may have been before he was born.  His father Marvin built flat bottom wooden boats for Bud in his garage in Minneapolis with his best friend Harry Wigands.  So there were many trips to the resort to deliver the boats.

Denny remembers going there as a toddler and also watching his father build the boats.

Every weekend, the Johnston’s (Marvin, Ethel and Denny) would come out to Lake Sarah.  They would start out on Saturday morning and Denny would fish off the rock wall that Frenchy Swatzke, of Delano, had built out of scraps from the Delano Granite Works.  They would stay until the resort closed for the night at 1:00 a.m. and drive back to Minneapolis and come back the next morning for another day at the resort.  Denny loved to come out and fish and looked forward to the weekends.

Later, the Johnston’s bought a couple of cabins on Lake Sarah.  It now makes up the property at 4560 So. Lake Sarah Drive.  They spent every weekend at the cabin but they also went to Elm Beach for the evening.

Denny worked there one season when he was thirteen.  He said those wooden boats were very heavy and it was hard to clean them so Bud rigged up a lift so he could handle them better. He would get up at the crack of dawn to clean the boats.

Bud Epple told of how he used to clean the props on the big excursion boats on the lake.  He also had a lot of pictures of the large walleyes people had caught.  One was the largest walleye he had ever seen.  They would hang up the walleye catch of the day on the side of their two car garage and it would cover the whole wall of the garage.

It was Bud Epple that took the hook out of Marvin Johnston’s head.  He and Denny were fishing in one of the boats and Denny was casting a basserino.  The bait hit Marvin in the head and hooked him.  So Marvin docked at Elm Beach and Bud cut off the barb with a pair of side cutters and pulled out the hook.  Marvin and Denny went back out on the lake to continue fishing.  Marvin always wore a hat after that when he went fishing and so does Denny.

They also went to Elm Beach in the winter.  Bud ran a lottery on when the ice would go off the lake.  The usual date number was April 15th.

He tells of one story in which Beamish (of Beamish resorts) used to fly his plane over the lake and buzz the fishermen in the boats. He would come so close sometimes that the end of the fishing poll could touch the fuselage.  This really made some people very angry.  One man who was nicknamed Cowboy and who was a frequent visitor to Elm Beach resort with his wife Lula Belle, became so angry that he said he was going to shoot Beamish.  Cowboy and Lula Belle were known to be a rowdy couple. Another man who had overheard that, went to Cowboy’s home to gather up his guns so he would have time to cool down.  It took him 45 minutes to an hour to get all the guns.  He needed a pickup truck to haul them all away.  Cowboy lived somewhere on Lake Sarah Road, south of County Road 11.  He apparently cooled down and his guns were returned and Beamish lived to not to fly another day because he lost his pilots licence.  Whether all this is true or it gained something in the telling is not clear but it is one of the legends of Lake Sarah.

When Denny was 14, he got a job at Shady Beach working for Milton (Mac) Makousky.  His son Mike went into the Marines and that left them short handed.  Denny took over his work at the resort.  He liked working there.  Mac was great to work for and the aluminum boats were much easier to clean.  He worked there for four years.

After he started working at Shady Beach, his parents started to frequent that resort more and Elm Beach less.  Bud had all the boats he needed so Marvin was free to spend his spare time fishing.

Elm Beach was next to Chong’s just down from the boat landing. When it stopped functioning as a resort, the property was sold to the Loefflers.

The resorts were the main place to launch boats in those days.  The public boat landing was just a strip of land that was difficult to launch from and rarely if ever used.  It lies in Greenfield and when the resorts started closing, it was improved for public use.

There was a boat landing on the other side of the lake too but it may have been vacated by the city.  We don’t have any other information on that.

All the resorts printed the name of the resort on the boats so it was interesting to read all the names when they went by.  There wasn’t much water skiing on the lake in those days.  It was mainly a fishing lake.  It was a quiet ride around the lake and lots of open lakeshore and trees.  There was open farmland and woods.  There were a few cabins in addition to the resorts but not many year around homes until the late 60’s.  

One summer it wasn’t very quiet however.  Mac and Dorothy Makousky’s son-in-law, Lowell Miller,  had a hydroplane and he would bring it out and go up and down the lake.  It was really a sight to see and very noisy.  It wasn’t terribly popular as it traveled pretty fast and the fishermen hated it.  That was the summer of ’63.  I worked at Shady Beach that summer.

Marvin and Ethel built their home in 1965.  They gave their old cabin to us and we put it on the lot we bought from Mac.  We were supposed to have lake access along with the other four homes on the top of the hill.  Mac said he had set up an easement behind the boathouse.  There is a strip of land set apart there but he never got around to registering it as an easement or putting it in our Torrence.  He was a sweet man but hated dealing with paperwork.  He died a year later and his wife Dorothy continued to run the resort for a few years. We built our home in 1969 and tore down the cabin.  

I never visited Elm Beach Resort and we don’t know what happened to Bud and Bernice Epple but Denny has fond memories of his years at Elm Beach.  They are tied in with favorite childhood memories of fishing on Lake Sarah.

