


University of Nebraska - Lincoln
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln

Theses and Dissertations in Geography Geography Program (SNR)

March 2013

A Historical Geography of Sand Island 1870 - 1944
Lucas P. Johnson
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, lucaspjohnson5505@yahoo.com

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/geographythesis

Part of the Human Geography Commons

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Geography Program (SNR) at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations in Geography by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska -
Lincoln.

Johnson, Lucas P., "A Historical Geography of Sand Island 1870 - 1944" (2013). Theses and Dissertations in Geography. 13.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/geographythesis/13

http://digitalcommons.unl.edu?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fgeographythesis%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/geographythesis?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fgeographythesis%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/geography?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fgeographythesis%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/geographythesis?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fgeographythesis%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/356?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fgeographythesis%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/geographythesis/13?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fgeographythesis%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


 
 

A Historical Geography of Sand Island 

1870 - 1944 

Lucas Pier Johnson 

 

A THESIS 

  

Presented to the Faculty of 

The Graduate College at the University of Nebraska 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of Master of Arts 

 

Major: Geography 

 

Under the Supervision of Professor David J. Wishart 

 

 

Lincoln, Nebraska 

May 2013 

  



 
 

A Historical Geography of Sand Island 

1870 - 1944 

Lucas Pier Johnson, M.A.  

University of Nebraska 2013 

Adviser: David J. Wishart 

This thesis examines the settlement of Sand Island, one of two permanent colonies 

included within Lake Superior’s Apostle Islands archipelago. Following the introduction and 

literature review, a summary of Sand Island’s geology, climate and biological features is 

presented, serving to construct a baseline upon which to build a discussion of the island’s 

communal life. This foundation gives context to the seventy-four year struggle faced by the 

predominantly Norwegian immigrants adapting to that environment. It also serves to assist future 

scholars in studying wilderness recovery after what today is nearly an eighty year absence of the 

farmer’s plow. Chapter Four includes a description of the pre-colonial exploration and land use, 

linking the native population with the incoming Europeans. It continues with the discussion of 

the Sand Island settlers, those who colonized and developed the island from a seasonal fish camp 

to a place of permanent residence. Much detail about each family is presented.  In Chapter Five 

the study explores the islanders’ cultural landscape as they moved from fishing shacks to family 

homes. Chapter Six details the community’s livelihoods, predominantly those of fishing, 

farming, and lumbering.  Chapter Seven describes the routine aspects of daily life, a life isolated 

at times by cultural traditions and intermittently by an impassable body of water. The final 

chapter includes an examination of this property managed by the Department of the Interior. As 

the National Park Service missions are refined or redefined, the land management plans for this 

park have evolved in a process that continues to assess the cultural significance of Sand Island.   
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"The Earth" 

 
 

Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon 
the remembered earth, I believe.  

 
He ought to give himself up 

to a particular landscape in his experience, to look at it from 
as many angles as he can, to wonder about it, to dwell upon it. 

 
He ought to imagine that he touches it with his hands at 

every season and listens to the sounds that are made upon 
it.  

He ought to imagine the creatures there and all the faintest 
motions of the wind.  

 
He ought to recollect the glare of noon and  

all the colors of the dawn and dusk. 
 

For we are held by more than the force of gravity to the earth. 
 

It is the entity from which we are sprung, and that into which 
we are dissolved in time.  

 
The blood of the whole human race 

is invested in it.  
 

We are moored there, rooted as surely, as 
deeply as are the ancient redwoods and bristlecones. 

 
N. Scott Momaday. The Way To Rainy Mountain. 

Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1969, p. 83 



 
  
  

 

Chapter One 

Introduction 

 
In a March 1911 speech to the Canadian Campers Club Robert Bradford Marshall, the 

Chief Topographer of the United States Geological Survey, said, “Give them national parks 

where they can go every year or so and forget something of the rush and jam and scramble to the 

modern life…”(Runte 1987, 95-96).  Since 1916, the National Park Service has been doing just 

that, setting aside natural, and some non-natural, areas that are significant for one reason or 

another.  Some parks, Yosemite and Yellowstone for example, have breathtaking scenery and 

unique ecosystems. Other sites, National Battlefields and National Historic Sites for instance, 

have historic and cultural significance. Some parks are a combination of both. The Apostle 

Islands National Lakeshore (AINL) is one of those parks where the natural and the cultural co-

exist, creating a unique geography. Newspaperman Sam Fifield wrote:  

Of all the charming spots that gladden the eye and heart, there are none 
that equal the magical islands of the Apostle group. How lovely they are, 
reflecting their brilliant foliage in the glistening waters that kiss their brownstone 
shores (Ashland Weekly Press, 1895). 

 
The Apostle Islands (Appendix A: Maps)  are a twenty-two-island archipelago in Lake 

Superior off the northern coast of Wisconsin. Home to dense forests and pristine beaches, the 

Apostles possess a natural beauty that has endured since the recession of the Wisconsin Glacier. 

For the past 14,000 years picturesque water-worn sandstone caves have formed to enhance the 

shorelines. Wildlife abounds in this preserve. The Apostle Islands today are home to a large 

black bear population. 
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Stockton Island, in fact, has the densest population of black bears in the United States. Long 

Island is the on-and-off again home to Piping Plovers, an endangered species, and has been 

named a critical habitat for the bird by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The islands are also a 

perennial rest stop for migrating birds. In the spring and fall thousands of songbirds and raptors 

alight from their arduous journeys to restore their energy and to partake of the area’s 

nourishment.   

The Apostles have a rich cultural heritage. Humans have called the Apostle Islands home 

for thousands of years. Prehistoric peoples used the islands for fishing camps. Later, Native 

Americans used them for hunting and fishing. Early European inhabitants used the largest, 

Madeline Island, as a fur trading post. For a time, it was the busiest post on the western Great 

Lakes. As European immigrants and Americans began populating the region, the Apostle Islands 

played an important role. Europeans, predominantly Norwegians, took a page from the Native 

peoples’ book when they set up seasonal fish camps on the islands. While lumber companies 

were prolifically harvesting the great north woods of Wisconsin, they, too, set up seasonal camps 

on several islands.  

As economic activity expanded in the region, the federal government took notice, and set 

its sights on the Apostle Islands. The Great Lakes were beginning their role as an important 

commercial highway. Steamships were bringing goods and people to ports around the lakes.  

The Apostle Islands are home to what some have said is the “...finest single collection of   

lighthouses in the country” (Holland, 1989). The lighthouses, numbering nine in all, with six 

active, were built in two phases. The lights on Raspberry, Long and Michigan Islands were built 

to guide boats through the Apostle Islands into the important port of La Pointe on Madeline 

Island. Later, as the ports of Duluth and Superior gained importance in the iron ore and grain 



3 
  

trades, lights were established on Outer, Devils and Sand Island to guide ships around the 

archipelago.  

Initially the main occupations on the islands were lighthouse keeping, fishing, stone 

quarrying, and lumbering. These were seasonal affairs. Part of the year would be spent in the 

lighthouses or camps on the islands while the rest of the year would be spent pursuing other 

work on the mainland. Thus most of these islands were vacant for months each year.  

Two islands were not emptied: Madeline Island on the east side of the chain and Sand 

Island on the far west(Fig 1.1). Each had a year-round population. Madeline was home to a 

trading post established in 1693. A community exists on the island today and maintains the 

historical name La Pointe. It is because of this town, with a current population of about 150 year 

round residents, that Madeline Island is not a part of the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore.  

 
Figure 1.1 Sand Island Map. (Courtesy of Joel Hieman) 
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 From the 1880’s to the 1940’s Sand Island also had a year-round population that peaked 

at between seventy-five and 100 people. Its inhabitants made a living farming the land and 

fishing the surrounding waters. This community is my interest.  Sand Island is then, to return to 

Scott Momaday, the remembered earth to be looked at it from as many angles as relevant to 

“wonder, dwell and recollect upon in the glare of the noon and all colors of the dawn and dusk.”  

 In his book Geography and History: Bridging the Divide (2003), geographer Alan R. H. 

Baker defines historical geography as comprising a geographical analysis of the past. Its methods 

of inquiry are shared with the discipline of history, and its problems and perspectives with the 

discipline of geography. Its questions and subjects have changed over time and will change 

again, but several long-standing research areas, or themes, help to give the field coherence. 

These themes include location, environment, landscape, and region. They variously overlap with 

one another and neighboring disciplinary discussions (Baker 2003, 2-36). 

In writing this historical geography of a place, information was collected from many 

different fields: geology, climate, botany, zoology, social history, economic history, and ecology.  

This thesis studies a particular place, Sand Island.  The interest is in studying the settlers and 

their occupation of that island by covering such topics as their points of origin, economic and 

social activities, their reason for settling this area, and their effect on the Sand Island 

environment between the years 1870 and 1944. 

It is hoped that this thesis will add to the literature on the human geography of distinctive 

places. Studies such as these are important to the general understanding of humanity’s 

development, but in the end, the story of Sand Island covers an area of only 4.6 square miles and 

is, therefore, a case study.  A case study, however, can shed light on many situations. 
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Following the introduction and literature review, the third chapter of this thesis will 

include discussions of Sand Island’s geology and biology.  Presenting the geology of the Lake 

Superior area serves in constructing a foundation upon which to build those aspects which 

attracted the lumbering, quarrying, farming, fishing and tourist industries to the Apostle Islands: 

the island’s shallow waters, their nearly pure quartz sandstone, and the natural beauty of their sea 

caves. This geological overview has been absent from all geographies reviewed, and it is felt that 

it has enough significance to afford its inclusion. The information regarding the flora and fauna 

is included in an effort to assist in establishing a baseline of what the island looked like at the 

time of initial settlement. This is the context for the struggles the pioneers faced in the 1870’s in 

subduing the environment, and this is also what it looks like today after an eighty year absence of 

the farmer’s plow. In taking possession of the Apostle Islands, the National Park Service 

eventually determined that the majority of the lands would be formally designated a wilderness 

area. Sand Island, though being maintained as one of two living-historical sites in the Apostle 

Islands, is being allowed, with the exception of a few buildings and a campsite, to return 

predominantly to its pre-settlement state.  

Chapter Four will include a description of the pre-colonial exploration and land use, 

linking the native population with the incoming European immigrants. It continues with the 

discussion of the Sand Island settlers, those who colonized and developed it from a seasonal fish 

camp to a place of permanent residence. Much detail about each family will be presented.   

In Chapter Five the study will continue on the path of exploring the development of the 

islanders’ landscape from fishing shacks to family homes. Chapter Six details the community’s 

livelihoods.  Chapter Seven describes the routine aspects of daily life, isolated by cultural 

traditions and at times an impassable body of water.   
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The final chapter will include an examination of a property managed by the Department 

of the Interior. As the National Park Service missions are redefined and refined, the land 

management plans for this park have also evolved.  For some time the National Park Service has 

been in the process of revising the General Management Plan for the Apostle Islands. In April of 

2011 the current plan was made public.  This management document will govern the proposed 

park operation for the next fifteen to twenty years.   

While most of the farmsteads on the island have disintegrated into ruins, the south end of 

the island, where the original settler of the island located, still has a large number of buildings 

which currently are used as summer homes under a National Park Service Use and Occupancy 

Agreement. Care and maintenance of these buildings will eventually be transferred to the Park 

Service and at that time a decision will be made as to the fate of these buildings.  It is not the 

intention of this work to give testimony as to whether or not the maintenance of these buildings 

should continue after the last agreement has run its course. 

The process of writing this thesis involved putting the information together in such a way 

that Sand Island’s story was told. In an article for the Journal of Historical Geography, titled 

“The Selectivity of Historical Representation,” University of Nebraska geographer David 

Wishart wrote about the process involved in constructing historical geographies. He said, “The 

facts are determined as much by the narrative as the other way around” (Wishart 1997, 114).  Dr. 

Wishart went on to state, “The combining of facts into a narrative is not governed by a formula 

but achieved through countless idiosyncratic decisions made by the scholar” (Wishart 1997, 

116). It is hoped that the decisions I made present a narrative faithful to the facts.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 
 

Before setting out to explore this historical geography of Sand Island, it is important to 

connect this study to that which has gone before.  A review of literature pertinent to this study 

focuses on those particular writings surrounding the founding, building, and settling of towns, 

the history of the Apostle Islands, and its geography. The review attempts to satisfy the question 

as to whether the study of this island belongs in the discipline of historical geography.   

There are few secondary sources written about the day-to-day living on the Apostle 

Islands. A review of the important secondary sources appears at the end of this section. Most of 

the published material consists of travel guides, and this presented a challenge for research and 

analysis. While many scholarly studies have been completed encompassing the Apostle Islands, 

no author has examined Sand Island with the focus that I am attempting. Sand Island appears to 

be a historical geography waiting to be written.    

Because of the scarcity of secondary sources, this thesis will use the primary sources 

available, including interviews with Richard Palm and Warren Jensch, descendants of Sand 

Islanders, and other professional contacts made by this author. When the National Park Service 

formed the Apostle Islands, it was quick to set up an historian’s office. Over the years, this 

office, along with the Bayfield Heritage Association, conducted and commissioned oral and 

video histories with residents of the area, including interviews with four descendants of the 

initial Sand Island settlers. With the use of these oral histories there has been an effort to be 

sensitive to the potential difficulties that they possess. These oral histories were found to be an 

enjoyable and colorful form of storytelling, but there was an attempt to maintain an objectivity in 

evaluating the oral histories. Internal validity checks, where possible, were used in evaluating 
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whether the interviewer attempted to verify the accuracy of the distant memories of the 

respondents.  External checks were used for corroborating evidence and comparing the interview 

information with material from sources such as government documents of Bayfield County, the 

National Park Service, and the area’s newspapers --The Ashland Press, The Bayfield Press, The 

Iron River Pioneer and The Bayfield Mercury.  One such verification was reached regarding the 

drowning event that took Herman Johnson’s son John. While neither the Ashland nor the 

Bayfield Press made mention of the young fellow’s passing, events of his death were included in 

diary entries by Fred Hansen and Burt Hill and are also referenced by Richard Palm in his 

correspondence.  Such corroborations served to give a more widespread credibility to these 

documents. 

The diary of Fred Hansen provides a focal point for this study.  Burt Hill’s diary was also 

an important historical support.  Both were of exceptional help in reconstructing the life and 

struggles of the islanders. 

Related Studies 

While unable to find works that uniquely cover a similar settlement attempt, there are the 

following books and articles that study related aspects.  These writings are important not because 

of the information they add to this study, but because the authors’ findings make it unnecessary 

to develop new theories. These works speak more to the relationship that Sand Island and 

Bayfield, Wisconsin shared. Bayfield functioned as a hub, a center at which the Sand Island 

settlers were able to market their fish and from which Bayfield, in turn, sold to the markets of the 

surrounding metropolitan areas. Bayfield served Sand Island as a site where the settlers obtained 

provisions that could not be manufactured or readily purchased on the small island. It was a 

relationship almost of a farm to a village.   
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Howard A. Stafford Jr. in his 1963 article The Functional Bases for Small Towns explains 

the need for a town like Bayfield, Wisconsin in relation to Sand Island. He concludes that such 

towns exist as a bridge between the farms and fisheries of the hinterland and their urban markets.  

Certainly Sand Island, a hinterland collection of fishermen, was connected with the metropolitan 

Midwest by the small town of Bayfield, which possessed both water and rail routes.  Sand Island 

was never a village in the classic sense. It was a gathering of like-minded neighborly people who 

created a settlement from which they could depart and to which they could return while working 

their robust fishing grounds. Bayfield served as its market place and a link to the outside world.  

Stafford identifies another role that small communities afford their surrounding 

populations: a place for public gathering, places where both locals and farmers come and talk 

about the happenings of daily life.  It is important to remember that these centers provide a vital 

social function in the community experience.  Such was Bayfield when weather permitted or 

need demanded. Sand Islanders had no bars or restaurants, churches or hospitals, but they erected 

structures that served that purpose: the island store, post office, shipping dock and the school 

house. Sand Island families regularly met their social needs with visits to their neighbors’ homes. 

While Camp Stella, a Sand Island seasonal resort, catered to mainland vacationers, the year- 

round population was also involved in some of its social life.   

Bernard Peters, in his 1970 case study Early Town-Site Speculation in Kalamazoo 

County, Michigan, proposes that establishing a town required great attention to location, which is 

a key to boom or bust. What made one location more likely to succeed?  Did a town need to exist 

before settlement occurred? Peters answers these questions. His study concludes that people 

often settled the land before towns were established and that a location along a navigable river or 

harbor on a Great Lake was coveted. The most successful towns were strategically centered so as 
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to provide easy access. Transportation, both land and water, weighed heavily on the minds of 

town builders and speculators. Such locations almost assured not only survival but prominence. 

The towns were established to provide goods and services. The most desired services were those 

that supported agricultural occupations, government administrating, and retailing.  Such was the 

Bayfield-Sand Island relationship.   

John C. Hudson’s Plains Country Towns studies town building on the Great Plains. In 

this book Hudson looks at the towns in a region of eastern North Dakota. He follows these towns 

through their lifecycle. There seemed to be a similarity of process in the Apostle Islands; for this 

reason a review of this work is appropriate. The story of town building on the Plains was 

synonymous with railroading. Hudson cites Central Place Theory, developed in the 1920’s and 

1930’s by Walter Christaller and modified in the 1950’s by August Losch.  One of the elements 

of this theory found that central places, or settlements, provide goods and services to the rural 

areas surrounding those towns, and in this provision, a reasonable distance must be established 

for a supplier from the central place to enjoy a viable business.  Conversely, there is a like 

distance that a community, such as Sand Island, can be from a larger community, such as 

Bayfield, and still have access to its markets and the services.  The growth of the trade center, 

Hudson states, depended on the ability of the entrepreneurs to form market areas for the goods 

they sold. Thus there existed the need for a means of rail or water transportation, both of which 

were available to Sand Islanders and the marketers of Bayfield (Hudson 1985, 28, 30, 34). 

John C. Hudson, in Making the Corn Belt: A Geographical History of Middle-Western 

Agriculture (Midwestern History and Culture), does not cover the specific area of this thesis, but 

its topic of agricultural settlement in the Middle West is relevant to my study. Agriculture in the 

Corn Belt was unlike that of the wheat growing areas of the Great Plains. Whereas the wheat 



11 
  

farmers grew only one crop, farmers in the Corn Belt raised both crops and livestock (Hudson 

1994, 3). This might be related to the Sand Island fishing and farming that the settlers relied 

upon. Hudson speaks to the issue of river system transportation and its importance in farming for 

a distant market.  This thesis cites the Great Lakes not only as a fishing ground but as a highway 

to the market. Hudson talks of the importance of water borne transportation. Before the railroad 

and car, the settler had to rely on horse drawn wagons. In the heartland rivers offered a more 

reliable and cheaper alternative, as did the Sand Islanders’ and Bayfielders’ use of Lake Superior 

and Lake Michigan in marketing the settlers’ products.  In speaking about Chicago, Hudson 

notes, “Before 1850 it would have been difficult to predict that a city with only a fair harbor on 

Lake Michigan would soon set the price of corn and butcher the livestock raised on Corn Belt 

farms” (Hudson 1994, 11).  It would also have been difficult to predict that a small fish and 

vegetable store, Alfred Booth of Chicago, would one day bring the settlers of Bayfield and Sand 

Island into the realm of its fish distribution empire.   

Also fitting nicely with my study, Hudson argues that the agricultural practices were 

“…strongly influenced by European crop rotation patterns and strategies for livestock 

production” (Hudson 1994, 381).  In other words, the farmers maintained practices they brought 

from the old country. These immigrants looked for places to settle that reminded them of home, 

places where they could carry on the same types of agriculture that proved to be successful in 

their birth-nations.  

In 1965 John Hart and Neil Salisbury, in their paper “Population Change in Middle 

Western Villages: A Statistical Approach,” gave insights into the declining economics of the 

Midwestern village. They attributed much of the decline to the advent of the automobile and the 

modernization of the road system, which provided the population with a heretofore unheard-of 
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surge in mobility.  Advances in shipping and refrigeration technologies assisted in overcoming 

the travel barriers between fishermen from Bayfield and their need to stay close to their prime 

fishing grounds. Road building on the mainland, reaching to nearby Little Sand Bay, also 

allowed the local fishermen to more easily market their catch and at the same time move their 

homes to the mainland.   

Geographers have seldom written the historical geography of a single island as their 

topic. Andrew Hill Clark, a professor of geography at the University of Wisconsin, wrote Three 

Centuries and the Island. Clark’s book, published in 1959, describes Prince Edward Island. His 

introduction, covering the geology, biology and early human history, is similar to the topics 

covered in the second, third and fourth chapters of this thesis.  Clark’s island, however, is nearly 

five hundred times larger than Sand Island, and by 1951 had a population of nearly one hundred 

thousand people who were largely of Scottish, English and Irish descent. By 1951Sand Island’s 

settlement no longer existed.  

Clark analyzed 300 years of agricultural economics on Prince Edward Island. The farms 

were similar in size to those on Sand Island. He notes that in 1953 farmers were predominantly 

still using horses to cultivate their fields. Similarly, potatoes were then the major product of both 

islands’ farming efforts (Clark 1952, 172). 

Clark identified early transportation as an issue. The farmers had need to hurry their 

harvest so as to insure that they could get their goods to trade centers, both on and off the island, 

before winter conditions made marketing difficult. Sand Island’s economy suffered a similar 

problem during times of seasonal ice buildup and thaw (Clark 1952, 144). 

Parallels between the two islands could be loosely drawn as transportation means 

improved, but again, the Sand Island’s economy was never based upon the island’s roads. With 
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technological progress Clark posed that the market function of most of the small villages on 

Prince Edward Island largely disappeared. This was true of Sand Island as well. When 

combustion engines became the norm for propelling watercraft, outposts like the Sand Island 

settlement became superfluous. 

  Clark notes that by 1931, only 6 per cent of Prince Edward Island’s population was 

foreign born. The island’s population suffered declining numbers as immigration declined and 

emigration increased, leaving a net negative balance. One of the reasons he put forth was the 

restlessness of the younger generation to move away (Clark 1952, 121). This, too, was the fate of 

Sand Island.  

The Apostle Islands  

  The scarcity of articles on the subject may seem to indicate a lack of importance. This, 

however, is not the case. The Apostle Islands are historically significant for a number of reasons. 

The archipelago figured heavily in the national fur, lumbering, fishing, and quarrying trades. In 

its heyday the trading post on Madeline Island was one of the largest on the Great Lakes, and for 

a time the Great Lakes were the center of the fur trade industry. The fishing grounds surrounding 

the Apostle Islands were some of the richest on the Great Lakes. Sandstone quarried from 

Basswood, Hermit, and Stockton Islands was highly sought after due to its rich brown color.  

Referred to as brownstone, it was the rebuilding material of choice after Mrs. O’Leary’s cow 

kicked over a lantern and started the great Chicago fire of 1871.  Officials in charge of putting 

Chicago back together were looking for ways to prevent such a conflagration from happening 

again. Brownstone was seen as the solution, and many buildings were constructed with stone 

from the Apostle Islands.  
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With the exception of Madeline Island, “studies that provide overviews of the other 

twenty-one islands, all of which now constitute the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, are 

limited in number…” wrote Arnold Alanen, a professor of landscape architecture at the 

University of Wisconsin- Madison, and “… next to nothing has been written about the sporadic 

but century-long attempt to farm the islands” (Alanen and Tishler 1996, 1). Alanen and Tishler 

in an article for the Wisconsin Magazine of History titled “Farming the Lake Superior Shore: 

Agriculture and Horticulture on the Apostle Islands, 1840-1940, Historic Logging and Farming 

in the Apostle Islands,” take a broad look at the development of farming on the various islands. 

They argue that the development of farming on the islands was much the same as the 

development of farming on the mainland of northern Wisconsin. When the great forests had been 

cleared by the lumber companies, “…a veritable army of individuals…foresaw a day when the 

stump-dotted landscape of the Cutover would be converted into a productive garden” (Alanen 

and Tishler 1996, 3). Many of the same recruiting efforts that went out to the potential farmers of 

Hudson’s Plains Country Towns went out to those looking to immigrate to Wisconsin. The 

Alanen and Tishler article also discusses the on-going and important role lighthouse keepers, 

newspaper editors, and university extension agents played in the development of agriculture on 

the Apostle Islands.  

In his paper for the Western Historical Quarterly “The View From Sand Island: 

Reconsidering the Peripheral Economy, 1880-1940,” James Feldman, an environmental 

historian, looked specifically at Sand Island. Feldman argued that in the study of the American 

West, scholars look at broad themes such as regional transportation networks. In doing so, they 

miss the individuals who make the economy function. As an example, Feldman cites the 

argument of sociologist Immanuel Wallenstein who “divided the world into two basic units, the 
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core and the periphery. Core regions possessed mature economies, capital wealth, and a strong 

industrial base. Peripheral regions lacked capital but produced natural resources to supply the 

economies of the core regions” (Feldman 2004, 287). Feldman argues that to get a sense of how 

these larger systems actually work one has to look at the individual farmers, fishermen, and 

lumberjacks. The periphery in fact can have as much of an impact on the core as the core has on 

the periphery (Feldman 2004, 288).  

Sand Island is a perfect location to examine peripheral activities. It is a small, contained 

location whose occupants partook in a number of economic activities in order to survive. This 

thesis will detail those economic activities.  

While both articles discuss Sand Island, they do so broadly. The Alanen and Tishler 

article is a general introduction to the farming attempts that went on around the entire 

archipelago. The Feldman article uses Sand Island as a vehicle to explore the core/periphery 

argument.  

In 2004 Feldman presented his dissertation titled: Rewilding the Islands: Nature, History, 

and Wilderness at Apostle Islands National Lakeshore. Subsequently (2011) it was published as 

a book, A Storied Wilderness: Rewilding the Apostle Islands, which contains chapters devoted to 

Sand Island. In these works Feldman expanded his Sand Island study and discussed in more 

detail the life of the island community. Dr. Feldman offers a thorough study of the effect that 100 

years of lumbering, fishing and farming had on the Apostles.  

People and Places: A Human History of the Apostle Islands Historic Resource Study of 

Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, prepared in 2008 for the National Park Service by Jane C. 

Busch, a historic preservation planner, is a comprehensive overview covering the diverse themes 

of the Apostle Islands. 
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  To summarize Alanen and Tishler wrote of the lumbering and farming on the Apostle 

Islands. James Feldman wrote of the regeneration of the Apostle Islands from the time of 

European-American settlement to the current efforts toward returning it to a state of wilderness.  

Jane C. Busch wrote of the entire archipelago. Here the purpose is to study the historical 

geography of Sand Island from 1870 to 1944. The objective is to present multiple aspects of the 

Sand Island settlers’ experience, including the land, the natural and manmade environments, 

their occupations and other aspects of their daily life. It is this comprehensive geographic 

approach that distinguishes this thesis.  
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Chapter Three 

The Land and Its Biology 

 
In this chapter the geologic, climatic, and biological characteristics of the Lake Superior 

area in general, and Sand Island in particular, will be presented as a foundation for understanding 

the environmental elements which attracted the lumbering, quarrying, farming, fishing, and 

tourist industries to Sand Island. These characteristics were quite similar to those from which the 

Scandinavian settlers emigrated. They found a certain degree of familiarity, and thus comfort, in 

the surroundings while trying to cope with the social challenges of a new beginning.   

Geology  

The Sand Island Lighthouse is located at N 47°00’11.19” W90° 56’15.06”.  Shaw Point 

is positioned at N46°57’45.17”W90°56’02.25” and the West Bay Club is situated at 

N46°58’18.89”W 90°58’34.50”. Sand Island is 2.4 miles from the boat ramp and dock at Little 

Sand Bay.   It lies entirely within Lake Superior and is one of the 22 Apostle Islands.  It is 4.6 

square miles in size and has approximately 9.7 miles of shoreline. Until 1970 it was part of 

Bayfield County, Wisconsin.   

Geology is important to this study, as the rock beneath this land is the foundation of 

much activity here. The rocks, as shown in the construction of the Sand Island lighthouse, are a 

prime example of the sandstones that were quarried over the entire area. The caves carved by the 

nearly ceaseless agitation of Superior’s waves are still a primary tourist draw. The windblown 

and waterborne soils are what the inhabitants had to work with. The geological history of this 

area has not been thoroughly covered by most geographical studies of the Apostles, and yet it is 

not only fascinating but instructive.  
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Geologist Edward Nurfer, noted there are three noteworthy aspects of the geology of the 

Apostle Islands. They are the one billion year old bedrock, the ten thousand year old history of 

glaciation, and the current era (Nurfer 2004, 6). 

In his book and in subsequent interviews, Gene Leberge, a geologist and professor at the 

University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh, described the Lake Superior geology.  Four billion years ago 

the part of North America that became the Lake Superior region was principally an ocean with 

chains of islands created over eons by volcanic activity. These land masses eroded and were 

returned to the ocean floor, forming sedimentary rock. Through the Achaean Age continental 

crust developed. Leberge explains, “By the end of the Achaean Age, 2500 million years ago, the 

numerous greenstone and gneiss belts were deformed, metamorphosed and intruded by 

voluminous granitic batholiths as tectonic plates collided and fused themselves together forming 

a large continental mass” (Leberge 2004, 145).  Parts of the Canadian Shield included in this 

study area contain remnants of this large mass. 

During the next 900 million years the area which would become Lake Superior moved 

tectonically in and out of various continental masses with the result being its inclusion within 

Laurentia.   From 1,890 million years ago the area’s Penokean Mountains grew, for 50 million 

years, to a height rivaling the present day Rockies. Over the next 500 million years, they were 

eroded to low rolling plains.  Beginning about 1,109 million years ago, an upwelling of magma 

developed a hot spot in this region, creating a doming effect and eventually a split in the earth’s 

crust.  Leberge writes,  “This belt of subsidence, the Midcontinental Rift, developed in what is 

now the Lake Superior Basin and extended southward down the St. Croix River valley and on 

through southeastern Minnesota, across Iowa, through south eastern Nebraska, at least to central 

Kansas”(Leberge 2004, 145). The event resembled a continental breakup, but never occurred, 
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due to the Grenville Orogeny, a collision of North America and a westerly trending tectonic 

plate. The impact extended from the eastern United States to Mexico and from northern Lake 

Huron across Ontario to Labrador and southern Greenland.  

Rifting was followed by 30-40 million years of sediment deposition, accounting for the 

formation of the Oronto Group, consisting of brown to red sandstone ranging in thickness from 

200 to 7,000 feet. Within the two sequences that make up the Oronto Group are the Freda, a 

deformed and tilted layer, and the Bayfield Group, which is further subdivided into the Orienta, 

Devil’s Island and Chequamegon Sandstone.  Of importance to this study is the Orienta, 3,000 

feet of red sandstone deposited by the northeastward-flowing Precambrian streams, and the 

Devil’s Island, 300 feet of very pure quartz sandstone. Both are present on Sand Island.     

The last significant geological event shaping the Lake Superior area was a series of ice 

ages. Beginning in the Pleistocene Epoch, some 1.8 million years ago, with the Nebraska Stage 

and ending in the Holocene Epoch, about 8,000 years ago, with the Wisconsin Stage, glaciation 

altered the face of the land and created the Great Lakes.  Millions of years of sediment deposited 

by the Cambrian flooding was pushed southward, replacing the stream valleys that were present 

with the lakes that exist today.  Glacial till now covers the exposed areas of the Apostle Islands.  

The Lake Superior Basin reached depths of over 1300 feet through this period, and the 

Brule and St. Croix valleys served as its outlet.  Lake Superior went through at least three 

incarnations beginning with Glacial Lake Keweenaw, Glacial Lake Duluth and Lake Nipissing, 

before a warming climate 10,000 years ago allowed the St. Lawrence River Valley to carry the 

flow of water to the Atlantic Ocean.  Lake Superior is currently 1,332 feet at its deepest and is 

fed by Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan and Canadian rivers and streams. It has the largest 

surface area, 31,700 square miles, of all the fresh water lakes on Earth.  
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Nurfer describes Sand Island as a lowland, with its interior generally level or gently 

rolling, and with some marshy and poorly drained sections.  There is a sandbar about six feet 

below the lake’s surface connecting the southeast end of the island to the mainland. In moderate 

east or west winds, waves pile up at this barrier, posing a threat to small boats. Nurfer continues, 

“A bedrock ledge, about 30-35 ft. below the lake surface, extends from the mainland to Sand 

Island and beyond northeastward to the Sand Island Shoals. East Bay offers good anchorage and 

shelter when the winds are from the west” (Nurfer 2004, 54).  This lake structure provided for 

plentiful fishing. 

As Lawrence Martin, Geographer at the University of Wisconsin, explained, “The soils 

of Sand Island that resulted from the glacial activity consist primarily of a base that is 82% clay 

overlaid with silt loams mixed with the small rocks and boulders.   The soil is not as well adapted 

for farming as for grazing and the production of hay, and the topography of the stream-

sculptured portions of the plain even less so” (Martin 1932, 436).  
 

Climate 
 

Because climate played such a large role in the daily lives of those who populated Sand 

Island population, a description is included here. Sharon Moen, a University of Minnesota 

science writer, described the climate features. The average temperature of Lake Superior’s 

surface is 39.2° F, developing a warm layer of water over a colder layer in the summer and the 

reverse in the winter. The lake moderates the temperature, making the winters warmer and the 

summers cooler. While there is a seasonal modification of the water temperature, the water 

remains cold enough to discourage lake bottom vegetation. Underwater visibility averages 27 

feet. The lake experiences 52 days of fog per year.  The Lake Superior land area’s average 

maximum temperature for January is 16.34° F, and the average maximum temperature for July is 
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77°F. The average minimum temperatures for January and July respectively are -2.2 °F, and 

53.6°F (Moen Correspondence).   

Raymond A. Assel, a National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Great Lakes 

Environmental Researcher, states that the lake is 40 to 95 percent covered in ice during the 

winter months. In a recent 30 year study (1973-2002), published in 2009, Assel notes that the 

average first ice formation for the Apostle Island area is January 2, and the average date of last 

ice cover is in April. January and March are the times of greatest increase and decrease of ice 

respectively. The maximum ice thickness formed during the past 30 winters is approximately 

100 cm for these shallow protected areas of the lake.  The long-term average ice-cover duration 

is 96 days (Assel 2009, 52-64).   

Geographer Lawrence Martin noted that because the Apostle Islands lie between 46.52’ 

and 47.07’ north latitude, they are never heated by the vertical rays of the sun.  The islands have 

four distinct seasons and a temperate continental climate (Martin 1932, 13-18). Superior, 

Wisconsin is located 54.29 miles east northeast of Sand Island over open water. Ashland, 

Wisconsin, sheltered from the Lake Superior’s winds by the Bayfield Peninsula, is located 26.46 

miles south southeast of Sand Island.  

With the help of Edward Hopkins, Assistant State Climatologist, Wisconsin State 

Climatology Office, Madison, Wisconsin, the records of National Weather Service for the two 

surrounding Wisconsin reporting stations at Superior and Ashland were researched between the 

years 1915 and 1921. Over these six years, the stations respectively recorded mean temperatures   

at  38.1°F and 39.5°F  with  extremes between  -32°F and -38° F for lows and 97°F and 100°F 

for highs. The daily range of temperature was 17.2°F and 24.7°F respectively.  The recorded 

precipitation was 24.6 inches and 26.9 inches per year respectively.  The average yearly snow 

http://www.aos.wisc.edu/~sco
http://www.aos.wisc.edu/~sco
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fall was over 78 inches.  A third station in the area, located at Cornucopia, recorded an average 

of 25.2 inches of annual precipitation. There was no daily temperature information recorded for 

that station.  The prevailing winds blowing across Lake Superior come from the northwest 

(Hopkins Correspondence). 

 The effects of the weather created by the climatic conditions on the island and its 

inhabitants can be seen in the following entry by Emmanuel Luick, Sand Island Lighthouse 

Keeper from 1892 to 1921, in his 1905 journal: 

Tuesday, November 28, 1905 
E-NE. A terrible gale and soft snow. The wind blowed 80 miles per hour. 

We could not face it. The sea washed on top of the bank in front of the lighthouse. 
Our walk is carried away and the rocks where we built the walk on the east side of 
the light and my boat was taken away and my new boat which was pulled up most 
on top of the bank 30 feet from the water was washed away. The sea came three 
feet high on boathouse dock. It is the heaviest sea and storm I have ever seen in 
the 16 years I have been on the lighthouses. The storm has carried away what was 
above the water of the wreck steamer Savona. (September 1 and 2, 1905) The 
snow is 18 inches deep between here and the boathouse and the bath is filled with 
brush and trees which was broken off by the wet snow and heavy wind. The storm 
is not over with. It is in full blast and is turning very cold. We can hardly keep the 
house warm. The only place that we can keep half fit to stay in is the kitchen.  

 
Wednesday, November 29, 1905 

  N-NE heavy gale and cold. Temperature is 13 above zero.  
The sea washed the bank away under the walk going from the bank on to the big 
breakwater. Keeper worked all day getting the windows in shape to close up 
everything plated with ice so we could not see out of the windows.  

Saturday, December 2, 1905 
W half gale and snow storms, cold.  
Keeper inspected station. Keeper made a trip to East Bay and found the storm did 
much damage. There H. Johnson's fish dock and fish house is all washed away. 
Mr. Peter Hanson's and Louis Moe's fish houses and docks are all carried away 
nothing left but the rocks which were in the cribs of the dock. The bank and beach 
in Justice Bay and East Bay is all changed of the storm of November 27 and 28.  

An excerpt from the diary of Burt Hill, a thirty year Sand Island resident, illustrates the severity 
of winter life off the northern shore of Wisconsin.  Hill wrote: 

Starting January 18 and continuing until the first of March 23 the area 
witnessed one of the longest and coldest spells ever recorded.  During all that time 
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the mercury never rose above zero.  February 16th it reached its lowest mark, 30 
below.  We not only suffered from the severe cold, but the awful snow drifts that 
we had to contend with.  Blizzard after blizzard swept over our point, causing the 
snow to pile up around the house so that we were unable to get the cattle to the 
lake to drink, but we managed to get a few pails of water to them.  On February 
14 a terrible blizzard set in and piled the snow so high that it was impossible to 
get the cattle to the lake for several days.  We had to melt snow for them.  At 
International Falls it registered 55 below; while at the island it was 14 below.  
This was on January 22.  When we did get a path down to the lake we were 
traveling ten feet in the air on top of the snow (Hill, 1936). 

 Weather was a presence that the settlers always had to bear in mind.  They had to 

construct their homes and buildings to withstand its extremes. They had to maintain enough 

provisions to see them through the times when boating from the island to the mainland or even 

walking to their neighbor’s home, was not an option.  Without foresight weather could end their 

dreams and their lives. 

Biology  

Flora 

On August 22, 1857 the Bayfield Mercury printed a description of the Bayfield 

Peninsula, stating that it was, “heavily timbered with the White and Norway pine, White Birch, 

Balsam, Sugar Maple, Basswood and Oak.”  In 1959 John C. Curtis, a professor of botany at the 

University of Wisconsin, gave this picture of the vegetation in the 1880’s and 90’s prior to the 

forests being clear-cut: “The wet lands contained either conifer swamps, dominated by tamarack, 

black spruce, and white cedar, or hardwood swamps with black ash and yellow birch. The dry 

lands were dominated by pine, with jack and red pine on the lighter sands and white pine on the 

sandy loams” (Curtis 1959, 177). 

From only a brief description of what existed 140 years ago, contemporary scientists have 

provided a refined picture of how the original landscape appeared. After observing the remnants 

of the bygone land, Julie Van Stappen, Resource Manager at the Apostle Islands National 
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Landshore, noted that Sand Island originally was nearly 90% covered with a hardwood conifer 

mix.  

There is  a 100 acre area on the island that has long been in the hands of the federal 

government at Lighthouse Point, and it is possible there to view vegetation as it was 130 years 

ago, with white and yellow birch, balsam fir, red maple and white pine.  There also exists an herb 

layer of bunchberry, white mandarin, dwarf ginseng, and Carolina spring-beauty with common 

periwinkle and gill-over-the-ground and the uncommon native Bartram's Juneberry.  

According to Van Stappen, “Presently Sand Island has a moderately rich flora of 308 species. 

Yellow birch, balsam-fir, white birch, white cedar, and red maple predominate” (Van Stappen 

Correspondence).  

Due to a drastic reduction in the deer population, yew and mountain maple are the 

principal shrubs. The most common herbs are corn-lily, wood ferns, Canada mayflower, wild 

sarsaparilla, starflower, and marsh blue violet. Van Stappen described a pair of black spruce-

tamarack swamps totaling about 200 acres. Since the time of the last lumbering activity, she 

explained, the island’s swamp understories have been composed of leatherleaf, Labrador-tea, 

lowbush blueberry, bog-laurel, small cranberry, twinflower, creeping snowberry, and mountain-

holly.  The swamps are surrounded by muddy ditches supporting speckled alder.  A county road 

created in 1914 has been nearly overgrown by alders: 

Wetland plants such as fringed loosestrife, joe-pye weed, late goldenrod, 
and golden saxifrage occur in the ditches. Farther north in drier ground along this 
road is a colony of the rare pale sedge Carex pallescens Many of Sand Island's 
most interesting plant species are found on the Orienta Formation sandstone 
ledges southeast of the lighthouse.  Bird's-eye primrose and harebell are common, 
and spike trisetum is occasional; the shrubs ninebark, red-osier dogwood, and 
long-beaked willow are frequent (Van Stappen correspondence). 
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Van Stappen went on to say that the land once farmed has been almost returned to its 

nearly pre-colonial plant state, where many uncommon native species occur.  Black locust, 

hawthorn, European highbush cranberry, bottle-brush grass, pagoda dogwood, and virgin's-

bower are present.   The Shaw Farm’s former apple orchard and gardens are now rife with 

meadow fescue and native sweet grass.  Appendix B contains a table of the island’s predominant 

floras.  

Fauna 

East Bay fisherman Herman Johnson was said to have complained in spring of 1906 that 

he “couldn’t cache provisions because of so many wolves” (Bayfield County Press, Jan. 27, 

1955).  Burt Hill, a Sand Island resident, notes that in 1924, “A pair of wolves got caught on the 

Island when the ice went out in the spring and the result was that a litter of young ones were born 

here.  Ambrose and I started trapping them in November of that fall and the result was that we 

caught four.  The bounty at that time was thirty dollars each, and their pelts brought a nice bunch 

of money” (Hill Diary 1924, 14). 

  The following is a summary of correspondence with Peggy Burkman, Biologist at the 

Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, regarding the Sand Island fauna. Prior to the settlement the 

island provided transient shelter and sustenance for the following mammals: black bears, grey 

wolves, beavers, snowshoe hares, red fox, coyotes, river otters, mink, fishers and muskrats as 

well as shrews, mice, voles, red squirrels and bats. This population of was greatly influenced by 

the subsequent eighty year settlement and subsequent exodus of year- round human inhabitants. 

The 1970 National Park status of the island also affected wildlife. Wolves, hunted and trapped to 

the precipice of extinction, are again present.   While not historically abundant on Sand Island, 

deer gained a brief foothold, but by 1954 they were no longer present. In 2005 they returned in 
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high numbers, but they are being systematically removed to allow the regrowth of the Canada 

yew. Burkman continues: 

The island has an increasing number of bears, and there are active beaver 
lodges. Recent wildlife camera data showed coyotes, bobcat, and raccoon. Some 
common mainland species do not occur on Sand Island. These include skunk, 
porcupine, gray squirrel, chipmunk and woodchucks (Burkman Correspondence). 

 
The amphibian and reptile species are limited to three varieties of salamanders, five of 

frogs, and three of snakes, along with the American Toad, and Painted Turtle. 

  There are at least 121 species of birds that spend all or part of the year on Sand 

Island. The only permanent residents are: Herring Gull, Bald Eagle, Barred Owl, Great 

Horned Owl, Blue Jay, Common Raven, Downy Woodpecker, Hairy Woodpecker, 

Pileated Woodpecker, and Black-Capped Chickadee.  In Appendix B a table of Sand 

Island’s rich avian life is presented.  

Other than complaints from summer vacationers regarding an abundance of black flies 

and mosquitoes during their visits, no insect information was recorded (Warren Jensch 

Correspondence). 

Summary 

In this chapter the case has been presented as to the importance of the geology, climate 

and biology as a backdrop to the settlement and industries of Sand Island.  Without the sandstone 

formations, there would have been no quarrying. Without the sandstone, the lake’s bottom would 

have been less inviting to the abundance of fish that moved so near to the island’s shores. 

Without the sandstone, there would be no the rock formations drawing the tourist population. 

Without the cooler waters and the lack of vegetation, the species of fish so prized by the Midwest 

metropolitan markets would not have occurred.  Without the biological systems at work on Sand 
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Island, the logging and farming that helped maintain this collection of like-minded people would 

have resulted in a less prosperous experience.   
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Chapter Four 

Inhabitation  
 

This chapter begins with a review of the little that is known about pre-European 

exploration of Sand Island and its surrounding lands.  A brief discussion of the French and 

French Canadian exploration and their enduring influence in the land follows, linking the native 

population with the incoming European immigrants. Note will be made of the brief period during 

which the British included the Apostle Islands within their empire prior to ceding it to the United 

States. The chapter concludes with a detailed description of the settlers, those who colonized and 

developed Sand Island from a seasonal fish camp to a place of permanent residence.   

A Brief History of Settlement  
 

The European explorers and settlers were not the first humans to inhabit the Apostles. 

There is evidence, though sparse, that the islands were long ago stopovers for fishing and 

hunting parties of the Ojibwa.  

Ojibwa  
 

The Ojibwa, also known as the Chippewa, are a group of Algonquian-speaking bands that 

merged into a tribe in the 1600's. According to Dr. Randall J. Schaetzl, Professor of Geography 

at Michigan State University, they gradually developed a migratory way of life, based on 

seasonal fishing, which the Ojibwa were still following when they encountered the first 

European visitors to the area.  They moved according to a seasonal subsistence economy, fishing 

in the summer, harvesting wild rice in the fall, hunting, trapping, and ice fishing in the winter, 

and tapping maple syrup and spearfishing in the spring. Social organization was egalitarian, and 

women played a strong economic role. The Ojibwa adapted to a decline of the fur trade by 
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moving westward from the Sault Ste. Marie area. Some of them settled along the southern shore 

of Lake Superior, including Madeline Island, about 1680. The Treaty of 1854 established both 

the Red Cliff and the Bad River bands of the Ojibwa tribe with reserved lands in the Bayfield 

and Ashland area (Schaetzl 2005). The remainder of the lands became public domain.  

European Discovery and Colonization   

 
As the Ojibwa migrated westward to new trapping grounds, so did the French. Jane C. 

Busch, a historic preservation planner contracted to the National Park Service, describes the 

early European influence of the region. The French began their initial exploration of  Lake 

Superior, the St. Louis River, and Chequamegon Bay region after  Jean Nicolet’s 1634 venture 

into that part of Lake Michigan called Green Bay.  The first recorded European construction of a 

dwelling in the Bayfield area took place twenty-two years later when Radisson and Groseilliers, 

also French explorers, erected a cabin on the west shore of Chequamegon Bay.  The Mission of 

La Pointe St. Esprit was established by Pere Claude Allouez, a French Jesuit missionary, in 1665 

at the southwest corner of the bay. He continued to bring his religion to the First Nations while 

traveling along the western and northern shores of Lake Superior.  In 1679, explorer Daniel 

Greysolon, Sieur Dulhut, for whom Duluth, Minnesota is named, continued the European probes 

under French authority (Busch 2008, 73). 

For over 200 years the French and French-Canadians shared the Apostle Islands with the 

Ojibwa. These Europeans established communities in the area. Not only were the French 

employed and in competition with the British in the business of  fur trading, but unlike the 

English, they set up fishing stations on the Apostle Islands after learning the migratory and 

spawning habits of the fish from the Indians.  The 1763 French defeat in the French and Indian 
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War led to the British claiming the region. The English failed to establish a Lake Superior 

presence along the south shore, and in like manner gave up possession of a vast parcel of land 

including the Apostle Islands at the end of the American War for Independence (Busch 2008, 11-

13). 

While there is conclusive evidence that the Apostle Islands served as seasonal campsites 

for the Ojibwa and the European adventurers, there is no evidence to suggest that Sand Island 

ever served as a year-round residence for anyone prior to mid-1870’s and Frank Shaw’s arrival.  

Norwegians and the Settlement of Sand Island  

 As the lumber and fishing industries of the Chequamegon area developed, so did the need 

for foresters and fishermen. Norwegians were attracted to these jobs, and to its hard climate.  

In her 1963 immigration studies Ingrid Semmingsen, Norwegian historian and professor 

at the University of Oslo, submits that Norway in the 1850’s was a golden age for the home 

population. These were times of good farm production and good economic opportunity. Ten 

years later, however, the crops were few and the prices down. Rural Norway was in collapse. “In 

America the situation was precisely the reverse” Semmingsen explains. “Here people and 

manpower were scarce. Here immigrants were welcomed and encouraged to settle. The states of 

the Midwest such as Wisconsin and Minnesota established public offices with functionaries 

whose business it was to guide newcomers from Europe to their territories” (Semmingsen 1978, 

105). 

Richard Fapso, author of Norwegians in Wisconsin, writes that in 1862 the United States, 

eager for western settlement and expansion, enacted the Homestead Act giving 160 acres of land 

free to willing pioneers. Following the Civil War immigration from Norway increased. While 

Wisconsin did not hold a monopoly on settlement--Iowa and Minnesota were also attractive-- 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norway
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historian
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Professor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Oslo
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Norwegians continued to stake their claims in Wisconsin’s northwest.  By 1890 well over 30,000 

Norwegians had come to this part of the state. They were the dominant ethnic group among 

Apostle Islands’ fishermen by the early twentieth century (Fapso 2001:15). 

According to environmental historian James Feldman, most of the Norwegians came 

from coastal towns where they had been fishermen or fishermen-farmers. They came to the 

Chequamegon region because the pristine Lake Superior waters and the old growth forests 

reminded them of their homeland and allowed them to work in the forests and fishing grounds, 

and later in their cleared farm fields.  They sent word back to Norway to the villages from 

whence they had come and invited their family and friends to join them (Feldman 2004a, 273–

75). Evidence of their procession can be seen in the following exploration of the Sand Island 

settlers.   

Residents    

Sand Island provided easy access to the best fishing grounds on the lake, just off the 

northern and western points on the island, and its sandy east bay provided shelter from Lake 

Superior’s famously violent storms. The Sand Island community grew with the town of Bayfield. 

In 1870 Frank Shaw, a Pennsylvanian, became the first person to own property on Sand Island.  

He and several other men began to use the island as a summer fishing station. Soon after the 

fishing camps began, the Norwegians began arriving (Feldman 2004b, 291-292). 

Fishing provided the essential foundation for community building, but so did the 

common ethnic and cultural heritage that the island’s residents shared. Landscape architecture 

professors, Alanen and Tishler of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, address the 

Norwegians’ prolific migration to the island noting, that the Federal Census counted 44 people. 

Alanen and Tishler, writing about Sand Island note, “This was virtually the same number 
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documented in the state census of 1895, but the 1920 figure represented a significantly larger 

population of permanent inhabitants. During the 1895 to 1920 interim, the proportion of 

Norwegians and Norwegian-Americans on Sand Island increased from 30 percent to more than 

90 percent ” (Alanen and Tishler 1996, 32-33). 

Who were these pioneers who brought their families to this isolated site?  In this section 

the focus will be on the individuals who became full year residents-- those who fished the 

waters, cleared and farmed the fields, built shelters, then cabins, then homes, established a 

school, a post office and a general store, became neighbors to be relied upon and celebrated with, 

married their sons to friends’ daughters, and, for the Norwegians, acclimated themselves to a 

foreign culture in varying degrees.  As resident Sigurd Loftfield’s son, Bob, said, “Sand Island 

was place where you could live if you didn't want to learn to speak English” (Loftfield 

Correspondence). Islander Dorothy Jensch expressed another aspect of the need to be prepared 

for the island’s hard reality, “You don’t go to Sand Island with diapers” (Jensch Interview). 

The following fishermen and farmers, collectively, had the greatest impact on 

establishing the community life of the island. They are identified in groups that reflect their 

acquaintance with other islanders.  Frank Shaw met Bert Hill through Hill’s relationship with 

Sam Fifield. The Moes were the original Norwegian settlers from Mo-I-Rana, Norway. They 

were followed by the Hansens and the Herman Johnsons. Edwin Bonde, a land speculator of 

sorts, brought in the Palms, Loftfields, Norings and Dahls.   

Below is a map of Sand Island (Fig. 4.1) giving the locations of the permanent residents. 

The Shaws, Hills, Fifields and Campbells located on the southeast side of the island while the 

Norwegians settled the east lakeshore. These sites are on the island’s leeside.  
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Figure 4.1 Sand Island circa 1930. (Map by Albert W. Bowers)   

 

 Francis Shaw  
According to his obituary of January 30, 1914 in the Bayfield County Press, Francis 

[Frank] Shaw is credited with being the first European-American to establish a permanent 

settlement on Sand Island. His father was from Scotland and his mother from Ireland. Frank was 

born in Erie, Pennsylvania in July 1841. Shaw served in the Union Army, and sometime during 

the latter half of the 1860s, he moved to Sandusky, Ohio. He married in 1869. He and his wife, 

Josephine, came to the Bayfield area during the fishing season. They lived where Frank fished, at 

La Pointe on Madeline Island and then on the mainland at Bayfield.  Alanen and Tishler note  

that, using his veteran’s bonus in 1870, Shaw obtained 37 acres on the southeast shore of Sand 

Island, a piece of property that came to be known as Shaw Point. (Fig. 4.1) There he established 
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a fish camp miles closer to the prime fishing grounds. For several years the couple wintered in 

Sandusky, Ohio, but by the middle of the 1870’s, he and Josephine began to spend the entire year 

in and around Bayfield (Alanen and Tishler 1996, 23-23). 

The Bayfield Press article goes on the say that during the 1870’s Shaw increased his 

fishing business on Sand Island, while the family home was maintained at La Pointe. In 1876 

Shaw was elected treasurer of Ashland County. During the early 1880’s the Shaws relocated to 

Bayfield. There, Josephine Shaw operated the Lake Superior House, a boarding facility which 

included a candy and cigar store and a sales outlet for her husband’s fresh and smoked fish.  

Shaw stayed on Sand Island from April to November, but his wife, five daughters and two sons 

spent the school term in Bayfield. The Shaws established their permanent residence on Sand 

Island in 1898, giving up the Bayfield residence after the last of their children finished school. 

The Shaws’ fishing operations continued to thrive, and Frank’s fleet expanded to four vessels by 

1899. He had added 146 acres to his Sand Island holdings by the time he sold the property to his 

son-in-law (Alanen and Tishler, 1996, 23-25).  

Sam Fifield, in an article titled “Beautiful Isles of Chequamegon,” for the Ashland 

Weekly Press, December 21, 1895, wrote, “Captain Shaw has a good snug farm at this point, 

where he has been for the past twenty years engaging in fishing and farming.”  

In 1905, however, Josephine Shaw’s failing health forced the couple to take sanctuary in 

Bayfield for most of the year. For a few years Shaw continued his summer fishing activities, but 

any agricultural pursuits were now limited to the harvesting and selling of hay. Finally, in 1910, 

the Sand Island property was purchased by the Shaw’s daughter and son-in-law, Anna Mae and 

Burt Hill.   Josephine Shaw died in 1911. Frank, the “Emperor of Sand Island,” died in January 

of 1914. 
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 Burtram Porter house Hill  
Burtram Porterhouse (Burt) Hill was born on July 12, 1871 in Appleton, Wisconsin.  Burt 

kept a diary in which he recalled many events from his life and times. He noted that in 1888 he 

moved with his parents to La Pointe on Madeline Island where his mother opened an eating 

house and later a hotel (Hill Diary, 1-2).  According to a Bayfield County Press article printed on 

April 15, 1910, Hill became an apprentice in that newspaper’s printing shop, where he worked 

from 1891 until 1910, most of that time as the County foreman. This was the newspaper that 

Sam Fifield and Sam’s brother, Hank, owned in the1870’s; Fifield also owned and operated Sand 

Island’s Camp Stella, located on the parcel next to Frank Shaw.  Burt Hill married Frank and 

Josephine Shaw’s daughter, Anna Mae, in November 1894. The Hills had two children, 

Margarite and Mildred. Both girls passed on before their parents. The Hills’ grandchildren spent 

a good deal of time with Burt and Anna Mae during the summers.  Burt wrote: “That summer 

Josephine, Annamae, Iris and John, Hill’s nephew, wanted some place to play, and I built them a 

playhouse on the shore.  They furnished it with furniture and dishes from Camp Stella" (Hill 

Diary, 21). 

Prior to 1910 the Hills spent part of each summer on Sand Island with the Shaws, and 

Burt Hill learned pound net fishing from Mr. Shaw.  Suffering from diabetes, Hill was looking 

for a better situation and saw his father-in-law as a resource to that end.  In 1910 Burt and Anna 

Mae made Sand Island their year-round home after purchasing Frank Shaw’s property.  During 

their years on the island Burt and Mae did a good deal of work for other families but 

predominantly for the Fifields:  

 In 1912, Mr. Shaw gave up the fishing and from then on the responsibility 
fell upon me. I kept at the business for two or three years, but I was getting 
nowhere, and so I quit and sold the entire outfit. I thought that I could do better if 
I stuck to the farming, but I soon came to the conclusion that in those days the 
only possible way to get produce to the market was by boat, and when the freight 
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and transfer charges were paid, there was very little left, and you had practically 
nothing for your labor (Hill Diary, 2). 

 
 In 1918 Burt decided that he was not suited to fishing and focused on farming instead.  

His earnings were supplemented by doing odd jobs for other residents. Through his relationships 

with Shaw and Shaw’s neighbor, Sam Fifield, he got many caretaking jobs, including 

maintaining the West Bay Club and providing other summer residents with roofing construction 

and firewood, as well as readying their cabins in summer and closing their cabins in the fall. 

Burt Hill managed the Campbell cottage and property.  Herman Jensch, a descendent of 

Campbell, thought highly of Hill: “I regarded him as a senior that I loved very much, and he was 

a great guy in my book because he could do anything. He could fix that damn boat, he could plug 

anything up, he could mend anything…there was nobody anywhere around up there, but Mr. and 

Mrs. Hill…he was family” (Herman Jensch Interview).  Clyde Jensch, another of Campbell’s 

grandchildren, remembered how, “Mr. Hill taught us, Sam and myself, how to milk cows.” 

Clyde described Burt as, “about 5’10”, strong. He was a good square-built man, weighed 175 

pounds. There wasn’t any fat on him, always with pipe in his mouth, whistling endlessly 

throughout the day” (Clyde Jensch Interview).  

  Burt Hill kept a sporadic diary from 1911 to 1941 in which he recorded a picture of life 

on the island and its surrounding area over those thirty years. In the diary he writes of being the 

postmaster of the island’s Shaw Post Office from its inception in 1911 to its end in 1916.  

He also notes that on June 15, 1918, the residents organized the Sand Island Co-Operative 

Association for the purpose of having the convenience of a store.  Hill was elected the secretary 

and manager of the Association and was paid 5% of the sales. The co-operative, which opened in 

July of 1918, was maintained for over ten years with Hill as its only manager.   

Another windfall for Hill came with the implementation of the Volstead Act in 1920.  
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 It was during that fall when we were digging potatoes that a forest fire 
started on Jo’s (Loftfield) land which looked pretty serious for a time.  The men 
of the Island got together, and we finally checked it before any serious damage 
resulted.  I was somewhat worried as I had 65 cases of Canadian jiggle water 
belonging to a Superior party, hid in the pasture.  When we quit fighting the fire at 
2 A.M. and the other men had gone home, I got Magnus Palm to help me, and we 
hauled the cases out.  When we went after the last load, the fire was within a few 
feet of where I had the stuff hidden. I received $50.00 for hauling it up there and 
back (Hill Diary, 13).  

 
Burt lived on Sand Island until 1941. At the age of 70 neither he nor Anna Mae could 

manage the demanding island life style.  During his years there he had served the residents well 

not only doing their chores but also acting as a bridge between the permanent fishing families to 

the north of Shaw Point and those summer time folks to the west.   

 Louis Moe  
According to Elvis Moe, his father, Louis, was among the first of the Norwegians to buy 

land on Sand Island.  Louis was born on February 28, 1866 in Mo-I-Rana, Norway and came to 

Onalaska, Wisconsin in 1890, where he worked on the Mississippi River boats (Moe Interview). 

His obituary reported that he moved to Bayfield in 1891 at age of twenty-five, and in 1893 he 

filed a homestead claim for forty acres on Sand Island which he subsequently abandoned after 

buying a lake shore farm on the East Bay.  While on Sand Island, he farmed and ran a logging 

crew, but like many of the islanders he was a fisherman who farmed secondarily to supplement 

the family’s income and food supply. In 1899 he returned briefly to Norway and came back with 

his bride, Nanne. Together the couple had seven children. Nanne died of complications from 

childbirth in April of 1924. Louis then married Christine Mateson from his Norwegian 

hometown in 1926. He died on May 18, 1929 while on a visit to his homeland. He had fished the 

waters of Lake Superior for nearly forty years (Bayfield County Press, May 23, 1929).  His son, 

Elvis, remained on the Sand Island site for another five years and then relocated to Bayfield, but 
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for twenty subsequent fishing seasons Elvis Moe returned to Sand Island to fish commercially 

(Moe Interview). There were those East Bay residents who felt that Louis Moe ruled his domain 

like a monarch. He was remembered by Howard Palm, the son of another Sand Islander, as 

“King Louie” (Palm Correspondence).   

 Frederick Hansen  
 

To understand the day to day life of the Sand Island fishermen, the most important 

document available is the twenty-five year diary that the Norwegian Frederick (Fred) Hansen 

kept. Frederick was born on June 13, 1884 and immigrated to the United States in 1893 at the 

age of 9. He came with his parents, Peter and Dorothea Hansen, and his sister, Christine. The 

family was acquainted with Louis Moe in Norway, and they settled on the island soon after their 

arrival in the United States (Fig. 4.1). The Hansens fished for Moe until they earned enough 

money to buy their own boat. Fred helped his father in the fishing business. In a summary of his 

life the Bayfield County Press said that he married Agnetta (Nettie) Johnson on September 10, 

1904. They raised two sons, Paul and Jacob, and four daughters, Constance, Gertrude, Alma, and 

Dorothy. He fished the waters of Lake Superior, and though he eventually died at a hospital in 

Ashland, he was a resident of the island until his death on December 27, 1939. He was a member 

of Harbor City Lodge No. 69, International Order of Odd Fellows (Bayfield County Press 

12/28/1939).   

Hansen appears to have been well thought of by his fellow islanders and was elected 

president of Sand Island’s co-op store when the enterprise was started. Herman Jensch spoke of 

him in an interview in 1987, saying, “Fred Hansen was another honorable man, he was probably 

the most successful fisherman on the lake in those years. His was a success, and his boats and 

buildings reflected it.”  According to Bob Dahl, “Apparently Fred Hansen spoke English well 
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and new immigrants would come to Sand Island to work for Fred in order to learn English” 

(Dahl Correspondence). Also of note are Fred Hansen’s diary entries in which he writes of 

photographing, developing and printing his own work. His photos are another large part of the 

island’s history.  Some of those photographs have been included in this work.  

 Herman Johnson   
 

The Bayfield County Press included the following information in a 1955 weekly feature 

titled “Picture of the Week” written about Herman Johnson, a long time Sand Island fisherman. 

He was born on May 16, 1881 in Mo-I-Rana, Norway, indicating a transplantation of 

communities that characterized the European settlement process. He immigrated to the United 

States at the age of 15.  Arriving in the Bayfield area in 1897, Herman lived with his brother 

Peter’s family on Sand Island where Peter was a fisherman. Due to the persistent health problems 

of his wife, Christine, Fred Hansen’s sister, Peter moved his family off the island. Herman 

bought his brother’s fishing equipment and home on Swallow Point, a one room cabin with a 

large attic. The attic served as sleeping quarters for hired men. On March 3, 1906 Herman 

married Hattie Hovland at the Bethesda Lutheran Church in Bayfield. He then became one of 

five long term residents of the island.  

The Bayfield County Press article recounted how Herman, his father-in-law, and Christ 

Hadland went over to Sand Island that same spring. They hired a horse-drawn sleigh to take 

them from Bayfield to Big Sand Bay. They planned to cache some of the food on the mainland 

and return for it later, but the wolves were too plentiful to risk losing it.  Thus after tying 

themselves together to prevent a drowning, should one of the party fall through the treacherous 

weather weakened ice, they walked across, toting what they hoped would be enough provisions 

to last them through the spring.  
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As their family grew, Herman and Hattie added several rooms to the cabin. They had 

nine children, six boys and three girls, none of whom settled on Sand Island. Their second child, 

Big John, drowned in a swimming accident at the age of six and was buried near the family 

cabin.  Another child, Ernest, their last, died in infancy. On June 28, 1928 the Johnsons took in 

one of the island children, Mel Dahl, aged 16, for a brief time after Mel’s father, Harold, 

drowned.   

Herman’s oldest son, Herman Jr., moved off the island in 1930 and set up a fishing 

enterprise at Little Sand Bay. He also ran a general store, a bar and a small tourist resort. 

Through all of his business expansion, he remained true to his roots and fished the same Lake 

Superior waters as his father, but once off the island, he did not return to use it as a summertime 

fish camp. 

Herman and his wife, Hattie, spent many years fishing the Superior waters and 

participating in the community life of Sand Island. Herman died in January 18, 1955 after 

retiring to Bayfield. Herman Sr., along with Mrs. Anna Mae Hill, was memorialized for saving 

many lives with their caretaking efforts during the 1919 influenza epidemic, and was 

remembered fondly:   

Herman Johnson loved Bayfield and its people, and there was no place in 
the world where he would rather have lived out this mortal life.  He was devoted 
to his wife, his children, and his church.  He enjoyed living, and found happiness 
in well-earned leisure. The world is better because he lived in it (Bayfield County 
Press January 27, 1955). 

 Edwin Bonde  

According to letters from descendant Richard Palm, after Edwin Bonde married Christine 

Palm, they moved to Ambrose, North Dakota in 1907 to join Christine’s family. But by 1909 

they had left this rural northwestern North Dakota community and were living on Sand Island. 
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There, Edwin was a “land developer.”  The Apostle Islands were being promoted as a prime 

fruit-growing region and the land could be purchased cheaply from Bayfield County.  Setting 

aside at least ten acres of lakeshore property for himself, he then proceeded to sell the rest of it to 

as many friends and acquaintances as he could talk into buying land on the remote island in Lake 

Superior.    

His primary customers were fellow immigrants from Norway whom he knew would 

adapt easily to the climate of northern Wisconsin, understood how to make a living farming and 

fishing, and who would love the area on sight.  Other clients were people who just wanted a 

summer retreat -- a place to go to when they tired of city life. Bonde planted a few apple trees 

along with some ginseng with the aim of enticing Norwegians from the St. Paul and Minneapolis 

area to Sand Island. Richard Palm wrote, “Good or bad he made it possible for several first 

generation Norwegian families to make their living on the island” (Palm Correspondence).  

The Bayfield County Press reported on July 9, 1909, that Edwin Bonde “believes that 

there is a time coming when land on any of the islands will be very valuable and is backing up 

the belief by investing his money in the lands and has built himself and family on Sand Island 

where he has already a small orchard started.”  Feldman notes that Bonde bought fifteen lots 

from nine owners along East Bay in 1914, and by 1915 “the same acreage had been divided into 

thirty-eight plots, with thirty-two separate owners” (Feldman 2011, 138).   

Before Edwin left the island he successfully recruited  Bertrand Noring, Ole and Sigurd 

Loftfield,  Harold Dahl and his in-laws, Will, Carl, and Ludvig Palm who, Hill wrote, 

“purchased lots from Bonde, mostly for summer homes though at times some of them wintered 

on the island.”   Magnus Palm, rather than buy property from Bonde, homesteaded and for over 
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ten years lived on East Bay.  For the rest of Bonde’s buyers “there was no way for them to make 

a living, and they gradually moved back to the cities” (Hill Diary, 20). 

Christine and Edwin had one child, Madeline, who married Edwin Johnson.  The 

Johnsons owned acreage on Sand Island. Madeline died on June 30, 1926, “when a mosquito bite 

became infected and caused blood poisoning” (Bessie Palm Correspondence). Fred Hansen’s 

journal entry for July 4 notes the Sand Island residents attended her funeral. Madeline was 33 

years old at the time of her death. She and her husband Edwin had five children: Edwin, Robert, 

William, John, and Christine. 

Mrs. Edwin Bonde died on April 16, 1929. She was 60 years old (Hill Diary, 24).  It is 

unknown when and where Edwin Bonde died.  

 Ludwig Palm  

Of the families coming with Edwin Bonde and having an impact on the settlement were 

the Palms of Norway. In 2007 Richard Palm, son of Bessie Nelson Palm, supplied the following 

story for this study of his ancestors, their immigration, and attempts at settlement. The Palm 

family, who followed Ed Bonde to Sand Island, was not the most successful of the farmers and 

fishermen settlers, but their story adds dimension to the body of historical geography that defines 

the Norwegian settlement.  

Palm writes that his grandfather, Ludvig, was born on September 22, 1880 in Naesset, 

Romsdal, Norway. Ludvig was one of twelve children of Magdalene Fredricks and Wilhelm 

Palm, ten of whom survived infancy, seven of whom immigrated to the United States of 

America, and six of whom lived on Sand Island for varying periods of time. The Palms were 

traditionally a nomadic family searching for employment while enjoying a life that regularly 

included song and dance. They accompanied their dances with instruments that included the 
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accordion, the harmonica and the ten string Hardonger violin. Ludvig learned the Hardonger, and 

years after establishing residence in North Dakota, he acquired the instrument and entertained 

with a repertoire of Norwegian folksongs. As the family grew in size, they settled in the village 

of Lomen in the Valdes area halfway between Bergen and Oslo. Wilhelm set up business in 

Lomen as a smithy. 

In 1898 Ludvig, then age 18, entered his two year mandatory Norwegian Army 

commitment. During this time, he married Laura Lauritzdtr. Richard Palm reports that aside from 

farming, fishing or manual labor, good jobs in Norway between the years of 1900 to 1905 were 

scarce.  

Ludwig was not the oldest male in the Palm line, and thus his chances of inheriting the 

family business were unlikely. Because Ludvig had a good education and spoke a little English, 

he decided to travel to America alone, leaving his wife and daughter with relatives. He entered 

the United States from Saskatchewan in 1905, and soon thereafter gained employment in 

Cottonwood, Minnesota as an assistant to the owner of a plant nursery. Ludvig sent for his wife, 

Laura, and his brother, Carl. When the nursery owner died, Ludvig inherited the business. When 

it burned down, he moved the family to Ambrose, North Dakota and started the plant business 

anew.  

 His business flourished. His mother, Magdalene and brothers, Will and Magnus, were 

invited to join him, along with his sister, Christine, and her husband, Ed Bonde. Between the 

years 1907 and 1913 Ludvig and Laura produced three more children, and three months after 

giving birth to their last child, Laura, age 29, died of typhoid fever. Grandmother Magdalene 

took care of the small children for a short while, but she had lived a hard life and was 75 years 

old. The small children were too much for her to care for.  
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By this time the Bondes had already been living on Sand Island for four years, and 

Ludvig’s two daughters, Emma, age eleven, and Myrtle, age one, were sent to live with Aunt 

Christine Bonde. Emma remembered the train trip from Ambrose to Ashland, the buggy ride 

from Ashland to Bayfield, and the boat ride via a fish collection boat named the Turner. Emma 

lived with Christine for at least five years and attended Sand Island’s one-room school house. 

Ludvig visited his children when time permitted. There on Sand Island in 1915 he met Bessie 

Nelson Dahl, aged twenty-one, step-daughter of the then widowed Harold Dahl. On January 1, 

1919 Bessie and Ludvig were married and living in Ambrose.  

During the Great Depression, and beginning with the winter of 1932-33, the couple and 

five of their children lived on Sand Island in the long vacated Bonde cabin. Ludvig made repairs 

and chinked the building, and they lived in that pioneer “make-do” fashion, learning survival 

skills that saw them through. In a letter to a niece Bessie Palm states, “It was a rugged existence, 

but we never spent a more carefree time in our lives.  We had plenty to eat and all the wood we 

could burn to keep warm.  The children would walk to Norings for milk and eggs, and when they 

butchered in the fall, we could get all the fresh meat we needed” (Bessie Palm Correspondence). 

They were joined on the island by Ludvig’s ninety-five year old mother during the summer.  The 

odyssey continued until the fall of 1933 when they moved into Bayfield. 

 Richard Palm recounts that his uncle, Carl, spent some time on Sand Island, but soon 

moved on to Superior, Wisconsin where he worked for the Great Northern Railway. Magnus 

Palm worked his homesteaded land, fishing and farming and working for other islanders until 

October 2, 1924, when his wife Anna’s tuberculosis forced them to abandon their site and move 

to the Detroit, Michigan area. Will and his wife, Amanda, moved onto the island in 1915. They 
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built a two story cabin near Magnus’ home, and he too earned a living working for others. They 

eventually settled in Bayfield.  

 In the late 1950’s Ludvig’s sons, Howard and Dick, bought Herman Johnson’s home and 

moved it down the shore, where it served as their summer place (Palm Correspondence).  Thus 

the Palms of Norway added to the population and culture of the East Bay community.    

 Sigurd Loftfield  

   The Loftfields were not a fishing family. Sigurd Loftfield was one of the Bonde group of 

Norwegian settlers recruited to Sand Island from the Twin Cities. His son, Bob, said that Sand 

Island was viewed as a Norwegian utopian farming and fishing community (Robert Loftfield 

Interview). 

According to Alanen and Tishler, Sigurd, born in 1887, and his wife, Katherine-Marie 

Loftfield, a child bride born in Germany in 1898, arrived on Sand Island at the end of the first 

decade of the 20th Century.  They bought three lots at the bottom of the East Shore, and there 

they built their house, Solheim, “Sun Home.” Sigurd operated a small dairy and fruit farm, and 

sought additional income as a logger, and an ore boat sailor, two among many of his efforts 

which eventually took him as far afield as Panama. They maintained ownership of the island 

property well after the time of their move to Detroit in 1923. During their thirteen Sand Island 

years, the couple had three children, Robert, Richard and Muriel (Alanen and Tishler 1996, 28). 

The 1925 tax rolls record that the Loftfield extended family owned several parcels totaling 

twenty-three acres, and were also paying taxes on an additional forty acre parcel (Bayfield 

County Tax Rolls, 1925). 

 Feldman notes that they were followed to Sand Island by Sigurd’s father and mother, 

Olaf, born in 1854, and Jonette Loftfield, born in 1863, soon after Sigurd established himself 
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there. The Ole and Jonette Loftfield had five other children, four of whom were also United 

States immigrants. The elder Loftfields stayed with Sigurd’s family until Solheim proved to be 

too small to comfortably accommodate the group (Feldman 2004b, 302). Sigurd’s son, Bob, 

related that the move was precipitated when Katherine-Marie “found it hard to adjust to island 

life with a family and in-laws too” (Loftfield Interview). 

Ole worked at farming after coming to the island.  In 1987 Melvin Dahl told an 

interviewer that Jonette took in summer vacationers to supplement her income and also “ran a 

small store out of their farm, selling basic dry goods. Many of the people who grew up on the 

island fondly remember buying penny-candy at the Loftfield farm” (Melvin Dahl Interview). 

Their daughter Aagot taught at the island’s school for a time and also at other Bayfield 

County area schools. Their daughter Birglot (Birdie) and their son Magnus lived on Sand Island. 

Magnus married Mabel Dahl, daughter of Harold Dahl.   

Fred Hansen recorded Ole’s death on July 16, 1930. Alanen and Tishler write that Sand 

Island’s cold weather proved too harsh for Jonette, who then wintered in Minneapolis with one 

of her children. She kept the store open during the summer season until the late 1930’s. The 

Loftfield family lost contact with Sand Island at the beginning of the United States’ entry into 

World War II (Alanen and Tishler 1996, 28). 

 Bertrand Noring  

William “Bill” Noring, born on January 3, 1907, was interviewed in 1980 and 1981, two 

years before his death, regarding his parents and their lives on Sand Island. He gave this account. 

Bertrand and Birget Noring, also identified as Bertrand and Bertha Noreng in the census records 

of 1920 and 1930, were married in Norway in 1906 and shortly thereafter immigrated through 

Ellis Island to Minneapolis, Minnesota, where they lived until 1912. During their years in 
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Minnesota three of their four children were born. After meeting Edwin Bonde, and knowing 

Louis Moe, Bertrand visited Sand Island in the winter of 1911-1912. He bought “a bunch of land 

for little or nothing” (Noring Interview, 1980). Unlike many of the Norwegians on the island, 

Bertrand was principally a farmer who fished as a sideline. While they were building their first 

house, they lived with the Bondes. In a 1920 newspaper article, John Chapple, editor of the 

Ashland Daily Press, wrote:  

Before long Noring was there, his wife at his side, carving a home for 
himself out of the wilderness.  Farmer, fishermen, butcher, he has taught himself a 
hundred trades.  Outside of the need for a little salt, sugar and coffee once in a 
while, Noring is more independent and self-supporting then a king could ever be. 

 
The Norings were the last of the permanent settlers to leave Sand Island. They departed 

in 1944. Palm concluded: 

When the Noring’s family was raised—all the kids were on their own—

the Norings abandoned the farm and built another house down by the lake near 
the shore. They lived there for a few years until they started getting older and 
weren’t able to live on the island anymore. They wanted to live in town—be 
closer to medical help if they needed (Palm Interview).  

  
 Harold Dahl  
 

Bessie Palm and her son, Richard, gave this background on the Dahls.  Harold Dahl was 

the last of the Bonde group that colonized Sand Island. He began coming to the island in the 

early 1900’s, and in 1910 bought property and brought his wife of seven years, Constance. 

Constance, already a widow, had a child, Bessie, born in 1894. Constance and Harold had three 

children--Mabel born in 1904, Carl, 1909 and Melvin, 1911. Constance died in 1915, and Bessie, 

who was 21 then and working in Seattle, came back to Sand Island to care for her step-sister and 

brothers for the next three years (Palm Correspondence). Harold continued to fish. His son, 

Melvin, commented, “We had two to three milk cows and a barn and everything. We grew our 

own vegetables and potatoes and practically grew our own meat, too” (Melvin Dahl Interview).  
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Harold and his family spent winters on the island until Carl started high school in Bayfield. After 

that, Harold had to maintain two houses, one on Sand Island and one in Bayfield.   

 On April 28, 1928, tragedy struck when Lake Superior took Harold’s life during a large 

storm (Bayfield County Press, May 3, 1928). Mel, who was sixteen at the time, was taken in 

briefly by Herman Johnson’s family and then moved to his step-sister Bessie Nelson Palm’s 

home in Minneapolis (Bessie Palm Correspondence).  Carl was twenty years old and in the U.S. 

Navy when his father passed away. After his enlistment was up, he returned to Sand Island and 

married Alma Hansen, daughter of Fred (The Iron River Pioneer, July 18, 1985). Mabel married 

Magnus Loftfield. The children’s step-sister, Bessie, by that time had been married to Ludwig 

Palm for nearly ten years. She and her family lived on Sand Island during the winter of 1932-33 

in the Bonde cabin (Bessie Palm Correspondence).  In 1942 Mel bought the cottage once owned 

by Dr. Disen.  

 Thorvald Dahl  

Melvin Dahl reminisced about Thorvald Dahl, whom the islanders called T-Dahl. Melvin 

believed that T-Dahl came from North Dakota before stopping at Sand Island. He bought and 

lived on the property vacated in 1924 by Magnus Palm. He stayed for about five years. He never 

farmed or fished but made his living as a handyman. He also grew berries. T-Dahl was not 

related to the Harold Dahls. Melvin remembered, “On Sundays he kind of appointed himself the 

minister of the island and he’d hold some church services” (Melvin Dahl Interview).  Melvin 

said that the services were held in the school building.  

 Gerald Biorn 

In his interview Gerald Biorn described the life and times of his grandparents, Nils and 

Erika Biorn, a couple whose Sand Island adventure lasted only a year.  Both of the Biorns were 
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Norwegian immigrants. Nils first settled in Minneapolis and Erika in Decorah, Iowa. They were 

probably born in the 1860’s. Together they raised a family of ten. In 1910 they homesteaded an 

unfortunate tract of land that was described as “all swamp except for about four acres.” The 

property had already been logged, yet enough remained for them to build a rudimentary single-

story log house.  Gerald’s aunt, Signe, told him that when she bedded down for the night, she 

could see the stars. The Biorns planted garden vegetables on two acres, and according to Signe, 

they ate potatoes morning, noon and night. By 1912 they had moved back to Minneapolis where 

Nils was killed in a work-related accident. Erika received title to the Sand Island homestead in 

1913.  One of their sons, Henry, returned to the island in later years, but not to farm. He was a 

lumberjack.  Gerald said his Uncle Henry was: 

 Kind of eccentric. He was ‘titched’. He did some fishing and lumbering 

and planted a few acres of potatoes.  “My dad said he would go up to the island, 

leave here, Minneapolis, go up on a little bicycle with a motor on the back, drive 
all the way up to Bayfield. Then he’d get in a row boat and row out to the island. 

So you can see, that’s why he died when he was fifty years old, probably all 
burned out.  

 
Henry died in 1940.  In 1950 Gerald’s parents paid taxes that had accumulated over ten 

years and owned the land for the next five years.  Gerald went back in 1968 and used the 

property as a summer vacation site, bringing a tent and a cook stove for several years. (Biorn 

Interview 1987) 

 Emmanuel Luick  

Robert Mackreth, retired Apostle Islands’ Park Historian, provided the following 

information concerning the career of Sand Island’s lighthouse keeper, Emmanuel Luick. While 

not living the entire year on the island, Emmanuel Luick kept the lighthouse lens aglow for three 

seasons over a twenty year span. The Luicks were treated as locals by permanent group of 

settlers.  
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Born in Cleveland, Ohio in 1866, Emmanuel Luick was the son of German immigrants. 

He began working as a fisherman and a wood turner. At age twenty he was hired as an assistant 

keeper at the Apostles’ Outer Island light. Following Sand Island’s original keeper Charles 

Lederle’s promotion in 1892, Luick took over and remained there for the next twenty-nine years.  

In 1896, at the age of twenty-nine, he married Ella Gertrude Richardson of Smithfield, 

Rhode Island, age sixteen.  She proved to be an able person, and was left in charge of the 

lighthouse for days at a time while he went to the mainland for supplies.  On one occasion during 

Emmanuel’s illness, she took over for three weeks, tending the light nightly and doing all other 

chores daily.  The Lighthouse Service paid her as a temporary assistant keeper for several of 

these brief periods.  

The marriage of Emmanuel and Ella ended without children, when, on May 19, 1905, she 

left for Bayfield on the steamer Barker and never returned. They divorced in 1906. Luick 

married Oramill Buck of Iron River, Wisconsin in 1911. The couple had four children, of whom 

two survived infancy. The first child, a girl, died on the island a month after birth, and 

Emmanuel buried her there. The second, a boy, was buried in Bayfield on May 23, 1918. 

Although Emmanuel Luick and his family were somewhat set apart physically from the 

mostly Norwegian families of Sand Island, the Luicks took an active part in community life. The 

Luicks visited back and forth with the Moes, Johnsons, Hansens, Hills and others.  The island 

people provided mutual assistance when needed as referenced several times in the islanders’ 

writings and in the lighthouse log.  It is likely that Fred Hansen was profoundly influenced by 

Emmanuel Luick. Fred was a frequent visitor to the Luicks in his teen years, reading newspapers, 

learning the importance of keeping a diary or log, and also the skill of photography. He was one 
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of the members of the East Bay community who looked in on Ella Luick while her husband was 

on the mainland.  

In 1921 the light was automated making the keeper’s job superfluous. Luick went on to 

the lighthouse at Grand Marias, Minnesota, where sixteen years later, he retired. He died in 

Superior, Wisconsin in 1947 (Mackreth Correspondence). 

Summertime People 
 

They came when the weather was warm. They came when it was cooler than home. They 

came to escape hay fever. They came to escape the routine of their lives. They came to enjoy one 

of the most beautiful places on earth. They came to play. They came because they could afford it. 

They spent their money, and they had an impact on the permanent settlers and their children.   

There was a perceived difference between the permanent residents and these visitors. It 

was expressed by Herman Jensch, grandson of Samuel Campbell. Campbell’s summertime home 

was built west of Shaw Point (Fig. 4.1). Herman Jensch sensed that separation, and he attributed 

it to several factors. His grandfather was a Union major in the Civil War. He was addressed by 

his rank thereafter. Major Campbell had a somewhat elevated status as northern Wisconsin’s 

Bureau of Indian Affairs Agent.  Herman’s father Charles Jensch had a prominent position with 

the Chicago Northwestern Railroad and travelled to Bayfield in his own railcar. The Campbell-

Jensch cottage’s size and style set it apart from the more utilitarian homes in which the settlers 

lived (Herman Jensch Interview).   

There existed a difference between the backgrounds of these two island entities, the 

settlers and the townsfolk, the immigrants and the American born, those who spoke English as a 

second language and those who spoke English without an accent. And yet there were the Hills, 

who had lived in the city but now were an accepted part of the residents’ fabric. It was the Hills 
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who brought the people together for work as well as for an occasional social festivity.  Thus Burt 

and Anna Mae were more than physical caretakers of the Campbell-Jenschs’ property.  

 Samuel S. Fifield 
 

In 1997 Sheree Peterson, local historian and curator at the Madeline Island Historical 

Museum wrote a report for the National Park Association titled Camp Stella Meeting Place of 

Kindred Souls. In the report she described the locally famous Sand Island resort and those 

responsible for its founding, maintenance and prominence in Wisconsin’s northland. Camp 

Stella’s success was a windfall for the permanent residents, as well as the camp’s owners and 

staff. Many of the Sand Islanders earned summertime money providing food, shelter, and the 

“fisherman’s experience” to the prominent campers taking advantage of this pristine part of the 

world.  The camp also benefited from the islanders’ fresh farm and fish products. The visitors got 

a chance to mingle with the colorful immigrant Norwegian community, and the islanders and 

their children, in turn, got a look at how the big-city moneyed folk dressed, ate and acted. 

Samuel Stillman Fifield was the man who gave birth to Camp Stella. Sam was born in 

Corinna, Maine on June 24, 1839. His mother died eight years later, and Sam was sent to live 

with an uncle. In 1853 Sam, his younger brother, Hank, and their father moved to the Midwest. 

Sam worked as a clerk and then as an apprentice for a newspaper in Taylor Falls, Wisconsin. He 

was rejected for service during the Civil War due to his poor health and small stature. In 1862 he 

became the owner-editor of the Polk County Press in northern Wisconsin. On September 20, 

1863 Stella Amelia Grimes, a resident of Taylor Falls, married Sam, and together they ran the 

paper. Sam published the paper as a non-partisan journal until the war’s end, when he came out 

as a Republican advocate (Peterson 1997, 4-6).  
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