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Colorful characters, stories highlight a century of history 
for resorts in the Brainerd Lakes Area 

BRAINERD, Minn. – With more than 150 lodging properties to pick from, Brainerd Lakes Area visitors get more than just a choice of beds and beaches. The lodging selections here are as diverse as the visitors themselves.

From quaint little beds and breakfasts tucked away in the woods to nationally renowned family resorts, Brainerd has lodging to fit everyone’s needs and price range. Many resorts in the area have been in business for almost a century and, as a result, have very colorful histories that date back to a time when the railroad was the main form of transportation from the Twin Cities, and the remote resorts were a regular destination for Hollywood’s elite and Chicago gangsters who traveled here over the years to enjoy the solitude and the lakes. 

For over a century, the Brainerd Lakes Area has been a vacation destination. One of the first resorts built here was Ruttger’s Bay Lake Lodge, which was constructed by the Ruttger family in 1898 as a fishing camp. The Ruttgers spent years building cabins, the main lodge and, eventually, a golf course, pool and other amenities. And they didn’t stop there. They continued to build resorts throughout the northern Minnesota, and the lodge on Bay Lake is now run by a fourth-generation Ruttger.

The four-seasons Train Bell Resort on North Long Lake was originally built as a hotel in 1908 next to the train station in Merrifield. One of the owners in the 1920s was a 60-year-old widow named Martha Bronson, who built two cabins herself, rented boats, sold bait and was even a fishing guide for her guests. The resort took on the train theme in the 1940s, which now includes a large brass train bell and a 33-foot locomotive built in 2001 to give guests rides around the grounds. The railroad tracks are now gone, but a 100-mile paved bike trail has replaced them. With a mix of cabins, villas, condos and reunion houses, the resort is now well known for its daily activities and themed weeks for the guests.

When the Corps of Engineers built a dam in Crosslake in the late 1800s to accommodate the logging industry, it created pristine fishing waters and a string of excellent recreational lakes called the Whitefish Chain of Lakes. Eventually, word got around about this area and resorts started popping up on the shores in the 1920s and ‘30s. One of those resorts, Clamshell Beach Resort, used to harvest ice from the lake for the cabins and had chickens running around the property. In the 1960s, the owners used a 25-horsepower motor on a small boat to pull their guests on water skis. One of the guests was a blind man who returned every year to waterski. Even area residents came to the resort to waterski back then. 

Just south of Whitefish, on Pelican Lake, Breezy Point Resort was built in 1921 by millionaire publicist Captain Billy Fawcett, the flamboyant and charismatic publishing giant and owner of Fawcett Publishing. His resort quickly became a destination for the rich and famous during the Roaring ‘20s, hosting stars such as Clark Gable, Carole Lombard, Tom Mix and Jack Dempsey. He built a lodge that was one of the largest in existence at the time, accommodating 700 people. His personal house is now a 10-bedroom reunion house rental.

Manhattan Beach Lodge on the Whitefish Chain also had a colorful clientele in the 1930s and ‘40s. Built in 1929, the lodge attracted wealthy visitors from Chicago and the Twin Cities. Members of John Dillinger’s gang frequented the lodge, as did other gangsters of that era. Hollywood’s elite like Bob Hope visited, and touring big bands made it a regular stop as well. In fact, legend has it that a saxophone player mysteriously disappeared while staying at the Lodge. Only his belongings were found, but now some say he still roams the halls late at night and you can hear the cry of his sax. 

On Gull Lake, Grand View Lodge has been providing family memories to its guests since 1918, when M.V. Baker, who was selling off 3,000 feet of lakeshore for $10 per foot, built a lodge to house prospective buyers who came to view the lots. Now, the main lodge, which features Norway pine felled on the property and is on the National Register of Historic Places, is the focal point of one of the premier resorts in the area. The current owners, the Cote family, purchased the property in 1937 for $85,000. 

On the south end of Gull Lake, Merrill and Louise Cragun in 1940 bought some shoreline in the Pine Beach area, built a few cabins and started Cragun’s Resort. Several years earlier, they had registered the name of Paul Bunyan Inc., to develop and promote tourism in central Minnesota. Their son, “Dutch,” was in charge of worms and minnows as a youngster but eventually took over as manager in 1957. He now owns the resort with his wife, Irma. The property now includes 4,500 feet of shoreline and includes the 45-hole Legacy Courses at Cragun’s. 

Summer in the Brainerd Lakes Area means the calendar is full of events and festivals. Here is a sampling:

• Turtle Races, 2 p.m. every Wednesday from June 9 through Aug. 18 in downtown Nisswa. It’s as much fun to watch as it is for the kids who are racing.

• 10th Annual Stamman Scandinavian Festival, June 11-12, Pioneer Village in Nisswa – Features 150 folk musicians – including groups from Sweden, Finland, Denmark and Norway – performing on three stages, traditional Scandinavian dance and food, children’s activities and much more. 

• Fourth of July Celebrations, July 3-4, area cities – Area communities celebrate the Fourth of July like few others can, with free music, fireworks displays, parades, art festivals, games and much more. 

• Bean Hole Days, July 13-14, Pequot Lakes – Burying of the Beans ceremony is Tuesday, followed by the raising and serving of the famous beans Wednesday at noon, and the crowning for King and Queen Bean. Free beans!

• Annual Majestic Pines Art Festival, July 16-17, Nisswa – More than 100 distinctive artists participating in a juried art festival. Live music and food.

• 23rd Annual Whitefish Chain Antique and Classic Boat Show, July 24, Crosslake – A spectacular boat show and parade with more than 60 restored classic and antique boats. Free!
• Chokecherry Festival, August 14, Pequot Lakes – A full day of activities, including a Chokecherry Culinary Contest (chokecherry recipes only), Pit Spitting Contest, Back Seat Driver Contest, Partner Carry Contest, street dance and more.
• Big Fun Tuesdays, every Tuesday from June 29 to August 10 in Crosslake – Paul Bunyan-theme activities including Pancake Toss, Gunny Sack Races in Paul’s socks, Minnow Races, Fish Toss and more.
Groups or families can find that the Brainerd Lakes Chamber is an excellent resource for planning a family vacation, group tour or area adventure. A comprehensive list of activities and events is available by visiting the Brainerd Lakes Chamber Web site. Lodging and golf specials and packages are available on the property’s or golf course’s individual Web site; some are featured on the chamber’s Web site as well. 
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Note: Contact PR Coordinator Geoff Gorvin at 218-821-9513 or 218-829-2838 for more information or photos.
