One Day in the Life of Old Tahoe

By Lew Allison (As featured in Sierra Heritage August 2007 www.sierraheritage.com )

For one day each July, Old Tahoe comes back to life in all its lakefront elegance. 

On Living History Day at Pine Lodge, several thousand visitors stroll the grounds of the grand old lodge, also known as the Hellman-Ehrman Mansion, at Sugar Pine Point. 

The visitors picnic on the grass, listen to music from long ago, swim in the lake’s crystal waters, spend a few moments in the splendid rooms of the three-story, shingle house, and watch reenactments of the way life used to be there. There are games and painting lessons for the children. On Living History Day, all these activities are free to the public.

“It’s our way of helping make sure that memories of Old Tahoe endure,” said Victoria Workman, who, along with co-director Rosie Smith and dozens of other volunteers, makes Living History Day happen.

The old house itself, Pine Lodge, is the heart and soul of the Ed Z’Berg Sugar Pine Point State Park, which lies midway between Tahoma and Meeks Bay on the west shore of Lake Tahoe. The home was built in 1903 by Isaias Hellman, a pioneering California financier, and handed down from generation to generation until it was deeded to the California State Parks Department in 1969. 

“I think it’s wonderful that Pine Lodge is being maintained this way,” said Christiane “Crickie” de Bord, a great-granddaughter of Isaias Hellman. “It’s part of California history, and our families could not have kept it up this well.”

Living History Day gives all comers a day to be remembered – a day for reliving old memories and making new ones.

The house itself rewards the visitors’ curiosity with scenes of old opulence: Oriental rugs, antique furnishings, glassware and silverware, in rooms finished in the style of New England’s gilded age. 

A favorite room of many visitors is the kitchen, where Bambi Woodson, a Parks Department employee, holds forth on the menus for special dinners of long ago. Ms. Woodson bakes bread all day long, and its delicious aroma fills the entire lodge.  

For the Hellmans, the Ehrmans and most of the visitors on Living History Day the story of Pine Lodge goes back a little more than a hundred years. To the descendants of the original residents of the west shore of Lake Tahoe, though, that story goes back many thousands of years. These people, members of the Washoe American Indian tribe, trace the story of Sugar Pine Point through the oral history of their tribe, and to them Old Tahoe holds many special meanings.

To pass that story on, elders of the tribe take part in Living History Day, sitting under a tree to tell visitors about the west shore of old.

Steven James and Vernon Hyatt, who are among those Washoe elders, live at the Washoe reservation in Dresslerville, Nevada, just east of the mountains that ring Lake Tahoe. As boys, they, like Crickie de Bord, spent every summer at the lake.

“It was a paradise for us,” said James.

“We’d swim and fish, and borrow a boat from one of the families on the lake,” said Hyatt. “They’d know we had it, but they didn’t mind. They knew we’d return it.”

“Going up the shore from Camp Richardson we’d skip Rubicon Bay,” said James. “The water is very deep there, you know, and there were superstitions. You’ve heard the story of Ong.”

According to Washoe legend, Ong was a monster who lived on a rock in the middle of the lake and fed on wayward fishermen. It was the flapping of Ong’s wings that caused the fierce winds over the lake, according to the legend.

Superstitions or no, the boys and their friends explored much of the west shore.

“The streams were filled with trout,” James said. “Our families would grow all the other foods they needed in fields near the lake. The men worked for the rich families.”

James’s father was an electrician; Hyatt’s, an mechanic. “His dad kept the lights on and my dad kept the cars and trucks running,” Hyatt said.

James said his family had a cabin near the boatyard at Camp Richardson, a historic settlement that lies between Emerald Bay and what is now the city of South Lake Tahoe. “We went to Lake Tahoe every summer until just after World War II,” he said. 

“Then one year the cabin was gone. We asked what had happened to it but nobody would say. We went home to our reservation that day. My mother said she would never go to Lake Tahoe again. And she didn’t.”

Crickie de Bord’s summers at Lake Tahoe overlap some of those that the James and Hyatt boys spent there.

“We were living in the East at the time,” she said. “We’d come out on the train, and since the chairman of the railroad was a friend of my father’s the train would make a special stop at Truckee, and drop us off. I’ll never forget smelling the pine trees the minute  we got off the train.”

At Sugar Pine Point, Crickie and her siblings and cousins lived in the children’s house, a one-story building a hundred or so yards from the big house, down by the water. The children’s house is now home to the park’s chief ranger.

“The first thing we’d do every morning is go up to the big house and pay our respects to Grandma (name to come), who would still be in bed. Then it was tennis, swimming, horseback riding … fun all day long.

“Lunch was informal. You could wear shorts, but no bathing suits. Dinner was formal, though. We all had to dress up.”

For Christiane de Bord, who now lives in San Francisco, things changed after the family gave up the house, just as things had changed for Steve James and Vernon Hyatt.

“I’m glad the house is being kept open for future generations,” said Ms. de Bord, “but I don’t go up to the lake much anymore. Too many people.”

Like Crickie, Steve James and Vernon Hyatt rarely go to the lake. As Hyatt said, “Let the memories lie where they are.”

“Of course, it’s Old Tahoe that the family members and the elders miss,” said Victoria Workman. “That just goes to show how important it is to bring Old Tahoe back, if only for one day each year.”

And now, people who come to Sugar Pine Point for Living History day walk the halls of the mansion, peer into the living room, the dining room, the kitchen, and the bedrooms, and listen as local volunteers play their roles as stand-ins for the Hellmans and Ehrmans at their games and dinnertime. 

The visitors admire the antique cars and the famous wooden boats and walk among the trees, from the boathouse out to the end of the pier. As they look down into the clear water of the lake they might be forming memories of their own, memories as lasting as those of young Crickie de Bord, Steven James, and Vernon Hyatt – memories to keep Old Tahoe alive in their thoughts for the rest of their lives. 
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