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BY STEVE BEGNOCHE

IDLEWILD - Where better to learn the story
of Idlewild than in Idlewild?

It might take imagination to fully “see”
what the small Lake County summer resort
once meant to the tens of thousands of African
Americans who enjoyed the beauty of this spot
in the Manistee-Huron National Forest, close to
nature, and with a storied musical nightlife.
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Dubbed “Black Eden” it was a place
to enjoy what was restricted to them in
much of the segregated nation of the day.

Mary Trucks, executive director of
FiveCAP, a non-profit Community Ac-
tion Agency that oversees more than 40
programs promoting family and indi-
vidual self-sufficiency and which oper-
ates the Idlewild Historical and Cultural
Center, said the story of Idlewild is told in
many places, by many people, but is best
learned in Idlewild. .

“For (African Americans) it was Para-
dise)” Trucks said.

Located off U.S. 10 in Yates Township
east of Baldwin, Idlewild was a place
where Blacks could relax, recreate and
escape the summer heat of Midwestern
cities because other resorts in the Mid-
west were off-limits.

Up to 25,000 people on weekends —
double the current Lake County popula-
tion of 12,504 — were drawn to Idlewild
Lake, Paradise Lake, Williams Island,
the forest by day and the clubs featuring

who’s who of acclaimed black musicians
performed at night.

Count Basie, Sarah Vaughn, Billy Eck-
stine, Sammy Davis Jr., Della Reese, Bill
Cosby, Louie Armstrong, Aretha Franklin,
and the Four Tops were among those who
performed at Idlewild venues such as the
Flamingo Club, the Paradise Club and oth-
ers.

Long closed, the Flamingo Club build-
ing survives and is one of the places in
Idlewild on the National Register of His-
toric Places. A Michigan historical marker
in front of the building tells of the club on
one side and of Williams Island which the
club faces on its other side.

One way to learn Idlewild’s nationally-
important history is to get amap — you
might have to take a cell phone picture
of ones on signs or go online to find one

— of places with historical markers and
drive, bike or walk the dirt and paved
roads locating them.

Reading the signs and markers will tell
part of the story. Trucks suggests taking
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time to imagine what it must have been like when
Idlewild, once a self-sufficient, full-service com-
munity, boomed.

Don’t mistake Idlewild today for a ghost town,
Trucks cautions; it isn’t. It is alive. its residents
number in the hundreds. Its summer resorters
include families which have returned for genera-
tions. Idlewild continues to draw people literally
by the busload who, in their hearts remember, and
arrive on festival excursions there to celebrate its
cultural importance.

Idlewild was one of more than 30 African Amer-
ican resorts in the U.S. and the only one in the
Midwest where African Americans were permit-
ted to buy land and vacation during the Jim Crow
days, according to the State of Michigan’s Idlewild
Centennial Commission. Founded in 1g12 by white
businessmen seeking to attract “the best of the
race! it took off in the 1920s when prominent
Blacks of the day such as author W.E.B. Dubois
purchased lots.

“Dr. Daniel Hale Williams, the first surgeon to
practice open-heart surgery (was there). Idlewild
was responsible for building one of the larg-
est Black land-owner groups ever, the Idlewild
Land Owners Association, with members from
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34 states?” a BlackAmericaWeb.com article states. “The
town eventually became self sufficient with a railroad,
stores and a post office — owned and operated by African
Americans.”

“Initially, it was meant for wealthier blacks who pur-
chased lots and built cottages or homes. As word spread,
lot sales took off}” Trucks said.

“People who were accomplished in their professions
(went there)?” Trucks said, “Idlewild just sparked some-
thing in their hearts and minds”

Later, the allure of Idlewild drew middle class African
Americans who worked in the auto factories of Detroit
who also sought summer places for respite from summers
in the city.

According to a Purdue University history, Idlewild “at-
tracted leading entertainers who made it the ‘Summer
Apollo of Michigan’ since the entertainers in turn drew
audiences from Chicago, Detroit, and other Midwest cities
who came solely for the popular shows?”

The shows drew a mixed-race audience. Some were
aired live on Ludington radio station WKLA which shared
it on a national radio network, according to a Mason-Lake
Musical Heritage Trail history. A post at the Flamingo Club
includes a QR Code to access a historical narrative about it
and the Paradise Club.
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offer the most activity in Idlewild,
Trucks said. It’s the only day of the
week the Idlewild Historical and
Cultural Center is open to view the ex-
hibits. This summer, Dr. Ronald Ste-
phens, author of the book, “Idlewild:
The Black Eden will be on hand to
talk about the exhibit and will lead
tours on most Saturdays.

On a May mid-week driving around
the streets, some paved, some dirt,
that surround Paradise Lake, Idle-
wood Lake and Williams Island, one
encounters historical markers, family
cottages, boarded up bits of history.

Williams Island was perhaps the
heart of Idlewild, Trucks said. It still
hosts summer events, from a blues
and jazz festival to gatherings put on
by various associations.

According to Ferris State University,
“Island Park (an island surrounded
by Idlewild Lake), was the center of
activity from 1920 to 1945. It featured
the Idlewild Clubhouse, the Oakmere
Hotel, and the Purple Palace Supper
Club. Prominent African Americans
including Dr. W.E.B. DuBois, author
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STORAGE
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The Idlewild Cultural and Historical Center offers

exhibits. It is only open on Saturdays.

Charles Waddell Chesnutt, millionaire
businesswoman Madam C.J. Walker,
and Chicago attorney Violette Nealey
Anderson purchased Idlewild prop-
erty”

“Go to Williams Island and envi-
sion Williams Island when it was the
heart of Idlewild? Trucks advises
those visiting. “They can see the Fla-
mingo Club. Imagine a boardwalk with
restaurants, a skating rink and other

businesses on that stretch including
a two-story hotel. That was the heart
of Idlewild. It led around to Rosan-
na’s Bar, built by John Roxborough,
Joe Louis’s manager.” The business
remains open now under a different
name.

The nationally-historic landmark
in black history was dreamed up by
white businessmen who marketed
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The Pere Marquette non-motorized multi-use trail passes through the northern edge of idlewild.

their vision of the ultimate black re-
sort - plans called for an amusement
park that never materialized - on the
timbered-over land. They advertised
Idlewild lots in Midwestern cities like
Detroit and Chicago whose black citi-
zens, like their white counterparts who
had their own resorts, might want to
escape the heat, the crowds, and other
downsides of city life in the early and
mid-2oth Century for rest and respite
in the woods.

“The concept of creating a resort for
African Americans was very important
and timely) Trucks said. “..There was
no place like Idlewild in the Midwest.
Idlewild was a whole different place.

“What it became was a place to
soothe the soul, to meet friends, to
make lifelong friends and a party all
night”

For 50 years that’s what Idlewild
was, Trucks said.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 ended
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» Tandem Bikes

¢ Adult 3 Wheelers

« Sun Aluminum Cruisers

At the rail trail in Mears

For information & pick-up call 231-873-4338

www.WoodShedBikeShop.com

decades of discriminatory laws in the
U.s.

According to the National Archives,
“this act, signed into law by President
Lyndon Johnson on July 2, 1964, pro-
hibited discrimination in public places,
provided for the integration of schools
and other public facilities, and made
employment discrimination illegal. It
was the most sweeping civil rights leg-
islation since Reconstruction.” Accom-
modations also were desegregated.
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It had an unintended consequence.

Black Americans newly able to travel
freely in ways they hadn’t been before,
did. The heyday of Idlewild was over -
for now.

Trucks said efforts continue to revi-
talize the community. In addition to the . RaL g
Idlewild Historic & Cultural Center, an o e
apartment complex was built, a senior
citizen center and housing, public boat
launches and private enterprises includ-
ing golf cart tours and small businesses
are mixed in.

The Pere Marquette multi-use trail
passes through, allowing bike riders and ,
walkers a non-motorized connection to The Flamingo Club still stands.
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Reed City in the east or Baldwin to the j
west. Interested in more?
Ghosts of the past molder in the
woods in spots. A quick web search will turn up N. Michigan Ave., Baldwin, 1 231-898-
Still. Idlewild lives on as a community many sources of information about 6500
and as a nationally significant place of Idlewild. Here are a few: Ferris State University’s Jim
American history with special mean- Idlewild Historic & Cultural Cen- Crow Museum, Big Rapids, https://
ing to African Americans for which it ter, 7025 Broadway, Idlewild, www. jimcrowmuseum.ferris.edu/ques-
was Paradise on earth in Lake County, historicidlewild.org tion/2014/november.htm
Michigan. Lake County Historical Society, g15
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2023
Idlewild Events:

June 14, 2nd Annual Comedy in the Wild,
presented by PHAT Tuesdays

July 1, Grier Music Fest, John Meeks
Park

July 1, 23rd Annual Historic Idlewild
Parade

July 7-9, Cycle Idlewild, Williams Island
is the starting point for a variety of fitness
rides with different distances to serve rid-
ers of different levels. For more informa-
tion, email cycleidlewild@gmail.com

July 15 Annual Summer Festival, Mid-
Michigan Idlewild Events Center

August 5, 10th Annual Meeks Homecom-
ing Jazz and Blues Festival, surrounding
grounds of Yates Township Hall.

August 18-20, a musical glamping tent
festival, surrounding grounds of Yates
Toyvnship Hall.
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« Authentic Restaurant - Take Out
« Full Assortment of Mexican Groceries

Kitchen open
wedmsday - .Suwdag

Mexican Grocery & Restaurant i
Downtown Hart « 231-873-4069

areat Food!
k

Grassy sites, including
electricity, picnic tables

& fire ring, tents welcome,
spacious private showers,
clean bathrooms, ATM,
ice & rewood available,
Camp store & gift shop,
camper rentals

From a cold beer & juicy
burgers, to Prime Rib & a glass
of wine, our Bar & Grill is
home to fantastic food &
spirits. Great wine selection,
Steaks, Salads, and Mexican
Fare & Burgers

Takeout Available
Live Music (Weekends)

Prime Rib Friday & Saturday
(Memorial Day-Labor Day)

(231) 873-4901

Want a Silver Lake RV camping experience but
don’t have one of your own? Val-Du Lakes
Campground is happy to offer guests

on-site rental in one of

our well-kept campers

8 bedrooms & 4 baths, historic
country estate built in 1888,
sleeps up to 20, comfortably

Relax, have fun,
make 1memories. ..

1511 N. Wilson Ave.
_ Mears
www.valdulakes.com
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