
PRESERVING, DOCUMENTING & CLASSIFYING  THE PHYSICAL HISTORY OF LAKE MINNETONKA SINCE 1972 

Founded in 1972, the 

Excelsior-Lake 

Minnetonka Historical 

Society serves the 

communities of 

Deephaven, Excelsior, 

Greenwood, Shorewood, 

and Tonka Bay. 

 

The Society’s museum 

and archives are free and 

open to the public, and 

hold the largest 

collection of historical 

artifacts and documents 

in the area. 

 

A number of books 

about Lake Minnetonka 

history have been 

published by the Society, 

and are available for 

purchase from the 

Society, Excelsior City 

Hall, and local retailers. 

The Society also 

presents lectures and 

programs on topics of 

local historical interest. 

 

 

 

You can now purchase 

our publications and 

become a member of the 

ELMHS 

on our website: 

www.elmhs.org 

 

 

ELMHS 

P.O. Box 305 

Excelsior, MN  55331 

(952) 221-4766 

              The Harborage 
 

SPRING  2010 

100 Years Ago: 

Fire Destroys Principle Warehouse of 

Dyer Boat Works 

Excerpted from “1883 – 1993 Early Illustrated History of the Excelsior Volunteer Fire 

Department” by Grace Peck, one of the fascinating publications available at the ELMHS 

archives, museum, or on our website (www.elmhs.org). 

 

Fire destroyed Warehouse Number 1 at Dyer's Boat Works, Deephaven, Wednesday after-

noon (March 21, 1910).  The fire was discovered by workmen about twenty minutes past 

four.  Smoke and flames were seen issuing from the roof in considerable quantities, which 

showed that the fire had been burning some time.  About a dozen workmen and neighbors 

gathered at the building immediately but the fire 

had already gained such headway that no attempt 

was made to extinguish it. 

 

The main building was about fifty feet square and 

two stories high.  Attached to the west side was an 

addition that served as Mr. Dyer's office and also as 

the village hall.  The furniture, books and records 

were removed from this part before the fire reached 

it.  Owing to the fierce wind that blew form the 

south, and the fact that the building was wooden 

and filled with varnished boats, launches and spars, 

the fire spread very rapidly. 

 

Men from Cottagewood and from the surrounding 

country hurried to the scene and within a quarter of 

an hour some thirty helpers had arrived.  No 

thought was given to saving the building in which 

the fire had caught, but the efforts of the crowd were bent toward saving the steamboats 

and launches that were lying in its immediate neighborhood.  Several of these were still 

standing on the ways just as they had been left in the fall.  The blocks were removed and 

they were shoved into the water.  The steamer Twin City floated off toward the railroad 

bridge and sank.  The steamer Rambler floated into the lee of the burning building and 

soon caught fire.  A boat's crew tried to extinguish the fire but were driven off by the heat.  

Later she was towed out of range of the fire, but her upper works has been entirely de-

stroyed and fire had caught under her forward deck.  While being towed to shore she filled 

and sank. 

 

A fine cabin launch was saved by the heroic efforts of Winnie Dyer and a group of assis-

tant who graved the heat and the threatened explosions of half a dozen tanks of gasoline.  

They broke down a section of the long wharf and held the launch captive and pulled her 

through into open water so that she could be towed away from the fire. 

 

Continued on Page 2 

The Onawa, the design of which changed 
sailboating forever, was designed by Arthur 

Dyer, whose boat works warehouse burned 

100 years ago. The Onawa is on display in 

the ELMHS museum 
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Historic Boat Works Fire 
 

Continued from Page 1 

 

Several other large launches and sailboats were saved by launching them into the bay.  A number that could not be 

moved were burned.  A small house built of sheet iron stood near the burning building.  This was saved from collaps-

ing by a group of men who remained inside and dashed water upon its walls and roof. 

 

The loss is hard to estimate.  There were in the building about a dozen launches, eight or ten sailboats and as many 

rowboats, besides a great quantity of sails, spars and ropes.  Mr. Dyer carried insurance to the amount of $1,000 on 

the building.  Some of the boats may have been insured by their owners.  The origin of the fire is unknown.  No men 

were working in the warehouse.  The Watertown train had just passed and the fire may have been started by sparks 

from the locomotive. 

 

A fire probably set by this train burned over the wood just west of Deephaven and threatened the dwellings along the 

lake shore.  Another fire started near Mill Street, Excelsior, about the same time and threatened to destroy Mrs. 

Molter's house.  This blaze was extinguished by the Excelsior fire department. 

 

(The Dyer Boat Works building in which the Onawa was built was located on Carson’s Bay in Deephaven.) 

 

 

Annual Meeting of the 

Excelsior-Lake Minnetonka 

Historical Society 

 
  June 17, 2010 6:00PM 

 

  Southshore Center, Shorewood 

  5735 Country Club Road 

 

  Silent Auction 

  Please bring a dish to pass. 
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Museum Docents, Archive 

Volunteers Needed 
 

The museum opened this year on May 22nd and will be 

open on Thursdays from 2:00PM to 6:00PM during the 

Farmers Market, and Saturdays from 10:00AM to 

3:00PM.  If you’d like to volunteer, please call Kathy 

Endres at 612-419-7296. 

 

The archives are open Wednesdays from 9:00AM to 

noon. Volunteers are needed to help file and keep the 

archives organized. If you’d like to help out, just show 

up! The archives are located in Suite 102 of the Old 

School Building at 261 School Avenue in Excelsior. 

•  MEMBERSHIP AND GIVING  œ 

 

Annual member benefits include: 

 Voting privileges 

 Eligibility to serve on the Board of Directors 

 The Society’s newsletter and mailings 

 Invitations to special events 

 

I would like to become a member at the following 

level: 

 $20 .................................. Individual/Family 

 $10 ...................................................... Senior 

 $50 ....................................................... Silver 
(Premium: one set of Society note cards.) 

 $100 ...................................................... Gold 
(Premium: one Society publication.) 

 

 I would like to make a financial contribution to 

the Society.   

 

Amount: $_____________. 

 

 

 I’m interested in donating items of Lake 

Minnetonka historical interest to the Society. 

(Due to space limitations, the Society reserves 

the right to decline certain donations.) 

 Please contact me about volunteering at the 

Society. 

 Please add me to your mailing list. 

 

Name:_______________________________ 

 

Address:_____________________________ 

 

____________________________________ 

 

City/State/Zip:________________________ 

 

____________________________________ 

 

Day Phone:___________________________ 

 

Eve. Phone:___________________________ 

 

Email:_______________________________ 

 

 

Please send a check payable to: Excelsior-Lake 

Minnetonka Historical Society, P.O. Box 305, 

Excelsior, MN  55331, or visit our website at 

www.elmhs.org. 

Letter from ELMHS  

Board President 
 

The rich history of the Lake Minnetonka area is one thing 

that attracted me here ten years ago. We had been living in 

the quaint village of Glen Ellyn, Illinois where I was active 

with the historical society.  Upon moving here, I was 

thrilled to find a vibrant historical society also existed in 

this area. 

 

It’s been exciting to watch the Excelsior-Lake Minnetonka 

Historical Society’s Archives expand and move to an  

accessible space in the Old School Building on School 

Street in downtown Excelsior.  On Wednesday mornings, 

it’s always a joy to visit the Archives and see the number 

of visitors and volunteers there.   We’re open from 9:00 

AM to noon.  Stop in if you haven’t seen the new location. 

 

As I look back at our strategic planning session notes from 

2002, many of our goals have been realized.  We have 

worked hard during the past year to strategize and set goals 

for the future.  I will outline these goals and reflect on the 

past year’s progress at the Annual meeting, June 17th at 

Southshore Center  starting at 6:00 PM.  Please bring a 

dish to share and I hope to see you there! 

Kathy Endres 

President, ELMHS Board of Directors 
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The Society’s Nominating Committee proposes the following slate of Officers and Directors to serve on the 2010-2011 

Board of Directors. 

 

Nominations may also be made by any Society member, with the consent of the prospective nominee, prior to  

balloting. Nominees will be voted upon by the membership at the Society’s General Meeting on June 17th, 2010. 

ELMHS Board Slate for 2010-2011 

 

Officers 

Kathy Endres, President 

Cary Smith, Vice-President 

Betty Peck, Treasurer 

Tad Shaw, Secretary 

 

Board of Directors 

Janet Cohen 

Tarah Cummings 

Tim Decker 

Julianne Englander 

Michael Fulkerson 

Drue Gisvold 

Molly Grove 

Jerry Holl 

Janice Leafer 

Becca Sanders 

Six new members are slated to join the Board. 

 

Janet Cohen 

Janet is a 23-year resident of Shorewood, where she lives with her spouse, Mike, and their cat, Lily. They are the parents 

of two adult children. 

 

She has graduate degrees in both Innovation Studies and Liberal Studies from the University of Minnesota. She earned her 

undergraduate degree at Temple University in her hometown of Philadelphia, Pennyslvania. Janet retired from a career in 

media, administration, and human resources. She writes for a national Futurist magazine, is an administrator for an on-line 

community, and has been a docent at the ELMHS museum for the past year. She also creates handmade jewelry and enjoys 

boating, swimming, organic gardening, cooking, and political activities. 

 

Janet has a strong interest in local history and enjoys sharing the stories of our area with museum visitors, and looks for-

ward to serving our community in her capacity as an ELMHS board member. 

 

Tarah Cummings 

Tarah Cummings was born and raised in another early American historical town, Birmingham, Michigan, an important 

pioneer community in suburban Detroit.  Her interest in history goes back to her early elementary school days and learning 

about the first families that started that community. 

 

She moved to Minneapolis for college and now resides in Minnetonka near Glen Lake.  She has been teaching 5th grade 

for the past seven years at Groveland Elementary, the oldest continuously functioning school in Hennepin County .  Tarah 

loves educating children about our past and instilling a pride in her students in our local and regional history.  In fact, her 

favorite school field trip of the year is to Fort Snelling and the State Capitol.  She enjoys gardening, reading, exercising, 

and travel in her spare time when not busy with her husband, two children, ages 4 and 2, and energetic yellow labrador. 

 

Drue Gisvold 

Drue grew up in Cottagwood and Deephaven and graduated from Minnetonka High School. She attended Gustavus Adol-

phus College and then entered the banking and mortgage fields. While living in Hudson, Wisconsin, she became involved 

in the St. Croix County Historical Society and Octagon House Museum where she served on the board of directors for 10 

years and acted at various times as president, vice president, and secretary. She also took active parts in the museum com-

mittee, including docent, cashier and archive worker. She lives in Minnetonka. 

 



EXCELSIOR ~ LAKE MINNETONKA HISTORICAL SOCIETY  SPRING 2010    PAGE 5 

Molly Grove 

Molly is a relatively new (and enthusiastic) resident of Shorewood, moving into her husband's home after getting mar-

ried. She has been involved in many community organizations and activities such as serving as chair of the St. Paul Win-

ter Carnival Ice Carving competition, as a member of the St. Paul STAR Board, and more recently locally as a volunteer 

for Arctic Fever.  She is very interested in becoming involved in the community, and helping preserve and promote the 

history of the Lake Minnetonka area.   

 

Janice Leafer 

Janice is an Excelsior resident who has lived at 175 First Street, the Porter Dillman House built in 1870, since January 

1996.  Her husband, Woody Leafer, a famous radio/TV and voice talent personality, who lived in the house from 1987 

until his death in 1997, did many of the renovations that brought the house back to a more historical appearance. Previ-

ously Janice lived in the Glen Lake area of Minnetonka.  She has been a part-time substitute teacher for Intermediate 

District 287 for the past 10 years. She owned a business for 14 years before becoming a teacher. 

 

Janice serves as co-president of the Minnesota Manx Society.  She has been on the board of Lake Fellowship of Unitar-

ian Universalists, and headed up their committee to participate significantly in the 2003 Excelsior Sesquicentennial Cele-

bration. She has a son, James, who works for the Minneapolis Institute of Arts, and a daughter, Allison, who is a Special 

Ed Teacher in Bloomington. She also has a six-year old grandson, Jackson, who is her pride and joy.  She is delighted to 

be asked to serve on the board of the Excelsior-Lake Minnetonka Historical Society. 

 

Lucy Stabeck 

Lucy was born in Eau Claire, Wisconsin and has lived in Minnesota since 1989.  She has two children, Sarah and Brady, 

two dogs, one cat, and a husband, KC Stabeck, who was born and raised in Tonka Bay.  She has worked in the fields of 

national sales, management, and interior design.  She is an avid genealogist and loves history. 

 

She has spent the last eight year living in Tonka Bay and learning about the history of Old Orchard and all the tradition 

that goes along with that great Lake Minnetonka community. She believes that serving on the ELMHS board will allow 

her to use her passions and creativity to satisfy her need to be involved in worthwhile causes. 

 

 

Summer Events 
 

ELMHS Museum Opens for the Season 
May to September 

Thursdays, 2PM to 6PM (concurrent with the Excelsior Farmers’ Market) 

Saturdays, 10AM to 3PM 

 

Art On the Lake, Downtown Excelsior 
Saturday, June 12—10AM to 6PM 

Sunday, June 13 — 10AM to 4PM 

 

ELMHS Annual Board Meeting 
Thursday, June 17th, 6PM — Southshore Center 

 

Don Draayer, Former Superintendent of Minnetonka Schools 
Speaker, Sponsored by the Excelsior-Lake Minnetonka Historical Society 

July 29, 7:00 PM 

Minnetonka High School 
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in the cultural heritage of  the area. 
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