A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ST. LAWRENCE CONFERENCE CENTER ON UPPER SARANAC LAKE
By Ronald C. Hoffman

This is a brief and simple attempt to record some of the history of Canaras.  The information contained in this paper comes from several sources.  The early history (before SLU) comes from an article written by Dr. Paul Jamieson entitled “Lodge In The Wilderness”, the acquisition details are from a tape made by Dr. Foster S. Brown on June 1, 1981 and the remaining facts come from camp registers, University records and my recollections.  This is not and was not meant to be all-inclusive, but it is fairly accurate.

The early history of Canaras and the Adirondacks was researched by Dr. Jamieson and is beautifully explained in the following quotes from “Lodge In The Wilderness”.  Some editorial changes were made in Dr. Jamieson’s quotes so as to fit it in this paper.  My sincerest apologies to Dr. Jamieson.  His full paper is available at Camp Canaras for the public and is well worth reading.

……..Although Indians had no permanent settlements in the Adirondacks, they used the region as a vast hunting ground.  The Mohawks of the Five Nations claimed it, as did the Algonquins of Canada.  After the Iriquois nations had got the upper hand, some Algonquins were reduced to eating the bark and twigs of trees, so the tradition goes, and were scornfully called “Adirondacks,” or “tree eaters”, by their enemies.  This was applied to the high-peak region, and it was soon extended to the whole uplift of northern New York…….

……..The first white settler in what is now the village of Saranac Lake was Jacob Smith Moody, founder of a family of lumbermen and guides.  He came in 1819.  By 1856 the hamlet had grown to fifteen families.  When Dr. Edward L. Trudeau settled there in 1876, Saranac was still a frontier settlement of fifty-odd buildings, including two struggling country stores and a prosperous tavern.  His presence, however, soon began to attract other health-seekers, among them Robert Louis Stevenson.  By 1900, Saranac had become a renowned health and tourist center and the metropolis of the Adirondacks.


Jesse Corey was the pioneer on Upper Saranac Lake.  About 1830 he built his first cabin near Wawbeek on the West Shore.  Logging operations began at mid-century, and about the same time a trickle of tourists began to come through by boat.  Some of them wrote books about their experiences and enlarged the trickle.  In 1850, Jesse Corey built again, this time on Indian Carry, a more strategic location for taking in philosophers from Boston and Cambridge and “sports” from New York City.  He fed and sheltered them in his Rustic Lodge.  In 1858, ten men from the Boston area and their native guides took shelter under his roof on their way to the first Philosophers’ Camp on Follensby Pond.  Among them were Ralph Waldo Emerson, Louis Agassiz, William J. Stillman, James Russell Lowell, and Judge Ebenezer Hoar, later Grant’s Attorney General.  In a letter to his wife, the Judge describes his introduction to wilderness living:  “We took supper and lodging, the latter consisting of the floor of the attic.  It rained all night, the mosquitoes and midges were thick, we did not undress, and this with the boards under us, was a specimen to begin with……

……….It was Saranac Inn, however, that added the luster of fashion to the other attractions of Upper Saranac.  It started as the Prospect House, built about 1864 by a well-to-do patron of Paul Smith’s eight miles north.  It became Saranac Inn in 1886 when a group of men from New York, Albany and Philadelphia incorporated as the Upper Saranac Association and brought not only the hotel but also the entire 26, 880 acres of Township 20.  Dr. Samuel B. Ward of Albany, who owned a cottage two hundred feet from the hotel, was the moving spirit behind the association and its president.  He was a close personal friend of President Cleveland, who vacationed for several seasons in the Ward cottage and started a run of presidents and governors of the inn.


Saranac Inn was enlarged and improved several times to reach its maximum of five hundred rooms, including forty cottages and lodges.  Unlike most Adirondack hotels, it had a charmed life, never burning down.  The forest fire of 1903 that raged eastward from Tupper Lake stopped just shot of the inn.


Some of its patrons hankered for family camps of their own.  Seeking privacy and isolation, they bought ample shorelines for additions to their camps and for buffer zones on each side.  In the early eighties, William West Durant set a pattern in camp architecture with his Camp Pine Knot on Racquette Lake designed by him.  This combined features of the Adirondack Log Cabin and the Swiss chalet.   Having found a large pin knot shaped like the hilt of a sword, Durant used it as a decorative theme for his lodge.  Some of the camps on Upper Saranac follow this style, which was adopted and perfected by the Saranac Lake architects W.L. Coulter, William G. Dustin, and William H. Scopes……


……. After outlasting many large Adirondacks hotels, Saranac Inn finally closed its doors in 1962.  In September of that year, the main building, the cottages, the remaining undeveloped land, and the eighteen-hole golf course were sold at auction.  The white palace on the point still stands, * resisting fire as always, and is a vision of grandeur from the docks at Camp Canaras, a mile and a half away.  But, nearby the empty shell is oppressive, its paint peeling.  Only the golf course still operates for the public………

* (Note:  Saranac Inn burned in the mid 70’s)

The Camp

……..The new St. Lawrence camp is actually two adjoining camps, both originally owned and built by Robert Bentley and his family.  Camp Canaras is the earlier and larger.  It and Camp Ne-Pah-Win grew in area and number of units in typical Adirondack fashion.  Robert Bentley made three separate land purchases from the Upper Saranac Association between 1913 and 1916 for a total of twenty acres.  The last unit Camp Ne-Pah-win, Pine Cottage at the north end, was built in 1930 to the designs of Saranac Architect William Dustin.  There are twenty buildings in all.  Living quarters consist of two main lodges and several guests and servant cabins.  Other buildings are a teahouse, a pavilion, two boathouses, a caretaker’s cottage, two garages, and utility sheds.  There is a tennis court near the highway.

The Bentley family sold the two camps to Laurance S. Rockefeller who, after enjoying the use of them for several years, gave them to the Sloan-Kettering Institute for Cancer Research”……..


Dr. Foster Brown relates in his tape the history from where Sloan-Kettering Institute owned the property to where we acquired it.  Dr. Brown states that in the fall of 1964, his daughter Ruth wanted to climb Mt. Marcy so he decided to take her and his youngest son, Butch.  He wanted something to do while the children were climbing and remembered some correspondence on an adirondack property located on upper Saranac Lake.  Dr. Brown stopped in Canaras and, as it happened, Jim Farley, Executive Vice President for Finance at Sloan-Kettering was in residence.  Dr. Brown talked to him (over a couple of bourbons) and convinced him we could benefit from such a property and would use it well.  He also told him, “of course we do not have the funds to purchase it.”  Mr. Farley said he might be able to find some funds and over the winter of ‘64-‘65, and with the technical help of Philip Young, Canaras was purchased from Sloan-Kettering by an individual and given to St. Lawrence.  The cost of the property at that time was $85,000.  (A side note here is that because of Ruth Jackson Brown’s hike, we have Canaras, and so Jackson Lodge is named in her honor.)

1. “Lodge In The Wilderness” by Paul Jamieson.

An interesting development took place while going through the process of buying and donating Canaras to St. Lawrence.  It was learned that in the deed of this property was a clause that stated the owner of the Saranac Inn property, had first right of refusal on all property originally owned by the Saranac Inn.  Canaras was once a part of the vast holdings of the Inn.  This meant the owner in 1965, Mr. Charles Vosburgh, a real estate developer for Cortland, could match the price and purchase Canaras.  Dr. Brown learned that we might be able to “buy off” Mr. Vosburgh.  In discussions with him, this became possible and Mrs. Vosburgh signed off his rights and Canaras became the property of St. Lawrence.

While the process of obtaining and considering Canaras was going on, Dr. Brown brought several St. Lawrence people with various backgrounds to visit Canaras and determine if we should accept it and how we would use it.  All present felt it was a sound opportunity.  I was asked to be the Director and basically we copied the type of operation being used at the Colgate Camp at the time.  The current St. Lawrence Athletic Director, Robert Sheldon (Colgate ’52) was directing the Colgate Camp and he was very helpful.  The Camp was opened late June 1965.

Bentley Cottage was selected as the Director’s cottage and Nephawin was to be the dining area.  The current master bedroom of Nepahwin was the dining hall, the large bedroom in the back was the kitchen and the small bedroom was the children’s dining hall.   The cook (Mrs. Elsie Young of Rennsselaer Falls, NY) lived upstairs in the single and the two female staff members (Gareth Lu Whittier of Elmira, NY and Cheryl Miller of Canton, NY) stayed upstairs in the twin bedroom.  The two male staff members were housed over the garage and were selected because both were children of Colgate families and had attended the Colgate Camp for years.  The male students hired were Harry Koolin, Jr., who was a student at SLU and Richard Baumbusch.  They lived in the apartment over the garage behind the main lodge.  This area has four bedrooms, living room and bath.  (It was later declared unsafe for habitation because the garage was used to store paint, kerosene, etc.)

Mr. George Bohling was the caretaker when we took over the camp.  His wife, Margaret, and their three children, Doreen, Evonne and Reinhardt, helped us in many ways in the early years.  The Bohlings were caretakers for three years for Sloan-Kettering before working for St. Lawrence.  Doreen and Evonne both graduated from St. Lawrence.  Mrs. Bohling’s father was the caretaker for many years before George and she took over, working for the Rockefellers and Sloan-Kettering.

The Physical Plant at the time of the acquisition consisted of (from south to north) Hemlock, Canaras Lodge, Spruce, Bentley, Harding, Pine, Nepahwin and Jackson.  The waterfront had the Tea House, Lakeside Hall (a beautiful boathouse where the current sundeck is located) and the Gazebo.

I believe we only had two conferences the first summer and these were the Trustee Seminar and the Advisory Board on Employment and Unemployment – N.Y.S.  Dr. Brown was a member of the Advisory Board and convinced them to meet at Canaras.  Two people who have buildings named after them were associated with this conference: Milt Loysen (SLU 23) and George Mintzer, Chairman of the Advisory Board.  The Advisory Board met at Canaras and Mr. Mintzer and his wife fell in love with the camp.  Those who attended in the early years know we had sagging beds, little or no heat in some cottages and only one shower in the place!  Mr. and Mrs. Mintzer donated a shower for the back of the main lodge (where the ice house bedroom is now) and the following year (1966) wanted to know what large facility we needed.  Dr. Brown made several modest suggestions to Mr. Mintzer and he kept asking for something larger!  A dining hall was decided on and friends to dedicate it to Milt Loysen, who associated for a long time in employment services, raised monies.  Loysen Hall was completed and dedicated and 1967.  Mr. Mintzer helped Canaras in many ways and the library in the de Brun is named in his honor.

1968 was a year of change for Canaras as it was that year we acquired part of the de Brun property and the Hoffmann (Nancy, Ron & Kim) left in August to do Post Doctoral Study at the University of Oregon.  Mr. and Mrs. Ted Stratford (Joan) and their five children moved into Bentley to take over as Directors of Canaras.  The children were Ted, Patricia, Nancy, Greg and Lori.  The acquisition of the de Brun property will be explained later.

In 1970, my family and I were vacationing at Canaras in June when I heard some shouting and noise at about 6:35 A.M. in the morning.  I ran down from Nepahwin to find Lakeside Hall on fire!  The fire appeared to be only in the top wall on the north side of the building.  Fortunately, the wind was out of the west and very gentle, blowing the sparks into the lake.  The fire department was called and arrived 25-30 minutes and primarily kept the other buildings from going up.  I rushed on the lake and photographed the fire and watched the ski boat and the lovely 21-foot inboard Chris-craft, donated by Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Torrey, go up with Lakeside Hall.  The date was 6/28/70.  Eleven year old Brian Behrens, son of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Behrens of Laurel Hollow, NY, long time vacationers at Canaras discovered the fire.  This gorgeous building and the loss of the boats was very sad but with the donation of the de Brun property and its boat house and the rebuilding of this area into a sun deck, the camp was greatly enhanced and in particular the view from Bentley!

The de Brun camp story is the next aspect to be included in this paper.  Dr. Brown, in the first summer of operation, called upon our adjoining neighbors, Mrs. Harry de Brun and Mr. and Mrs. Bedford (Green Bay to the South).  Matilda de Brun was pleased with Dr. Brown’s visit and encouraged the Browns to call on her again and to visit her in New York City.  The Browns did in fact keep in close touch with Mrs. de Brun and I was asked to entertain her and invited her to have cocktails and dinner at Canaras several times each summer.  Nancy and I discovered, in our early conversations with Mrs. de Brun, that the Colgate ski boat bothered her and that she appreciated the quiet neighbors to the south.  We quickly told our crew to ski toward Green Bay and not by Mrs. de Brun’s camp!  Another factor that played a major role in our being good neighbors is that she had about 800 feet south of her house and we had about 800 feet from there to where we skied.  Colgate’s boathouse was 50 feet away (!) so this natural buffer made St. Lawrence the good neighbors partly by geographic fiat.

There is one other event that appears to have played a role in the acquisition of the de Brun property.  I shared the rough draft with several alumni and this resulted in Dr. Robert Pike, who has attended Canaras every year since it opened, asking me to include his information on a fire at the de Brun camp and I believe these are the complete facts.

Mrs. de Brun’s cabin #4 (between the current #3 and St. Lawrence property) burned to the ground in the spring of 1968.  A St. Lawrence tradesman, who was working at Canaras, preparing for the summer season discovered the fire.  He quickly notified Bob Sheldon, who was at the Colgate Camp and the fire department was called.  All present helped contain the fire and the fire department arrived in almost 20 minutes and limited the fire to that building only.  Ted Stratford, who directed the Camp full time from ’69 for 10 years, said there were no fires on the de Brun property during his tenure and Bob Sheldon confirmed the information above.  I am going to quote from Dr. Pike’s letter:

“In the summer of 1968, the year before Ron and Nancy took their leave of absence, I recalled being invited to Mrs. de Brun’s camp for a tour and conversation…..  It was during this visit that Mrs. de Brun recalled an incident that initiated a change in the relationship between Mrs. de Brun and the administrators of St. Lawrence University.”


Bob goes on to quote Mrs. de Brun describing my role putting out a fire on her property.  I did put out a small fire in either the summer of ’66 or ’67 on her property but it was not in a building as described by Mrs. de Brun.  I believe she confused the two fires and gave me more credit than deserved.  The important thing, as it turns out, is that Mrs. de Brun felt St. Lawrence had helped her.  Bob goes on to quote her as saying:


“My caretaker witnessed Dr. Hoffman putting out a fire and returning to Canaras.  She invited Dr. 


Hoffman over and thanked him for his help and she said ‘I will never forget this Dr. Hoffman.’”


Bob goes on to say he is convinced that “without this, negotiations that followed for the de Brun property would not have fallen into place so easily.”  So you can see that an honest misunderstanding may have helped St. Lawrence.  I never met with Mrs. de Brun on this.

Dr. Brown had never ceased to woo Mrs. de Brun and in the summer of ’68, he and Mrs. de Brun discussed what interest, if any, St. Lawrence had in her camp.  Dr. Brown told her we were interested and suggested the arrangement we had with her until July 1983.  This was that she give us the property from and including the Boathouse up to our land.  We in return would put up a fence, maintain all buildings (including the ones she retained) and provide her with a student helper.  We would be able to use the property on our side of the fence and when she died, her property would become part of our holdings.  The plaque on the wall of the Boathouse dedicated to the memory of Harry de Brun, M.D., is dated December 1968, the date we formally acquired these buildings.  In late August of 1982, Mrs. de Brun left Upper Saranac for her New York City apartment and decided not to return again and in early May 1983, her cottages were emptied of furniture, etc.  In mid July 1983, SLU received title and access to the remainder of the de Brun property (approximately 400 feet of waterfront, her large building, a small cottage on the water and a two-car garage).  Mrs. de Brun passed away in the fall of 1983.


That basically is the Camp’s history.  Mr. and Mrs. Stratford ran the camp from 1969 (their first full summer) to 1978.  Nancy and I returned in 1979.








Dr. Ronald C. Hoffman
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