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The Warmth of Tin


There’s a little tin cabin nestled deep within the woods of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.  This cabin is situated along Highway 13 about 25 miles south of Munising.  Built in 1940 by the sweat and comradeship of 10 friends (known as the “old timers”), it was nothing more than a 30ft x 30ft room with 2x4 stud walls and a dirt floor.  It was built to be a hunting cabin.  Bunk beds were stacked along one wall, a kitchen table was in a corner, and the other corner contained the kitchen.  There was no electricity in this cabin, so the building was heated and any food cooked by a woodstove, and an outhouse was built out back.  The first property taxes on this cabin, which sits on 80 acres of land adjoining the Hiawatha National Forest, were paid in 1956 and totaled $0.49.  


My grandfather recalls, “There was a war in there . . . World War II . . . so not much was going on during that time because of all the rationing of gas and stuff.”  But right after the war, another room was added on.  This was the bunkhouse.  My grandfather tells the story, “An old sawmill they brought up, went down into the cedar and pine and cut the trees from the woods.  They cut the boards for the entire addition out of the out of the trees, and carried them up the hill to the cabin on their backs.  They hooked the sawmill to run – by – well, they ran a belt off the wheel from an old truck.”  Now, the original 30 x 30 room was still used as a kitchen and eating area, but was expanded to have a “living room” as well.  My grandfather and eight other family members and friends bought the cabin from the “old timers” in 1966.  According to my grandfather, the floor had been cemented around the mid 1950’s.  Once he and the others purchased it, they built a garage right away.  Then, the last addition came in 1982 when my grandfather and a few others finally were able to run electricity to the cabin.  Thankful for electricity, they built a bathroom out of part of the garage, and it was attached to the bunkroom.  The outhouse officially and finally was out of commission.  


That is how the cozy little cabin stands today.  Early morning sunlight glistens off its blue-gray tin siding and red tin roof, naturally warming it.  It’s furnished with hand-me-downs, from the mismatched furniture (Right now there is a yellow and black plaid couch, blue floral “L” sofa, an orange chair, a rust-colored chair, and a broken pea-green recliner) to the 20+ year-old appliances (one of the two refrigerators is broken right now, and my dad tells me that the other working one has been there since before I was born).  There is no telephone service there, and probably never will be, especially since two years ago my grandfather became curious and requested a price estimate for extending the phone line out to where we are.  When he heard the answer – a little under $13,000 – he simply chuckled in response to suppress laughter and recalls saying something polite like, “Thank you for [wasting!] your time.”  However, we insist upon having an old rotary phone hanging on one of the walls in the living room.  And it fools just about every new visitor that steps inside the cabin.

Because of the cabin’s tin exterior, when it rains outside it is deafening inside, but I would have it no other way.  The small cabin is cozy.  People have to gather close and interact with one another.  There’s no hiding from anyone when you’re in a bad mood when you’re in this cabin.  Of course, you could always venture outside into the peacefulness of totally isolated wilderness to calm down.  There the towering pine, beech, and cottonwood trees cast cooling shade on the forest floor.  Even on a day when there isn’t much wind, it can be heard through the swaying branches.  The creek that runs nearby is a great place to go and relax.  The calming babble of the water as it flows by will settle anyone’s nerves.  Birds and other wildlife abound, and if you just sit for more than five minutes, you will catch a glimpse of some type of this fauna.


That type of setting is diminishing fast in today’s society.  My parents’ home in the Lower Peninsula used to be the only one on the block.  Now we have neighbors on three sides – our only view of uninhabited country is across the road, and this has been turned into a farmer’s cornfield.  My aunt and uncle, who are cabin members, bought 10 acres in the country (and this was country – you were miles from a paved road and there were no neighbors) 20 years ago near North Branch, MI just to live away from people.  But now, only two decades later, their 10-acre parcel is the only “country” left.  There is a subdivision to the west and south of them, and private parcels less than 1 acre a piece are dotted with houses on the east and north side.  The cabin is their escape from civilization as it is ours.  It’s that place we are all looking for to relax at and “de-stress” ourselves.  The cabin isn’t perfect, but it seems that way to those who use it.  It is the only place we go that makes us forget our “regular” lives.  

For my entire life, my family has gone on yearly vacations to this cabin during the summer, and taken occasional trips during the winter.  My dad is now one of the 9 owners, called “members”.  He was able to buy a portion when one of the original 9 members passed away.  When I was younger, I was surprised to learn that the cabin is actually run very efficiently.  One strict rule is that there will never be more than 9 members, since that was the original number of owners.  All 9 members pay yearly dues to be part owner of the cabin, which are currently only $200/year.  This money is used to pay the property taxes and cabin bills.  The cabin has three officers – a president, vice president, and a secretary/treasurer.  Currently, my uncle is serving as the secretary/treasurer.  It is he who my parents and others call when they want to reserve the cabin.  Officer elections are done whenever the members decide they want to.  To keep the cabin in the same families, the oldest child of any member automatically earns membership once his/her father passes away (This is a new rule – up until about a year ago, the rule was “…the eldest son of a current member is an automatic member upon his father’s death.”  I like the revision).  If a member passes away or decides to sell his share, and has no eldest child who wants it, the membership is up for grabs among other children of any member or any other friends or family that frequent the cabin.  Those who want the membership spot apply for it in writing, and the remaining members vote to decide who will get the vacancy.

Going up to that cabin to visit gives my parents a chance to get away from their jobs and the rigors of home.  When land is being sold in tiny parcels and houses are springing up on each corner, technology is invading the home, and the pace of life continues to get faster and faster, the cabin in the middle of nowhere is an escape to the times of old.  I love the cabin because it hasn’t changed much in my 22 years.  We go for walks, go swimming, fishing, and hunting.  We sit around campfires and tell stories and roast hot dogs and marshmallows.  We hear birds singing and see wildlife.  The food always tasted better at the cabin, whether it is cooked over the fire, on the wood stove, or on the real oven that was finally put in.  Spending 7 to 10 days there is never enough.  While my family is close-knit, I couldn’t help but feel even closer to them on these trips.  Maybe it is just the calmness one gets when there, so there is less fighting and arguing amongst us.  Whatever is it, that cabin provides it.  Life is slower up there without email, phones ringing, and cars driving by.


When we visit the cabin, we coexist with its native inhabitants.  These are mice, bats, and snakes.  Through the years, the not-so-professional construction has started to wear, and the harsh Upper Peninsula winters are beginning to take their toll, so our little friends can easily get inside.  Bats like to live in the ceiling, since they can crawl in through cracks in the eaves outside caused from the ground shifting with each freeze and thaw.  We have come to recognize the scratching and slight squeaking they make as they move around above our heads when we’re sleeping at night.  Fortunately, we don’t see them inside, since there is a plywood ceiling, but they let us know they’re there in the rafters.  Snakes usually don’t frequent the place, but one summer, when we first arrived, I stepped over the ledge on the floor (since the bunkroom wasn’t originally part of the cabin there is a ledge on the floor that connects the two rooms – this has caused many trip-and-falls and sprained ankles through the years) and a snake went crawling underneath my feet.  I screamed and screamed.  I’m not really afraid of snakes, but I sure wasn’t expecting to see one inside.


The resident mice, however, have without a doubt caused the most hilarious happenings and cherished stories.  When we vacation, we set mousetraps galore.  Some trips we’ll get upwards of 30 mice in our weeklong visit.  Other trips we’ll only catch 5.  It sounds gross, maybe, but that’s one of the cabin’s charms.  Once, I went into the bathroom to take a shower, and while showering, a mouse crawled out of the wall at my feet and decided to shower with me.  Now, you can imagine the scene when I saw him there at my feet.  Somehow, amidst my screaming and clamoring, I managed to wrap the towel around myself before bolting out of that bathroom and into the living room to tell the others.  We chased that soaking wet mouse around the bathroom for half an hour before he got away in some other hiding place that we never found.


My cousins have told stories of how they have awoke in the middle of the night to see a mouse climbing above their head in the bedsprings of the top bunk bed.  This results in more screams and fleeing mice.  This is a good reason why I’ve always slept on a top bunk - only the ceiling above you that way – no place for a mouse to climb.


We’ve even had mice try to steal our silverware.  One night, my parents, brother and I were sitting in the living room playing Euchre, when we heard a ‘clink…. clink….’ coming from the kitchen.  We glanced backwards to see a mouse on the kitchen counter top, with a butter knife between his front paws, delicately licking precious peanut butter off the edge.  About ten minutes before this, my brother had made a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and obviously forgotten to immediately rinse off his knife.  While we were watching, this mouse slowly dragged the knife to the back of the counter top, stopping periodically to lick the peanut butter, and was about to take it with him into a crack between the counter and the stove when my dad stood up and shouted, “Drop it!”.  The poor mouse dashed away, leaving his treasure behind for us to clean.


Sleeping at the cabin is always a treat.  Since there’s one bunkroom for all visitors, a chorus of snoring is heard every night.  There are six bunk beds total.  During a deer hunting season, upwards of 20 people can be found snoring away in that room (and since it is still a rule that the first two weeks of deer hunting season is for “males only”, I would love to see these men doubled and even tripled up in the beds).  Luckily our family trips were never so crowded.  On our vacations for several years in a row, my aunt and uncle and cousins would vacation with us.  Since my mother, father, and aunt and uncle all were horrible snorers it was quite the musical concert each night.  The funny thing is that that sound is comforting.  When I’m trying to go to sleep at night, slowly getting used to the snoring, I feel warm and cozy and safe.  After a few nights, I can even distinguish between the different snores.  I can tell which snore is coming from whom, and sometimes I even get familiar with whether someone is lying on their side or on their back from the way their snore sounds.


Because the cabin hides among thousands of enormous pine trees and endures dozens of feet of snow yearly, it has been in jeopardy several times.  We always worry about one of the trees coming down in a storm and smashing it.  So far, (knock on wood) the cabin has had a guardian angel.  Over the last 10 years, five different pines right next to the cabin have become old and weak and been taken down in windstorms and snowstorms.  Though they have all been close calls, each of these trees has missed the cabin so far. The closest one took the TV antenna off the roof (for our TV that only gets 2 channels anyway, and both are out of Wisconsin), but somehow spared the building.  Somehow, as well, huge snowstorms like the one around 1985, which my dad tells about, have not affected the cabin too badly.  “Good thing those original builders built for snowfall,” my dad says, “Sometimes there’s six feet or more of snow on top of that thing”.  


Since the cabin is primarily a hunting cabin, it is not in use on a consistent basis.  So when we leave, (to save money) we have to turn off the electricity and water and drain the pipes to make sure if it’s cold, the water won’t freeze and break them.  However, some visitors (and we never seem to find out who these perpetrators are) don’t follow these rules even though they’re supposed to.  Such an instance happened this winter when we visited; we couldn’t get the sinks to work.  We found that the person who visited before us hadn’t drained the pipes and they had frozen.  Once thawed, they seemed okay and luckily we couldn’t find any apparent leaks.  Then, later that night, my mother went to the sink and turned it on to get a drink of water, and the whole sink pipe burst.  Water started spewing everywhere in big geysers, and by the time my screaming, soaked mother was joined by my father, brother, and I to get the water stopped, all of us and the entire kitchen was sopping, including some of our food.  We spent the next two days drying it all out.  But little incidents like this are what make the cabin great.  Everything is unpredictable.  You have to deal with what comes along and laugh at it afterwards.  


One of my favorite trips involved peeing in the woods.  Each vacation to the cabin has involved a storm, and each storm involves a brief loss of electricity.  But during the vacation of 1997, we lost our electricity for four days.  Since the closest town is 25 miles away, and we only have one remotely close neighbor a mile down the road, our cabin is not on the priority list when it comes to repairing electric lines.  For four days we couldn’t shower or wash our hands, we couldn’t use the bathroom, we couldn’t cook indoors, and we couldn’t stay up past dark.  So we got a little more sleep than usual, dragged buckets of water up the hill from the nearby stream to semi-wash our hands in, went to nearby lakes at night to “shower”, cooked over the campfire, and found outdoor “bathrooms” in the woods close to the cabin that consisted of appropriately fallen logs.  There is no experience quite like sitting on a log with toilet paper in one hand, fending off mosquitoes with the other and having squirrels and chipmunks almost running you over on their daily hike up and down the log you’re on.  In our bonding with the outdoors, we came to appreciate what the “old timers” went through in their era, and realized that we might depend a little too much on electricity nowadays.  It was at a time like this when we would have loved the shunned outhouse.  Unfortunately, in the years since it was put out of commission, it was filled with garbage and junk and is now totally unusable. 


A great pastime at the cabin is games, board and card (our favorite games have always been Boggle, Euchre, Catch-Phrase, Yahtzee, Skip-Bo, and our own version of Pictionary), especially when visiting in the winter.  After a long day of hiking through snow and sledding and skiing, a night of fun family competition is perfect.  My fiancé, Alex, said after we returned home from one such of these excursions, “I really miss just having nothing to do but play games and laugh.”  I think that is an understatement.  The relaxing aura of that cabin imprints upon any person who visits.  One of my city-slicker cousins, who visited only once for three days said, “Feel free to invite me back there any day!”  She learned in that short period of time, like all others who visit, to look past the tin and mice and bats and see what the cabin really is.


Nothing, absolutely nothing, can replace the feeling of mornings at the cabin.  My parents will rise early, as parents do, and begin making breakfast as the sun is peeking through the windows.  When I wake, I’m all warm and cozy, and I can begin to smell whiffs of breakfast (it’s always a gourmet breakfast too, with pancakes, sausage, turkey bacon, eggs – scrambled and sunny side up -, hash browns, fruit, orange juice, milk, and at least one other juice) floating through the bunkroom door.  I’ll rise out of bed, and we’ll all assemble around the table and chitchat as everyone gets up in their own time.  Finally, when all members of the party are awake and at the table, breakfast begins.  It’s just another peaceful, bonding experience at the cabin.  And for some reason, my parents don’t mind cooking at the cabin.  At home it’s a chore, but at the cabin it’s a treat.


The cabin is a second home to those who visit.  It is an escape from civilization and hectic society.  It is a place to relax, reflect, and just think.  It provides comfort in its solitude.  The cabin means all these things to a lot of people.  It’s one of those places I never want to leave.  Others feel that way too, for if you travel up the gentle sloping hill on the southwest side, you will find a little green bench at the top, built from the trees in the woods behind it, overlooking the nearby marsh and fields.  But more importantly, this little bench overlooks two gravestones.  These belong to two previous members of the cabin.  These two men wanted to be buried here – their place of escape and comfort - in the quiet beauty of the cabin and its surroundings, where they felt most at home out of anywhere else in the world.  


To today’s cabin members, the cabin is a romanticized place, with its slower lifestyle, closeness to nature, fun mishaps (which wouldn’t be fun at home), and escape from civilization.  Maybe to those original builders, it wasn’t the same thing.  I have to think that to them, it was just a cabin in the woods with a dirt floor where they could go to hunt during hunting season.  65 years ago, my family and I may have thought the same.  But 65 years ago, there weren’t cell phone invading every minute of your life, “always on” connections to the whole world via the Internet, a house every 100 feet, predominantly paved roads, or a car for almost every single driving age person to take on those roads.  I’m not sure what the cabin will mean to my grandchildren in another 65 years, but I hope it will be a place they look forward to traveling to as much as I do.


To anyone who first sees it, the look on his or her face tells it all.  This is your cabin you talk so lovingly about?  I would have to agree with their first impression.  It is not attractive.  The gray tin siding is old and worn after 65 years.  The red tin roof doesn’t match the rest of the cabin nor it’s wild surroundings.  The old outhouse out back is the same color tin, and it’s falling apart from non-use.  It is filled with old, mismatching hand-me-down furniture and supplies.  The garage door’s tin is peeling back from one corner.  To be sure, the cabin doesn’t look inviting.  Not until you trek inside and stay awhile.  Then, visitors begin to see why the tin doesn’t feel as cold as it looks.
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