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The Beauty Spot of Minnesota 
by Maria N. Therres 

 

Summer in Minnesota.  People of all ages look forward to this season all year.  Finally, our weather 
allows us to enjoy the outdoors and soak in all the beauty Minnesota has to offer.  As the heat rises, 
so do the traffic levels heading up north to the lake regions.  However, you don’t have to fight the 
traffic to enjoy a Minnesota summer.  Known a century ago as a “pleasant summer resort,” a gem of a 
lake lies hidden in southwestern Dakota County.   

Prairie Lake was known as a great lake for fishing as long as people 
have camped along its banks.  As early as the 1850s, settlers used it 
as a picnicking place.  Even the “Sage of Nininger,” Ignatius Donnelly, 
spent time enjoying what the lake had to offer.  Because of the  
distance from settlements and issues with suitable transportation, 
Prairie Lake stayed fairly unused for recreational purposes during the 
1800s.  Eventually, a railroad was built to run by the northeast 
corner of the lake.   

Colonel Marion Savage, a businessman with interests in real estate, rail-
roads, grains, and the famous racehorse “Dan Patch,” had a nearby town 
named after him and soon renamed Prairie Lake “Lake Marion”.  One of 
Savage’s companies was the Electric Investments Company.  In 1908, the 
company, with Savage as president, purchased wooded acreage along the 
lakeshore and began to develop Antlers Park.     

On July 4, 1910, an amusement park officially opened at Antlers Park.  It 
quickly became the most famous amusement park in the Upper Midwest.  
Many local people enjoyed the park, but it was also popular with out of 
state travelers getting away from the heat in the southern states. 

The line was known as the Minneapolis, St. Paul, Rochester, and Dubuque Electric Traction Company, 
known locally as the Dan Patch Line.  By 1912, there were 19 trains scheduled to stop daily at Antlers 
Park on their run between Minneapolis and Northfield. The cost to ride from Minneapolis to Antlers 
Park was 18 cents and took 40 minutes.  Because the trains were electric, there was an “absence of 
any cinders, smoke, obnoxious gases or the noise and rattle often experienced in railroad travel.”   
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The Dan Patch Line had 12 all-steel electric 
motor cars seating 91 persons each, plus 12 
all-steel cars with capacities of 106 passen-
gers each.  The engines of the Dan Patch 
Line provided transportation to and from 
the park, and the number one engine, the 
Augerita, supplied all the electricity for Ant-
lers Park.  The Augerita only ran on the rail-
road line for one year, because of her small 
passenger capacity.  She then was put into 
service to have her powerful engine gener-
ate all the electricity for the park’s facilities 
in the early years.   

Once at the park, there were a variety of activities to occupy people of all ages and interests.  The pa-
vilion had an ice cream parlor serving sodas, sundaes, and pop.  The rest of the pavilion was a dance 
hall.  The dance hall boasted beautiful chandeliers, murals, and fine oak wood for the 40’ X 140’ dance 
floor.  An orchestra was always in attendance and dances were 10 cents for a set of three.  The or-
chestra also gave free concerts every afternoon and evening.  The open side of the pavilion had a vine 
covered walk.   

Porch dinners were served under the direction of a “competent chef” at the Club House.  The build-
ings about the grounds included pergolas with brilliantly illuminated foliage and colored incandescent 
lights.   

A large beach with a diving tower and high sliding chute into the lake was on Lake Marion.  A bath-
house could accommodate 200 people.  There was also a boat dock that offered sailboats, rowboats, 
and canoes.  The lake held crappie, sunfish, and bass.            

A children’s playground was free to use.  It had a miniature operating train for children to ride and  
was also equipped with slides, swings, and “helter-skelters.”   

For the athletes, there were tennis courts, a baseball diamond with a grandstand, and a nine hole golf 
course nearby.  Free baseball games were played almost daily.   

Perhaps the most visible attraction was the aerial swing.  It was 
built in 1910 and moved to Antlers Park from the Wonderland 
Park in Minneapolis.  In 1942, the 15-ton swing was dismantled 
as part of Lakeville’s WWII scrap metal collection.   

The Fourth of July celebrations for 1915 extolled the “Beauty 
Spot of Minnesota.”  Visitors for this celebration were notified, 
“In addition to the usual attractions of boating, fishing, aerial 
swing, dancing, etc. the management has gone to great ex-
pense in providing…special features for your entertainment.”  
The program for the Fourth included music by the Northfield 
Band, a baseball game of Antlers Park vs Belden-Evans, Captain 
DeBray providing “spectacular and thrilling dives from a 60 foot 
tower,” dancing all day with music by the Metropolitan Orches-
tra, old-fashioned foot races, and evening fireworks which fea-
tured a “likeness of President Wilson in fire.”  

 

One of the Dan Patch engines. 

In the collection of the Minnesota Streetcar Museum. 



The 1910s and 1920s were the heydays of Antlers 
Park Amusement Park.  In June 1920 a large ad in 
the Dakota County Tribune announced Antler’s Park 
was open for the season.  The ad stated that the 
park boasted boating, bathing, fishing, dancing, 
merry-go-round, teeters, and swings.  Dancing were 
held every Wednesday and Sunday evening, as well 
as Sunday afternoons.  Admission was 10 cents for 
adults and 5 cents for children.  George O’Rourke 
was listed as owner at the time. 

Antlers Park got a makeover in 1926.  The Dakota 
County Tribune from January 4 reported John L. 
Hall, an artist who had decorated the Minneapolis 
armory the winter before, led the interior decora-
tions.  Three thousand additional shrubbery and 
flower plants were placed around the grounds.  Ad-
ditional rowboats were added.  Construction on a 
new railway station was underway and was ex-
pected to be done by May.  The pavilion was to be 
transformed into a Fairy Land with ornamental can-
delabras five feet in diameter, decorated plaster 
ornamentation of flowers and vines on the ceiling, and electric lighting extending the entire ceiling 
and down all sides.  The music platform would be decorated with additional ornamentation including 
plaster statues eight feet high of mythological creatures and a 40-foot hand painted forest frieze.   

In the 1930s Antlers Park started struggling to maintain its glamorous amenities.   Three factors were 
identified as the cause of falling visitor numbers:  the Great Depression, the popularity of automo-
biles, and drought years causing the lake level to drop to extremely low levels.   

Even if change was coming, activities were still being planned and fun being had.  In July 1930, a day 
of speed boat racing was announced in the Dakota County Tribune.  Forty-two professional drivers 
were entered in the race, which was expected to draw 15,000 spectators.  Drivers were coming from 
Kansas City, St. Louis, Chicago, Milwaukee, LaCrosse, Superior, Duluth, the Twin Cities, and Lake Min-
netonka.  Commodore Hanley of Muscatine, Iowa, was bringing 12 boats from the Mid West Associa-
tion.  Five races were planned with a $3,000 purse for the winner.  It was reported that George 

O’Rourke and Speed Miller had worked 
nearly a year to hold the regatta. 

On June 15, 1932, the 17th Annual Da-
kota County Picnic was held at Antlers 
Park.  Many activities were planned for 
the day for the entertainment of all the 
county residents. Baseball and kitten-
ball games, music and comedy shows, a 
tax talk from the State Tax Commis-
sioner, horseshoes, golf, dancing, and 
visiting with friends in the shade were 
all on the agenda.  The baseball game 
was played by Castle Rock and Burns-
ville and the county 4-H clubs held the 

The vine-covered pavilion with the aerial swing in the background. 



kittenball tournament.  The Rural School Graduation was planned in the pavilion for all rural school 
students who had completed their eighth grade work.  The county horseshoe champion, Raymond 
Erickson, was set to take on all challengers.  Don Sampson was on hand for readings and songs.  Farm-
ington’s High School Band gave two concerts and Captain Billy’s one-man band provided music.  Lou 
Epstein and his orchestra provided evening dance music.  Stores all over the county were reported to 
be closing for the event.   

Towards the end of the 1930s the water level was rising.  The Dakota County Tribune reported in July 
1938 that the water level had risen ten feet since the start of the spring, due to several rains.  The 
State Game and Fish Commission was planning on restocking the lake with crappie minnows.  Bass 
had been added earlier in the season and sunfish would be added in September.   

By 1945, high water was starting to worry the residents around Lake Marion.  Because of heavy rains, 
the roads around the lake were being covered with water.  Some roads were being damaged by the 
high water.  A life-long resident o the area said the water level was about two feet below the record 
level.    

In April 1949 the Dakota County Tribune reported three men from Austin, Minnesota, took over own-
ership.  The new owners were reported to be Ralph Hogan, Robert Rockers, and Lewis Gunderson; 
however, these names did not appear on any deeds from 1908-1974.  Hogan had previously owned a 
band and operated a ballroom, Rockers had also been in the dance hall business, and Gunderson had 
been an assistant manager and manager at various theaters.  The clubhouse was being repainted and 
the dance floor was completely remodeled.  A roller rink would be installed over the summer and pic-
nic tables were being rebuilt.  The men had plans to remodel the pavilion the next summer.  The pic-
nic grounds and beach could continue to be used free of charge.   

The park’s popularity dwindled in the late 1940s and 
through the 1950s.  A. Leonard Bentson bought the 7 ½ 
acre park in 1958.  He planned to tear down the pavil-
ion, which had not been used for years and was falling 
apart.  His plan was to use materials from the pavilion to 
construct new cottages along the lake.  He also planned 
to remodel the club house and dance floor, rebuild the 
beach house, and construct a refreshment center at the 
beach.  The dock would also be improved.  By 1962, as 
many as 5,000 gathered at Antlers Park for the annual 
Dakota County picnic, with many other large groups 
scheduling summer outings to the park.  The Bentsons 
reported that 30,000 visitors had enjoyed Antlers Park 
in 1961.  Through the Bentsons’ ownership the park was 
principally used as a private facility for large company 
picnics.   

In 1974 the City of Lakeville bought Antlers Park for 
$175,000 to be paid in installments.  The Dakota County 
Tribune reported that local families had owned the park 
from 1917 until the city bought it.  The first warranty 
deed that created Antlers Park was dated November 17, 
1908, and gave ownership from Lester and Effie 
Rushlow, George and Jennie Rushlow, and Frank and Kate Rochleau to Colonel Marion Savage.  
George and Catherine O’Rourke bought the park on August 13, 1917 for $16,000.  John L. Lenihan be-
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 came the owner in 1939.  A deed dated December 31, 1946 transferred ownership to George and 
Myrtle Warweg.  Louis and Dorothy Emond purchased the park on December 22, 1951.  The Emond 
family owned the park until 1958 when A. Leonard and Sally Bentson bought it.  The Bentsons owned 
the park until 1974 when the City of Lakeville became the owners. 

The city’s main interest the first year of ownership was to clear the park area, cleaning out debris but 
preserving as much as possible.  Beaches were being cleared for public swimming and picnic grounds 
would be freshened up.  A boat dock was to be maintained for public use, a concession building 
would be provided, and a cabin set for park administration.  Future restorations would be looked at 
and decided later.   

The Antlers Park Pavilion was demolished in October 1980.   In 1985, reconstruction in the park was 
delayed due to high water.  A retaining wall was to be built along the shoreline, new trees were to be 
planted, and the picnic facilities and playground were to be relocated.  As of the report in the July 
Countryside paper, it was doubtful the beach would be open for the season.   

Antlers Park, a place where people for generations had enjoyed fun and recreation, became a place of 
tragedy in 2000.  Steven Temple, age 17, was hit in the head with a baseball bat on August 15 and was 
killed.  There had been a fight among several young men that began a week earlier at the Dakota 
County Fair and came to a head that night at Antlers Park.  Several gunshots were also fired, but no 
one was shot.  Four young men were charged in the case.   

In 2014, the Lakeville City Council endorsed an idea of buying 5.75 acres of land adjacent to Antlers 
Park.  The purchase of the land for $675,000 would expand the crowded park as well as help alleviate 
safety concerns on nearby roads.   

The park may never recapture the magic of its glory days, but it still is a popular attraction for county 
residents.  Picnic facilities, fishing, and a beach continue to draw people who need respite from a Min-
nesota summer day.  The Beauty Spot of Minnesota continues to help visitors make memories at a 
park with a glorious history.   
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Volunteer Opportunities  
We need you!  

With the summer season in full swing volunteers have played an essential role in the operations of DCHS.  All 
of our volunteers help us provide our visitors the best possible experience. Opportunities range from event 

assistance to program research and can be as flexible with your schedule as you need. Help us finish the  
season strong and sign up to help today! 

Please contact Sites Coordinator Jocelynn Klos for more information at:  
jocelynn.moran@co.dakota.mn.us | (651) 452– 1596 

Volunteer Spotlight: Lynn Vandesteeg 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q) What are some of your favorite volunteer oppor-

tunities you have participated in within DCHS? 

A)  There are many opportunities at DCHS but my first love 

has always been about local history so I've volunteered 
primarily at the LeDuc Historic Estate.   

Q) How did you become interested  in volunteering?

A) I think I've done volunteer work since I was about 

7 years old.  The "volunteer" gene is quite prominent 
in my family as is the "local history" gene. 

Q) What do you do when you're not volunteering? 

A) We love to travel whenever possible and I en-
joy singing in our church choir.  I've also had fun 
working part time updating web-sites 
and doing accounting work and I'm a member of 
our church's Ministry Team. 

 

 

Q) What motivates you to participate in DCHS volun-

teer opportunities? 

A) While there are millions of global needs that draw 

many volunteers, when I worked full time I simply 
never had the time to go elsewhere to volunteer.  To 
me it always made more sense to volunteer local-
ly.  I'm also very proud of Dakota County's history 
and I like to invite people to come to all of our won-
derful historic sites.  I love to share our history with 
others and use whatever skills I have to make a differ-
ence. 

Q) Do you have an thoughts or advice you would 

like to share to those who are interested in volun-
teering? 

A) One of my favorite sayings is "Enjoy the little things 

in life, for someday you will realize they were the big 
things."  I don't know who said it but the advice is 
good. Volunteering helps you enjoy those im-
portant little things and allows you to share them with 
others.  Reading about the environment and history 
is good.  But volunteering in whatever interest you 
have will give you a depth of understanding that isn't 
available in books or videos. 

Upcoming Opportunities 

August 6th-12th: Dakota County Fair Booth 

August 6th-12th: Chautauqua 

August 5th, 12th, 19th, 26th: Concert in the 

Orchard @ Leduc 

August 15th: Special Event Help @ LeDuc 

August 16th: Special Event Help @ LeDuc 



Upcoming Events 
August Concert Series 
Sunday, August 5, 12, 19, 26, 6:30 p.m. 
Location: LeDuc Historic Estate; Free to the Public 

Enjoy a seat in the apple orchard at the LeDuc Estate while you listen to music provided by a variety of artists. 

Pie and coffee will be served by Hastings Band Boosters. Please bring your own chair or blanket to sit on during the event.  The 
event is free to the public, but donations are encouraged. 

The Concerts in the Orchard take place each Sunday during the month of August. In the event of a rain, the event will be held at a 
location TBD. 

August 5  The Double Down Daredevils  August 12 The Squires 
August 19 The New Pearl Buttons   August 26 Darlene and Kenny & The Hunyuks  

Genealogy & History Fair; Saturday, August 18, 9:00 a.m.— 4:00 p.m. 
Location: Lawshe Memorial Museum; Free to the Public, $5 to reserve a seat per presentation 

Join the Dakota County Historical Society and other local history organizations to learn about the resources available to you in your 

own research. 

 The event will feature vendor booths that consist of historical and genealogical societies and businesses that can help you with 

your research and preservation. Attendees will get the opportunity to walk through the vendor area and speak with each organiza-

tion to find out what resources they have to offer you and your love for history. 

 As the day progresses, three breakout sessions will be held on the second floor of the museum. Light refreshments will be provided 

throughout the day, but there are a number of restaurants nearby for lunch. 

10:00 a.m. - 11:00 a.m. - Genealogy Smart Start: Things I wish I'd Known with Elizabeth Williams Gomoll of Red Bird Genealogy 

12:30 p.m. - 1:30 p.m. - It's Not All On the Internet? Seeking Your Comfort Zone As You Approach Repositories with 

  Paula Stuart-Warren  

2:30 p.m. - 3:30 p.m. - Putting It All Together: Creating a Family History Book with Jeff Baker of Sagis Legacy  

Thank you to each of our vendors that will be present at the event. 

Dakota County Historical Society  Dakota County Libraries   Dakota County Vital Records 

Forever     Friends of LeDuc & Historic Hastings Genealogy by Paula 

Hennepin History Museum  Minnesota Genealogical Society  Northfield Historical Society 

Ramsey County Historical Society  Red Bird Genealogy Services  Rice County Genealogical Society 

Rice County Historical Society  Sagis Legacy    Scott County Historical Society 

Town Square Television   Washington County Historical Society  

If you would like to reserve a seat to one of the presentations, you can register with a $5 donation for each presentation. The regis-

tration will guarantee you a seat to the presentation you choose.  Visit https://dakotahistory.org/events/600-aug-19-local-history-

genealogy-fair-at-lawshe 

Gopher Ordnance Works 
Friday, August 24, 5:30 p.m. 
Location: Lawshe Memorial Museum; Free to the Public 

In 1943, in the midst of World War II, the Gopher Ordnance Works officially opened in Rosemount. As a smokeless powder produc-
tion plant, it remained open until shortly after World War II. The plant occupied 11,000 acres of what used to be farmland and fea-
tured over 850 buildings.  Sit back and enjoy this special presentation by the Rosemount Area Historical Society as they share the 
details and stories behind this iconic history. 

https://dakotahistory.org/events/605-aug-26-concerts-in-the-orchard-darlene-and-kenny-the-huynuks-at-leduc
https://dakotahistory.org/events/600-aug-19-local-history-genealogy-fair-at-lawshe
https://dakotahistory.org/events/600-aug-19-local-history-genealogy-fair-at-lawshe

