Sylvan Lake Fresh Air Camp and Community Center

When the Detroit and United Railway plotted its course through the Sylvan Lake area on its route between Pontiac and Detroit, local residents became more interested in the development of recreation. A summer hotel was built on a hilly point, which separates the two parts of the lake. In 1893, Merrill B. Mills, Mansfield Shelley, George Barbour, and J. Blair Simpson decided to establish a resort at Sylvan Lake. The center of the resort, a hotel, was erected on this site for $25,000. An article in the newspaper reveals that the resort was never a financial success. In 1903 the Sylvan Lake Inn burned down. 

For a number of years the Merrill Mills family gave to the Detroit Free Press a restricted deed to property formerly occupied by the Mills as a summer hotel. It became a summer camping ground for underprivileged children brought out from the inner city for two weeks of recreation. A building was erected and competent staff installed. According to Annalee Kennedy, (a long time Sylvan Lake resident) the staff was physical education students at Eastern Michigan Univ. Not only did the children enjoy two weeks of healthy atmosphere, but also entertainment was brought out from the city or recruited from the camp personnel for weekly programs. An invitation was extended to the town residents to share in the programs. When the “Fresh Air Camp” was disbanded in 1962, the campgrounds were deeded to the city. We can thank the Free Press for this precious gift to all of us for our enjoyment. 

The Sylvan Lake Community Center is the site of the former Detroit Free Press Fresh Air Camp that operated during the 1920’s, 30’s, 40’s, and 50’s. The project was also supported in part by city schoolchildren who sent in pennies to build the camp. 

Several long-time Sylvan residents fondly recall their Fresh Air Camp memories:

Saturday nights at the camp found entertainers from Detroit brought out to perform for the children including such acts as Red Skeleton, Gene Krupa, the Andrews Sisters, and poet Edgar A. Guest. 

Sylvan Villagers also took part in performing for the children. During the weeknights, the children would take turns entertaining the villagers with songs and skits. 

I personally remember the camp children going for walks in the village. My sister, friends and I would sit on our front lawn and wave as the children walked by. They were usually walking two by two holding hands as they sang songs or a cadence as they walked. 

We often came to this very room to participate in their evening activities. It might be movies or other entertainment. As I recall, we sat on the floor along with the campers. It was a highlight of our summer. 

My mother, Helen Spark, a Daniel Whitfield teacher, was the Arts & Crafts teacher for one summer. I remember helping her with projects with the children. 

Camp activities included baseball games on the front lawn, swimming, boating and singing. 

At flag ceremonies each morning and evening the camp children recited the Pledge of Allegiance. 

Every Sunday the children ate a chicken dinner provided by the owner of the Free Press.

Roy Gamble, a Sylvan resident and internationally known artist, painted murals on the outside of the dormitories depicting Little Red Riding Hood and Jack and the Beanstalk as well as other characters from children’s stories. 

The children that lived in the village played with the camp children. The late Daisy Worley remembered going down to the camp at night to comfort crying, homesick city children. 

Paul Goldman, a Sylvan Lake resident who happens to live next door to the Community Center, was a camper here during the 1940’s. He attended the camp for 3 years at the ages of 6, 7 and 8. Paul was a city boy who thought it was a great thing to be “out in the country” for 2 weeks in the summer. He remembers foot races and playing games. When they went for walks, it didn’t seem like walking in the village but walking in the country. At that time we had dirt streets and the houses weren’t that close together. Every morning they would wake up to revile which may have been played on a record. The campers would meet to say the Pledge of Allegiance as the flag was being raised. Paul recalls that the 2 weeks at camp was very, very inexpensive. He thinks his mother paid about $10 a week for his camping experience. All Paul remembers about the food was the “Bug Juice” as we called Cool-Aid at the time and having hamburgers as a special treat. He remembers the positive discipline and he has very good feelings about the camp. A city boy out in the country for 2 weeks each summer – what could be better? 

This building was originally 2 buildings. This one was used for evening programs and camp activities.  The other building was used for storage when the city acquired it. It was around 1976 that the two buildings were joined together. Volunteers renovated the Community Center many years ago. About 15 years ago, the second building cleared of storage. It is now available for rent for parties with the small kitchen area. 

During the 1970’s, we had a co-op Nursery School here. We didn’t even have indoor plumbing to start with. I remember chopping a hole in the ice to get water to rinse out the potty-chairs we brought from home. The children had a lot of fun and developed many lasting friendships. 

Also during the 1970’s, the building was used for a lot of Youth Activities. This room housed pool tables, Ping-Pong tables, and a jute box. They also held youth dances here. Parents and other adults volunteered their time to chaperone the weekly gathering of teens from Sylvan Lake. 

There was a food co-op here for many years that was quite successful. 

There was an attempt to make the lower basement level into a library. The basement proved to be too wet and the area is now empty. 

The Sylvan Lake Kids Club meets here on a regular basis and is open to new membership. 

This building is also home to the Leisurely Set, the senior citizens of our community. They meet every Thursday to play cards and euchre players are needed. A potluck luncheon is held the first Thursday of every month. They are open to membership. 

The Sylvan Lake Garden Club also meets here monthly and they are open to new members. We can thank the Garden Club for their yearly Ice Cream Social and for the wreath they donate every Memorial Day. 

The Fresh Air Camp, now Sylvan Lake Community Center is available to rent for parties and family gatherings. We are very fortunate to have this beautiful area available to all of us. We can thank Mr. Merrill and the Free Press for their generosity. 
A talk given by Helen Jane Peters for Sylvan Lake’s 50th Anniversary as a city, July 1997. 
