Take a Hike

A Century of Walks with
the St. Paul Hiking Club
bob tholkes, with meredith cummings

O

n Tuesday, January 19, 2021, five members
of the St. Paul Hiking Club stepped oﬀ the
corner of Burns Avenue and English Street in St.
Paul at 2:30 in the a3ernoon and hiked over six
miles to and from a select location on the southeast side of the city. Why would this group,
ranging from sixty-one to seventy-eight years of
age, a4empt such a trek in a typical Minnesota
winter with a high temperature of just 15°F? We
were determined to do so!
The unceremonious event marked the onehundredth anniversary (plus a few days) of the
inaugural hike of what was then called the St.
Paul Municipal Hiking Club to the same location. Back then, the destination was a schoolhouse rather than the now-converted private
residence on Point Douglas Road. And although
continuing COVID-19 concerns kept many
members home, seven of us bundled in long
underwear, snow pants, warm coats, and wool
mi4ens and strapped traction cleats to our
boots to keep from slipping on the ice. We’re
Minnesotans, a3er all; cold and ice don’t bother
us. And so, our small band of hikers paid homage to the those who participated in the first
club hike a century ago.

took turns carrying thermoses of steamy coﬀee
and boxes of sweet donuts as they made their
way to the school, which was “open for their use
through the courtesy of the Men’s Club at Highwood.”¹ They rested for two hours and played
parlor games in the warm shelter. Some likely
knew each other from work or social se4ings,
while others may have joined simply to meet new
people with similar interests.²
Grace Cummings, a twenty-two-year-old
stenographer to E. W. Johnson with the Parks
Department/Playgrounds Bureau Oﬃce, organized the club as an aﬃliate of the city, announcing hikes in local papers. The department
assembled mimeographed monthly schedules
Seven members of the
century-old St. Paul
Hiking Club recreated the
organization’s inaugural
1921 hike on a frigid day
in January 2021. Front
row (L-R): Vicky Beutel,
Barb Fitzpatrick, Bob
Tholkes, Sharon Heaton,
and Nancy Duffrin. Back
row (L-R): Lyle Mowery
and Bernie Wildes.
Courtesy of Ramsey
County Historical Society.

Step Out into the Snow and Go!
Apparently, the cold didn’t bother the twentyfive members of the newly formed hiking organization on January 15, 1921, either. The 1918-1919
flu pandemic was a distant memory, as well.
So, with a high of 10°F, the group donned their
warmest winter gear. They met at Room 218—the
Playgrounds Department at the Federal Court
Building on West Fi3h Street. From there, they
caught the streetcar, riding it to the terminus of
the Rondo-Maria Streetcar Line and walked three
miles from Burns Avenue and English Street to
Samuel Sargent Taylor School. The hardy hikers
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Grace Cummings, parks
department employee
and founding member
of the St. Paul Hiking
Club (left), and Lillian
Lee, another employee,
announced the club’s
inaugural hike in the
Saint Paul Dispatch
on January 14, 1921.
Courtesy of Minnesota
Historical Society.

Grace Cummings and Lillian Lee (right) worked for the city’s playgrounds department, housed at the Federal Court Building, so it
made sense to meet there prior to each outing. Conveniently, a
streetcar stop across Rice Park on Fourth Street carried the hikers
to locations around town, where they could begin their weekly
adventures. Courtesy of Ramsey County Historical Society.

listing four Saturday a3ernoon hikes ranging
from five to seven miles round trip and usually
ending at playground shelter houses, schools,
university cafeterias, and even Fort Snelling,
where the Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers
meet. Games and dancing sometimes followed.
A year later, a group of fi3y-nine celebrated their
first anniversary with a supper and dance at
Margaret Park in Dayton’s Bluﬀ at a cost of fi3y
cents per person. They even hired an orchestra.³

“Regardless of the Weather, You’ll Find
Us Together”—1923 to 1933
The club formally organized at its first annual
member meeting on November 23, 1923. They
adopted a constitution, initiated annual dues
($1 per year), and created a clever slogan as
they prepared for a third season of winter
hikes—“Regardless of the Weather, You’ll Find
Us Together.” Reba Barnes stepped into the role
of president. Short business meetings took place
Grace Cummings met her future husband, Gerald Villars, through
the club. Their hiking friends Fred and Joyce Boxmeyer (right)
were very active members. In fact, Fred Boxmeyer served as
club president twice. Courtesy of the Villars Family and Minnesota
Historical Society.
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a3er Saturday hikes to plan upcoming events.⁴
Theirs was a social group of energetic young
people, most in their twenties and thirties.
While the Saturday hikes worked well, with
an average a4endance of forty, in June 1925, the
club added daylong Sunday endurance hikes.
They’d trek between ten and twenty-five miles,
with occasional breaks for picnics, cookouts,
games, and a lot of tomfoolery. Newly instituted
Tuesday evening hikes and summer excursions
(1927) and longer, overnight camping trips (1929)
were especially popular. With the addition of
winter skating parties at the Hippodrome, the
St. Paul Municipal Hiking Club maintained a
packed social calendar.⁵
You might say some hikers were a bit obsessed with the sport. On Sunday, May 17, 1931,
three fearless trekkers, Holger A. Pedersen, Charlie Signs, and L. S. Shockley, rose before dawn
and walked about fi3een miles to Wildwood
Amusement Park in Mahtomedi, where they
met three fellow members, who’d cheated a
bit and ridden the streetcar there. The six then
hiked another nine miles to Stillwater before
everyone headed back.⁶ Twenty-nine miles is
nothing to sneeze at, but the trio that started
in St. Paul was probably a bit worn out. They
might have had a blister or two a3er trekking
forty-four grueling miles in one day!⁷

Over two dozen trekkers enjoyed a challenging day of hiking in 1924—possibly on one of
the many bluffs along the St. Croix River Valley. Courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society.

“Hike a Bit and Stay Fit”—The Great
Depression and World War II
The group’s popularity grew as the Great Depression set in. It was diﬃcult to find disposable
funds in a time when many were out of work.
But hiking is a relatively inexpensive sport.
Other than the cost of a solid pair of boots and
transportation to certain sites, exercising in the
great outdoors costs next to nothing. Still, not
all members could pay their dues, so the club
reduced the annual fee to 50 cents from 1931 to
1934, when it adjusted back to $1. At this time,
the club took a more active approach to bringing in new, like-minded walkers and instituted
annual membership drives, ending each with
a party, of course! Fi3y-five new members answered the call in 1937 and forty-nine in 1938.⁸
The variety of hikes and events most certainly piqued the interest of potential new
members. For example, hike leader Eva Jones
organized a seven-mile Chain of Lakes trek to

Volume 55 • Number 4 • Winter 2021

Club members likely acquired their hiking gear from one of the early mail-order catalogs—
Montgomery Ward, Sears Roebuck and Company, or Maine-based supplier L.L.Bean. But it
was also fun to dress up in fine clothes as they did at this 1924 party. Courtesy of Rick Currie.

Minneapolis on May 16, 1937, for an “interesting
and beautiful [jaunt] over country woods bedecked in the fresh, bright green of Springtime.”
Following a quick bus ride from the east side of
the Mississippi River, they met the Minnehikers,
Minneapolis’s version of the St. Paul Hiking
Club, on the west side. Together, they hiked
around Brownie Lake, Cedar Lake, Lake of the
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In 1940, the City of Saint
Paul honored the St. Paul
Municipal Hiking Club
for their volunteer work
at one of the local parks.
Courtesy of Ramsey
County Historical Society.

Isles, Lake Calhoun (now Bde Maka Ska), and
Lake Harriet, following trails and parks connecting each of the bodies of water.⁹
They also climbed Mount Tom at Sibley State
Park near New London, spent a relaxing day
along the Rum River on another excursion, and
took on an obstacle hike in the rain near Hastings. Climbing over the rough terrain and in and
out of caves, they skinned knees, and broke fingernails. One woman fell, ripped her trousers,
and finished the challenge covered in a raincoat,
but most everyone still had a great time.¹⁰
Around then, the club updated its mo4o—
“Hike a Bit and Keep Fit.” Li4le did they know at
the time, but staying fit would serve them well,
especially the nearly thirty members who traded
their hiking boots for standard-issue military
boots.
Just as folks were recovering from the Depression years, war around the world turned lives
upside down again. Thankfully, hiking still cost
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li4le and served as a cathartic escape for anyone
who needed a break on a warm summer evening
or a weekend a3ernoon. Practical jokes were encouraged and expected. If hikers removed their
boots to give their feet a much-needed breather,
they could expect to find their unoccupied footwear hidden behind a tree, or, in some cases,
a slimy frog tucked inside an empty boot! And
then there were the water fights—watch out!
Everyone walked away drenched.¹¹
The group was especially fond of fall hikes
through country cornfields. It wasn’t uncommon for mischievous members to drop handfuls of kernels down the backs of their friends’
shirts. That likely didn’t make the bus driver
happy on the return trip to town when, as
members removed warm layers of clothing, the
bus floor soon resembled the bo4om of a corn
crib.¹²
Dances helped everyone take their minds oﬀ
the war. Member Dorothy Carlson shared fond
memories of dancing with friends. “. . . every
Sunday a3ernoon, [we’d] go hiking, and then on
Sunday night, everybody would go home and
change, and then we’d meet out at the Prom. We
danced the whole evening, a3er hiking five miles
in the a3ernoon!” Carlson even met her husband
while kicking up her heals at the Prom!¹³
Still the club didn’t forget their comrades
overseas. The group introduced the Trail Blazer
newsle4er in 1939 and from 1942 until 1945,
Florence Brennan took on the role of editor.¹⁴ In
addition, she wrote and mailed a monthly flyer
called Grapevine Gaze!e to the group’s service
men and women, who, in turn, shared updates
from Europe and the Pacific. Sadly, not all of the
hiking members-turned-soldiers came home.

Keep on Keeping On—One Foot
in Front of the Other
When the fighting ended, the club welcomed returning members, some of whom resumed their
hiking adventures. Others, along with those
who hadn’t served, dropped out due to various
obligations—schooling (thanks in part to the GI
Bill) or family and work responsibilities among
them. But that didn’t mean membership dipped.
It rose, peaking at nearly 200 members by the
late 1950s. Most members were still relatively
young and more female than male. And they
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Comradeship in 2004 was
no different than it was
in 1924. Getting together
for a hike and picnic
in the fresh air with
friends is the best way to
rejuvenate. Courtesy of
Marion Hastings.

this—especially these Tuesday night hikes. I
am so physically and emotionally relaxed a3er
them.”¹⁹ In April 1996, the group celebrated its
seventy-fi3h anniversary by planting a hackberry tree as part of a Great River Greening
project on the Mississippi River near downtown.
The tree was one of many planted by various
organizations.²⁰
Around that time, some of the club’s steadfast
traditions gave way to new traditions, including
replacing Tuesday evening hikes with Tuesday
day hikes in winter months to be4er suit the
needs of the membership, which mostly included
retirees.
In 2006, the club created its own website—
www.st.paulhike.com—and the following year,
began emailing the monthly Trail Blazer, which
continues to list hikes and hosts, as well as
those members who’ve set a mileage record.
And while membership dropped substantially
in 2000, it’s risen to 106, a high point in this current century.²¹ In fact, interest in hiking groups
seems to be growing again as new clubs pop up
through Meetup social networking platforms
and other venues, and the Department of Natural Resources invites Minnesotans to hike the
state’s seventy-five parks and recreation areas
to earn passport stamps.²²
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And why not? People come together to hike
for the same reasons the founders of the St. Paul
Municipal Hiking Club did a century ago. It’s a
chance to exercise and get some fresh air, a social
opportunity to meet with friends who enjoy the
same activities, and a simple way to leave worries
behind and explore the parks and trails in and
around the Twin Cities and the state. Truly, it’s
always a great day to take a hike in Minnesota.
Acknowledgements: Special thanks to Rick
Currie, Marian Hastings, and Jackie Lallier for
photos and archival materials from their private
collections.
Bob Tholkes is president and historian of the St.
Paul Hiking Club. The Columbia Heights resident
is a retired teacher and also worked as a trainer
with Target Corporation. Tholkes prefers club
hiking to solo hiking. He estimates he’s walked
over 600 miles since joining the club in 2012.
Meredith Cummings, no relation to club founder
Grace Cummings, has completed thirty-three
half marathons and one full marathon. In 2018,
she and a friend trekked 500 miles across Spain
along the famed Camino de Santiago. She is editor of Ramsey County History magazine.

To see a list of club
presidents and
more images from
the 2021 centennial
hike, go to https://
publishing.rchs
.com/publishing/
magazine/ramsey
-county-history
-magazine-volume
-55-4-winter-2021/.
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