





then.) They could not, however. use the sites for
commercial enterprises. In April 1964 Lake
County officially transferred ownership of
Ambrose’s property to the U.S. Forest Service. No
mention of purchase price has been found, but
persons close to Benny estimated the amount at

between $35,000 and $50.000.3%

en years passed Contmry to expectation,
Ambrose and Molter remained hale and
hardy in the 1.1 million-acre wilderness.
The winter of 1973-74 was a tense one for them.
The expectation was that they would be evicted
from their homes, probably in the summer, in
order to meet the 1975 deadline mandated by the
1964 Wildemess Act.39
In the end, though, the government bent. The
forest service designated Ambrose a federal
wilderness volunteer, thus allowing the 78-year-
old to live out his life on Ottertrack Lake. (Molter
was given similar status.) In signing the agree-
ment, Harold Anderson, supervisor of the
Superior National Forest, signaled the govern-
ment’s change of heart: “To us they are part of the
culture of the area. . . . They are oldtimers. They
are part of the pioneer group that went in there in
the early days. . .. I'll be damned if I could be a
part of throwing them out.” As a volunteer,
Ambrose would provide information to the forest
service about local Jake and forest conditions and
give emergency assistance to campers. In return,
the forest service would look out for his welfare.
He had won his battle for lifetime tenancy.#

n September 1, 1977, forest rangers Ray
Chase and Earl Niewald walked the saw-
dust-and-bark trail that wound up the
incline from Ambrose’s boat landing to his living
area, a 10-by-12-foot weathered log cabin with a
tar-papered roof. Its one room was just big
enough for a stove, bed, table and chaix, gun clos-
et, battery radio, Coleman lantern, and piles of
newspapers and magazines. There were deep claw
marks on the heavy wooden door. Near the cabin
were huge stacks of firewood !
The visitors had come to record an interview

as part of the Supeyior National Forest oral histo-
ry program. Ambrose was dressed as always—
black wool pants with suspenders, a red plaid shirt
unbuttoned down the front revealing a cream-col-
ored thermal undershirt. and a black felt hat.
Ankle-high leather boots and wool socks complet-
ed his outfit. Longtime acquaintances, the rangers
knew that Ambrose was a storyteller. A simple
question would set him off on a circuitous answer
filled with yarns that spanned his lifetime 42

The woodsman spoke of his years of fruitless
searching for a legendary “lost gold mine,” finally
deciding that he did not need a big mine, “just a
chimney. . . . just enough to get by on. . ..
Independent!” He told about finding deposits of
iron, copper, cobalt, nickel, and asbestos, but
never of quality, quantity, and location to be prof-
itable: “a seam here, a seam there, a seamn over
there—that stuff don’t work out now. but a hun-
dred years from now somebody’s going to get rich
when the good stuff is all gone.” He recalled
important people he had guided; some had invit-
ed him to visit them. “I spent three days in a coal
mine in Centralia, [llinois. . . . The people that
own it, I guided for Blankenburgs.” And he spoke
with pride of his daughters’ visits:

1 took Holly over to get a Canadian fishing
license. . . . [ don't know where the boundary is,
but it's out there somewheres in the middle of the
lake. . .. I am proud of the Quetico here. glad to
have it. At least we have a little wilderness where
the airplanes can't go.43

Ambrose’s most immedjate concern was the
location of the new snowmobile routes, about
which Congress, conservationists. and recreation-
al users were wrangling.

What in hell are they going to do with these gol
damn snow machines? Are the politicians going to
seli the country down the river or what? Well,
jeeminy jumped-up cluistimas. if . . . they got to
have a place. don’t have them go through here. .

The way it was last year they were running
night and day. Some days at least 200 machines
would go by here. . .. 1 lose money on gasoline
‘cause I'll not charge for it. I do tell them to replace

3 Cary, Root Beer Lady, 161; Oliver S. Johnson, Lake County Register of Deeds, to U.S. Forest Service, Apr. 7,

1964, Ambrose file; Watson interviews.
38 Minneapolis Tribune, Jan. 20, 1974, p. 1B.
30 Minneapolis Tribune. Apr. 14, 1974. p. 1A,

41 Description from author’s visit to Ottertrack Lake: see Ralph Wright-Peterson.

Boundary Waters Journal, Winter 1990, p. 28-29.

Remembering Bennv,”

42 Jerry Jussila. interview by the author. Ely, Sept. 25, 1990, notes in authoy’s possession. Ottertrack Lake was with-
in Jussila’s jurisdiction, and the two men became close friends during Ambrose’s volunteer vears.
43 Here and two paragraphs below, see Ambrose interview, S, 9, 14.
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Ben Amibrose with his beaver catch at the headwa-
ters of the Kmwishiwi River, 1924. The lone trapper
posed for his own picture, tripping the camera shut-
ter with the string attached to his left hand.

it. and about two out of three do. I did give a fellow
five gullons one day. I didn’t like to. ‘cause it’s too
much of a problem in this slush to bring it in. But
on the other hand, you can't hardly leave A man
stranded. 1 don't know whether the\ don’t know
those things bum gas or what . .. l)ut can you turn
them down if they are stuck out there, two o'clock
in the moming. thirty degrees below zero? . . . with
small children . . . no ax, no shovel. or nothing.
When 1T was 50 years old, it didn’t bother me. 1

didi't give a damn, but at my age [ gotta be careful.

The 80-year-old told the two forest service
men about a heart attack he had suffered at
Pettigonv Lake while up to his waist in water.

H Du/u!h News-Tribune, Lul 25. 1981, p. SC.

4 Rocluster Post Bulletin, Sept. 201952, p 21

A6 Watson interviews: Justine l\u‘loul(
Bonnie Wasunmd and Hollv Amliwose,
copyin author’s possession.
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‘On the Gunflint Trail,”
“Funeral Service In Memon: of Benjamin Quentin Ambrose.”

Leaving the lake, he had driven himself by tractor
to the house of a friend. who flew him to the hos-
pital in Grand Marais for a 19-day stay.

Several years after this interview, Sam Cook,
outdoor writer for the Duluth News-Tribune, visit-
ed the homestead, accompanied by Ambrose’s
longtime friend Jake Jacobsen. Along with the
woodsman’s opinions on inflation, politics. and the
American hostages in Iran, the article revealed
some of his philosophies of life. Ambrose’s atti-
tude toward time was evidenced by four alarm
clocks on a shelf, each with a different time, and
calendars hanging on the walls for the years 1980,
1979, and 1897. A yellowed poster read, “Worry is
like a rocking chair. 1t keeps you busy. bat it don’t
get you nowhere.” The octogenarian told
Jacobsen, “I can't die vet, ‘cause I got a hundred
years of projects to do.™

On September 2. 1982, the Associated Press
wire service repor led from Ely:

The U.S. Forest Service will bend the rules for
Benny Ambrose one last time today.

Just this once. the federal government will
allow motorbhoats into the Boundary Waters Canoe
Area of northeastern Minnesota, to carry friends
and familv to Ambrose’s remote cabin for his
memonial service. . .

Ambrose was found dead Friday
(August 27] next to the burned-out remains of a
three-sided canvas tarpaulin, where he cooked in
the summer. His body was found by a Forest
Service portage crew, hauled out aboard a sheriff's
Aoat plane and cremated.

The cause of death is unknown. but officials
think the 80-plus-year-old outdoorsiman suffered a
heart attack.?3

A simple memorial service, arrangec] by his
daughters, included readings and remarks by
those who had knowm him best. A canoce paddle,
an ax. a beaver trap, and an old felt hat were Jaid
out on the table that served as a podium.
Bouquets of flowers from his garden were placed
along the paths. Family and friends, including
foresters and rangers from both sides of the bor-
der, gathered. After devotions. readings. and a
eulogy. Bonnie and Hollv paddled across the lake
and scattered their fathers ashes on calm waters.#

A tew days after the memorial service, the air
smelled of woodsmoke once more. Flames rose
from Ambroses cabins as a forest service crew

Cook Connty News-Herald. Sept. 9. 1952, p. 3:
Sept. 2, 1982,



razed the homestead, burning what they could
and removing the remainder, so the site would
revert to its natural state. Only the rock founda-
tions and the hewn stone steps remained. The
rangers piled a cone-shaped stack of native rock as

a silent tribute to the man who had lived there for
more than half a century.47

A metal plaque has since been placed against
the rock ledge on the Canadian shore. The upper-
torso etching by John Beauchard. a Canadian
game warden, shows Benny with his confident
smile, wearing a plaid shirt open at the throat.
Below the etching is his name and the dates of
birth and death—with a question mark after the
1896 birthdate. As columnist Ron Seely wrote:
“In time the point will be again as Ambrose found
it. and the old man will be but a memory, growing
fainter with time. just as the langhter of the loon
fades almost imperceptibly into silence when
dusk turns to night in the North Country."

Rock memorial, Ottertrack Lake

47 Jussila interview.

8 Wright-Peterson, "Remembering Benny.” 23; Ron Seeley. “One Canoe Trip Became a Lifetime,” Canoe

Magazine, Apr. 1984, p. 10.

The portrait on p. 125 is courtesy Roy Watson: those on p. 126, 130. 131 and 136 are courtesy Bonnie Ambrose
Wasmund.: the map on p. 127 is by Patti Isaacs, Parvot Graphics: p. 134 is from Earl Sevbert; p. 137, Jerry Jussila.
All others are in MHS collections.
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