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Lakeport loses special Lady

By Carol Allen

The community of Lakeport reecently experienced the loss of a very dear lady, and the following tribute reflects the memories of those people whose lives she touched.

Edwilda E. DeMars, (1899-1983) or “Mrs. D” as she was affectionately known to many, has been an inspiration to this Lakeport community since 1927.

“Mrs. D was a noble human being, the greatest Christian I’ve ever met,” said Father John R. Hogan of St. Edward’s on the Lake.  “She never failed to respond to any neighbor’s need, she was concerned with every man, woman and child that crossed her path.”

For years, Mrs. DeMars and her husband William managed the hall at the ADR-CIO (formerly WBA) camp that is currently the site of the State Park picnic grounds.

During the depression, she planted a “Victory Garden” which she and several friends harvested and canned to feed the children at the Lakeport school.  In the evening, she would bring some of the chickens she raised into the village and distribute them to families in need.

In 1955, Mrs. DeMars, the mother of four daughters and three sons, was chosen “Mother of the Year” in St. Clair County.  “She lived her entire life for her neighbors, Church and family,” said Father Hogan.  “When tragedy struck, she met it head on with trust and faith in God.”  Her husband, William died in 1971, her son Gilbert was killed in action in WWII.  His name is inscribed on a memorial in Lakeport.

“Mrs. D. was the best promoter of the Parish activities in the history of the Parish,” said Father Hogan.  “Once she raffled off a Cadillac and she sold 1000 tickets by herself.”

Mrs. DeMars was the one who initiated the negotiations to purchase vacant land from the CIO to build St. Edwards on.  She also arranged for the first services to be held in the structure that currently houses our town hall before the St. Edward’s building was constructed.

Throughout the years, Mrs. DeMars has chaired a number of committees within the church.  She was the first chairman of the Parish Festival in 1951, President of the Altar Society and First Friday Club, was overseer of the Sanctuary and Vestments and coordinated the church’s Annual Fall Harvest Dinner, serving as many as 1,600 people in one Sunday in CIO Hall.

“I recall years ago when the parish consisted of 50 families and the Sunday offering was $50.00, Mrs. D. would send her sons over to fix things like the plumbing in the church,” said Father Hogan.  “She always made sure that my refrigerator was full too.”

For one of the Church Carnivals, a parishioner donated a pony to be raffled off.  Mrs. DeMars agreed to keep it on the CIO premises which at the time had a barn and was adjacent to the church property.  Father Hogan recalls how that frisky rascal broke loose during the night and Mrs. DeMars and her son Jerry, clad in a nightgown and pajamas chased the critter all over the CIO grounds.

Father Hogan concluded, “From day one she had been one of the most helpful and loving friend…I’ll miss my second mother.”

Other community members expressed their feeling of loss too, as they related their fondest memories of long standing friendships.

Rose Brown, whose late husband did all the excavating for the church buildings said, “For years, she would call me every Monday morning at 10:30 to talk Christianity…she was very helpful when my husband dies.  She always sent me flowers on Christmas and Easter.”

The DeMars’ generosity was a family tradition.  Mrs. D. was about to prepare a Thanksgiving turkey for her family but when she opened the freezer and discovered her husband had given it away in the Upper Peninsula town of Pelkie, where Mrs. DeMars spent her childhood, her mother set a fine example of charitable concern.  Mrs. DeMars’ favorite quote was “I was brought up to visit the sick and bury the dead.”

Her neighbor, Florence Urdzela can testify to that, having chauffeured Mrs. DeMars to numerous occasions over the years.  “She was a mother to everyone and she knew how to scold,” said Florence with a reluctant smile.  “She was behind everything I ever did for the church, especially when I scrubbed the stone altars, she’d stand right behind me to be sure it was done right.  By the time I finished, my knuckles were raw and bleeding.”  Father Hogan would say, “Offer it up, Florence, offer it up.”

Mrs. DeMars also had a tremendous sense of humor.  One of the many fundraising efforts involved the donation of a large keg of whiskey for her to raffle off.  Who should be holding the winning ticket but Mr. DeMars who’d been known to indulge in the spirits on occasion.  Determined that her husband wasn’t going to have that whiskey, she dumped out three-fourths of the contents and refilled it with water.  Mr. Demars was quoted as saying, “That’s the worst stuff I’ve ever tasted.”

Marion Becker recalled how she and Mrs. DeMars prepared breakfast for members of the Art Carnahan family who’d lost two young sons in a fire that destroyed their home the night before.  Then with assistance from the entire Lakeport community ,collected clothing and raised enough money and donated labor to rebuild the Carnahan home.

Orabelle Briolet, a personal friend for many years and housekeeper for the past twelve said, “On Halloween, the kids always knew they’d get a box of CrackerJack there.”  Mrs. DeMars always had twice as many trick or treaters as the neighbors.  Bonnie Kresin can also tell you how Mrs. D was always good for an impromptu “cookie visit” from the neighborhood children.

The Burtchville Township Fire Department woes a debt of gratitude to the spirited Mrs. Demars from their humble beginnings.  The state granted the township money for a fire truck but not enough.  There wasn’t money for personal equipment or building to shelter the truck either.  Mrs. DeMars wouldn’t hear of such shabby treatment for our volunteer firefighters and set out to do something about it.  Once again rallying the entire Lakeport community, she organized a chicken dinner that went on for three days.  I understand that after preparing 1,500 live chickens for the occasion, the cooking squad unanimously agreed to buy dressed chicken for any future fundraising.

Mrs. Mac MacLean, a retired school teacher, began teaching in Lakeport in 1934 and taught all the DeMars children.  Her most grateful memory was the day Mrs. DeMars relieved a young family friend of a cooked goose, or in this case, pheasant.  Mr. MacLean and his young friend Gus, had been pheasant hunting.  MacLean bagged a cock pheasant but young Gus shot a hen, not considered fair game in Michigan.  Homeward bound, the pair were walking past the DeMars’ residence when they observed the local police approaching.  Gus made a nonchalant break for DeMars’ back door, tossing the hen into their basement.  “What happened to the hen?” I asked.  “Oh…she took care of it,” said Mrs. MacLean with a broad grin.

Many other community residents like Helen Bauslaugh who worked for Mrs. DeMars at the WBA camp;  Jessie VanDyke, the best friend of Genevieve DeMars; Caroline Shars who occasionally shoveled off spinach to the chickens while helping to can food from Mrs. D’s victory garden, and Frances Gorinac who got 40 winks of much-deserved rest from a colicky baby, all value the years of friendship with a grand lady.  “If anyone could learn something from Ms. D it was a sense of humor and dealing with life as it came,” said Caroline.

On the night of April 19th, the Burtchville Township Board resolved that “The American Flag be flown at half mast on Wednesday, April 20th, in honor of this great mother, true friend, devoted church member and community booster…so loved by so many.”  A befitting final tribute to a gracious lady and her legacy.

