
By Becky Allen
     Who knows what stirs things up in the psyche;
maybe it’s a deep, unfulfilled desire. Maybe it’s some-
thing as simple as a song or a smell or the feel of the
sun on your face. Maybe it’s the fact that it’s June and
I spent many June days (and July and August) at the
Lake. That’s how it was known. The Lake. I’ve had a
hankering lately to revisit the Lake. Trouble is, the
Lake, as we knew it, is no more.
     For the first 10 years of my life, I lived a stone’s throw
from “America’s Finest Inland Beach.” That’s right—
America’s Finest. And quite possibly the first. Shenan-
doah Acres was the biggest thing going around the little
village community of Stuarts Draft, Virginia. Today,
Stuarts Draft has the dubious honor of being home to
three major manufacturers—Hershey, McKee (Little
Debbie), and Hollister, as well as being home to the
Target distribution center that serves the entire east
coast. Before that, though, it was home to Shenandoah
Acres.
     My earliest memories of the Lake have me walking
up to the beach house with my older sister, towels
draped around our shoulders, one hand in hers, the
other clutching a quarter—the price of admission into
summer heaven. In 1963, this family recreation spot
was just that; family-owned and operated for the ex-
press purpose of offering family fun. Mom could rest
easy knowing her eleven- and nine-year-old daughters
were safe and happy until she came later with lunch.
After all, the neighbors were watching her kids.
     It wasn’t until more than forty-five years later that I
really understood what a unique offering had been
created by the Blacka family. According to a piece
compiled for the Acres’ 60th Anniversary,

“Back in the late 1920’s it was Rupert A.
Blacka’s dream to own his own health
resort where people could come for nu-
tritious meals and outdoor recreation. In
1935, Rupert heard about a 300 acre
farm that was for sale in the Stuarts
Draft area, being sold by a Dr. Dodge,
who had his medical practice there. In
addition to the numerous orchards and
cranberry bogs located on the property,
there was a four acre spring-fed lake the
local people used to pay to swim in.
Rupert and his wife, Helen and three of
their seven children moved to the farm,
which they purchased, and began to
work on the resort.”

     What Rupert Blacka purchased was “a swimming
‘lake’ that was nothing more than a mud hole in the
middle of a field, filled with muck and debris. What he
found under the muck was a nice, sandy bottom. What
began as a health resort morphed into a water play-

ground that offered plenty of options for having fun at
any age.
     I wasn’t there in the ‘40’s for the beauty pageant or
the drive-in theater, but I was there for the merry-go-
round, the concrete walkway from the beach to the pier
with the low diving board and the high diving board, the
three slides—little, middle, and BIG—and, most famous-
ly, the cables. The “cables” were basically a t-shaped
bar attached to zip line that ran from the top of a three
story tower down to the water’s edge. Of course, the
real thrill seekers dropped off well before that, into
water deep enough to safely break a long fall.
     Since I can’t go back to the lake, I figured the next
best thing would be to reminisce with Jack Blacka,
elder of the two brothers who took the business reins
from their ailing dad in 1972.
     “The first major things to go into the Lake were the
two concrete piers; they were built in 1948,” Jack re-
calls. “And the cinderblock dressing rooms were also
built in 1948. I remember, early on, the old wooden
bathhouse structure was the first building we put up. On
the outside of that was a separate building that we
called the lunch room, where we served snacks. And
there was a smaller building that we used as the ticket
office. And there was a picket fence around the whole
lake area.
     At the same time we put the piers in we also built four
cinderblock cottages on the right, before you turned in
to go to the office—they’ve since been torn down. The
larger of the two buildings was moved in behind where
the little log cabin was and turned into a cottage with a
little kitchen unit in it and an even smaller one was
moved in beside it. It was just a little one bedroom unit
with a sink.”
     I clearly remember those cinderblock cottages. As a
child, riding by on my bike, those cottages fostered
dreams of an ideal life; swimming, eating, and sleeping,
day-after-day. I watched those lucky temporary tenants
walk across the road any time they felt like it to grab a
snack or sit in a lawn chair in the shade and read a
book. And then walk back across the road for more
water fun. What else was there, really, to summer’s
perfection?
     The next best thing to renting a cottage was having
a summer pass. The power of the summer pass was a
splendid thing, offering endlessly available fun. We
could go every day if we wanted and stay as long as we
wanted. Or we could go many times in a day--for a
couple of hours in the morning, home for lunch, back for
a dip in the afternoon, then back home until Dad re-
turned from work. These kinds of days were my favor-
ites. We had the picnic basket packed and ready so all
Dad had to do was change into his swim trunks and off
we’d go, the summer pass pouring out its blessing of
freedom upon our family.
     Even if you didn’t have a summer pass, when you
paid your daily admission fee, you let your hand linger,
wrist up, to receive the stamp that allowed you to come

8


