
and go during that day. Though if you were just there for
the day, you didn’t want to miss a minute of it. Not a
minute of the jukebox blaring the soundtrack to your
life, or the smell of suntan lotion mingling with the odors
wafting out of the screened-in kitchen—french fries roil-
ing in the deep fryer and hamburgers sizzling on the
grill. Best of all—and I’ve never seen these anywhere
else--were the square ice cream cones. These were
literally square blocks of ice cream zipped open from
their little cardboard envelopes and seated into square-
mouthed cones. Somehow, the novelty shape had us
convinced that they tasted better than any old regular
cone would, and they were a must-have during every
Lake visit. I’ve talked to many people about these—just
the  of a square cone still conjures up all the senso-
ry memories of a perfect carefree Shenandoah Acres
summer day.
     There was nothing like the feeling you got when you
stood in line at the admission counter, looking through
the big, open, beach house windows to the water be-
yond; you knew your best friend was waiting for you on
the rooftop, hopscotching over the painted shuffleboard
court. When Jack Blacka greeted you by name, you felt
the privilege accorded family; you were a member of
the Inner Circle. You were home and this big ol’ back-
yard playground was all yours for the taking. Including
the cable ride, which, for many years, was the Acres’
signature attraction. I asked Jack about it—who had the
idea for the cables?
     “The cables were Dad’s idea,” Jack said. “I don’t
recall that he saw it anywhere, and the only other place
I ever saw a zip line ending in the water was Clay’s Park
Resort in Canton, Ohio. I was helping the Virginia
Travel Council with a travel show there one time. Clay’s
Park had an exhibit and a guy took me out to see it.
That’s the only other lake I know of that had a zip line.”
     It’s a ride I never took. I wasn’t a strong swimmer so
having to cross the “channel” to get to the tower was
itself a big hurdle for me. The second hurdle was having
to climb a three-tiered tower, which meant facing my
fear of heights. Once, as a teenager, I determined I
would meet both challenges. I didn’t tell anyone my
plan, thus avoiding the inevitable humiliation should I
fail. I waited until all my friends were otherwise engaged
and swam out to the tower. Buoyed by that success, I
tackled the ladder to the first tier. (These were literally
ladders, not stairs.) My heart was in my stomach and
my stomach was in my throat. But I pressed
on…climbing higher, to the second tier. I was shaking at
that point, and knew the only way I’d get to the top was
to not look down. An insistent little voice kept whisper-
ing, “you know you have to get back down one way or
the other.” I reached the top tier, terrified and trium-
phant. There were a couple of guys there ahead of me
who grabbed the T-handles and hurled themselves,
bellowing joyfully, off the tower. I hauled up the rope
with the attached handle. When the T was in front of me,

I raised my trembling hands to grab it and couldn’t reach
it; I would’ve had to jump up to grab on. “Not in this
lifetime,” said the little voice. I stood there looking down,
feeling sick, and I vowed as God was my witness NEV-
ER, under any circumstances, would I try that again!
     Shenandoah Acres grew with the growing community
surrounding it. Camping became popular in the ‘60’s so
a campground was added, as were riding trails and
horses. In the late ‘60’s, Dr. Dodge’s old home was torn
down and a new structure was built that housed the
office where campers checked in, that also served as
living quarters for the Blacka family. The Blacka chil-
dren were growing up, too. During that period, Jack, the
oldest son, went off to college.
     “After college, I went into the Marine Corps as an
officer for 3½ years, and my next-to- youngest brother
Harold had a couple of years in the Marine Corps.
About that time Dad was diagnosed with Multiple Scle-
rosis. We knew that one of us was either going to have
to take over the business or we’d have to bring in some
outside management. Brother Harold and I were the
two of the seven siblings that stayed to operate the
business. That was about 1972, I believe.
     I had considered staying in the Marine Corps--getting
in the reserve unit and staying until I had twenty or
twenty-five years and then draw a pension from that.
There was a reserve unit in Harrisonburg with about
twenty in the group—they were all captains, majors,
lieutenant colonials (I was a first lieutenant), and they
were organized as a pistol unit--a rifle and pistol team.
I was told by the major who was trying to recruit me,
‘we’ll have matches just about every weekend from
spring through summer, into early fall; we don’t do much
in the winter.’
     I got to thinking, with Dad’s condition the way it is, I’m
going to have to be here at the business. And I couldn’t
be gone every weekend. The philosophy of “if you want
something done, you have to do it yourself” with a family
business means you have to be hands-on.
     So for the next thirty years, Jack and Harold were
both the hands-on and behind-the-scenes operators of
their family’s business. Part of their success can cer-
tainly be attributed to Jack’s proactive endeavors to
spread the good word.
     “Of course, we were active in the travel industry. The
first travel meeting I ever went to, Dad was on the Board
of Directors of the Virginia Travel Council. They had a
meeting in Fredericksburg while I was stationed at
Quantico. I went up for the meeting for a couple of hours
and then, when I got out of the service, I became active
in both the Virginia Travel Council and the Shenandoah
Valley Travel Association. I was president of both those
organizations.” Jack cites an example, “We were writ-
ten up in Southern Living magazine; through the Virgin-
ia Travel Industry, a representative came and decided
to do what they called the ‘Back Yard Beaches of America.’”
     In an age before “marketing” became a buzzword,
the Blackas took their unique operation and did what
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