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FORWARD

P AUL Hayes makes an interest-
ing point near the end of today's
cover story (which begins on
page 14): Sometimes it's a big-
ger struggle to leave something
alone than it is to do something
with it.

The effort that has gone into
creating a relatively small num-
ber of nature preserves in Wis-
consin is the kind of stuff leg-
ends are made of: determined,
strong-willed people with the
vision to save some places from
the designs of human beings.

These also are the kinds of
stories we like to tell here in our
magazine. Today's piece focuses
on The Ridges Sanctuary in
Door County and the people who
created it, particularly the color-
ful Emma Toft.

The story of The Ridges offers
a look at not only some of the
best in Wisconsin's natural
assets but also its human ones.

—Alan Borsuk

Page 44: The lighthouse home of The
Ridges’ new naturalist, Paul Regnier




By Paul G. Hayes

T A PARTY celebrating her 100th birthday, Feb. 9, 1991, Emma Toft lectured about her people
and her place to about 50 admirers, who gathered for a potluck dinner at Immanuel Lutheran
Church hall in Baileys Harbor. '

For certain, it was Emma Toft. That’s pronounced “tough” with a T at the end, tough Emma
Toft, who stood up to ’em. It was the very woman who, in 1937, all but blocked the bulldozers to
save the wildflowers on land that she would help turn into The Ridges Sanctuary, a haven for
most species of Wisconsin’s wild orchids.

Toft’s people and place were inseparable: the Tofts of Toft’s Point on Mud Bay, northeast of
Baileys Harbor in Door County, the thumb of Wisconsin. Emma Toft was born in the pioneer
home’s front room near a window that looks out onto Mud Bay. Don’t look for Mud Bay on a
map; developers changed it to Moonlight Bay, a

euphemism. Emma Toft was incensed. The mud, or The CharaCte rs
marl, in the bottom of the bay held anchors of : a
sailing ships, and so captains ran for the bay when and care behlnd
Lake Michigan storms came boiling up. Change its Door Cou nty’s

name; lose its history, she believed. t

This was the same Emma Toft who, later in life,
donated the Toft’s Point land to be a nature pre- nature preserves
serve and who believed that, in some places, plants are more important than people.

It was the same Emma who, in the 1920, left home to teach school in the Dakotas and Iowa,
only to return to care for her mother after the death of her father, a Door County pioneer from
Denmark. It was the Miss Emma who converted the Toft family home into a no-frills resort.
Nieces made the beds and helped serve meals; nephews cut wood and did other chores outside.
Other teenagers from Baileys Harbor were hired. Emma herself cooked for artists, urban
escapees, fishermen, the gentle people who returned summer after summer to spend time
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Retired naturalist Roy Lukes, with a Emma Toft's family lodge, which she
small lens around his neck, teaches a ran as a nature resort for decades,
class on Door County plants for The today is decaying. In 1967, she donated

Clearing nature center in Ellison Bay. lodge and land to be a nature preserve.
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nature center shop two or three times a week
during the season.

“If we had $200 ixi the treasury in the early
years, we thought we were doing well,” said
Traven. “We never spent a dime for anything
but land. All the work was donated.”

E MMA Toft’s handshake was as firm as a

man’s, and that strength reflected

decades of physical labor, according to
Roy Lukes. He thinks he saw former Gov.
Patrick Lucey wince as Toft gripped his hand
tightly in a reception line and demanded that
the governor stop a plan te straighten a country
road in Door County, which would destroy the
road’s charm.

Door County writer Norbert Blei, who met
Toft in her later years, wrote: “She was the
most striking old woman I've ever seen.”

Blei and two other writers, poet Niedecker
and the late Virginia Eifert, who was author of
Journeys in Green Places, passed on the legend
that Miss Emma lay down in the path of the
bulldozers, that she linked arms with others to
protect the trees from loggers.

Of the three, only Blei supplied the facts.
Emma herself told him she did not lie in front
of the bulldozers. It was all right with her if
people believed so. Had it been necessary, she
might have, she said.

It was not by accident that Jensen, the
jolly-faced Chicago landscape architect and a
prime mover in saving the ridges, insisted upon
calling the place a sanctuary.

“Sanctuary” means a holy place. It comes
from the Latin word sanctus, meaning sacred.

NE day in 1963, Lukes was invited by
O an acquaintance, Harold Wilson, to join

Wilson and Murl Deusing in banding
young herring gulls near Ephraim. Banding is
done routinely for research, to learn the habits
of birds.

Deusing, then director of education for the
Milwaukee Public Museum, had a home on
Ridges Dr. across from the sanctuary. He had
become president of The Ridges in 1962.

The day was perfect, said Lukes, and the
three of them banded 1,100 gulls, which may be
a record. Driving home, Deusing and Wilson
began discussing the prospect of hiring a natu-
ralist for the sanctuary.

Both men looked at Lukes and asked simul-
taneously if he would like the job.

At the time, Lukes was teaching science and
math at a two-year teachers’ college in Algoma.
When the academic year ended in June 1964,
Lukes worked the summer as a naturalist at the
sanctuary. He did the same in the summer of
’65. By late winter 1966, Lukes had decided to

The land that Emma Toft donated as a
natural area is just northeast of The Ridges
Sanctuary, overlooking Moonlight Bay, which
used to be called Mud Bay.

take a job the next fall teaching junior high
school science in Fish Creek, to move to Baileys
Harbor and to work at the sanctuary six days a
week, before and after school and on weekends.

He would conduct one environmental pro-
gram and one early morning bird tour weekly,
all for $60 a week. To help him with living
expenses, The Ridges board invited Lukes to
live in the upper-range lighthouse.

A 1966 photograph shows Emma Toft and
Lukes standing on the front steps of the light-
house on the winter day when Lukes was given
the key, a few months before he moved in. Both
are in prime form: Lukes in a winter jacket with
a big collar; Emma with wisps of white hair
fringing a bandanna, a heavy wool coat that
looked like US Navy surplus, denim jeans and
laced rubber boots. Both are grinning as they
stand on snowy steps. :

When Lukes started teaching that fall at
Gibraltar Junior High School in Fish Creek, he
developed an environmental education program
for kindergarten through eighth grade. Three
Door County school districts adopted it. The
program began with simple ideas in the lower
grades and moved to the complex. It dealt with
things at hand: fossils, which were abundant in
Door County’s limestone; the food chain; trees.

Ridges membership grew. By 1976, Lukes
realized he no longer could do both the teaching
and naturalist jobs; so he quit teaching.

Three years earlier, he had married Char-
lotte Koch, a dental hygienist.

“She began to work full time so we could
survive,” said Lukes. She also became his part-
ner in natural history, developing an expertise
in fungi. In addition, she applied her artistic
skills to illustrating Lukes’ books, and she
helped edit them.

Sixteen years after Lukes moved into the
lighthouse, years of enduring cold, damp air,
which may be good for growing orchids but can
promote pain in human joints, Roy and Char-
lotte moved, in 1982, into their bright, passive-
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