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Camp Welcome to Camp Wandawega, 
where Tereasa Surratt and  
David Hernandez have saved an 
85-year-old slice of Americana.  
In its lifetime, Wandawega has 
been a speakeasy, brothel, a 
resort, and from the ‘60s until 
2003, a retreat for the Chicago 
Catholic Latvian community. 
Hernandez’s family watered their 
Latvian roots on these shores as 
regular summer residents. When 
the church put Wandawega up 
for sale in 2004, Hernandez and  
a group of friends bought it.  
“We got it just wanting to save it 
from the wrecking ball,” he says. 
Six months later, he and Surratt 
were married in Wandawega’s 
outdoor chapel, pledging to love, 
honor and preserve. Today, they 
are the sole owners of the  
property located north  
of Elkhorn. 

wandawega
because you can go home again         by lisa schmelz
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A true summer camp, there’s plenty 
to do here: Archery, swimming, tennis, 
volleyball. Hernandez spent many childhood 
summers here, with other Latvian Catholic 
families from Chicago. During the week, 
their mothers served as camp cooks 
and counselors. On the weekends, their 
fathers joined them but often tackled a 
fix-it list before they took the kids hiking or 
fishing. “This place was so dependent on 
the communal labor of all the men,” says 
Hernandez. “Even though it was owned by 
the Catholic church, I kind of considered it 
being in my extended family.” 

Early morning is magical here. The rustic compound includes a lodge, 
a three-bedroom lakeside cottage, a 15-room hotel, two cabins, a hill 
of vintage Boy Scout tents, a teepee, and a tree house any youthful 
grownup would want to call home. The white cabin (below, right) hails 
from Beardstown, Illinois, near Surratt’s grandmother’s home. Like  
Wandawega, the cabin had seen better days. After a ten-hour move  
to get it here, the couple began the journey of bringing the cabin —  
and Wandawega — back to life. It later became the subject of the 
Country Living book “A Very Modest Cottage.” “To us,” says Hernan-
dez, “it’s an amazing time capsule and we hope our daughter  
loves it as much as we do when it’s hers one day.” 
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Despite its good bones, Wandawega’s 
period authenticity didn’t come easy. 
Before they could restore, they first had to 
take stock. Surratt, who never met a flea 
market she didn’t like, was in her element. 
“We had to spend the first month or two 
clearing everything out,” she recalls.  
“It was a blast. The whole place is just 
one big prop house.” In addition to 
being a refuge from their high-powered 
advertising jobs, Wandawega is also used 
for photo shoots by companies like Land 
of Nod and Von Maur. 

This project blossomed into a book, 
“Found, Free & Flea,” which showcases 
some of the prized finds from Wandawega 
and inspires readers to start their own 
vintage collections.

For now, Hernandez and Surratt say, 
“We just want to keep it really small and 
exclusive, and really low impact on the 
environment and the buildings.” 

Family and friends who do lodge here, 
though, have access to the entire camp, 
including the boats, vintage hammock 
and tennis courts. Tennis players in period 
attire are said to fare better than those in 
modern garb. 
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For Hernandez, pulling into 
Wandawega is a homecoming. 
Growing up, this was his family’s 
summer refuge from city life. “They 
ran it like a key club, so to speak, 
and you could come and go as you 
pleased. We had it for the season 
and the moms ran an informal 
camp,” he says, seated in the 
lodge’s kitchen, his own daughter 
napping in the next room. “These 
were moms that could not have 
afforded to send us to a proper 
summer camp, but every morning 
we’d start with calisthenics, then 
we’d do crafts up on the hill, and at 
night, we’d sing Latvian folk songs 
around the campfire.” 

Memories like these are a treasure, 
but their value increases under 
his wife’s masterful design 
imprint. “She’s the best thing that 
ever happened to this place,” 
says Hernandez. “I would have 
preserved it, but she made it 
beautiful.”
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