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Harriet “Hattie” Eliza Ross with daughter,                               The Mansfield’s Original Cabin, behind the

Naomi Claudine, at Breitenbush (circa 1919)                            Main Lodge at Breitenbush,  August, 2004

A Family History of the Homesteading of Breitenbush
Written by Patricia Mansfield Harris, February 15, 2004

"Although tales of Breitenbush have been part of our family lore for as long as I can remember, I only visited there for the first time in the summer of 2000.  Until I came across the name in an Oregon travel book that spring, I was not aware that Breitenbush still existed.  Its beauty, peace and historical significance captivated my family and friends and we have returned many times, visiting at least once each season.

My great-grandparents, Harriet Eliza Ross and Claude Howard Mansfield, began visits to Breitenbush in the 1890s, and in 1904 applied for and received a homestead there.  Their original cabin, now called Mansfield's Cabin, built c. 1904, is still standing - just barely, and is located behind the lodge.

It was Claude and Hattie's intention to make Breitenbush a spa where guests could come to "take the vapors".  They built the Mansfield Hotel where Hattie did much of the menu planning, cooking and cleaning, and when she had the time, made paintings inspired by the beauty of Breitenbush.  She had some help - Hattie's mother, my great-great grandmother, Cynthia Eliza Truax, spent many summers there.

Breitenbush became more than a spa to Hattie and Claude when their young son Lorenzo (my grandfather) contracted polio leaving him paralyzed and unable to walk.  In the very early 1900s, there were no successful treatments for polio, and it was expected that Lorenzo would never walk again.  However, Hattie thought that the hot springs at Breitenbush might help Lorenzo's stiff legs, so she and Claude built a pool for him.  That summer, Lorenzo spent a good part of each day in the pool fed by the hot springs.  By the end of the summer he was able to walk with only a slight limp.  (It was many years later that heat was discovered to be a treatment for polio.)  Lorenzo became an interior designer, married, had three children, 15 grandchildren, 17+ great-grandchildren, and lived to be 73 years old.

Hattie was an extraordinary and accomplished person - a renaissance woman really.  She was a painter who worked in oils and watercolor and a doll maker, as well.  She was known as a marvelous homemaker, renowned for her cooking, crocheting and other home arts, most often taking first place at local fairs.

In 1921 Hattie collaborated with an Italian sculptor and manufactured a doll which was "considered more beautiful in every way than any of the foreign toys," at the annual Toy Fair in New York City.  The headline in the New York Herald on Sunday, March 6, 1921 read:  "New American Doll Outclasses Foreign Made Toys."  Later, in 1926, Sir Alexander Fredrick Whyte, president of the Indian parliament, and Lady Whyte, visited Portland, Oregon on a trip from Delhi, and bought six of Hattie's watercolors depicting local Native Americans, two of which were given to King Edward, and hung in Buckingham Palace.  Some of these paintings were made at Breitenbush where Hattie was acquainted with the local Native Americans.

Claude died in 1906 and years later Hattie married childhood friend Fred A. Bruckman, inventor of the first ice cream cone machine.  Bruckman's Real Cake Ice Cream Cone machine did very well and the profits allowed Fred's son Merle to fulfill a dream and build the existing Breitenbush Lodge in 1927.  Merle continued to run Breitenbush until the late 1940's or early 1950's.

My aunt, Naomi Elizabeth Mansfield, spent her childhood and teen summers at Breitenbush with her grandmother Hattie.  She told me just recently that the summer of 1937 stands out in her mind. She was 16 years old and had a crush on a stable boy.  When a lightening storm caused a forest fire, the women gathered up the children, the men gathered up the horses, the stable boy gathered up my aunt, and they all fled to Detroit.

Naomi's sister, Rosemary Skipworth Mansfield, told me that one summer a toddler, the daughter of one of the guests, fell into a hot spring and sustained severe burns.  Hattie sought help from a friend, a local Native American woman, who made a salve of local herbs.  The burns healed beautifully, without scarring.  Hattie used and guarded that "recipe" for many years.  Unfortunately, it is no longer in the family archives.

Hattie and Fred Bruckman lived at Breitenbush for a number of years, where Hattie continued to paint and inspire those around her with her kindness and creativity.  Hattie's involvement with, and influence on Breitenbush spanned more that 50 years.

Six generations of our family, from our great-great grandmother Cynthia to my daughter Kristin have been able to experience the beauty and healing of Breitenbush.  For me, it is a place where I feel close to Hattie.  I am so thankful that the Breitenbush Community exists today, keeping the spirit and history of Breitenbush alive so perfectly and beautifully.  I cannot express how grateful I am to them for their stewardship."

