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FIVE WAYS OF LOOKING AT PAUL BUNYAN
by Gregor Langen

1.

The first time Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty in the Wisconsin Dells burned down I remember I felt elated: there was an honest way to live in this world. 
“An accelerant was used,” the Kilbourn Fire Chief announced. “An arsonist – arsonists, possibly – remained at large.”
I imagined a fry cook, no hair, goatee, up to here with the lumberjack dealings of the lumberjack businessmen, filling a Paul Bunyan size skillet up with kerosene and then setting the shanty ablaze.
Days passed. Spring tantrums settled into summer. I daydreamed a waitress, her feet burning, her gray-green hair caught like a carp inside a hairnet, stepping lightly through the dark restaurant before her morning shift to crank every last gas fryer knob on.
“It is difficult enough to be in the restaurant business,” the Kilbourn Fire Chief explained to the Portage Daily Register. “It’s labor intensive, but to have someone deliberately set it on fire is unfathomable to me.”
I imagined myself, a hero, seeing clearly what needed to be done and then doing it, and doing it alone. 
In 2008 I was twenty years old; unhappy, of course; waiting tables at a competing moose-themed restaurant in the Wisconsin Dells. I was broke, but not poor, entitled though contemptuous of my surroundings, a mediocre server but ignorant of this fact, and I was insulated enough from consequence by virtue of both luck and circumstance to be warmed by the fire yet protected from the flames.
The second time Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty in the Wisconsin Dells was set on fire – nearly one month later to the date – I was convinced: torch this place to the ground.

2.

Paul Bunyan’s Cook Shanty – Wisconsin Dells, WI, Reviewed 10 September 2010

“The Dells crack me up and I love going there, despite the hordes of white trash tourists and people from Chicago in denial about being white trash visiting for weeks at a time.”

“Right when you walk in the door, there’s a giant blue ox head above the door that talks to you or your kids. It’s a tad odd…You pay at the register before you walk in and it’s in the $13-15 range, so it’s doable, especially since it’s all you can eat. Not a buffet or anything, they just keep bringing you food to your table until you tell them to stop. Kind of log cabin-y and wood-sy [sp].”

“The mashed potatoes were delicious, despite having sort of an unholy yellow gravy on them. I’m not sure what exotic creature reduces down to that color yellow, but it is delicious, and I hope to hit one with my car so I can take it home and eat it.” 
—Chao, Inver Grove Heights, MN, http://youcarewhatwethink.blogspot.com


3.

After the second fire was snuffed out, Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty closed for exactly one day, a Sunday, and by Monday the restaurant opened again for a full breakfast and “lunchtime sandwiches.” By Thursday, the cook shanty returned to normal business hours, serving up their trademark Lumberjack breakfasts and dinners, family-style, to crowds of summer tourists anxious to eat their unlimited fill. 
	“Thanks to the building’s sprinkler system and a rapid response by the Kilbourn Fire Department, the total losses for both fires were limited to $150,000,” the Kilbourn Fire Chief said. Anyone with information about the fires were encouraged to call the Arson Hotline. A cash reward totaling upwards of five-thousand dollars was offered to anyone with information leading to the identification of the person or persons responsible. “Call with any information, regardless of how trivial it seems.”
Two days after the second fire broke out, Trevor Hickey, part-owner of the famed Wisconsin Dells institution, told The Portage Daily Register that “his workers [were] still digging out,” that he “could not say exactly how much the fires had done,” and that he had every intention to return to regular business hours, immanently. I do not know what I expected. At the very least I imagined soot darkening Hickey’s khaki-covered knees, but of course I was wrong. Owners, I thought at the time, ruefully, never clean up their own messes.
I did not help “dig out” from these two fires, either. Instead, I watched the restaurant rebuild from afar, passing it on my way to and from work; frustrated not only by the paucity of my own misfortune, but also my passivity in the face of it. My moose-themed gig was not a good one, nor did the job lead anywhere I thought I wanted to be; but the job was temporary, forgettable, and in a few months the fall semester would start up again and I would have an excuse to leave. At twenty, there was nothing I felt I had to do. I had nothing to get so worked up over.
I do not know what information, if any, was secreted to the Arson Hotline. No arsonists were ever charged in connection to the fires. Thinking back on it now, my mind veers inexorably toward the firestarters: I wonder if the would-be-arsonists felt at any point in the past fourteen years – a period of time that has seen Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty’s output grow, its grounds expand to include a live-action lumberjack show – like they had gotten away with anything. Has life gone according to plan?
4.

There is a twenty-foot-tall Paul Bunyan statue that stands sentry in front of the entrance to Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty in the Wisconsin Dells. He is still standing there today, somehow unscathed by both the first and the second fires. The plastic lumberjack holds an axe in one hand, half-cocked behind his shoulder. The other one he braces jauntily against his thigh. Staring into Paul’s eyes it is not clear what, exactly, the lumberjack is prepared to do. Relax after a trying day? Chuck his blade into cross traffic on Highway 13? Both possibilities seem plausible, if not preordained. The great lumberjack’s lips are pulled back in a sideways smile that manages to look both happy and angry all at once. His eyes have a painted-on intensity that suggests a dangerous, almost irresponsible, lack of sleep. 
Perhaps Paul Bunyan has seen too much? Online, it is easy to find pictures of (mostly white) tourists throwing both arms around the lumberjack’s legs, nuzzling their cheeks up close to the cut in his groin and smiling. In other photos whole families gather together around the Tall Tale for a picture souvenir. Dad leans easy against Paul’s leg. Grandma stares scornfully down the camera lens. Two small children, one boy, one girl, wrap their legs around the lumberjack’s work boots and smile, their faces pained in the sun.
In scrolling through these photos online it occurs to me for what feels like the first time (though that can’t be right, can it?) that Paul Bunyan – brave, burly, barrel-chested, superhuman, white – is not indigenous to the white pine forests of Wisconsin. He is, instead, a foreign myth, conjured in the camps of North American loggers, at a time when the Great Northern Forests were still great, Europe’s grip on the land was still tenuous, and the white men, aliens in their New World, were in desperate search for a hero. 
This is not a comfortable thought to have. To accept it is to deny nearly everything that makes the Wisconsin Dells a lamentable, though relatively innocuous, tourist destination. Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty. Hotel Rome. Mount Olympus. The Polynesian. Kalahari Resorts & Conventions. In the light of this terrible awareness, the Wisconsin Dells is less a low-brow tourist trap than an ongoing project in Western colonization. 
Unsurprisingly (perhaps), this is an easy thought to repress, especially when you have one arm wrapped around a lumberjack’s oversized thigh, your cheek at his belt buckle, smiling big for a picture you’ll later post on social media, then regret, then delete forever off your phone.
Last summer I ate one of Paul Bunyan’s “world-famous” buttermilk donuts and I spent the rest of the weekend afternoon sick, holding down a churning sensation in my stomach.

5.

	In the spring of 2013, Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty expanded to include a live-action lumberjack show that featured spectacular feats of logging prowess – log chopping, sawing, speed climbing, logrolling, canoe jousting, boom running – in an “open aired venue with covered seating, a full concession stand, and a scenic waterfall backdrop.” Two years later, Paul Bunyan's Lumberjack Show was sued by a rival lumberjack outfit, based in St. Cloud, Florida, over the right to profit from the famous lumberjack’s name.
“Use of the Paul Bunyan name by the Dells company for its lumberjack show is likely to deceive, confuse and mislead purchasers and prospective purchasers into believing that (the Dells show’s) services emanate from, are authorized by, and/or are in some manner affiliated with or endorsed by (the Florida show),” the lawsuit, filed in the U.S. District Court in Madison, Wisconsin, stated. “Indeed, actual confusion has already occurred.”
In the initial flood of articles written about the lawsuit, the owners of Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty, John Tonne, Trevor Hickey, and Mary Tonne-Hickey, declined to comment. Three days later the Tonne-Hickey Family broke their silence, stating in a press release that [the family] has owned and operated Paul Bunyan’s Cook Shanty in the Wisconsin Dells since 1958 and has “honored and celebrated all things Paul Bunyan and all things lumberjack.” “[The lumberjack show],” the statement continued, “is an extension of our restaurant, and speaks to the logging history of Wisconsin while paying tribute to the raftsmen who traveled the Wisconsin River here in the Dells.” 
“We don’t believe anyone could confuse our show, which is permanently located here at the Cook Shanty, with a traveling operation from Florida,” the family added. “In fact, that’s the last thing we would want, since we’re understandably proud of our heritage. We remain confident the Paul Bunyan name will be a lasting part of our legacy in the Wisconsin Dells [emphasis mine].”
The above dispute does not interest me on a legal basis, nor am I particularly invested in the outcome. If there was a known conclusion to this trademark dispute reported online or in the U.S. District Courts, I have not been able to find it. Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty continues to advertise its Lumberjack Show on its website, and that, I suppose, is one answer; however, the show shuttered recently due to COVID-19 concerns; the link to the lumberjack show is dead. Instead, I am interested in the fundamental assumption that undergirds this case: that Paul Bunyan is not only a myth but a money maker, a Tall Tale in the public domain that still pays dividends.
A local, I am inclined to agree with the Tonne-Hickey Family. The legacy of the Wisconsin Dells, (and Paul Bunyan's Northwoods Cook Shanty and Lumberjack Show, for that matter) is inextricably linked to the lasting legacy of Paul Bunyan. The true worth of this legacy, of course, depends upon which side of the axe you are on. 
