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The past is always present in Lakeport 

Residents plan museum at train depot 
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History is a bigger topic than hair these days at Wanda's Beauty Shop. Cracked, yellowed photos of Lakeport Square circa 1920 hang above the dryer domes. History books rest on top of women's magazines. Wanda Tibbetts, who owns the place, has a stack of commemorative Lakeport calendars for sale alongside bottles of Redken shampoo. 

This combination salon and historical society is a temporary situation, said Tibbetts. She and the other members of the Lakeport Community Association plan to put their growing collection of neighborhood artifacts on display in an old train depot down the street. 

The museum, they hope, will preserve their brand of community pride, which far transcends the usual potluck suppers and yard cleanups. 

"We are Lakeport," Tibbetts said.

"A lot of us have items of Lakeport . . . in boxes," said Bob Fortier, another association member. "We don't want that stuff to just disappear."

The 113-year-old freight depot the group plans to use as a shrine to their neighborhood's unique history is an artifact itself, the last piece of Lakeport's railroad industry. The state had plans last year to level it as part of the expansion of the nearby Elm Street Bridge, but the Division of
Historic Resources protected the building. 

The state won't allow it to be moved or destroyed, and the LakeportCommunity Association refuses to allow it to stand empty. To fill it, they've been slowly accumulating tidbits of history scoured from basements, attics and barns. 

The collection, said Tibbetts, will eventually chronicle Lakeport's history, something she says is often overlooked. Laconia is known for its mills; the Weirs for its tourists. Most people these days, she said, don't even know where Lakeport is, much less what it was. 

Lakeport, which sits on the eastern edge of Lake Opechee and Paugus Bay, was settled in the mid-18th century. Since then it's had five names and belonged to four towns: Gilmanton, Meredith, Gilford and, finally, Laconia.

The residents, Tibbetts said, ignored most of this municipal shuffling. They repaired train cars, forged cast-iron stoves, made sewing machines and spent a good part of 1903 rebuilding the area after a fire took down about 150 buildings.

"We love Lakeport," Tibbetts said. "We're very cliquey."

But Tibbetts fears it's a clique that's dwindling and a neighborhood in danger of losing its identity. Tibbetts, almost 60, is the youngest person in the community association. Many of the oldest buildings have been torn down or trucked off in pieces. The newer residents, she said, look at
Lakeport's streets as places to live, not places impregnated with a unique history. 

"Hopefully when we get the museum set up and people see what we have, they'll get involved," Tibbetts said. "Be proud of what it was, proud of what it's become and what we're going to make it become."

A permanent record of Lakeport's history, she said, might also make the community a little more noticeable between the glitter of Weirs Beach and Laconia's downtown. A lot of people drive through the area's major intersection without even knowing they're in Lakeport. 

"In the middle, that's where we are," Tibbetts said. "People just stop at our traffic light and keep on going." 

It will probably be a long time before the museum is ready to beckon passers-by into Lakeport's past.

"It's going to take us a while," Fortier said. "We're a small crew."

The depot is boarded up, asbestos-ridden and freezing cold this time of year. The association ran a water main to the building this summer, but the group is waiting for the state to sign the property over to Laconia later this year before it invests any more money, said Fortier. 

Right now the place looks more like a flea market than a would-be museum. The main room is full of tables strewn with chipped china, old clothes, Tonka trucks and other items donated for the association's various yard sales. (The sales raised about $3,000 this year to help pay for renovations, Fortier said.) 

But there are treasures buried in the clutter. Three knitting machines made at the old Scott and William's factory down the street are tucked in a corner. Beams salvaged from an old train station are stacked against the wall. There's a sign the association bought at auction from a long-gone
goldsmith's shop, Fortier said. The original railroad safe is still in the depot office. A cast-iron stove made across the street in 1847 sits behind the desk. 

Tibbetts has some of the more delicate items, like a generations-old wedding dress and fragile photos. About once a week someone calls the beauty shop to tell her about a historic gem he or she has unearthed and wants to put in the museum. Tibbetts takes a break from cutting hair, calls
Fortier and tells him to pick up the latest piece of the museum collection. 

"We have to get those things," she said.

