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travel

My grandmother says, “It’s a beautiful place.”

She’s talking about Echo Lake, and anyone 

who has ever spent a summer or even just an 

afternoon there has to agree. It’s a place that 

hasn’t changed much in the last 77 years. The 

wind still howls across the sparkling water, the 

granite slopes still frame the lake and you can 

still sit and eat a strawberry ice cream cone on 

one of the finger piers. 

My grandma’s brother, Curt Rocca, built the 

Echo Lake Chalet in 1938 when she was 13 

years old. A Forestry major who had just 

graduated from UC Berkeley, he wanted to 

escape the city and live in the mountains. 

Curt responded to a Forest Service posting 

looking for a concessionaire to build a hotel 

with a store and boat service on Echo Lake. 

He borrowed $25,000 from his father and by 

1939, the Chalet was open for business. 

Those early days at the Echo Lake Chalet were 

nothing short of idyllic. The business included 

a boat taxi service, a grocery store and a post 

office, all of which are still in use today. The 

Chalet was open year-round and a tow rope 

was installed for winter skiing on the south 

shore of the lake. Other amenities included 

horses for tours and packing in supplies, a 

soda fountain, a dining room and 5 bedrooms 

available for rent. There were also dorm style 

accommodations for guests. 

Curt was only able to manage the business for 

a year, however. He had completed the Navy 

ROTC program at Cal and was an Ensign in 

the reserve. In July of 1940, he was called to 

active duty. Thinking her son would only be 

gone for about a year, Curt’s mother took over 

management. She would run the Chalet for 

the next five years. 

As Curt’s youngest sister, my grandmother 

Loellen Rocca Bonser remembers how difficult 

it was for Blanche to keep the Chalet open 

during the war years. “We didn’t know we 

were going to war,” She recalls. “We thought 

he would have a year of service and come 

home. Mother was there to keep it running so 

we didn’t lose our investment.” Because men 

were scarce during the war years, Blanche 

hired high school boys to run the boat service 

and transient drifters who wandered in from 

the highway to fix motors and cook for guests 

and staff members. The soda fountain girls 

helped out in the store and some of them, like 

my grandmother, also drove the boat taxis. 

“It was very hard during the war to keep that 

place going.”

Not only did my great grandmother put in 

16 hour days to make ends meet, but the 

chalet operated without electricity during the 

war. Gas rationing in the early 40s also made 

it hard for vacationers to make it up to the 

mountains, and since cabins at Echo must be 

accessed by boat or by foot it was an additional 

challenge to fuel transportation up the lake. 

ECHO LAKE CHALET
BY JILL SANFORD

Today, the Chalet is owned by Tom and 

Kathleen “Kat” Fashinell. While modern 

conveniences such as updated plumbing 

and electricity have allowed it to come a 

long way, the business is still not without its 

hardships. “There are just so many agencies 

and regulations we are dealing with now,” Kat 

explains. Echo Lake is part of the El Dorado 

National Forest and the Chalet is still operated 

under permit of the US Forest Service, which 

establishes more mandates for land use in the 

area each year. Other compliances that the 

business is required to adhere to include food 

handlers permits, fish and game regulations, 

and wildfire prevention strategies. 

Despite this, Echo is still a place people go 

to escape. “It’s family-run, friendly, and it’s 

beautiful. I tell people it’s like dropping back 

into the 50s. There are no TVs or radios. You 

hike, you fish, you read, you play games,” Kat 

says. “Families hang out together and like it. 

Grandmas and Grandpas and kids play cards, 

they fish and tell stories, they get out their 

guitars and their kazoos and gut buckets. It is 

still like going to a funky Girl Scout camp or 

whatever. It really is.”

And what she says is true. When you pull off 

Highway 50 near the summit and make your 

way down Echo Lakes Road, time does begin 

to slow down. Several other families—the 

Jorgensens, the Johnsons and the Browns—

have owned and operated the Chalet since the 

Roccas sold it after World War II. Through 

each change of hand the Chalet has retained a 

nostalgic character and continued to be a great 

welcoming presence to each visitor at Echo 

Lake. It was briefly owned by a corporation in 

the early 80s, however, that saw the building 

Echo Lake chalet photo courtesy of J Zalte

1940 Boat boys and soda fountain girls 1939 Curt Rocca and wife Connie

1942 Curt Rocca

1942 Postcard all images on this page courtesy Loellen R. Bonser
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as a tax wright-off and unfortunately allowed 

it to fall into disrepair. 

The Fashinells, who bought the Chalet in 

1984 from this corporation, have owned it 

longer than any other family. Tom was a young 

and impulsive doctor when he purchased the 

business. “I was looking for a cabin and I 

bought the resort,” he told me. “We were on 

vacation, we weren’t even engaged at the time. 

I hadn’t had the nerve to ask her to marry me 

yet.” 

Luckily for him and the Chalet, Kat was in 

it for the long haul. They freely admit that 

when they first bought it, they had no idea 

what running an old resort would entail, let 

alone one with a grocery store, deli, hotel, 

post office as well as a boat and motor repair 

shop on site. Tom had been employed at the 

Chalet as a teenager when it was owned by 

Haven “Jorgy” Jorgensen. “I had worked there 

for years. I could do plumbing and electrical 

and basic outboard motor repair. But nothing 

like the changes that had occurred since I had 

been gone for medical school.”

For the Fashinells and their two sons, however, 

the Chalet is more than just a family business 

and their tenacity restored the resort to its 

former glory. “It is really a love of the life and 

a hobby so I’ve never felt like I had to bleed 

it for all its worth, neither will the rest of the 

family,” he explains. 

With the support of the Fashinells, the Rocca 

family raised a flagpole in the Chalet parking 

lot in 1993 to honor Blanche Rocca. It still 

stands there to this day in memory of her 

dedication to Echo Lake during the war years 

and her uncommonly fortuitous spirit. SH

Echo Lake chalet photo courtesy of jz alte 2014 Fashinell family Christmas card photo courtesy of Fashinell Family

Echo Lakes from trail to Lake Aloha photo courtesy of William J. “Bill” Finch

Dedication to Blanche Rocca


