
In past newsletters, my President’s letter has mostly been about personal comments and 
my thoughts about the lake and life in general. However, with this letter, I would like to 
concentrate more on all the good that the Big Sandy Lake Association does for the lakeshore 
homeowners and for the lake itself.

This newsletter is being sent to all Big Sandy Lake lakeshore owners regardless of whether 
or not they are members of The Big Sandy Lake Association. The association consists of 
15 board members and each director has specific talents to assist in the many projects we 
consider important to Big Sandy Lake and our mission to do everything possible to promote 
water quality, while still having a great recreational 
lake for all to enjoy.

Some of the recent and ongoing projects the 
association directors have addressed are:
• Working with a number of other entities to help keep 

invasive species of all types from getting into our lake.  

• Monitoring pipeline proposals that would have pipelines 
routed through the Big Sandy flood plain, which had the 
potential of causing immense damage if the pipelines 
ruptured or leaked.

• Monitoring copper mining exploration that has been 
occurring in the Tamarack area for the past 10 to 12 years. 
We have been working with Talon mining as this could 
also present a serious runoff issue for Big Sandy, should 
actual mining begin.

This year will be our third “Love Your Lake” event, 
which allows us to provide education about other 
things that are really good for the health of the lake. 
In past meetings, we learned about the importance 
of the water cycle and how it works. We also spent 
a lot of time at another of these events discussing the importance of septic systems being 
brought up to code and having regular maintenance to insure that they are working properly. 
This year’s topic will be concerning property values and the effect that poor lake quality 
would have on those values.

In November we hosted a meeting with the US Army Corps of Engineers to discuss and learn 
more about their plans to repair the government dam on the north end of Big Sandy. Their 
plans are to begin the work late next summer.

Your lake association recently mailed out the invoices for your 2020 membership fees.  Please mail 
your check for $30 for the annual fee and continue to be a member, or to become a new member of 
this group that works so hard for the lake for everyone’s benefit.
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Greetings From Your Sheriff

Thank You

BSLA Board

Thank you to these businesses that were paid 
members in 2019.  We encourage them and any 
other businesses interested in showing their support 
of the lake to become 2020 Business Members.

- Willey’s Marine (Lifetime Member)
- Big Sandy Lodge and Resort (Lifetime 
Member)
- Zorbaz on Big Zandy (Lifetime Member)
- 202 Tavern
- A&M Electric
- Aardvark Septic
- Aspen Realty, Inc
- Bann’s Bar & Restaurant
- Big Sandy Camp & Retreat Center  
- Catholic Youth Camp, Inc
- Century 21 Twin Lakes Realty  
- Christian Realty North, Inc
- David Winegar, DDS
- EyeCare Center of McGregor

- Fisherman’s Bay
- Floe International
- Goble’s Sewer Service
- Grand Timber Bank
- Horseshoe Lake Inn
- Independent School District #4  
- Kennecott Exploration Co/Talon Metals  
- Lake Country Power
- McGregor Baking Company & Cafe  
- McGregor Oil
- McGregor Realty & Property Mgmt.  
- Meyer’s Service Center
- Minnesota National Golf
- Nistler Plumbing and Heating
- Ole’s Resort
- Prairie River Bar & Grill
- Tamarack Pest Control
- Thrifty White Pharmacy
- Township of Workman
- Voyageur Press
- Yellowstone Log Homes of Minnesota

2020 is upon us and the lake is a winter wonderland. I am happy to report the area snowmobile trails are in 
wonderful condition and our winter residents seems to be enjoying them. I had the pleasure of assisting with 
the MN DNR Snowmobile Safety classes in Tamarack and McGregor. Over 60 young snowmobilers were 
educated on almost every aspect of snowmobiling. My continued focus with these opportunities is SAFETY. Any 
recreational activity that requires the use of a helmet should be carefully enjoyed, and that emphasis is placed in 
these classes. 

Use caution when riding snowmobiles, and especially when traveling on road right of ways. Minnesota statute 
does not prohibit snowmobiles from operating on township roads but they are prohibited from travel on county 
roads, unless certain circumstances exist. Any time we share the road, someone is at risk. The trails are for use, so 
please focus on using them when possible. Also, please stay to the right side of the trails as recently we have had 
some near calls. 

Finally, I want to thank all of you for a great first year. Your calls are always welcome and if you see something, 
say something and we will do our best to solve the problems!
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Liasions

Now, for a few thoughts I’d like to share with you in addition to the above information.

I’ve been feeling sorry for the many businesses on the lake and surrounding area that count on snowmobilers to help 
their winter incomes and to stay in business.  So far this winter, the lake ice has not been very good. Many areas 
were very slushy and the lake ice is really rough. The groomers have had problems in the swampy areas. Finally, the 
snowmobile trails and the lake are near normal. Meanwhile, let’s be considerate of our local businesses and patronize 
them a little more often to help them get through the winter.

My four-wheeler has been taking the place of the snowmobile to get out on the lake to do a little ice fishing. Crappie 
fishing off Brown’s point has been good, but I haven’t been out much in the recent extreme cold weather.  I really prefer 
walleye fishing on Bell Horn Bay near the mouth of the Prairie River, because it’s closer to home. The fishing has been 
okay, but nowhere near as good as in the warmer months.

I imagine that you can tell by now that my enthusiasm for winter weather is waning and I’m not enjoying it as much 
this year, as the winter weather arrived earlier and with too many really cold days and nights. Virginia and I are heading 
off to Florida soon and we’re both excited to get to enjoy some warm weather for a few weeks. I’m hoping to be 
playing golf soon after we return. I’ve already paid my membership fees for the 2020 season at Minnesota National and 
am looking forward to the Thursday Men’s League games. I hope to play more often this year and highly recommend it 
to any of you who are interested in golf. Of course, there’s a women’s league, as well.

Virginia and I joined the McGregor Lions last year around this time and we are 
so happy we did. The Lions Club is a nonprofit charitable organization with clubs 
around the world and they make a huge difference is so many ways and in so 
many lives including in the local area. I would recommend that any of you who 
have an interest in volunteer work and serving our local community will consider 
joining the McGregor Lions.

Don’t forget, you can find out what’s new with our lake association by checking 
out the Facebook page – https://www.facebook.com/groups/bslassociation, or our 
webpage at www.bigsandylakemn.org.

Please be very careful navigating in this snowy, slippery winter weather so that we 
can all enjoy our wonderful lake again this spring.

President’s Letter (continued)

Talon/Kennecott - Tamarack Project Update
Talon Metals, which has been working on the Tamarack Project with Kennecott since 
2014, was recently designated as the operator of the project near Tamarack. Talon 
and Kennecott are maintaining a partnership, with key Kennecott employees being 
seconded to Talon. Talon will be conducting a winter drill program from January to 
March 2020 to continue exploration and increase confidence in the potential resource.

Jessica Johnson from Tamarack, MN is the new Communities Coordinator for Talon 
and is excited to continue communication with the Big Sandy Lake community about 
the project work. Jessica has a background in natural resource management and 
communications and has spent the past five years working at Long Lake Conservation 
Center as a program coordinator and educator. If you are interested in learning more 
about the project or would like to visit the site, please contact Jessica at 218-460-9345 
or email johnson@talonmetals.com.

Sincerely,
Bruce W. Johnson, President
Big Sandy Lake Association



Aitkin County Soil and Water Conservation District 
(SWCD) staffed launch inspectors again this past summer 
on weekends and holidays from mid-May to Labor Day 
at four launches on Big Sandy. Data collected shows the 
number of boats inspected at Big Sandy has increased 
25% over 2018, likely due to increased inspection hours 
on the lake. This inspection process is funded by the State 
of MN annual $10M AIS grant to counties and the Big 
Sandy Lake Association.

The non-compliance rate for Big Sandy inspections 
improved from 4.4% (2018) to 1.4% (2019), and a similar 
improvement was observed county-wide. 

2019 non-compliance issues: 25 boats came to the launch 
with plugs installed (1.1%) and 7 boats had mud or weeds 
visible on the boat/trailer (0.4%). 

Big Sandy Lake Association AIS prevention efforts 
continue to focus on zebra mussels, due to their propensity 
to spread throughout Minnesota lakes and their potential 
impact on the lake. Per the 2019 MN DNR AIS annual 
report, 3% of MN lakes are infested with zebra mussels. 
The number increased by 13% over 2018; this rate 
increase is two to three times faster than any other AIS 
species.  Aitkin County currently has three lakes infested 
with zebra mussels:  Mille Lacs, Big Pine, and Round 
Lake near Garrison. Outside of Aitkin County, but within 
an hour of Big Sandy, there are lakes in Emily, Grand 
Rapids, and Hermantown also infested.

For the third year we monitored for adult zebra mussels at 
ten locations spread around the lake and up in the Prairie 
and Sandy River, using submerged detector plates. Results 
were negative again this year (great news!). We are always 
looking for more sampling locations around the lake to 
improve our ability to detect an infestation as soon as 
possible. If you are willing to install a detector plate and 
monitor for zebra mussels at your dock, please contact 
Christopher Krolak.

For the second year we screened for zebra mussel 
veligers (larvae) around the lake, a test to detect if there 
is a reproducing colony of zebra mussels in the lake. 
For this screening, a fine meshed net is dragged through 
the water column at several locations around the lake, 
and the contents are sent to a laboratory for microscopic 
inspection. Results were negative for Big Sandy as well 
as the other Aitkin County lakes that participate in this 
program (great news!).

MN DNR AIS representatives were out in Waban Bay 
this summer along with representatives from BSLA 
hand-pulling a plot from the flowering rush infestation 
that has been present in this bay for at least ten years. 
Next summer the plot will be checked to determine 
how effective the hand-pulling process was at removing 
the flowering rush, and then we will determine if a 
larger extraction effort is feasible. The flowering rush is 
intermixed with native plants and wild rice, so treatment 
options are somewhat limited.

AIS regulations and best practice reminders:

• If you are moving boat lifts, docks, and so on to 
Big Sandy they need to dry out for at least 21 days 
to prevent the spread of AIS. Aitkin County SWCD 
offers a $100 incentive to boat lift/dock sellers to dry 
out equipment more than 30 days before moving it to 
another water body. 

• If you are hiring someone to install or remove your 
dock, boat lift, boat, they must be certified annually 
for AIS detection and registered with the DNR. Refer 
to the DNR website for the registry of certified local 
lake service providers:  https://webapps15.dnr.state.
mn.us/ais_business_training/lake_service_provider_
permits/public_website_list

• Boat drain plugs must be removed at the boat launch 
when pulling your boat out of the lake.

• Transportation of water from one body of water to 
another is illegal, whether it’s in the livewell, bottom 
of your boat, or in your bait bucket. This regulation 
applies during winter as well.

• If you’re moving your boat from an AIS-infested 
water body to Big Sandy, please have the boat 
decontaminated at a marina beforehand. Aitkin County 
covers the cost of this decontamination at Willey’s and 
Farm Island Marina.

Refer to the BSLA website for more information on these 
topics.

It’s 2020 and time for ALL people to be counted in the census.  
Yes, everyone counts. 

Federal funds that support state and local programs often depend on the number 
of people they potentially impact. If you are not counted in your census tract 
it can have a negative impact on programs and services that we all need to 
continue to enjoy living in our great area.

Remember, Legislative Representation is determined through Apportionment and $675 Billion in federal funding will 
be distributed annually based on Census information.

In whatever form you receive your communication from the US Census, respond promptly. Remember that 
EVERYONE needs to be counted, from 1 day old to 100+ years old, everyone counts.

Also, if interested, they are hiring census enumerators (takers), and the pay is $19.50/hour plus mileage at 57.5 cents 
per mile. Visit 2020census.gov/jobs or call 855-JOB-2020.

If you are a snowbird, mark your calendar for April 1 and go to 2020Census.gov to fill out the census based on where 
you live the majority of the time.

APRIL 1, 2020 IS CENSUS DAY!

Registration forms for 2020 Family and Business donations were mailed 
January 10. It is very important that we keep our mailing list up-to-date. The 
list is created by (1) ordering the latest report from Aitkin County on property 
owners, (2) merging our previous list with the county list, and (3) attempting 
to remove all duplicates unless the address is different. 

This newsletter was mailed to all the names on the list unless we received 
notification to make changes.  We hope you find the newsletter informative 
and timely. Because of the cost, future issues will be mailed only to those 
families and businesses that have made a 2020 donation to BSLA. Refer to 
the back of your form for information on the benefits of membership.

To ensure you receive future newsletters and the other benefits of 
membership, please locate your form and take these actions as soon as 
possible:

• Make your payment either by check with the bottom portion of the form 
or by PayPal at BigSandyLakeMN.org under the Membership tab

• If you received more than one copy or if your address is incorrect, notify 
us of your preferred or accurate address on the form or by emailing 
BSLA@BigSandyLakeMN.org

• Help keep our mailing list up-to-date throughout the year by reporting 
address or name changes to BSLA@BigSandyLakeMN.org.

With your help, we can keep our mailing and printing costs down.  Thank 
you for your support!

Aquatic Invasive Species Update
by Christopher Krolak, BSLA Board Member

Be Counted - And Count!
Census Day: April 1, 2020 

It was in the mail ...
Now it’s your turn!



WHY A REHABILITATION?

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is currently in the planning stages for 
repairs to the Sandy Lake Dam structure. The dam is owned and operated 
by the Corps of Engineers and is considered a significant hazard dam, due 
to its location and potential impacts if a failure were to occur. 

The dam was constructed as a part of the Mississippi Headwaters Project system of reservoirs (6 total). It was 
originally designed to store water for supplemental flow to the Mississippi River during periods of low river stages for 
navigation in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Construction of the locks and dams downstream of Minneapolis in the 
1930s reduced the need for upstream water storage for navigation, and since then, the purpose of the dam has shifted to 
flood risk management, recreation, fish and wildlife conservation and water supply. 

The Big Sandy Lake Dam was originally constructed out of timber in 1895 and was then converted to concrete in 
1908. Over its history, the dam has undergone a series of modifications, repairs and inspections. From 2011 to 2016, 
a series of above and below water inspections identified several features that had deteriorated to a point that repair or 
replacement was necessary to maintain the long-term stability of the structure. The Corps received design funding and 
is currently in the design and planning stages for the repair of the following items that were highlighted in the 2016 
inspection report: 

HOW AND WHEN WILL THIS TAKE PLACE?

Work will be accomplished in two phases to ensure continued operation of the dam during construction. The first 
phase will involve installing cofferdams upstream and downstream of the lock chamber in order to divert water away 
from the lock curtain wall/bulkhead to remove the damaged wall and replace it with stop log bays. During this time, 
flows will pass through the six slide gates on the dam and the log sluice (if necessary), the same as current operating 
procedures. Phase two will involve installing cofferdams upstream and downstream of the six gate bays and log 
sluice to divert water away from the features and make necessary repairs, with flows then passing through the newly 
renovated lock chamber stop log bays. The lock chamber stop log bays will be designed to have the same flow capacity 
as the six slide gates and log sluice.  

Corps officials manage the dam in accordance with the 2003 Water Control Manual, Mississippi River Headwaters 
Project and the 2010 Mississippi River Headwaters Reservoir Operating Plan Evaluation Study. Throughout the 
construction process and after completion of repairs, water level management will follow the same water level 
operating plan.  

The Corps has the funding for the rehabilitation 
design effort, and the project is estimated to begin 
construction toward the end of 2020. Construction 
is estimated to take two to three years to complete. 
The Corps will diligently work to keep as much 
of the public use area open as possible during the 
construction process, however public safety is our 
number one priority. During construction, areas of the 
Sandy Lake Recreation Area and walkway across the 
dam may be closed to the public. We will do our best 
to communicate these closures as soon as we can. 

An environmental assessment of this project will 
occur in spring 2020. During this time public 
comments will be welcomed. 

More information and updates about this project can be found online at: https://www.mvp.usace.army.mil/Home/
Projects/Article/1650265/sandy-lake-dam-rehabilitation-project/. 

As many of you know, and as the BSLA Mission 
Statement indicates, your lake association is here “to 
protect and improve water quality.” This is important to all 
lakeshore owners because your lake’s water quality does 
have a direct impact on lakeshore property values. Studies 
have shown that there is a direct correlation between 
water quality, clarity, and the lack of aquatic invasive 
species (AIS) in a lake, and the price per front foot of 
the lakeshore people are 
willing to pay.

Through efforts being 
made, Big Sandy Lake has 
been able to stay relatively 
AIS-free other than some 
flowering rush (Butomus 
umbrellatus) which was 
detected in 2008 in a small 
inlet located on Waban 
Bay. This is extremely 
good news for lakeshore 
owners, as studies indicate 
that certain types of AIS can have a significant impact 
on property values. One study completed in northern 
Wisconsin concluded that lakes that experienced the 
invasion of milfoil had an average of a 13% decrease in 
property value after invasion took place. Another study 
completed by the University of Washington indicated a 
19% diminution in the mean property values after milfoil 
was detected. These are just some of the studies that have 
shown the negative effects on property values that some 
AIS can have.

For those of you who were around prior to the flood in 
2012, you may remember the change in water clarity 
caused by the flood. There was a significant increase in 
the amount of suspended particles in the water, which 
was related to the flood waters. Over the years, the water 
clarity (not the staining but suspended matter) has been 
improving and returning to more normal levels.  Studies 
have shown that this is also important to lakeshore values. 
An article in The Appraisal Journal showed that if the 
clarity of water was increased by one foot, the economic 
impact on property values was increased by 4%. For 3 feet 
of clarity the resulting change was an increase in property 
values by 9% to 16%.  

So, you may be asking how are property values on Big 
Sandy Lake doing?  According to data provided by 
Barbie Martz, Broker/Owner at Century 21 Twin Lakes 
Realty, and MLS, property values have been increasing 
over the years and there is reported to be a short supply 
of available properties on the lake. In 2016, there were 
78 properties on the market and in 2019, the number of 
properties available dropped to 46. The outlook for 2020 
is a 20-25% gain in property listings, or it is anticipated to 
be in the range of 50 to 60 properties. Current data from 
Barbie and MLS indicated 29 lake homes sold in 2019, 
one is pending, and two building lots were sold.

Of the 29 lake home sales, 
62% or 18 properties sold 
for under $300,000. These 
sales had an average size 
of 989 square feet with 
an average price per foot 
of $214. Five sales were 
between $300,000 and 
$399,999 with an average 
size of 1,388 square feet 
and an average price per 
square foot of $249. Four 
of the sales had prices 

between $400,000 and $499,999 with an average size of 
1,916 square feet and an average price per square foot of 
$235. The two remaining lake home sales sold for over 
$500,000 and they had an average size of 2,572 square 
feet or an average price per square foot of $210.

Overall the 2019 sales data indicates a range in the 
average sale price per square foot of $210 to $249 for 
properties selling on Big Sandy Lake. For more details 
or an idea of what your property might sell for, you can 
contact an area realtor or a local real estate appraiser.

You can be sure that the BSLA will continue to work 
for you, the lakeshore owners, in trying to protect and 
improve water quality here on Big Sandy Lake. In doing 
so, we are trying to help maintain or increase the value 
of your investment here on Big Sandy Lake. I would 
encourage everyone interested in finding out more 
information regarding how the quality of your lake water 
can have an effect on your property value to attend the 
Love Your Lake meeting this spring, sponsored by the 
BSLA at the Minnesota National Golf Course. Watch for 
details about the event as they become available.  

Big Sandy Lake Dam  
Rehabilitation Project
By: Tamryn Frauenshuh 
Site Lead/Natural Resources Specialist

How Are Property Values Doing 
on Big Sandy Lake?
By: Stu Mortrude, BSLA Board Member



Editor’s Note: With the upcoming updating and 
reconstruction of Libby Dam, we thought it might 
be appropriate to recall Robert’s fascinating (and 
heartbreaking) February, 2015 Did You Know? column.

How many Big Sandy Lakers today remember a time 
when the only road north from McGregor to Ball Bluff, 
Jacobson, and beyond ran directly over the Libby Dam? 
It was a one-way crossing; automobiles had to wait for 
oncoming vehicles to pass over the dam before they could 
proceed. Until after World 
War Two, there was only a 
gravel road heading north 
from that point.

The story of T.H. (Through 
Highway) 65 coming to the 
western side of Sandy Lake 
is told charmingly in Dave 
Laursen’s 2002 book, “A 
Capital Place” (available at 
amazon.com).  Until 1947, 
the main highway north 
of McGregor ended near 
Wotring Road at Brown’s 
Point. From there, a narrow tarred road worked its way to 
the old Pleasure Palace (today’s Big Sand Bar), and then 
skirted the edge of Sandy Lake as it proceeded straight on 
to the dam. That old road is still used today by local cabin 
traffic, beginning a few hundred yards north of Big Sand 
Bar; northbound travelers can peer down from current 
U.S. 65 (just before the overlook) and get a good feel 
for how the old road wound its way along the shoreline.  
Dave tells us that just below the present overlook the road 
“passed through Ridge Park Resort [owned and operated 
by George Mattoon] where one of the old Mississippi 
steamboats [the Oriole] had been permanently docked to 
become a floating restaurant and nightclub.  Nicknamed 
The Ark, it became a popular tourist destination. On a 
high ridge behind The Ark [Mattoon] had built several 
tourist cabins, all having a spectacular view of the lake. 
With the arrival of the new highway, the cabin site was 
converted into a scenic overlook.” Interestingly, Dave 
mentioned in a recent email that remnants of the old 
asphalt road that ended at the dam can still be seen in 
front of Laursen’s old resort store just south of the Big 
Sandy Lake Recreation Area swimming beach.  

Ole’s Resort, the Laursen family business, was located 
about a mile and a half to the north of today’s 
Big Sand Bar. As a boy, Dave remembered that 

spring of 1947 when the road builders forever changed the 
look and nature of what was also his home site. Coming 
up from the south and over the top of the mile-long high 
ridge, the highway workers cleared out the woods and 
brush and demolished Park Ridge Resort. The workmen 
passed through the Laursen place just to the west of the 
family’s barn and continued north. “Perhaps 70 feet of 
[height on the mile-long ridge was] stripped away and 
deposited in the willowy swamp [that separated the 
Laursens from the Mississippi River].”  Additionally, the 
old automobile crossing over the dam would no longer 
do, so a new bridge had to be built across the Sandy, or 

Outlet, River a few hundred 
yards to the west. 

Not surprisingly, Dave’s 
father was not happy with 
this violent intrusion, though 
the Laursens faired better 
than some other families. 
Dave tells us, “it cut the 
Lockway homestead in two, 
separating his house — 
which had once served as 
the Libby post office during 
steamboat days — from the 
river peninsula where the 

town of Libby once stood. As the highway approached, 
Mr. Lockway got out his shotgun and threatened to kill 
any highway worker who stepped foot on his land. But 
to no avail. The sheriff came and disarmed Mr. Lockway, 
and the highway crashed through his front yard, burying 
his garden and flower beds and destroying forever his 
privacy . . . ”  Five miles farther north “the road torpedoed 
though the Bucholz farm, one of the most beautiful river 
farms imaginable . . . [It] broke the owner’s heart.”

For the impressionable youngster, however, the new 
road was more a sensation. Raised about as far out in the 
bush as a Minnesota boy could get in 1947, Dave’s eyes 
widened when he saw civilization coming to him. “I could 
smell its approach before I saw it:  black smoke from 
the fires of the woodcutters. When the area of clearcut 
reached our barn I walked the denuded hillside for a mile 
south, skirting the burning log piles and closing my eyes 
against the smoke. It was quite exciting.” Soon, though, 
he grasped what he’d lost. “The ridge had once had a fine 
stand of old growth pine. Where had they gone? [And] 
what had happened to that old Indian trail that used to 
wind through [them]? It would take many decades for the 
denuded hillside to even partially recover. In the end, the 
coming of the highway “dramatically changed the lives of 

our family. Our resort was now fenced in on all 

Did You Know . . . ?
by Robert O. Harder

sides by the [lake and] highway, which deer, wolves, and 
my imagination could no longer cross. Even harder for his 
father, ‘all traffic would pass on the new road and passing 
customers would no longer stop at our store and gas 
pump.” As in countless other similar situations, the Laursens 
had to adapt, building a new store closer to the road.

In some ways the Laursen’s story is a cautionary tale 
for everyone on the lake. We all have had to adapt to the 
many changes — sometimes bad, sometimes good — 
that have occurred over the past half-century on or about 
Sandy. Some things are inevitable (such as continued 
population pressure); other issues are highly actionable if 
only we make the effort. And that is why the Big Sandy 
Lake Association was formed: to fight the good fight 
wherever and whenever the opportunity presents itself. 
Won’t you join us and let your voice be heard as well? 
For only $30 per year, you and your family can join us as 
fellow stewards of the lake. Complete information about 
memberships can be viewed at the Membership tab at 
www.bigsandylakemn.org/.

Winter is upon us and the trails and lake are beginning to 
be more user-friendly. That being said, know where you 
are going and be sure to check trail conditions and ice 
conditions prior to venturing out. Remember, Big Sandy 
and other surrounding lakes have a lot of water movement 
and varying ice conditions.  

Snowmobiling continues to be an active recreational 
activity in the area. Anyone born after Dec 31, 1976 needs 
a snowmobile safety certification. More information 
on how to complete this can be found at https://www.
dnr.state.mn.us/safety/vehicle/snowmobile/index.html.  
Remember to check your registration before heading 
out. Stay safe by keeping your speeds down (statewide 
maximum is 50mph). Also watch for hazards.  

A note to all sledders and anglers: litter is the number one 
complaint I get in the winter months as it pertains to the 
lake. This comes in all shapes and sizes and usually is 
accompanied by several different excuses so please, take it 
out with you. If you see litter along the way, pick it up and 
help keep Big Sandy clean!

Be safe and as always, if you have any questions/
concerns/TIP information call or email me. Also, I 
should mention, TIP (Turn in Poachers) is a non-profit 
organization that is affiliated with the DNR to help ensure 
the protection of our resources. Anonymous reports are 
accepted as well. 

Conservation Officer Amber Ladd #553, MN DNR – 
Enforcement, McGregor Station    
Amber.Ladd@state.mn.us    218-392-0689

News From Our Conservation Officer
By Amber Ladd, CO



This is our family story of how we came to enjoy this 
area. I’d like thank Mary White, Mike Kraus, and Kathie 
Serfling for helping with timelines and fun facts of our 
family. I’m sure many of you have stories you would like 
to share. Feel free to submit them to the BSLA or Laurie 
White. 

Imagine purchasing three cabins on the shores of beautiful 
Waban Bay for only $9000. This was the price Dan and 
Mildred White paid to acquire their pristine property with 
sugar sand beaches. 

Dan and Millie began their lives on Big Sandy Lake the 
day they checked the Minneapolis Star paper way back in 
1930 and found an ad for a cabin for rent at Ellen Cluff’s 
resort. She was from Dayton, Ohio. I do not know the 
name of her small resort, but it was on the west side of 
Island Cove Resort. Traveling up to the area was quite the 
adventure and took about 6 hours; Highway 65 was a dirt 
road from the Twin Cities to Big Sandy. They spent many 
vacations up at the cabin and after a few years decided 
to purchase a cabin just to the west of what is now 
L’Herault’s cabin. 

Eventually they bought the lot next to that and built a 
new vertical-log cabin in 1956 that is still standing today, 
owned by the Kilby family. Many relatives and friends 
helped clear the lot and many of the men encountered 
the dreaded rash from poison ivy that inhabited the lot. 
After building this cabin, a few years passed and Ms. 
Cluff contacted Dan and Millie and told them she was 
interested in selling her resort. Dan and Millie purchased 
all three cabins with hopes of having their family occupy 
them. When they offered the cabins to their children (Flo, 
Bob, Tom, Jack, Pat, and Ken) to buy, Flo bought the log 
cabin, Bob liked the one with indoor plumbing, and Tom 
decided on the last one. As time went by, Dan and Millie 
decided to expand their lot. They looked into building a 
cabin tucked into the hill, but Dan had surgery, contracted 
a staph infection, and sadly passed away at age 60. 

After Dan’s death, Millie temporarily moved away but 
returned shortly thereafter and opened Captain Ken’s. It 
eventually became Millie’s Gifts and Recreation Center, 
which is now the Prairie River Retreat. The juke box, pool 
table, and pinball machines were all ablaze with blinking 
lights offering fun entertainment for all the youth in the 
area. Millie always kept busy, and one day decided to buy 
a 1965 Marlin sports car. She drove it around the town of 
McGregor and enjoyed every minute of it even 
though she didn’t have a license.

Ken, one of Millie’s sons, along with two partners, 
operated the Trading Post. It had some basic groceries, 
candy, soda, pinball machines. Many people socialized 
there and spent the night dancing away into the wee hours.

Bob, the son who bought the middle cabin, decided to 
move to Colorado, and sold his cabin to a couple from 
St. Paul, Clyde and Sonja White. The new White family 
(no relation) had three daughters and one son. Sonja’s 
parents, Herman and Elsa, owned Island Cove resort just 
down the beach. With eight small cabins for rent, a fish 
cleaning house, and a boat launch, what more could you 
hope for? Island Cove was a family run resort with penny 
candy, cold sodas, and minnows. They also sold ice blocks 
for the well pit to keep the food cool. A few of the cabins 
had hand pumps that worked well bringing up the coldest, 
purest water into the kitchens.

Mary White, Millie’s granddaughter, worked at Millie’s 
the summer of 1968. Mary cleaned, took Millie to doctor 
appointments, and once when Millie was sick some kind 
neighbors, Toby and Lil, made fish soup using the whole 
fish, head and all; it was quite the meal. 

Many of the teenagers spent the summers at the cabin, 
taking care of the buildings, laying floors, raking leaves. 
Work always came first, then play. One of the cabins had 
an old-fashioned hand crank record player and the kids 
would dance endlessly to the hits of the 40’s and 50’s and 
some polkas.

Outdoor activities were enjoyed by all; taking the boat to 
the rope swing down the Prairie River, fishing, swimming, 
water skiing on homemade skis, picking berries, jumping 
off the bridge into the Prairie River, clearing paths to the 
forts they built with branches from the forest, skipping 
rocks, finding agates, and ending a long day with a roaring 
campfire. One never tired of the endless possibilities of 
having fun at the cabin. 
 

 

Big Sandy Lake Memories
By Laurie White, BSLA Board Member

Big Sandy Lake Memories (cont.)
By Laurie White, BSLA Board Member

All the kids from Tom and Vera White’s cabin — eight 
in all — Flo Kraus (married to Ray) with six kids in tow, 
Bob’s kids, and the Carlson kids hung around, attended 
dances, and sometimes dated each other. One of Clyde’s 
granddaughters and one of Tom’s sons eventually got 
together and married. Back in the day all it took was  a 
quarter to buy a pop, candy bar, and a pinball game.   

Many memories are shared during picnics with the 
families from the young and old. As result of Dan and 
Millie renting one cabin back in 1930, many families  
and their kids, grandkids, and great-grandkids were 
brought together, yearning to return every year for the call 
of the loon, the whispering of the leaves in the branches, 
the stars, and sometimes the colorful northern lights to  
grace the skies.

A view of Big Sandy Lake from the fire tower

Big Sandy Lake, MN

The BSLA board is grateful for all of you who 
support and help protect Big Sandy Lake by 

being members of the BSLA.

THANK YOU!

The BSLA is pleased to welcome Tim Scollard 
to our newsletter team. Tim will be handling the 
newsletter layout, and this issue is the first he has 
designed for us. We think he’s done a terrific job! 



With respect for future generations, the 
mission of the Big Sandy Lake Association 

- through education, leadership, and by 
example - is to protect and improve water 
quality, promote best practice shoreline 

management and use, and seek balance and 
harmony between the rights of property 

owners and existing (and proposed) rules, 
regulations, statutes, and laws.

Big Sandy Lakes Association

Mission Statement

www.bigsandylakemn.org
for the latest BSLA news
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