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President's Letter
We recently played our final round of golf at Minnesota National. The Men’s League has ended
for the year and the golf course is closed until next spring. Thinking about golf reminds me of
how fortunate we are to have such a wonderful course available to us all. I’ve already signed up
for next year’s season and hope you’ll do the same.

It’s sad to see another summer gone, but it would be difficult to deny the beauty of the gorgeous
fall colors, which have been extra special this year - even though we did already have snow on
the ground a couple of times. We are very lucky to live in one of the most beautiful parts of
Minnesota! Now the leaves are falling and of course, that means raking and cleaning up our
yards to prepare for the coming (all too soon) cold winter weather and snow. It’s time to
organize, put away the summer toys and boats, tune up the snow blowers and to winterize our
homes on the lake once again.

This weekend we’ll be taking our docks and lifts out of the lake, which most of our neighbors
have already done. I’m a little late getting it done this year, but at least the lake’s not frozen yet
and that’s what counts!

I’m hoping for a mild winter this year, so that everyone will be able to get outside to enjoy the
beauty of a snow-covered landscape and do a little cross country skiing, or snowmobile riding
and of course – ice fishing. Sometimes the best ending to a cold winter day is a warm fire, hot
chocolate and a good movie to watch on TV – or a
night out at one of our many local restaurants.

I’d like to wish
everyone a very
happy
Thanksgiving
and of course, a
wonderful
Christmas season
to all.

Bruce W Johnson,
President,
Big Sandy Lake
Association

Flowering Rush on Big Sandy
Photo credit Mark Olson
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Thank You
Please give our business members your
patronage. They understand that the good
health of Big Sandy Lake is essential to their
business.

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
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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
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Ole's Resort
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Greetings From Your Sheriff

This article’s focus is on safety. As most of you are aware, the buoys have been removed from the lake. Please
exercise caution while enjoying the last of the fall scenery and the great fishing. I once saw a shirt that said,
“It’s better to be in the boat with a drink on the rocks than in the drink with a boat on the rocks!” It sounds
funny, but please do not be that person.
Two wise things to do while fall boating are wear a PFD, and to use the kill switch lanyard on your boat motor.
These help by setting a great example for others, and we can contribute to the safety of those around us.
Fall hunting seasons are in full swing so wearing some blaze orange when you’re outside is a great idea. If you
are hunting, please know your target and beyond.
With high water and large amounts of recent rains, the lake currents are stronger than normal. This will likely
lead to areas of poor early ice. Please use extreme caution and remember that there is no such thing as safe ice!
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. We will do our best to solve the problems!
Sheriff Dan Guida



Did You Know?
By Robert O. Harder

Years ago, I was perusing the North American section of
antique maps in Chicago's Newberry Library, one of the
greatest depositories of that kind in the world. After being
drawn into a mid-1700s French map of the upper
Mississippi River valley--territory France then claimed--I
chanced upon a lake called Lac du Sable. After a moment
the light bulb came on. "Lake of the Sand"--our very own
Big Sandy Lake!

Despite Sandy being considered today, by northern
Minnesota standards, only a medium size lake, it was one
of only a half dozen water bodies named above the
confluence of the Minnesota and Mississippi rivers. The
reason? The Savanna Portage route that connected the
fur-rich interior with the East
Coast shipping ports to the
lucrative European markets,
which also meant our region
attracted a lot of explorer
attention.

The Frenchmen, Raddison and
des Groseillier, were among
the first, passing through in
1659-1660. Sieur du Lhut
arrived at our lake in 1679 on
his way to open trade with the
Sioux (who controlled Sandy
Lake at that time). In 1680, du
Luht rescued Father Hennepin,
a Franciscan priest and Indian captive at Mille Lacs.
Hennepin and others went on to become the first white men
to see the great Mississippi cataracts some 125 miles south
of Sandy Lake. He named them St. Anthony Falls, in honor
of St. Anthony of Padua (a Portuguese Catholic priest born
1195 A.D.), known for his devotion to the poor and sick, as
well as being the patron saint of lost things.

In 1806, U.S. Army Lieutenant Zebulon Pike (he of Pike's
Peak in Colorado) wintered on Sandy Lake during his
famous expedition to the upper Mississippi. Later, it was
the intellectual curiosity of William Aitkin, John Jacob
Astor's American Fur Company's local "factor," or
superintendent, that brought one Henry Schoolcraft to
Aitkin's trading post at the intersection of the Sandy
(Outlet) River and the Mississippi. The visitor, who had
arrived via the Savanna Portage from the Fond du lac, had
determined to discover the source of the Mississippi River.

Schoolcraft was perhaps one of the more eloquent, if not
the most accomplished, of the early explorers--with a
certain poetic bent. Some of his observations of our
treasured lake follow (italics):

...the blue jay, and brown thresher, the pigeon and turtle
dove occasionally appeared in the forest, to enliven this
part of the journey. On approaching the lake we ascended
a lofty pine ridge [commanding] one of the most charming
views of this romantic little lake, which suddenly rose to
our impatient sight like a "burnished sheet of living gold"
that gleamed with the declining sun. [Most probably Big
Sandy Highlands between the lake and County 14, the Park
Road.]

The Indian name for this lake is Kom-tong-gog-o-mog [I
have seen at least 3 versions of the lake's Ojibway name. It
depended on the way a particular band described its

characteristics]. The Canadians
call it Lac du Sable; both are
significant of its sandy
shores [prior to Libby Dam]. It is
about five miles long by four in
breadth, and twelve in
circumstance--of a very irregular
shape, with innumerable
islands--bays--and points, some
of which project into it half its
width . . . It has an outlet by
which, at the distance of two
miles [more like a quarter mile
by crow], it communicates with
the Mississippi.

Much has changed in the nearly two centuries since
Schoolcraft wrote those words. While we will never again
see the primeval forests, original fauna, and pristine lake he
described, we still enjoy much of what prompted his
exuberant prose. Big Sandy Lake remains the Gateway to
the true northern Minnesota vacationland, less than three
hours away from the Twin City metro area, second only to
the Brainerd/Gull Lake Region in it's access to weekenders
seeking escape from the intense city summer. It is sobering
to think of the responsibility we all share in preserving as
much of what we still do have for as long as we can. Take a
long look at those children and grandchildren down on the
beach or riding the boat's tow raft--laughing, splashing, and
screeching with an unrestrained joy no adult can ever hope
to recapture. May the lake never hear them silenced.



Pioneers of Our Past
Treasures in the Woods

by Laurie White, BSLA Board Member

Editor’s note: Starting in this issue, the BSLA will be
publishing articles on occasion about the people who have
helped form our lake community. Submissions are
welcome! (Contact Laurie White). Laurie wrote this article
after seeing the garden posts in the woods by the Prairie
River bridge. Information from Minnesota Historical
Society, Hard Times and Sound Shelter by Karin H.
McGinnis.

Hardworking, artistic, and adventurous describe Mamie Barnett
Nelson. Born in 1879, growing up on an Indiana farm, she
moved to Tamarack to be near her
sister in 1899 after a short teaching
stint in Nebraska. There she met
Marcus Nelson who was born in
Norway, also in 1879. He emigrated
to Chicago, then Minneapolis
eventually ending up in Aitkin county.
They married in 1901 and had two
children, Myrtle in 1904, and Orvis in
1907.
Marcus and Mamie were active in the
community as entrepreneurs. Marcus was a timber cruiser,
farmer, general store owner, worked in a logging camp on the
Prairie River, feed mill, potato warehouse, and worked the
lumberyard. Mamie continued teaching religion, raising
chickens, and enjoying sketching and photographing the
wilderness around her.
Many burdens crept into the lives of this active couple: World
War I started in 1917, the influenza pandemic of 1918 left many
sick, and fires spread across the northeastern part of Minnesota
including the peat bogs of the area. Many farms were destroyed,
and people suffered great loss. Hardships would take the Nelsons
to Minneapolis, where it was easier to find work, but they
always came back to Big Sandy where Mamie felt at home
drawing landscapes of nature and the woods. They set up a
logging camp overlooking Big Sandy Lake. Eventually, Camp
Nelson was turned into a simple fishing resort.
In 1937 when Mamie was 59, she was tired of Camp Nelson life
and decided she wanted a new place to live. By then Marcus’s
health was failing and she needed a comfortable home to live in.
She read an article in the Minneapolis Tribune published “Mud
Hut Construction being revived in Britain to meet housing
problem.” The U.S. Department of Agriculture was working on
housing solutions in the 20’s, including using rammed earth for

materials. They proved to be an economical answer to the
housing industry.
In 1938 she entered a contest for a “Personality House Building
Contest.” Almost 10,000 readers submitted plans and
descriptions. First prize was $500, second was $250, and third,
$100. Even though she did not win the contest, she took her
plans to the South Dakota State College who promoted rammed-
earth structures. She didn’t waste any time, and hired three men
to help her construct the 22 x 14 foundation for her home on the
Prairie River. She placed her home near the sand hill, keeping it
safe from water seeping into her structure yet secluded in the
trees from the winds of the lake.
To build the foundation, a rectangular form was constructed
three feet high for the building blocks to keep the moisture from
reaching the earthen walls. They worked hard sifting the
vegetation and rocks out of the dirt then compacted the dirt into a
formed wall, working five inches at a time. The exterior was

coated with stucco to prevent erosion.
The fireplace and a cookstove kept the
home warm, and kerosene lamps
provided ample light. The home had
two rooms upstairs, a main area with
three rooms finished off, and a red roof
and casement windows.
Still visible today are the garden gate
posts she built in 1940. Her beautiful
landscaped terraced steps led down into
many gardens of wildflowers. Mamie

handpicked many of the stones and the everlasting flowers which
would appear in her paintings. She continued to work in her
newly constructed artist studio at the camp made from salvaged
wood from other buildings.
In 1947 Mamie built another rammed-earth home in Tamarack.
This one used a small amount of cement added to the soil for
protection from the high-water table in the area. In 1949, Mamie
constructed another (her third) soil home near her original home
on the Prairie River. The first home was demolished in 1958 to
make way for the new bridge across the river. However, some of
the original structures were moved down the hill and are still
easily seen today.
To keep busy, she taught art classes along with other artists that
taught in Minneapolis. This art colony was free of charge to
anyone interested in art, it began in 1959 until 1964.
Time moves on and newer building options surfaced, new ideas
with starter homes sprang up and after the war the economy
changed. Jobs and government loans provided many with an
option to purchase a standardized home.

Mamie’s perseverance did not go unnoticed, however. Many
people went back to creating structures and using processes that
are environmentally responsible and resource-efficient and
construction of rammed-earth homes were built across the US.



Fall a Good Time to Inspect Docks and Lifts
By Ben Gisselman, BSLA board member

As we get on with the chore of removing our docks and
lifts from the water for the season, the task presents a
great opportunity to look for invasive species and in
particular, zebra mussels which would attach
themselves to docks and lifts which have been
submerged for several months.

2019 has seen several Minnesota lakes become infested
with zebra mussels including Pokegama in Itasca
County, Red Lake in Beltrami County, Upper
Cormorant in Becker County, and McCarrons in
Ramsey County (note the widespread geography).
Fortunately, with everyone’s cooperative efforts, Big
Sandy is not on that list and neither are many nearby
Aitkin County Lakes. Prevention of course is the best
tool but so is quick response and potential treatment if
an infestation is found. The BSLA has several “detector

plates” hanging off docks around the lake to help with early
detection. You can help too by just taking a close look at
your shore land equipment now that it has been pulled from
the water.
Look on the posts, wheels and underwater support bars of
docks and lifts, as well as any parts of boats, pontoons and
rafts that may have been submerged in water for an extended
period. In newly infested waters, adult zebra mussels may
not be abundant and there may only be a few mussels on a
piece of equipment. On a smooth surface, juvenile mussels
feel gritty, like sandpaper. Your observations will provide
invaluable information in tracking the distribution of
invasive species – and provide an opportunity to rapidly
respond if new infestations are found. Even if you aren’t
sure, it doesn’t hurt to report it.
If a new infestation of zebra mussels or other aquatic
invasive species is suspected, the exact location should be
noted, a photo taken and a specimen should be kept for
positive identification. Call 888-646-6367, or contact a local
DNR Aquatic Invasive Species specialist or a fisheries
office.

Big Sandy Lake Association

Mission Statement
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.

THANK YOU!
The BSLA board is grateful for
all of you who support and

help protect Big Sandy Lake by
being members of the BSLA.



Big Sandy Lake Dam Rehabilitation Project
by Tamryn Frauenshuh, J CIV USARMY CEMVP (US)

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers held a well-attended
public meeting at Big Sandy Lodge on Saturday,
November 2, to inform the community about the Big
Sandy Lake Dam rehabilitation project Nov. 2. 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, located on
the Sandy River in
Aitkin County,
Minnesota and 1.25
miles upstream of the
junction between the
Sandy and
Mississippi rivers,
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
storage for navigation, and since then, the purpose of the
dam has shifted to flood risk reduction, 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 has
received design funding, and is currently in the design
and planning stages for repair of the items shown in the
accompanying photograph, highlighted in the 2016
inspection report.

How and when will the rehabilitation 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 stoplog 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
next fall. 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. Any closures will be relayed through
various media channels including public notices to news
outlets, Recreation.gov, and others as early as possible.

An
environmental
assessment of
this project is
expected to
occur early in
2020. During
this time
public
comment 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/.



A Note From Our CO
By Conservation Officer Amber Peterson
Rifle deer hunting season is underway! I want to emphasize how important it is to
wear blaze orange this time of year. Hunter safety is a top priority.
Whether you are hunting, or simply outside walking your dog, please take the extra
time to throw on a layer of blaze orange. Something as simple as a blaze orange hat
and a blaze orange vest could save your life. As a reminder, the firearm deer season
runs from November 9th to November 24th and the muzzleloader season runs from
November 30th to December 15th.
As a reminder, the following are state laws…

•While hunting during the deer rifle season, all hunters and trappers in the
field during the open firearms/muzzleloader deer season must display blaze
orange or pink on the visible portion of the person’s cap and outer clothing
above the waist, excluding sleeves and gloves.
•Blaze orange or pink camouflage patterns are allowed and must be at least
50% orange or pink within each square foot.

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

Flowering Rush: It May Be Pretty, But…

By Richard Beatty, BSLA Board Member

Several years ago, flowering rush (Butomus umbellatus),
an aquatic invasive plant species, was found in a small inlet
located on Waban Bay on the eastern side of Big Sandy
Lake. Flowering rush is native to Europe and Western Asia,
and was commonly imported and sold by the water garden
trade, which likely was how it was introduced into our lake.

Flowering rush is a prohibited invasive species in
Minnesota because of the plant’s negative impacts, which
include its dense growth characteristics along shoreland
areas, making access to open water difficult. It overtakes
habitat and outcompetes native aquatic plants, potentially
lowering diversity; and it provides unsuitable shelter, food,
and nesting habitat for native animals.

Flowering rush is a reed-like wetland plant with pink
flowers. The leaves of the plant are one to four feet tall,
extend from the roots, and are dark green in color. Leaves
have a triangular cross-section and tend to twist near the
tip. The pink flowers are arranged in umbrella shaped
clusters on a flower stalk. Flowers typically bloom in June
through early fall.

Most populations of this species in Minnesota, including
the Big Sandy stand, do not produce viable seeds, but
reproduce by vegetative spread from its rhizome (an
underground stem that sends out roots and shoots from its
nodes) in the form of small onion-like buds (bulbils).

Bulbils can detach and spread through water currents.
Individual pieces of the rhizome can also break off and
produce new plants.

The stand of flowering rush in Big Sandy was detected
in 2008. The BSLA, in coordination with the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources (MDNR), has
monitored the infested area since that time and it
appears the species has not spread beyond the inlet and
immediate surrounding area. But the plant is
intermingled with wild rice and other native species.

At the request of the BSLA, the MDNR carried out a
test removal program this summer (2019) in a semi
isolated stand of emergent vegetation in the inlet. In an
approximate 40- by 60-foot area, MDNR personnel
physically pulled the rush plants and stacked them on
shore where they were dried and burned. Our initial
estimate of the density of rush plants, based on the
number of flower spikes, was a significant
underestimate of the actual number: approximately 40%
of the area was covered by the flowering rush.

Next summer the MDNR will revisit the area to
evaluate the success of the treatment. If determined
successful, the remainder of the infested area could be
treated in a similar manner.
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