
My wife and I recently returned from a couple of 
months in Florida.  The weather there was really 
nice and there are many interesting things to do and 
beautiful beaches to visit and enjoy.  Even so, it’s 
always wonderful to get back to our home on Big 
Sandy Lake - questionable “spring” weather and all.

The snow here is mostly gone, but it looks like the ice 
will never melt.  Of course, we all know it will, but it 
always seems to take too long.

I’m getting anxious to begin the annual spring cleanup 
work outdoors.  Hopefully, it won’t be too much 
longer until we can begin cleaning and raking the yard, 
getting out the lawn furniture and waiting  
to put in the docks, lifts and finally the boats. 

I’ve already paid my fees to the Minnesota National Golf Club for this year’s membership 
and have attended two meetings with the Club’s new management.  If you enjoy golfing, I 
really encourage to you check out this exceptional facility and sign up for one of the leagues 
for a good time and healthy outdoor exercise.  It also looks like the course will be in great 
shape again this year.

Hopefully, the fishing on Big Sandy will continue to provide good action and some 
walleye dinners for the family!  The Department of Natural Resources has placed “locating 
transmitters” on many of our walleyes, so if you catch one with a small metal transmitter in 
the stomach cavity, please call 218-429-3010 with the number of the transmitter and where 
the fish was caught.

In closing, I ask you to support and patronize our local businesses to help keep them open 
and continue to provide the great service to us that they have in the past.  Also, please 
be considerate of all lake users.  The lake provides opportunities for many different 
recreational activities – swimming, fishing, boating, kayaking, etc.  If we are considerate 
of others and follow all the rules and regulations, we will all be able to enjoy our time on 
the lake.

Please be mindful and careful of everything you do, so you can enjoy many more years on 
our beautiful Big Sandy Lake.

Sincerely, 

Bruce Johnson, President
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As some of you might know, the Big Sandy Lake walleye acoustic telemetry project started in fall 2020; the first 
acoustic receivers went out into the lake in September 2020 and our first 45 walleye were tagged in October 2020. We 
have tagged an additional 100 walleye since then that were released in spring and fall of 2021, and we plan to tag at 
least 55 more this spring. 
The data from the acoustic telemetry tags is collected automatically by the acoustic receivers, but it’s not connected to 
GPS or satellite which means the data stays on the receivers. When we want data from a receiver, we have to go find 
the receiver in the lake or river, pull it up out of the water, download the stored data onto a computer, and then reset and 
redeploy the receiver in its original location. We have more than 30 receivers located all around Big Sandy Lake, the 
Sandy River, the Prairie River, and downstream of the dam, so downloading the data can be quite a process. Because 
of this, we only download data from the receivers twice a year, and it can take several days. Our most recent set of 
downloaded data is from October 2021, which means that we have almost a full year of tracking data for the fish that 
were tagged in October 2020.
Some preliminary findings from the first year of data showed us that we had walleye traveling all throughout the lake, 
into the upstream tributaries, and even into Aitkin Lake. We also learned that Big Sandy Lake and the upstream Sandy 
River are both important spawning locations for the Big Sandy Lake walleye population. As we collect more data, we 
are hoping to learn how many walleye are being lost from the population annually because of angling, escaping from 
the reservoir through the dam, or dying of natural causes. We are also studying how walleye in Big Sandy Lake are 
using different areas of the lake and different habitat types at different times of year.
We will be back on Big Sandy this spring and early summer with a whole lot more fieldwork on the books. We have 
55 more walleye to implant with acoustic tags, we’ll be putting out a few more acoustic receivers, and we’ll be 
downloading data from all of our previously deployed acoustic receivers – if you happen to see a DNR boat driving 
around with what looks like a giant rake on the front, we’re probably looking for one of the receivers. There’s also 
going to be plenty of other DNR fieldwork happening on Big Sandy Lake this spring and summer, so if you’re out on 
the lake don’t be surprised if you see us!
Planned DNR Fisheries Work:

Big Sandy Lake Walleye Acoustic Telemetry Project Update

A Word From Conservation Officer Nate Benkofske

By: Claire Rude - Iowa State University Graduate Student

Thank You
Thank you to these 2022 Business Members 
for their continued support of the lake and the 
organization.  
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Liaisons

- Floe International (Beneficiary Member)
- Willey’s Marine (Lifetime Member)
- Big Sandy Lodge and Resort (Lifetime Member)
- Zorbaz on Big Zandy (Lifetime Member)
- Aspen Realty (Lifetime Member)
- Dean Masonry (Lifetime Member)
- VMWare (Lifetime Member)
- Talon Metals (Lifetime Member)
- Medtronic (Lifetime Member)
- Be Well Nutrition (Lifetime Member)
- 202 Tavern
- A&M Electric
- A+ Autobody
- Ace Hardware
- Aspen Realty, Inc
- Bann’s Bar & Restaurant
- Beaudry Oil & Propane
- Big Sandy Camp & Retreat Center   
- Catholic Youth Camp, Inc
- Century 21 Twin Lakes Realty  

- Christian Realty North, Inc
- David Winegar, DDS
- Dean Masonry
- Fisherman’s Bay
- Grand Timber Bank
- GTS Tree Service
- Independant School District #4
- Lake Country Power
- Larson’s Barn
- McGregor Baking Company & Cafe
- McGregor Oil
- McGregor Realty & Property Mgmt. 
- McGregor Title
- Meld Electric
- Meyer’s Service Center
- Minnesota National Golf
- Ole’s Resort
- Peat Inc.
- Pine Insurance Agency
- Schoolhouse Cafe
- Tamarack Pest Control
- Thrifty White Pharmacy
- Timber Lake Septic Services
- Ukura’s Big Dollar
- Up North Riders, Inc
- Yellowstone Log Homes of Minnesota

• Add temperature loggers to tributaries
• Walleye tagging (external and acoustic)
• Hydrophone retrieval/data download/maintenance
• Creel Survey
• Recapture sampling with short term netting and electrofishing
• Monthly water quality sampling

• Standard summer gill net survey
• Fall yellow perch research sampling
• Fall electrofishing for juvenile walleye
• Fall hydrophone retrieval etc..
• Fall acoustic tagging (maybe?)

Claire Rude with Tullibee on Big Sandy. DNR Fisheries Technician Kris Nissen 
with Walleye tagged on the Sandy River.

Great compliance was observed with getting fish houses off the lake before the deadline. 
Thanks to certain locals who helped pick up some of the trash and debris that was left on the 
ice. As we move toward boating and open water fishing season, make sure to go over your 
boating safety gear. Check the gauges on the fire extinguishers to make sure they are filled, 

check lifejackets for wear and store them at easy to access spots, make sure navigation lights 
are functional. Read up on local fishing regulations before going out. Updated ordinances for 

ATV operation are available on the sheriff’s office website homepage.



In 2020 the University of Minnesota St. Anthony Falls Laboratory (SAFL) began a “Healthy Waters Initiative” program. The program 
will consist of two phases focusing on issues that could potentially affect Minnesota lakes and rivers. This report is a brief summary of 
the first phase. 

The study was led by SAFL researchers who conducted tests on Lake Independence (an 832-acre lake) in Maple Plain, Minnesota, in 
September and October 2020. They measured height, energy, and power of the waves using four recreational boats. Two boats were 
standard cruising, tubing, water skiing runabouts (a 21-foot Larson LXI 210 and a 20-foot Malibu Response LX). The other two were 
wake surf boats (a 2019 21-foot Malibu VLX Wake Setter and a 25-foot Malibu MXZ Wake Setter).

Boats were driven at four different distances from shore: 225, 325, 425, and 625 feet. Sensors placed in 14-22 feet of water measured 
the force and energy of the wave. Wave data from each boat was collected and analyzed. The results determined that wake surf boats 
at their standard operating speed generate a much larger wave than a runabout at its standard operating speed. 

The next phase will focus on propeller wash generated by the two types of boats and their effect on aquatic vegetation, shoreline, and 
lake bottoms.

Based on the results of the SAFL research and other observations, the Minnesota Lakes and Rivers (MLR) organization will be 
assessing the need for a Watercraft Boating certificate.  The program would include learning, testing, and official certification to keep 
our lakes a safe recreational arena for years to come. MLR is seeking recommendations regarding this certificate program. 

The goal of BSLA is to work with all boaters to encourage safe boating practices and protect our lake.  We encourage you to view 
the detailed report “A Field Study Of Maximum Wave Height, Total Wave Energy, and Maximum Wave Power Produced by Four 
Recreational Boats on a Freshwater Lake” at: 

z.umn.edu/SAFLHealthyWaters

One of the projects that the Big Sandy Lake Association is working on this summer is a series of short 
videos which will address boating safety, boating etiquette, and all-around safety tips when it comes to Big 
Sandy Lake.  The primary purpose of the project is to create a safe and fun environment for everyone.  The 
videos will be produced locally with the help of Tim Scollard of Scollard Design and area experts providing 
the primary content, on a wide variety of topics.  We will release the videos on Facebook and have them 
available for future reference either on our web site or through a YouTube outlet.

Some of the topics which we are planning on addressing include Boating Preparedness – or what you should 
do before you launch, Buoys and Markers – what do they mean and why are they placed where they are, 
Fishing Tips – how to correctly measure a fish and how to handle fish intended for release, Owning Your 
Wake – understanding your wakes impact on others, as well as several other topics.  We are hoping to have a 
variety of area experts involved in the project to help in providing the most accurate information possible.

Work has started on the initial video, and we are hoping to have several completed before the summer is too 
far along.  We are planning on keeping each video to 3 to 5 minutes and jammed full of information.  If you 
have specific ideas for a video topic or are a local person interested in being a spokesperson, please contact a 
member of the board for consideration.

Wave Research

BSLA Summer Project

If you’re moving a boat, lift, or dock from another body of water to Big Sandy this year keep in mind that MN law requires at least 21 days of 
dry out time before installation.  Aitkin County SWCD offers a $100 incentive if you allow your dock or boat lift to dry out for at least 30 days.

If you have any concerns that your boat or dock is infested, or you are moving it from an infested water into Big Sandy, stop by Willey’s 
Marine and get it decontaminated.  Also starting this spring there will be a decontamination station available on the weekends at the Libby 
Dam, when launch inspectors are on duty.  Aitkin County currently covers this decontamination service cost.  

Aitkin County has several job openings again this year for watercraft inspectors on area lakes. Contact Aitkin County SWCD for information.

If you’re having your boat or dock installed by a paid installer, the installer must be certified annually for AIS prevention and detection.  This 
rule also applies to anyone who rents you a boat for use.  A list of permitted lake service providers can be found on the DNR website:  https://
www.dnr.state.mn.us/lsp/index.html

Take a few minutes before your dock and lift are installed this spring to inspect them for zebra mussels.  Zebra mussels look like small clams 
with a striped yellow and brown D–shaped shell, usually up to a half inch in length.  If you find anything suspicious contact BSLA or the DNR.  

(https://www.usgs.gov/media/images/zebra-mussels-warc)

The McGregor Lakes Area Foundation (MLAF) wishes to thank the Big Sandy 
Lake Association and many of your individual members for contributing to our 
2021 fundraising campaign. We appreciate the fact that our two organizations have 
different but complimentary purposes. The foundation’s mission is to support the 
greater McGregor lakes area through ongoing education and annual grants to non-
profit organizations that focus on ecological, educational, environmental, and social 
areas. Grants are provided to organizations that demonstrate a clear commitment to the 
sustainability and long-term viability of the lakes community. 

The foundation holds an annual event/fundraiser each August to promote the work of 
the organization and connect community members interested in learning more about 
MLAF’s mission and goals. The past year’s event was graciously hosted by The Craft 
House on Lake Minnewawa in August and was very successful. The MLAF Advisory 
Committee also used multiple direct mail campaigns, partner newsletters, and personal 
contact with donors to reach their financial goals. Community members and businesses 
were very generous donors during these challenging times enabling the foundation to 
reach its goals for the year. A successful launch of the McGregor Lakes Area Foundation 
web site (mlafmn.org) in 2021 also helps to spread the word about the foundation’s 
history, contributions to the McGregor lakes area, and includes a Give Now button that 
links you to Grand Rapids Community Foundation, our fiscal agent.

As a result of these fundraising events, the McGregor Lakes Area Foundation will be 
granting a record $9,835 to the following community organizations in 2022: McGregor 
ANGELS (Area Neighbors Giving Elderly Live-In Services), McGregor School District 
(2 grants), McGregor Food Shelf, Minisinaakwaang Leadership Academy (MLA), 
and Riverwood Foundation McGregor Clinic. The grant to McGregor ANGELS will 
assist seniors who are at risk of losing independence to live safely in their homes. The 
school district grants will support the Big Sandy Water Institute and a Pollinator Science 
project. The McGregor Food Shelf grant will help provide nutritional support for up to 
300 individuals a month. The MLA funds will provide three community feasts and Pow 
Wows. Funds to the Riverwood McGregor Clinic will purchase books for the Riverwood 
Reads Program, which gives a book to children aged birth-8 years at their well-child 
visits. 

This year’s MLAF funding brings the total support for McGregor area community 
organizations to over $105,000 since the first grants in 2000. 

Lisa Mueller

Seasonal AIS Reminders

McGregor Lakes Area Foundation News



Dam Rehabilitation Project Update

The Sandy Lake Dam rehabilitation project will 
continue through 2022. Phase I of the project 
is now complete and flows are being directed 
through the new stop log bays in the lock 
chamber. Phase II has begun and the cofferdam 
above the slide gates is in place. Once the work 
area is dewatered, the existing sluice gates 
will be removed and replaced with new gates. 
Concrete repairs will be taking place and the 
existing underwater apron will be replaced. For 
more information and updates on the project, 
please visit https://www.mvp.usace.army.mil/
Missions/Recreation/Sandy-Lake/Sandy-Lake-
construction/

Recreation Area Operations for 2022 

Sandy Lake Recreation Area will be closed to 
camping during the 2022 recreation season. 
The north entrance will remain closed until 
the dam rehabilitation project is complete. The 
south entrance will remain open and accessible 
for day use activities. 

The following will remain open for day use 
until 10 p.m. daily:

• Public restrooms

• Public beach

• Boat launch onto Big Sandy Lake and the 
Sandy River

• Shoreline and dock fishing (some areas may 
be closed for safety)

• Beach playground and picnic facilities 

Last year, both boat ramps via the south entrance received some much-needed maintenance. The lake access was completely redone with 
new continuous concrete planks and re-graded. Scour holes from power loading were also repaired. The river access was also worked on, and 
grading was improved while water conditions were low due to the drought.

If you plan to utilize our boat ramps or dump station this upcoming summer, please remember to pay our $5 day use fee at the fee station near 
the park office. If you are interested in a $40 annual pass or any of the America the Beautiful passes, please visit the park office and staff can 
assist you.

Sandy Lake Dam 
Rehabilitation Update 
and 2022 Recreation 
Area Operations

A dozen years ago I wrote several articles about the childhood remembrances of Dave Laursen (go to Amazon for his 
2002 book A Capital Place—Reminiscences of a Sandy Lake Boyhood), who grew up at his father’s store and camp, 
Ole’s Resort, near Libby Dam. Some of his springtime/summer passages were particularly memorable and I thought, as 
we look forward to warmer weather, swimming, fishing, boating, et. al. after a long winter, it might be worth a re-visit 
to his gone-forever lake life some seven and eight decades ago.

“Growing up as a boy,” Dave wrote, “nobody had to tell me I was living in a special place. It is easy to understand 
why the Ojibwe coveted Sandy Lake . . . It abounded in riches of the edible kind. [The lakeshore near my Libby home] 
was alive each spring with spawning fish moving upstream from the Mississippi into Sandy Lake [Note: There was a 
functioning fish ladder around the dam for a time in the 1930s & 40s). In my mind’s eye I can see the water churning 
with great schools of walleyes and northern pike moving upriver just after the ice went out, followed by redhorse and 
giant buffalo fish weighing up to 30 pounds . . . I can see children standing on the riverbank with makeshift spears, their 
whitefish (also called tullibee or cisco) drying on racks in the sun.
“The hills surrounding Sandy Lake were covered with sugar maples, and each spring there were pots boiling . . . as the 
women made maple sugar while the men were off spearing muskrats in the shallow backwaters, [which supported] not 
only thousands of muskrat houses, but great stands of wild rice . . . In the rice beds, ducks, geese, and other shorebirds 
nested by the thousands.
“At one time Libby had been a real town located a half-mile to the north [of the dam] on a peninsula between the Sandy 
and Mississippi Rivers. There was a rock pier where steamboats docked, and the houses of Libby stood in a row along 
the riverbank on a spit of land so narrow that you could dive off your porch into either river, depending on whether you 
dove east or west. But once the steamboats stopped running [World War One era, when modern roads first appeared], 
there was no advantage to a town being jammed tight between two rivers . . . So the town was moved, perhaps board by 
board, or it may have simply rotted away. When I was a boy [in the years prior to World war Two], only a few holes in 
the ground marked the remains of this once thriving village.
“[In the lake southeast of Libby] were islands of various sizes, all with curving sand beaches where shiner minnows 
came up in the shallows after dark, with great schools of walleyes following . . . My father [Ole] and I spent many 
summer evenings along those beaches seining minnows, and I can remember the feel of large fish bumping into our 
small seine attempting to escape. Sometimes they would bump my bare leg on their way out, provoking a startled 
gasp in the darkness. They might be large pike with sharp teeth, or monsters of the deep, depending on where your 
imagination led . . . One night on a rocky shore where we had never seined before, we caught a thousand shiners in a 
single haul.
“It was indeed a land of milk and honey.”

Did You Know?
By: Robert O. Harder



I hope this letter finds everyone safe, happy, and healthy! The Prairie River just opened up so by the time you read this we will have 
open water on Sandy.   It sure feels like there are a lot more people enjoying our resources and I wonder how long before we run out 
of space! This winter, snowmobiling had a resurgence and the trails are reminiscent of the early 90s when sleds were everywhere. I 
am predicting another busy season on our lakes as well. For the last three summers, we have seen an increase in users with wakeboard 
boats leading the trend. To help reduce conflicts on the water our local wakeboat dealers provide some free education to new boat 
owners.  This has been well received, but the owner of the boat is not always the operator of the boat. To be effective every operator 
needs to understand and follow safe boating guidelines.

As a reminder, if you witness violations, please attempt to capture a good description of the boat and occupants and report the 
violation right away. The following is taken from the MN DNR boating safety manual and directly states the law.

MN 6110.1200 NAVIGATION OF WATERCRAFT ON THE WATERS OF THE STATE; SAFETY EQUIPMENT.

Sub. 2. Mode of operation of watercraft. Mode of operation:

A. No person shall operate a watercraft in such a manner that its wash or wake will endanger, harass, or unnecessarily 
interfere with any other person or property. 

This means if your boat’s wake causes any sort of damage, you could be cited. In 2021, we received many complaints of this and we 
responded with some education and enforcement. There are many areas of the lake we can enjoy without violating this rule so please 
encourage wake boats to operate in areas away from shorelines and residential areas.

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

Sheriff Dan Guida

dan.guida@co.aitkin.mn.us

218-927-2138

Greetings From Your Sheriff



Tom Meyer grew up in Burnsville, Minnesota and attended Burnsville High School where he played hockey.  
After high school he attended Saint Thomas College before switching to and graduating from Dunwoody 
College of Technology.  After graduation he started and operated Automotive Service Company from 1985 to 
1995.  From 1996 to 2009 he worked for Warner Outdoor Equipment.  In 2010, Tom opened and continues to 
run Meyers Service Center here in McGregor.  Tom began his time on Big Sandy as a weekender in the mid-
1980s and became a full-time resident in 2010.  Tom enjoys spending time with his family, all types of power 
sports and hunting and fishing.

This is Margo’s fifth year on the Board of Directors for the Big Sandy Lake Association. Her parents 
purchased their cabin on the lake in 1957 and now Margo’s grandchildren are the 4th generation of family 
members enjoying Big Sandy. With happy memories of all these years in mind, she is very interested in 
protecting the lake for future generations so they can enjoy it  as much as she and her family have.

As a member of the BSL Association, Margo is primarily focused on planning and organizing special events 
and increasing membership in the group. You can meet her at our upcoming Annual Meeting on Saturday, 
June 11, 2022. Everyone is welcome – make plans now to join neighbors and friends, enjoy a complimentary 
lunch, and hear what our board has been up to. Hope to see you there!

Visit our website at www.bigsandylakemn.org to register. 

Jack Johnson has been a year-round resident on Big Sandy Lake since 2000. He has been a board member for 
ten years and spends much of his time hunting and fishing. Before retiring and moving up to Big Sandy, Jack 
was a truck driver for 30 years working throughout Minnesota.   

  

Christopher has been a weekender on Big Sandy since 2012 and a member of the 
BSLA board of directors since 2014.  Christopher leads the AIS prevention efforts 
for BSLA and helps out with some of the IT management.  He and his wife Nicole 
get up to the lake at least a couple of weekends a month with their three huskies and 
occasionally with their two adult daughters.  They enjoy being outdoors, fishing, 
boating, snowmobiling, barbecuing, and supporting the local businesses.

BSLA Board Member Biographies 
Tom Meyer

Margo Gisselman

Jack Johnson

Christopher Krolak

John Pilney is a native of the Twin Cities.  His family had a cabin on Turtle Lake in northern Ramsey County 
where John learned to appreciate living at the lake.  After finishing high school John went on to the University 
of Minnesota where he obtained a BS and PhD in Chemistry.  John’s professional life dealt primarily with 
environmental studies at the University and then at 3M.  In 2001 he and his wife Barb purchased a year-round 
cabin on Webster Bay.  Since that time John has taken the lead in monitoring water quality parameters on the 
lake and making recommendations which lead to reductions in nutrient loading to the lake.

Ann Rorem is 4th generation on Big Sandy Lake. Her great-grandparents built their place on Indian Point 
Island in 1930. She has been enjoying it’s cool, tannin colored water since a newborn. She has seen its beauty 
and  many changes since then.  She and her husband have raised three sons who also have a love for the lake.  
Education programs and newsletter are her primary involvements in the Big Sandy Lake Association, working 
to help lake residents and visitors understand the importance of keeping our lake beautiful.

Ben has been coming to Big Sandy since he was a child to his 
grandparent’s retirement home in the south of Bill Horn Bay.  His 
grandmother, Vi, was active in the community and lived on the lake until 
her death a few years back at 101 years old.  Ben lives in Minneapolis 
with his wife, Deirdre, and their 7-year-old daughter, Murphy.  Fun fact: 
During college, Ben was a summer ride-a-long on the lake with the, now 
infamous to some, conservation officer Denny Lang. 

John Pilney

Ann Rorem

Ben Gisselman



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 Lake Association

Mission Statement

www.bigsandylakemn.org
for the latest BSLA news
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Save the Date
BSLA Members Annual Meeting and Lunch

Saturday, June 11th
9:30 – 11:30AM

Big Sandy Lodge and Resort
Join fellow members for conversations,  

giveaways and lunch
RSVP via email to BSLA@BigSandyLakeMN.org


