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President's Letter
We’re back from a wonderful, warm and relaxing two and half months in sunny south Florida.  
We missed a lot of this past winter, but there was still snow, wind and cold upon our return, so 
we didn’t miss it all.  Our time in Florida was very enjoyable, but it’s always great to get back 
home. We don’t feel too bad about missing some of the middle part of winter, though.
Now that it’s finally warming up, I’ve been busy getting ready for another great spring and 
summer at the lake.  It’s time for raking, trimming bushes and trees, cleaning up the garden, 
cleaning patios and decks and then moving on to organizing and cleaning the docks, boats and 
lifts.
Recently, I’ve been thinking about a few of our older friends and want to pass on some of my 
thoughts. I believe that as we get older, it becomes more difficult to stay active. I think about 
some who have all the resources anyone could want in order to be able to enjoy each and every 
day as they age. However, they choose not to get out, exercise, join groups of like-minded 
individuals for friendship, clubs, dinner, or just get out of the house and DO something. 
Eventually they just become couch potatoes in such bad shape that they simply cannot do 
anything.
I feel that we all owe it to ourselves to not allow this to happen to us. With the amount of things 
needing to be done around our homes and properties, we should rarely find ourselves with 
nothing to do.  We must work at staying healthy and busy. 
Of course, there are people who are physically incapable of doing a lot of these activities and we 
should reach out to them and offer assistance when we can. A ride to the grocery store, helping 
shovel a walkway or driveway, raking, mowing, even dropping by just to make sure they’re all 
right, would really brighten someone’s day when they aren’t able to get out to do things on their 
own. 
Minnesota National Golf Course will be opening soon for the 2019 season and if you’re a golfer, 
it’s time to get signed up for the weekly leagues.
Big Sandy Lodge will again be hosting the annual 5K Run for the Lake on Saturday, May 25th. 
It’s a very popular event that’s fun to be in, or to just watch the activities from the sidelines and 
cheer on the participants. 
Mark your calendars - your lake 
association’s annual meeting will 
be held in the lower level of the
Big Sandy Lodge on June 1st at 11 AM 
and everyone is invited. There will be a 
couple of speakers in addition to food and 
prize drawings. Don’t miss it! I hope you’ll 
all have a wonderful spring and summer 
is coming soon, too. Get out there as
often as possible and enjoy our beautiful 
Big Sandy Lake!
Bruce Johnson, President
Big Sandy Lake Association

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.

Photo credit Scott Besser
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US Army Corps of Engineers New Water Management Website
by Tamryn Frauenshuh, Site Lead/Natural Resources Specialist, Sandy Lake Recreation Area

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is now utilizing a new water management website to report current water level
information to the public. The website, www.rivergages.com, is no longer in service. Water level information for Big
Sandy Lake (and any Corps lake, nationwide) can now be found on the website http://water.usace.army.mil/. This
website has multiple ways to search for locations and obtain data. To search for Big Sandy Lake you may search in
the main search bar by “City, State, Zip, or Project Name” or search by “Map” – areas noted in the image below.
Searching by “City, State, Zip, or Project Name” can generate many location “hits,” so you may find it easier to
search via “Map” function.

When you find your desired location, click on
it to select it. The relevant location water level
information homepage will display. Location
homepages show a cross-section of a dam,
offering current pool and tailwater elevations,
outflow, inflow, conservation pool range
(meaning the reservoir’s normal water
elevation operating range), and various other
pertinent elevations for the project. In addition,
there are several tabs at the top of this
homepage that enable you to navigate to more
information about the project and graphs of
water levels over past time periods.

The new water management website will continue to be upgraded with content and features. As changes occur, the
St. Paul District’s water management team is always happy to assist users with data requests and can be reached via
email at DLL-CEMVPEC-WC@usace.army.mil.

The Corps of Engineers Sandy Lake Dam and Recreation Area office is open Monday through Friday from 8:00 a.m.
to 4:30 p.m. during the winter months, with federal holidays observed. Staff can be reached by calling 218-426-3482,
or by emailing sandy.lake@usace.army.mil.

Thank You

BSLA Aquatic Invasive Species Watch
by Christopher Krolak, BSLA Board Member

Aitkin County SWCD staffed launch inspectors again this
year on the weekends and holidays from mid May to
Labor Day at four launches on Big Sandy. Preliminary
reports were good, more details will be provided in the
next newsletter. This inspection process is funded by the
State of MN annual $10M AIS grant to counties and
BSLA.

BSLA AIS prevention efforts continue to focus on zebra
mussels. Minnesota Aquatic Invasive Species Research
Center (MAISRC) published an AIS risk model this year
ranking all MN lakes for their susceptibility of zebra
mussel and starry stonewort infestation, based on
proximity to existing infestations, boat traffic patterns,
and lake chemistry. Big Sandy ranked in the top 1% (high
risk) for new zebra mussel infestations and ranked in the
middle of the pack for starry stonewort infestations. Big
Pine Lake, near Garrison, is the 3rd Aitkin County lake
confirmed with zebra mussels, this lake’s close proximity
to Mille Lacs was probably a factor.

For the second year we monitored for adult zebra mussels
at 10 locations spread around the lake and up in the
Prairie and Sandy Rives, using submerged detector plates.
Results were negative.

For the first time we screened for zebra mussel veligers
(larvae), 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.

MN DNR AIS representatives were out in Waban Bay
this summer checking on the small infestation of
flowering rush that has been present in this bay for at
least 10 years. Their assessment is that the infestation is
still present and fairly stable in size vs. previous
inspections. The flowering rush is intermixed with native
plants and wild rice so treatment options are somewhat
limited.

One Facebook member posted a picture this past summer
of an unusually large crayfish caught in the lake. We
would like to follow up on this type of sighting to check
for the possibility of a new AIS infestation, so if you do
catch something unusual please retain the sample and
contact a BSLA representative.

AIS regulations and best practice reminders:

• If you are moving boat lifts, docks, etc. to Big
Sandy they need to dry out for at least 21 days to
prevent the spread of AIS.

• If you are hiring someone to install or remove
your dock, boat lift, boat, they must be trained for
AIS detection and registered with the DNR.

• Boat drain plugs must be removed at the boat
launch.

• 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.

Refer to the BSLA website (bigsandylakemn.org) for
more information on these topics.

Thank You...
Please give our business members your patronage. 
They understand that the good health of Big Sandy Lake is essential to their business.

BSLA BOARD BSLA Website: bigsandylakemn.org

LIFETIME BUSINESS MEMBERS
Zorbaz on Big Zandy

Willey's Marine

Big Sandy Lodge & Resort

Ole's Resort (Kusick)

Nistler Plu mbing and Heating

Minnesota National Golf

Meyer's Service Center

McGregor Realty & Property Mgmt.

McGregor Oil

McGregor Baking Co. & Café

Lake Country Power

Kennecott Exploration Co.

Independent School District #4

Horsehoe Lake Inn

Grand Timber Bank

Goble's Sewer Service

Floe International, Inc.

EyeCare Center of McGregor

David Winegar, DDS 

Christian Realty North, Inc. 

Century 21 

Twin Lakes Realty

Catholic Youth Camp, Inc. 

Big Sandy Camp & Retreat Center 

Bann's Bar & Restaurant

Aspen Realty, Inc.

Aardvark Septic

A & M Electric of McGregor, Inc.

202 Tavern

2019 BUSINESS MEMBERS
Yellowstone Log Homes of Minnesota

Voyageur Press

Township of Workman

Thrifty White Pharmacy

Tamarack Pest Control

Prairie River Bar & Grill

For more information see https://runforthelake5k.itsyourrace.com/event.aspx?id=7316

You're Invited...
McGregor Lakes Area Foundation

   Annual Event and Fund Raiser

Visit with friends and make new ones
Sunday August 18, 2019

Silent auction, light snacks and beverages
Host: Curt and Julie Sparks (new lake home)

49634 202nd Place on Bill Horn Bay
   RSVP carlsona@frontiernet.net

Your Local Township at Work for You-Yard Waste Disposal Sites
By Ben Gisselman

Since 1993, Shamrock Township has operated two yard-waste disposal sites. One is located near the Shamrock 
Township Hall, just off of Highway 1Q, and the other is located on Highway 6, Q.5 miles east of the intersection of 
Highway 6 and Highway 65 (think Willey’s) on the south side of the road. These are free for use by Shamrock township 
property owners and are intended to be drop off sites for yard waste only, to include limbs and brush up to Q” in 
diameter, and wood chips as long as they are not mixed with gravel or rocks. No stumps or trees are allowed and no bags 
should be left behind. These sites are not intended for any commercial use. 
Much of what is left at the site is either turned into wood chips, or bulldozed occasionally into piles and then burned. 
The wood chips and compost are available free for pickup for residential use. vou will notice that these sites are open for 
you to come and go, and there is no supervision. This is a valuable service for cabin owners and local residents of 
Shamrock Township and we should do everything we can to respect this service. There have been years where trash and 
other inappropriate things have been disposed of at these sites, and had it continued we would have lost this resource. 
Thanks to the community and the township for keeping this asset available for public use>

http://bigsandylakemn.org


Recently Seen on the
BSLA Facebook Page

For those of you who aren't on
Facebook, there's some interesting
information on the Big Sandy Lake
Association Facebook page about
our lake and the surrounding area.

A recent post revealed that the
town of McGregor is one of the
darkest places in the nation -- in a
good way.

The website onlyinyourstate.com
reports that, "While Minnesota is
home to a few major cities, much of the state is dotted with tiny towns that are far from big city lights. That makes
these spots perfect places to view the night sky. One remote little town in particular is one of the darkest places in the
United States according to ObservingSites.com. Head to McGregor, Minnesota, next time you’re looking for incredible
views of the night sky in Minnesota."

Big Sandy Lake has even fewer lights, so it's a great place to observe the night sky. One Facebook member adds that
there are 'Dark Sky' outdoor lights, designed to minimize light pollution. For more information, go to http://
darksky.org/.

To join our Facebook group, search for
Big Sandy Lake Association and click
Join. This has become the primary site
for sharing current information about
our lake.

BSLA BOARD BSLA Website: bigsandylakemn.org
Bruce Johnson, President 218-426-5221 bwj4@frontier.com
John Sturner, Vice President 651-356-1101 johnsturner6070@gmail.com
Ben Gisselman, Secretary 612-987-1770 ben@gisselmanlaw.com
Kathy Beatty, Treasurer 651-724-3690 kathybeatty12@gmail.com
Jeff Backowski 218-426-4047 jcbackowski1@gmail.com
Richard Beatty 651-724-4697 rjb1946@aol.com
Jim Carlson 218-426-4256 carlsona@frontiernet.net
Margo Gisselman 612-720-4527 mgisselman@gmail.com
Janet Hill (Editor) 218-259-4090 janethillnew@gmail.com
Jack Johnson 218-820-7265 digjack39@gmail.com

Christopher Krolak 612-991-2108 cjkrolak@gmail.com
Stuart Mortrude 612-850-9275 smortrude@dresi.net
John Pilney 651-398-9548 jppilney@aol.com
Ann Rorem 612-219-3720 annrorem@gmail.com
Russ Thompson 218-380-1828 (no email)

Liaisons
Bill Reed wreed4318@yahoo.com
Jim Krezowski krezco@frontiernet.net
Robert Greifzu mcragbag@hotmail.com

Save the Date!
Big Sandy Lake Association is pleased to bring experts
from the University of Minnesota for our 2nd annual
FREE brunch event.

Saturday, May 4th, 2019
10:00 am to noon

Minnesota National Golf Course

Stay tuned for details in the February BSLA newsletter.

LO
VE

YOUR
LAKE!

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)
A&M Electric
Aardvark Septic
Aspen Realty, Inc
Bann's Bar & Restaurant
Big Sandy Camp & Retreat Center
Big Sandy Lodge and Resort
Catholic Youth Camps
Century 21 Twin Lakes Realty
Christian Realty North
David Winegar, DDS
EyeCare Center of McGregor
Fisherman's Bay

Floe International
Grand Timber Bank
GTS Tree Service
Independent School District #4
Lake Country Power
Light Publications Satellite Office
McGregor Baking Company
McGregor Printing & Graphics
McGregor Realty & Property

Management
Meyer's Service Center
Minnesota National Golf
Northern Ridge Lawn & Landscape
Peat Inc.
Tamarack Pest Control
Thrifty White Pharmacy
Willey's Sports Shop & Spirits
Yellowstone Log Homes

Big Sandy Lake Dam Rehabilitation 
Project
by Tamryn Frauenshuh

The Sandy Lake Dam is owned and operated by the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers. It is considered a significant 
hazard dam, due to its location and potential impacts if a 
failure were to occur. 
Fortunately, the Corps takes these threats very seriously 
and is actively working to develop remedies to areas that 
need repair to ensure the dam continues to function as 
designed. The dam, located on the Sandy River in Aitkin 
County, Minnesota, 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 (six 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 Sandy Lake Dam purpose has shifted to flood 
r  recreation, fish and wildlife conservation, isk reduction,
and water supply. 
Today, the dam is managed by Corps officials in 
accordance with the 2003 Water Control Manual, 
Mississippi River Headwaters Project and the 2010 
Mississippi River Headwaters Reservoir Operating Plan 
Evaluation Study. 
Purpose of the Rehabilitation
The Sandy Lake Dam was originally constructed from 
timber in 1895 and was then converted to concrete in 
1908. Over its history, the dam has undergone a series of 
modifications, repairs and periodic 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. These 
deficiencies were highlighted in the Corps’ 2016 
inspection report and include: 
• Upstream Timber Apron and Cutoff – poor or unknown
condition, needs replacement;
• Lock Curtain Wall – poor condition, needs replacement
or repair;
• Concrete – areas of poor condition, needs repair;
• Log Sluice Bay – stop logs in poor condition and
difficult to operate, needs replacement; and
• Slide Gates – operable but nearing end of typical service
life, need replacement. 

The inspection report also recommended that a 
preliminary engineering report (i.e., design analysis 
report) be completed for the listed repairs/replacements to
summarize the evaluation and development of the
recommended rehabilitation plan and present preliminary 
design and cost estimates for proposed repairs/
replacements. 
Fish passage within the old navigational lock chamber 
structure was discussed regarding the Sandy Lake Dam 
rehabilitation. Navigation is one of the originally 
authorized purposes of the dam. This navigation 
authorization still remains today and prevents alterations 
to the lock chamber, such as converting it to a fish 
passage structure. The Corps has taken the steps to 
request changing the navigation authorization to fish 
passage authorization in the next Water Resources and 
Development Act bill. Due to the nature of repairs needed 
and the timing required for new authorizing legislation, 
fish passage will not occur during this dam rehabilitation, 
but will be pursued as a future project.
Current Status 
The President’s Budget for fiscal year 2018 supported 
baseline operations and maintenance and all scheduled 
dam safety inspections for the Sandy Lake Dam. Funding 
was also used to complete the preliminary engineering 
report for the rehabilitation project. Drafting of plans and 
specifications for the Big Sandy Lake Dam rehabilitation 
construction project are currently being completed. The 
design should be complete this year. Once the design is 
complete, the repair will be ready to be advertised for 
construction when funding is authorized.

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/

What You Can Do to Protect the Lake You Love

Lake home and cabin owners have an unmatched passion for Minnesota’s lakes. Collectively
they volunteer 1.2 million hours towards lake protection. But there is one action that many have not yet taken and it is 
critically important:  become an advocate for lakes by joining Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates (MLR).
Since 1993, MLR has been lake home and cabin owner’s voice at the MN Legislature.
Beginning in 2012, Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates started working with lake
associations’ members’ to advance aquatic invasive species prevention efforts and other issues important to them. 
MLR has built the largest and most active grassroots conservation group in Minnesota, engaging lake home and cabin 
owners across the state to build a grassroots constituency to protect lakes from runoff pollution, aquatic invasive 
species, poor fisheries management, loss of lake habitat. But there is more work to do.
Jeff Forester, Executive Director of MLR, says, “What happens in Saint Paul impacts each of us out on our docks, 
often to our detriment. There are hundreds of thousands of lake home and cabin owners in Minnesota. They have a 
commitment to the health of Minnesota’s lakes, but their voices were not heard because they were not organized. 
MLR is dependent on individuals to keep us financially viable and effective at the legislature.” 
Membership contributions for Minnesota Lakes and Rivers are set by the members. People contribute what they can, 
with the average being about $8 a month. This small investment in their lake is having a huge impact.

To learn more, and to join, go to www.mnlakesandrivers.org. Consider being a sustaining
member to maximize your contribution. See www.mnlakesandrivers.org for more information. 



According to Beengwa, the accompanying image of
Augenosh was taken many years after the fight at Battle
Island. It shows him in full war regalia. Every feather in
his war bonnet indicates a Sioux killed in battle. Mrs.
Curtis said she could tell from the feathers which
represented men and which women, though the
distinction was never made clear to Prof. Hart.

Beengwa recalled what she was told as to how the
Ojibway first came to Sandy Lake [probably in the
mid-1700s]. A warrior and his wife from what was later
called Wisconsin [likely in the Apostle Islands vicinity
on Lake Superior's south shore] were ranging widely
looking for new hunting grounds. They came overland
by what was later called the Savanna Portage and down
the Prairie River. Near the mouth the warrior saw two
loons swoop down just beyond the "Highlands." He
said to himself, " There must be a lake over there!" He

climbed the Highlands and saw the lake and "a Sioux village
near at hand. He made a map of the lake in his head," then
hurried back to his wife at camp. However, a bit earlier he
had shot some game for their evening meal. The Sioux had
heard the shots and sent out warriors, who killed the Ojibway
man. His wife managed to escape and returned to Wisconsin
with the tale. An Ojibway war party was sent out to avenge
the death. Using the enormous advantage provided by the
white man's flint lock muskets, brought with them on their
forced migration from the East, the Ojibway drove away the
Stone Age-armed Sandy Lake Sioux and decided to stay.

The first Ojibway chief Mrs. Curtis remembered was Hole-
in-the-Day [a hereditary name held by several generations of
chiefs]. She also recalled another chief named Misquadace.
Descendants of both still live in the Sandy Lake area and
continue to use those names.

Parking near the lake

Parking on the edge of a
township road with wheels on the
road is an accident waiting to
happen, and is illegal. When you
park, make sure your entire
vehicle is off the roadbed.

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.

Did You Know?
By Robert O. Harder

This summer we have been following the events
surrounding the history of Battle Island. In this final
installment of the saga, we'd like to share a few additional
anecdotes related by "Beengwa," or Mrs. George Curtis, as
told to Professor Irving Hart during his interview with her
in the summer of 1927. (See The Story of Beengwa,MN
History Quarterly, Vol. 9,
No. 4.)

Beengwa was the seventh
child of Augenosh, an
Ojibway war chief. Her
father and mother were
probably born in the
second decade of the
nineteenth century, when
the Sandy Lake region was
still under the dominion of
the Northwest Fur
Company. Beengwa's
father "packed" for the
company [William Aitkin
was the likely "factor" at
that time], which is to say
he transported fur packs
over the Savanna Portage
to the company's shipping
post on the Fond du lac.
According to Beengwa,
Augenosh was also
considered a great hunter
and trapper. "He worked
by nature," she said. He
would go out into the deep
woods and listen for the
deer flies. When he heard
their loud humming he
knew a moose or deer was
nearby.

One day, probably during
the 1840s around the time
of the final Sioux/Ojibway
conflict in the vicinity of
Battle Island, Augenosh and a war party were returning
from an encounter with a Sioux encampment. As was the
custom, Augenosh fired two musket shots from down in the
woods along the southwest corner of Sandy Lake. This was

the signal for women and children to race through the
forest to meet the returning warriors. Beengwa's eldest
sister won the race, her (temporary) prize the first scalp
taken, that of a Sioux woman killed by her own father,
Augenosh. [It is interesting to note that Beengwa told this
story with apparent pride.]

A "scalp dance" was held following the war party's return
to their village. The Sioux woman's scalp was fastened to a
long pole decorated with colorful ribbons. During the dance

Beengwa took
her turn dancing
with the pole.
At the
conclusion she
was to stick the
pole in the
ground in the
middle of the
circle, but she
was too small to
make it stand
and had to be
helped by an
older woman.
Augenosh than
gave the
favored
Beengwa
"many pieces of
a bright-colored
calico." She
then proceeded
to perform the
"taking-away
dance" inside
the circle while
carrying the
strips of calico
over her left
arm. Visitors
from
neighboring
clans and other
bands one-by-
one took pieces
of the calico

[apparently as mementos]. When the dance was over
Augenosh gave the scalp to a representative of another
band and the time and place of the next dance was
announced. The scalp would then travel fron band to band
until the victory celebration was completed.

Augenosh at Duluth. 1870 (Reprinted with permission from the
Minnesota Historical Society)

THANK YOU!

Thanks to the Herbranson and Apfelbacher 
families and the great volunteers from BSLA 

for Highway 14 cleanup April 27th. Much 
appreciated.

The website for information and to donate to the 
annual 4th of July fireworks on Big Sandy is 

ShamrockLakesFireworks.com

Fireworks on Thursday, July 4th at 
10:15 pm

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

Lake by being 
members of the 

BSLA

Sheriff’s Report
by Dan Guida

With great pleasure I watched the ice melt around the 
lake and the open water signal the beginning of a new 
season. The snowbirds are returning and soon docks will 
be placed and the grass will be green. I have always 
enjoyed this time of year, before the biting insects come 
out. 
As spring residents return, sometimes surprises await at 
their property. Not long ago I received a photo of a bear 
sleeping under a deck. That would be a surprise for most 
of us! If you have surprises of a negative nature (i.e., 
burglarized cabin or stolen items) please contact our 
office immediately. This gives us the best chance to 
gather evidence that would be used in recovering your 
property and ultimately for the criminal prosecution. 
The Sheriff’s Office has hired the replacement officers 
and they should begin our training process soon, and 
hopefully completed and on the road in time for our 
summer surge in population. I look forward to seeing you 
soon and please remember….SAFTEY IS FREE..USE 
IT ABUNDANTLY!
As always, if you see something, say something. 

Sheriff Dan Guida
Aitkin County Sheriff’s Office
217 2nd St. N.W., Rm 185
Aitkin, MN  56431
218-927-2138
dguida@co.aitkin.mn.us
Emergency 911

Did You Know?
By Robert O. Harder

"Deadheads," those log butt-ends suddenly 
protruding from the Prairie River's surface, they 
that mysteriously appear and disappear each year, 
have been watercraft nuisances for decades. Have 
you ever wondered where they came from?
Our story begins in the middle of the nineteenth 
century, when nearly one-half of Aitkin County 
was covered with red (Norway) and white pines. 
Those great, virgin forests stretched northward all 
the way from Isanti County to nearly the 
Canadian border. The presence of such natural 
bounty, coupled with the growing nation's 
insatiable demand for lumber products, triggered 
a logging boom in what was known as the old 
Northwest Territory. In then still-remote Aitkin 
County (organized on May 23, 1857), the rush 
began during the post-Civil War era. As far as we 
know, the first logger to arrive was one Joe Libby, 
followed by the Wakefield brothers, then Hank 
Brown and Wes Day. These men largely worked 
south of the lake, along the Sandy River. Day is 
"credited" with harvesting a magnificent stand of 
pine on what is now Sheshebe Point (see our 
August 2018 newsletter regarding Sheshebe 
Point's importance to the climactic fight at Battle 
Island). Fortunately for us twenty-first 
centuryites, many smaller trees on the point were 
spared and today it boasts one of our area's finest 
stands of pines.
In 1871, the east-west running Northern Pacific 
Railroad laid track through the entire mid-section 
of the county, leading to the establishment of the 
Village of Aitkin as a major steam locomotive 
watering and provisioning station. With its 
consequential cross-town access to the 
Mississippi River highway, Aitkin and its Greater 
Area soon enjoyed an explosion of commerce and 
river boat traffic. The underlying prime mover in 
this new prosperity was the logging industry. 
More soon-to-be prominent figures arrived in the 
pine-rich Sandy Lake vicinity, which also had a 
waterway with direct access to the Mississippi, 
enabling the wood to be inexpensively driven to 
downstream sawmills. Billy and Sam Rogers 
turned up about 1875, throwing in with Joe Libby. 
Then came colorful "Gold Front" Jim Murphy 
(for his false teeth) and the formidable Ed 
Douglas, with his huge Sandy River Lumber 
Company based near Tamarack at that river's 
headwaters. For years beginning in the 1890s 
Douglas ran very large camps south of future 
Highway 210. 

As this column once reported, there was 
reputed to be so massive an Ed Douglas white 
pine harvested a mile south of Tamarack that a 
section of it was sent by rail car to the 1893 
Columbian Exposition in Chicago. In 1912, the 
Pine Tree Lumber Co., a.k.a. the famous 
Weyerhaeuser concern, entered the fray north 
of Sandy Lake, where for several years the 
Cloquet-based firm logged extensively near the 
tributary rivers. During that same era, this 
writer's grandfather, Marcus Nelson, had 
several good-sized camps that mined a great 
deal of what the barons left behind.
All the loggers on the North and East sides of 
Sandy Lake used the Savanna, Tamarack, and 
Prairie River systems to drive logs downriver. 
Each spring, from circa 1875 to 1926, when 
Marcus Nelson made the last drive (fence posts 
and railroad ties) down the Savanna and Prairie 
Rivers, these streams were choked with logs. 
Inevitably some of them, especially on the 
Prairie, became waterlogged and sank.
Why haven't they stayed put on the bottom? 
Over the many years, the wood slowly 
decomposes. Eventually one end or the other 
becomes lighter than water, loosens itself from 
the bottom muck, and bobs to the surface. 
Often nature changes the balance again (more
waterlogging, the pressure of winter ice, and so 
on), and the log either sinks again or is broken 
up and swept away by the current. Once in a 
while some citizen will lend a hand and 
remove a particularly dangerous specimen, but 
this is becoming rarer as the years go by. 
As the 2019 boating season heats up this May 
and June new deadheads will inevitably 
appear. A couple of things to keep in mind: 
The first time traveling up the Prairie, take her 
slow and easy. Mentally mark the fiercest 
looking specimens; they tend not to move 
much over the summer. Also, the strong 
current nearly always swings these buggers 
around so they are parallel to the current and 
your line of travel, making outboard motor 
lower units less vulnerable to damage.
So enjoy our beautiful Prairie River, whether 
pleasure boating, fishing, or riding your 
personal watercraft. But remember, they don't 
call them deadheads for nothing!     

Special plea to township, county, state, and 
federal government stakeholders: Cannot 
something be done about the floating island 
that has for several years obstructed navigation 
through the Prairie River's mouth?

Editor's Note: This article is an updated, revised 
version of the April, 2001 Did You Know? column. 

Marcus Nelson logging 
camp within what is 
now Savanna State 
Park. Man in apron is 
Arthur Lang, camp 
boss and cook. Circa 
1916-18.

Marcus Nelson. 
Circa 1925.




