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Minnesota River Interview Transcript

Brand Frentz & Joe Michel

North Mankato, Minnesota

Introduction

Brand Frentz: (Photo, at left) at My name is Brand Frentz  and I’m a newcomer in this neighborhood along [the Minnesota River]. I’ve only lived here for 25 years. Joe says he’s lived here a lot longer. I was raised in Mankato [but lived elsewhere for a while]. My family has been here for quite awhile. My first memories of the river really were when I was a kid. We were afraid of it. The fact is as a 8, 10, 12 year old kid, we swam in the river. We swam the Le Sueur River and the Blue Earth River. We did not [swim in the Minnesota River], kids drowned in the Minnesota River, that’s what we thought, the big river. We’d go down to Sibley Park quite a lot, fish and goof around, but there was a point there about two feet deep. You didn’t go further. I know there were two drownings in the river at the park... when I was a kid. They scared us quite a bit. That was it, and I don’t think I knew the kids. 

We came back here in the 1980s and there have been a couple more [drownings] since then. But it’s a strong current, not really a place to swim in. Yet yesterday, I was down there in the Land of Memories Park, walking in the park, and there’s a channel river, the Blue Earth joins as a cut off channel. There was a guy swimming there! I think he was swimming upstream against the current just holding his place doing exercise. It’s a swimming place. Joe will tell you. Joe had a swimming hole near the river. But we did not. Anyway, that’s me. I’ve been here most of my life and good place. 


Joe Michel: (Photo above, right) My name is Joe Michel and I’m 72. I was born in Mankato and I was introduced to the river at a pretty young age, probably around eight. About the time the Second World War ended, we used to hang along the river and a friend of mine, Dale Hinik and I, and there was a canoe club called the Blue Earth and Minnesota River Canoe Club. It’s been disbanded but they had a canoe dock down there and it was a good place for kids to hang out if the mom and dad didn’t find out about it you know. About the time the guys came back from the war, canoeing was a big thing for them then. It was a recreation, they didn’t have the vehicles, they didn’t have the money, and it was a cheap form of recreation. They take their canoes from there and paddle upstream maybe 4, 5, 6 miles and have a little picnic and turn around and come back again. Augie introduced me to it, Dale Hinik and I were down there on the canoe dock and he says, “If it’s okay with your parents, I’ll take you canoeing someday.” 

Changes in the River

Joe Michel: That was probably sometime around 1946 and the one thing that stands out in my mind is there was a tornado. The Green Gables Tornado and there were people killed in it and anyway, Augie and I paddled up the river the next Sunday and we got up to about where I lived, and he said, “Holy cow the river’s changed.” And it ate a new channel through. It’s still there. You can see the old channel yet. Oh yes, and on the way up we noticed that Minneopa Creek had changed where it emptied out into the river. So that was a 7 or 8 inch rainfall with that tornado, and that’s what caused all this havoc. As I think back, talking about river changes, this is a meandering river. There are 17 or 18 changes that are in this 42-mile stretch from the quarry up by New Ulm down to Seven Mile Creek. And some have been insignificant changes and some, like down by 169, have been pretty monumental where you’re talking three miles of change. Then there’s one big one up above the Courtland Bridge probably about 2 miles. The rest are smaller ones. That’s something that people don’t realize. This river meanders. They say you throw a stone into the river and it will change course and what it does is eat the bank out and the water always takes the shortest route.  

Steamboats

Joe Michel: Another guy that was quite a river man was Harvey Anderson.  Harvey was quite a canoer and was quite a showman.  He used to come in right at the start of the ski hill and, you remember that spot where I stopped and pointed my finger out the window?   When we were young kids, he was canoeing through here. There was a shack right down by the river and Harvey told us one time, “that was a shack that when the people used to cut wood for these steamboats, the guys would stay in.”  It’s all gone now. Harvey was well in his 90’s when he died. He’s probably been gone for 25 years but he was just at the era when the steamboats were stopping as a young boy, I suppose.  And that was one of the shacks where the guys stayed, and it had to have been a different world. Now there is a bridge up Red Rock, up at the quarry, that used to turn. I don’t know if you were aware of this but it would allow steamboats through. 

Joe Michel: Harvey was an old timer around here. As far as anybody knows, he was the first white man to paddle the entire length of the Mississippi River [to New Orleans]. He used to say that he traveled the entire length alone [in the teens]. Whether it’s true or not nobody knows, but his was self documented. Other explorers have come up and down it, but not alone and he had some real good stories to tell about the south, chain gangs and people after him. They didn’t like the white man down there for many years.. But you know the civil war had a big bearing on that.  There were some narrow escapes.

Joe Michel: [They live near the Minnesota River on Judson Bottom Road in North Mankato]. When I bought this place I discovered a [large iron half-circle mounted in a large mound of cement in the woods] and I thought, “What the heck was that for?”  I looked at it real close and you can see that it has been hand forged. You can see the pound marks and the only thing that I can come up with is that they probably tied steamboats up there.  And people say, “well, why didn’t they just tie it to a tree?”  Well there probably weren’t any trees then there. [Historically], when they were cutting wood for these steamboats, they did a good job of it and if you had a spot to tie a boat up you didn’t want a lot of trees around in high water, it would impede their navigation.  That’s the only thing I can think that that would be used for. There’s a fort over here by Judson, called Fort Judson.  

Drainage

oe Michel: In the river when we were kids there was very little tiling. That started after World War II also and anyway the rover would come up in the spring slowly and recede slowly.  And now it’s up and down like a yo-yo the runoff is so much quicker.  When I first started canoeing as a young boy, the river would come up in the spring and it would recede, usually by the time the end of June came it would recede back to its banks, and now due to the runoff from the tiling its up and down like a yo-yo. I always say in several days it will fluctuate quite a bit and you didn’t get that back then.  

The river had been very high in the late 1800’s, but I am just going by what the some of the old timers told me, Benny Bennet was one of the fellows that lived across from this. Augie Huhniman the one that introduced me to canoeing. He had a brickyard in Mankato and he was a wealthy person, and anyway when he built his house in north Mankato he told us one night he shot a transect over to the high water mark by the Sofitel? Hotel, can you imagine that? There were no buildings there in North Mankato then, and he says he built his house a little bit higher, that’s almost unbelievable that you could see that far, but that’s all I can think of on how the rivers changed.

Historic Wetlands/Sloughs

Joe Michel: I had a friend that lives out on Highway13, and his parents were well in their 90’s when they died. Their name was Frendel, and they told me that they had maps where in high water you could leave from just off of  Highway 13, just outside North Mankato, and take a canoe clear back into Swan Lake, just through a series of sloughs.  Now it’s almost unbelievable. I have tried to get a hold of a picture of that map. For years they had one in St Peter in a building. The building was torn down and I never got it. All these sloughs and so on were marked out. That’s probably part of the reason the river is so erratic today, is they were holding ponds, and it would come up slow, and it would go down slow.  As the ponds released and the sloughs and so on. It had a big impact at one time. I had a little farm out on 13. At that time the government was paying me to lay aside so many acres so that it wouldn’t be farmed and the neighbor across the road, they were paying him to tile it. If there was ever a clash of horns that was it. So much stuff didn’t make sense: They were paying one farmer not to farm his land, and the other to put more into production.

Springs
Joe Michel: I primarily and almost exclusively stay on this river or the Le Sueur River. One thing I remember as we paddled up from Mankato years ago, the guys had little spots where the springs came out and they had pipes shoved into the bank and the water poured out of there, and believe it or not you stopped at these spots to get a drink. Now with the farming practices and everything I would imagine you would poison yourself, but in them days it was different.

Brand Frentz: Let me tell you, about five years ago the club had a trip from Seven Mile Creek down to St. Peter and I don’t know there was ten of us, five boats, and there was this Paul Schaffer. The water was low, quite low, and we came to a certain bend turning left and over along the side we saw a clay bank with water shooting up out of it, some water under pressure shooting up. It looked like good clean water. We got over there and determined it was a spring, which it was an underwater spring normally but the water was what two feet or two and a half feet and springing up. So we pulled up and got out and said, “Let’s have a drink.” The other people said, “You can’t drink that, don’t drink that it’s poisonous, it’s full of fertilizer and whatever.” Well thought it looks good to us so that is the story, we drank it but that was only five years ago.

Joe Michel: Yeah. Was it a clay bank or was it the sandstone?

Brand Frentz: My memory is that it was clay.

Joe Michel: There is a spot where the river turns left and there are two spots, and it comes out of this sandstone silica sand but maybe you were in a different spot. But there are two springs down there and I wouldn’t be afraid to drink out of them.

Brand Frentz: Yeah we survived.

Joe Michel: Well it was going through that silica sand and it is clear. There is just a lot of neat things that you probably experience years ago that people would be deathly afraid of to do now, you know?

Brand Frentz: Yeah well let’s not start that one!

Joe Michel: No I am talking in regards to the springs you know?

Brand Frentz: Oh yeah. No but there are so many things today. We are all real safe. 

Flooding

Joe Michel: [Before] the 1965 floods there were big floods in ’50 and ’51, that’s when we were kids. We threw the sandbags and all that and that’s the entire city of North Mankato was flooded and was all under water.  But then the bigger flood, in terms of water, came in ’65 and again washed out all kinds of places and I guess town fathers’ patience ran out and we’ve got to do something about this. The Corps of Engineers were right there with their money, the way they are, and put in huge concrete walls on both sides of the river through town, and that changed it quite a bit.  

People who live [upriver from Mankato], farmers will tell you, they get a lot more flooding. [The floodwall] kinda plugs it up down there and it backs up this way.  I think we’ll hear more floods in this area than there used to be because they jam, stop down there.
Brand Frentz: I think it’s a bottle neck. And when the water comes up it’s just like you’re paddling behind a dam from Sibley Park on up the Minnesota River, it’s really quiet water. Land of Memories [Park] is a good place for that.  It gets almost lake like from the Blue Earth River damming up the Minnesota River.  It’s a faster flow, it’s a big flow.  And, one thing that comes to mind, not too many people know it, but the Blue Earth River, prior to the war, was one of the premier small mouth bass rivers in the United States.  And of course farming a tiling has changed all that now. It was a premier small mouth bass river. And that’s now, anybody, now I haven’t heard of a bass being caught in the river for years.  You don’t see fishermen, very few.  

Joe Michel: I remember another thing that we used to do when I was a kid… Northstar used to take sand out of the river, and when you canoed up the river they had a line going all the way across the river and they pulled sand right up into it.  You had to give the man the high ball [he waves)] so that you can make it down without getting [hurt] When that thing would start pulling that cable would rip right out of the water and you had to make sure he saw you and he would give you the high ball to keep on going. 

Brand Frentz: You think that right in the middle of town is this highly developed area but on the river it’s not, you don’t see much development at all.  I think in fact that it is a little unique that nobody puts up a house [close to the river]. Very few houses are close to the river because it floods so much, and so quickly that leaves you a wild, undeveloped area, some farm fields here and there but mostly it’s woods, and there are no houses.  

So we had the big flood in ’93, ’97, 2001 from here to Mankato on this side of the river about two houses got flooded.  There are a lot more houses that didn’t get flooded because people build away from the river, back from it.  Think so?

Joe Michel: Well yes.  The county has ordinances where you can’t build in flood plains.

I’m in an unbuildable spot [on the banks of the Minnesota River near the Judson Bridge]. [The house was built] before the ordinances.  These ordinances probably came into effect in the late 1980’s.

I never have [been flooded].  I’ve had seepage but we’ve never been flooded.  Real close.  This place has been here a long time and I went over the abstract.  I bought it about a year ago and there’s been saw mills here, there’s been grist mills. 

Woods & Wildlife

Brand Frentz: The one thing about the river, what I think about it these days is both, well, it’s been this way for a long time, even more so now probably, the county is wanting to develop the farmland. There is one place where the woods are more less a natural area around here, its along the river, and the Minnesota River above all has the biggest woods as you go along, and its surprising. I was just thinking the other day that when I was a kid, coyotes were out in South Dakota and Wyoming.  Now you can see them at my house, every night, quite a few of them.  Also when I was a kid, deer hunting was done up north, nobody did down here, the only time you saw a deer was its head, now we got too many deer in November.  So there has been some change in the wildlife no question about it. Those two animals in particular with Bald Eagles being the another one, but you see them is along the river and along the woods along the river, agreed?

Joe Michel: Very Much. When I was a kid around here we were hunters, but we didn’t hunt deer because there weren’t any deer.  Now there are twenty deer in our meadow during the winter sometimes, deer everywhere, quite a change, the same thing is true with the coyotes, coyotes were something you heard in south Dakota, and now you hear them at my house every night. In Minneopa [State Park] there seem to be quite a bit in that area.  Bald Eagles, I never thought of a Bald Eagle I didn’t know where you saw them, but now you see them in nests around here and they are commonly seen along the river. There has been quite a change in that way and some very prominent animals and birds, agreed?


Joe Michel:  I agree, the animals I think have adapted to man somewhat, and they have an ideal environment in this river bottom and they travel this, and they spread out from the river bottoms and go wherever they go.  Bald eagles, we saw them when we were kids, but not like you see them now. Coyotes the first one that I can remember was in about the mid 60’s, Dale Hinick and his wife and my wife and I were canoeing down the river right across from the crick where I live (Michel Creek) and there was a coyote in the water clear up to hear, (puts hand up to neck) we got real close to it and it jumped out and it was gone, and I says, “I think that was a coyote.”  And I’ve later learned that’s the way they get rid of fleas and pests is to go into the water like that, I have read that in books, they didn’t start to getting’ real thick until about the time the deer population was at its peak. About 1980 or 81 the coyotes got real thick and there was just tons of them.  

Last week I was walking in the park where not too many people walk and I noticed the grass was flattened down, and this might not sound good, and all that was left of this fawn was its skull, the hide was on it yet but that’s nature’s way.  About the time the coyote pups get big enough to get out and go with mom, all this other stuff like young rabbits and young deer and stuff are available for them, it’s like the menus put in front of them I guess.

And the deer, you never heard of any when we were little kids, and I think the first time I hunted them was when I was about 16 or 17, and they’ve just exploded since.

Heron Rookery

Brand Frentz: [On the Blue Earth River] you go through [a stretch and there is a] huge Heron Rookery. Great Blue Herons up there, about fifty feet up, in these big bunch of Cottonwoods. There must have been about twenty or thirty nests and all kinds of birds all over and fun things like that.

Paddling

Joe Michel: I was brought up on this one [Minnesota River]. I know there are more spectacular little rivers around here but I guess it’s just in my blood, this river.  If you put [your canoe] in on Highway 22 the Le Sueur River, you can come down that and you’ll go by the Maple and Cobb and end up in the Blue Earth and Minnesota. Five rivers in that little 18 mile jog, and that’s a unique thing, I think. I don’t know of too many places that you could say that if you just want to come down the river, make a little loop into the other river, you can say you were on it, you know?  And some of those little rivers are used today quite a bit when it’s high for kayakers.
Brand Frentz: That reminds me, one other thing that you did that you didn’t mention in terms of paddling around here going from Judson to Mankato is about eleven miles [and takes a little over four hours]. 

Joe Michel: I started at Highway 22 and went to Sibley Park. It’s 18 miles and I made it in about two hours and five minutes and that is moving.  It wasn’t me it was just the current was so fast and I am a fairly good paddler, I was then anyway. [He was a racer.] Well I did race at one time… about nine miles an hour.

Favorite Stretches on the Rivers
Brand Frentz: Anyway, so we’ve got those rivers, they’re all good, everyone of them has good stretches for paddling.  I’ll give you the rundown: the favorite is the Cobb River, the last 8, 10 miles, it’s fairly rough.  By classification there’s some class 2 rapids, at the right water, which is fairly rough waves that high maybe, two, three feet, and big rocks and sharp corners and all that kind of thing, that’s probably the favorite.  

The other favorite is the Blue Earth below the dam, it’s fast. It has a bunch of pools but there are some rapids between them and that one is the most popular I’m sure. Some people have said it’s the most popular in southern Minnesota and that’s because it’s well known, it’s a big river and kinda forgiving. If you do fall in there’s a lot of room [to get out]. It is not quite as fast as the Cobb.  But that’s probably the favorite among the public.  

The Maple River and Watonwan River have a few fast places that are kinda fun. The Le Sueur has some too, a little bigger river, a little longer, but my favorite, like Joe’s, is the Minnesota.  My favorite place is probably Michel’s Creek [on Judson Bottom Road in North Mankato] where we put our boats in and it’s kinda odd to think. I didn’t know this what you were saying the club in 1940’s when you were starting out, what you would do is go put in upstream, of course that takes care of the shuttle problem, that’s what I do, that’s what I’ve probably done more than anything else.  I might go either from Michel’s Creek, either downstream a ways and come back up, or upstream a ways and zip back down.  Usually I go upstream I prefer, depends on the wind a little bit, I like the wind to help me go upstream. If the wind is against me upstream I’ll probably take it easy.  So my favorite, and you can’t say to go, there’s a put in right across the bridge here, that’s a good place to start, go from here down the Michel’s creek to Land of Memories [Park], or from Land of Memories [Park] to Seven Mile Creek [Park]. They are all really good.  

Paddling Stories

Brand Frentz:  It goes right back to when I was a kid, kids drowned in the Minnesota River and we were afraid of it, to go out there when the water was high is something to be afraid of, that’s a powerful current. One story [I thought of] was a strange thing in 1993--the big flood. About 27 feet or so I think, one of the highest water levels we have ever had here. I got it in my head to go out and see what I could do paddling against it.  I went down not too much beyond the road because the water was up to the road, and I put in and started paddling, you could find your way upstream against it, but there was a strong current, but then I got into the woods. A funny thing you could do when the water was so high was to paddle through the woods, but that was touchy, very touchy, because when you’re finding your way through, if you got turned sideways [you would get] slammed against a tree. 

It made me nervous, but I had it in my mind I was gonna get through this woods to where the main channel began, although I was right in the middle of the main channel. The water was just rushing at me, and I managed to do it. I got in view of the main channel and I couldn’t get out there. There was a big thicket preventing me from getting out there and then I realized probably the hardest thing I had to do was turn around because all these trees. I am picking my way through the trunks of the trees and the brush, and I had that little 12-foot pack canoe, a stupid little canoe. Anyway there is no dramatic ending to this story. In fact I very, very carefully found a place where I thought I could do it, and of course I whipped around. That was probably the hardest thing I ever did in a canoe, to do that little paddle about a mile upstream that way. I couldn’t do it today if I had to.

Joe Michel: Talking like this now, some of these little rivers you come to a narrow spot and your not sure, you can maneuver. If your alone in a canoe you can do all the maneuvering, well Ron and Dale and I were coming down some little river in northern Minnesota [near Bemidji], and I got the bright idea to come into them spots backwards so if I got into trouble I could go forward again, and it worked, and I would go through backwards and adjust my speed to whatever I wanted to, and pretty soon Ron and them were going through backwards, not everyone. Once in a while you get part way into one and make another turn you didn’t know if the current was gonna get you and it worked pretty good as long as you had the front end of the canoe up high.

Dump Surveys
Brand Frentz: My best experience was in 2001 when the Blue Earth County came to the Canoe Club and said, “we’d like to do a survey of all the rivers in the county, get the location of the dumpsites and navigation hazards.”  And I got put in charge of that project. And so for the next three, four, into the fourth summer, we did paddle all the miles -- all 305 (I think it is) of the six rivers. The six rivers are: Minnesota, Blue Earth, Watonwan, Le Sueur, Cobb, and Maple.  And it’s quite a bit [of river miles] and there’s some real brushy areas.  One three hour stretch I think had 25 portages, and they’re not portages that were there when we arrived, bushwhack portages that we figured out how we could possible land and drag your boat up and how you could possible get through the woods that had high weeds.  Miserable stuff, but we did it all. 

[We found that there was] roughly one dumpsite a mile. We found around 300 of them. The primary purpose was to find dumpsites and the idea was that then we could talk about cleaning them up. But first we have to know what we got and we have to talk. However, we hadn’t gone very far in the project and we could see that the amount of work required to clean them up was way beyond anybody’s capacity, if they did have the will, because we found [so many]. For example we found several where the town of St. Clair, town of Good Thunder has a city dump in the river. 

Well the Good Thunder dumpsite is probably the biggest we have found. I would say it was two hundred feet wide and about one hundred feet high and of course, not vertical, but on a really steep slope. And one thing about it you couldn’t help noticing, we found debris from it a good three miles down the stream just constantly washing out going down stream and the stream, the banks, and the sandbars were dirty. Other times we tried to clean some of that up, but that is also an awful lot to do. 

In the Le Sueur River, one case, and in the Maple, the other case, that just about a mile and a half north of Good Thunder, the Maple River is way down in the valley but the road is up on top and the road comes right, you can drive off and stop on the shoulder and look down I would guess a hundred, a hundred and twenty-five feet solid garbage. What they had been doing for years is bringing it out there and dumping it over. It was a city dump. Well even in that case the county was able later on to get some crews out there to try to do some cleaning up on it.  I don’t know how much time they put in, they didn’t clean it up, they made some in-roads, they got some things cleaned away, but I would guess only a small part of it. 

A quarter of a mile up the stream from there on the other side of the river there is a farm dumpsite with all kinds of machinery and more cans then you thought there was in the world. Just a huge dumpsite which is untouched. That is on private property and the guy would not let them in it. The point being, we were to survey dumpsites and we found more then and it is not really worth the money. The money that it would cost -- you can’t imagine it --  is inconceivable. Volunteers can make little changes here and there but not much. So that is the main thing we found about dumpsites. 

We found many, many curves where people put big boulders in to stop erosion, to prevent the river from moving [eroding along a meander bend]. Pretty hard to stop the river actually, but there were a lot of those places we just marked and there were. What do you call them, rock walls or bends? We did also check navigation which is to say really, for the most part, tree trunks some of these rivers are thirty forty feet wide a big Cottonwood goes right across the whole thing and you are blocked. And down in the upper Maple, down by Mapleton, Good Thunder, there was a tornado. A tornado went through there in the early 1990’s (I think) and just twisted all kinds of trees along the river, just a royal mess, so we made a list of all that. 

The Inventory: Canoeing the Rivers

Brand Frentz: Basically what we got out of that is that you would not want to canoe in those areas because you would spend the whole day dragging your canoe through the woods. Of course, we did find so many surprises, so many beautiful places nobody had seen. Well I don’t know probably somebody had seen them, but to go through every mile. For example, on the Blue Earth it starts down by Winnebago enters the Blue Earth county, we started at the county line and it is just pretty every mile of the way. The Blue Earth is somewhat like the Minnesota River, it is just not developed along the water. 

Toxics

Brand Frentz: We were alert for [toxic dumpsites] and found practically nothing. Every once in a while you would find an oil can you don’t know what’s in it. We found an awful lot of machinery and an enormous amount of barbed wire. Well, it used to be everyone had barbed wire around their fields and then it became fence row to fence row and no livestock anymore, so everyone took out the barbed wire and threw it in the river, of course, what else would you do with it. I think you will find a lot of destroyed barns and so on. If they destroyed a barn they put it in a wash, in hopes that it will prevent [erosion]. [We also found] tires, lots of tires of course, but it is surprising that an awful lot of cans and bottles and simply what we call household trash.

Blue Earth County Rivers

The [Mankato] Canoe Club came there and told me “Blue Earth County has more miles of navigable river than any other county in the state of Minnesota.” Did you hear that one? I thought, “Wow, now that’s surprising.” So I knew the 305 miles in Blue Earth County, but that still didn’t sound right to me.  Think about St Louis county, five times as big, that’s a lot of rivers up there, in fact the Cloquet River, St Louis River, those two rivers alone.  I got out my map and Blue Earth County has 305 good navigable miles, but St Louis County has more … but it’s in a different class than it ought to be. Nobody in southern Minnesota has rivers like we do, but in northern Minnesota they do.  

Judson Bridge

This is the third bridge [across the Minnesota River at Judson]. I knew the guy that lived here, and he’d lived here all his life and his mother too, but it does have a little history here.  The old original bridge went out in a flood in ’51 and it was rebuilt and it was open the second time in ’54, well that one’s gone now too, this is the one.  I would imagine that when that first bridge was put in here, there’s a real low spot in between here and Judson, and of course they’ve raised the highway but I imagine they probably had a little corduroy road that they got by on.  And when the water came up, they didn’t use it.  There wasn’t near the traffic there is now.

Mankato Area Paddling and Outings Club – River Cleanup

Joe Michel: Well I have this to add, I believe Brand is probably the backbone of the canoe club. He does a great job and puts a lot of hours into it. 

Brand Frentz:  Well I can tell you my experience with the [Mankato Area] Paddling and Outings Club. It was founded in 1993 and I was not an original member and I hadn’t heard of it, although I was the canoeists at the time, hadn’t even heard of it. Anyway, I didn’t know about it.  They began a project, “spring cleanup to the rivers project” joined the “adopt a river project” with the DNR in St Paul. They got in the newspaper that way.  There were pictures of them going down the Le Sueur River about 10 canoes and all kinds of junk in the canoes, it caught my interest.  

So next year they were calling for public volunteers and they were getting quite a few so I went over and they had everything organized where you just come in and say, “I’m willing to volunteer.”  “Ok we’ve got crews here and here and here, where do you want to go?”  And of all things they had Judson bottom road as one of the places, “I’ll go there.”  They said, “OK well you’re in charge, take these two people and clean up from [here to here].” And so I did that and just noticed the other things that were going on with the paddlers looked kinda interesting and I thought mine as well join this club, it looks like they’re a good bunch, based on the clean up, and this big springtime clean up that had 200, 250 people, huge dumpsters, tons and tons of stuff they were picking up.  That got me involved.  

And then they organized trips and one was on the Cobb River. I had heard of the Cobb River but I really didn’t know what it was.  I knew it had rapids so I thought I’d give it a try and 20 people showed up, about 12 boats and it was just a crazy, enjoyable time.  Some people wiped out and I didn’t, that was good, some people were paddling up the rapids, I’ve never seen such a thing, and this guy was doing it just for fun, paddle up and down the rapids. Another guy, there was this shoot of water just rushing through and someone said, you can’t get up that, “Oh yeah, watch this,” he said.  So he put his canoe in down below the place where it was and he had a style of paddling, you could hardly see his arms he was paddling so fast, and very slowly he pulled through and made it. I hadn’t seen things like that before. It was amazing.  I thought that was really neat, I liked that. 

Somehow I am just the kind of person that if I am going to join a group I am going to do the organization work too. So I started going to meetings. I hate meetings but you have to do it. I must not hate them that much since I go to them. But whatever the case I just went from there to being an officer and it went on more, I am just simply the permanent secretary of the organization, I guess. I have organized some trips and I’ve organized some public service activities, still have to clean up on a small and social events. It is a good group of people and I enjoy it too.
Adopt-a-River Cleanups

Brand Frentz: Each year we have to cleanup in the spring as part of the Adopt-a-River Le Sueur and Blue Earth Rivers. We clean pretty much the same sections from road sixteen on the Le Sueur and from Rapidan Dam on the Blue Earth down to the Civic Park. We go down with canoes and also now we figured out that we do much better to take cars and drive to the landings and clean up the road. And each year we go to the Blue Earth county Environmental Services Committee and ask them to pay for the disposal and they do. Every year they do it and it is very good of them, but we are cleaning the same thing over and over. It is the same, same waters every year. So each year it gets a little harder to say “yeah we are cleaning the same stuff that is right, same miles exactly no different.” So obviously it is not like you can go through cleaning out and it is all good and going to stay clean because two things are happening: (1) the big Good Thunder dump is releasing stuff constantly, high water comes through and washes things down stream there and they are again, and (2) [people are still littering]. There is a place on Highway 66 going out to Good Thunder where you are pretty well above the Le Sueur River. If you are going north you will open your window and throw stuff right into the river practically. It goes right down the bank into the river. What’s happening, is the other thing, people are still littering. Each year we go out there and clean the same thing up again. It is hard to be sure but I think there has been a little improvement, but we still fill trash bags. This year we picked up about a thousand pounds of litter and a bunch of tires too. The tires are probably new, but that is the answer to that. It is hard to see much progress even in something as specific as that.

Joe Michel: I have a real deep seated feeling for this, but a lot of people are real pigs, they are done with stuff and they just throw it. Last night we were sitting here and there was three fellows across the river at the landing, and I don’t know if they had been drinking or not but they had an old truck and they had a four wheeler and they were going around and around and all of a sudden the four wheeler was going sideways and it ended up in the river. The guy must have fallen off. But anyway, they all got in the river and they got it up to the ramp and they pushed it up the ramp. They were just cutting up you know but ugh. Sounds like there might have been some drinking. But on a lot of these trips, I used to rent canoes out, and on a lot of these trips it was a drinking affair instead of a family thing.

Canoe Livery

Joe Michel: Well this was in the early 1970’s and we just moved there, and I started a little canoe livery. Where people would come and rent canoes from me for the day or I would even haul them up the river, I had a canoe traveler, and dropped them off and picked them up. It worked out pretty good but boy a lot of them were really corked up when they got done you know, not everyone but enough where you knew that they had the cases of beer and where the cans went you didn’t know. I wouldn’t mind starting one up again in my later years but remembering that turns me off. [We did that for] several years, well another fellow and I were racing canoes at the time and my wife kind of got tired of hauling people on the weekends, you know, so we just kind of let her go back. But it was a good business. We probably had about twelve [aluminum canoes] and on weekends they would pretty well be gone, if it was a nice weekend. 

It would be a nice thing today with this energy thing, if somebody would haul people up to Judson. It is about a four or five hour trip, not paddling hard to Mankato. You can make it in about two in a half, three hours otherwise, three and a half something like that but the river is abused it is just like Land of the Memories you can go there after a big weekend and look at the junk. 

Access

Joe Michel: My feelings on that is if somebody wants to enjoy nature I am not gonna stop them [from using his canoe launch area on the Minnesota River]. If I have a family activity or something like deer hunting or something then I’ll say no, but for fishing or canoeing or anything else, anyone is welcome as long as they don’t abuse it. 

Rubber Raft Regatta

Brand Frentz: Anyway, there was also this rubber raft regatta and I didn’t live here at the time, I lived in California for awhile and that is when I was out there. But my brother was here and for years there was a farm down here, about halfway between Mankato and Judson on the south side, and the farm was [the launching point]. People in town were encouraged to build any kind of raft, anything that floats and put it in the water and have a race to Mankato. There were all kinds of crazy materials that made them, rubber tires were an obvious one and barrels, but I forget all the things they would do and then twenty or thirty entries that would race, so to speak. They would all have cases of beer and they would go down to Mankato. 

My brother’s story, I just love it, tells you that the farmer had a landing to get down to the water and it was about as wide as this enclosure or less just room for about one raft and one raft only, it was cutting into the bank and the bank was about twelve feet high. You had to picture to get through that opening and the race started with all racers about a hundred feet back. My brother’s leader was a hard-bitten guy, he said, “we are first, we are going to be first in that ramp. We are going to do it.” So the gun went off and the race started all the groups went. All the boats ahead of them went and there was someone ahead of them just enough so they kept competing until the last minute, at the last minute they couldn’t get on the ramp so they went over the bank. And there raft broke to pieces.  The only thing they saved was the beer.

Joe Michel: [Mankato State University] also had a race, it was a drinking thing, and they did stop it because they had some real close calls, and one of them was right down by our place, somebody fell in, they got rescued.

Indian Mounds
Joe Michel: Between Judson and Courtland and New Ulm, as you go on up the river just below Cambria there’s the remains of some big old Indian burial grounds, and the white man got into them pretty good in the teens but you can see. I think you’ve seen them, haven’t you Brand?

They’ve been dug up and the mounds are there. If you go down by the river there there’s a spot that’s all limestone, and if you go there you can, yet today, fill a cigar box full with chips from arrowheads.  You might spend the whole day there moving stuff around but I’ve never found an arrowhead, just the chips.  It’s kinda interesting the person who used to own the land said they were from a long time ago, shortly after the glaciers but I kinda find that hard to believe, if it’s good for one set of Indians then it’s good for right on down the line, you know?  

Connection to the River

Joe Michel:  When I am on the river, especially alone, there is a real spiritual connection, and that might sound weird, but it’s there, and you can almost feel it. I don’t know how to explain it, just you’re close to god to me. It’s a big freedom to be out there all alone, on the river, even with someone else, but all alone you pick it up, you ever get that feeling Brand?

Brand Frentz:  Yeah, when I was a kid, I had some experiences with being out in nature and suddenly just feeling part of it.  The feeling was like when I saw a beaver, it was not just me watching, but me being a part of the whole scene with the beaver, he’s there I am there.  Just the feeling I get and the feeling that’s so good is part of it.  That’s part of the natural way of things, there it is and I am in it.

Joe Michel:  You’re part of the equation.  Yeah it can overcome you, it just makes you feel good, I get it sometimes out skiing when we stop to look and it’s just neat, it’s just beautiful.
Frozen River

Brand Frentz: I asked my friend, “Do you wanna go skiing? The river is frozen over and it has a little bit of snow on top of it.” He said “I wouldn’t go on that river for anything.  You fall in there you’re done for.” I was taught that when I was a kid. Don’t go on the frozen river, especially not the Minnesota. The fact is that if you watch what you’re doing, it freezes over, it’s very good. It’s a flat surface and it takes you right out in the middle of all those animal trails, all those animals you’re going to see, and birds too. In the winter, for some reason, it seems cleaner, it seems quieter. I like that cold clear crisp air. Also, it opens right straight across the river going into to Minneopa Park. [They live on Judson Bottom Road across the river from Minneopa Park.] The river becomes part of your trail.  Last winter I don’t know how many loops we had -- 3 or 4 loops all starting at Joe’s house going through the woods, cross the river this [or that] way.

Joe Michels:  [The river] is a great place to have a good time. There is a little physical part of it and that seems like it scares people away. If it hasn’t got wheels under it or something like that it’s a taboo thing. [Skiing on the river reminds me of an incident with] my dog, Zip, when she was a puppy. I was down skiing on the river, and Zip loves the water. There was open water and all of a sudden Zip was in the open water. Luckily there wasn’t a lot of current there but she couldn’t get out. She couldn’t get up over the ice. I was really reluctant to do anything because I had skis on (that is not a good idea to have skis on in thin ice). I took my skis off and crawled to the edge and got a hold of her and pulled her out. You know, the dog has never done that to me again. It was a learning experience and I was scared.
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