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Changes in the Minnesota River

Sediment Load, Volume, Double in Width

The sediment load in the river has decreased I can tell, but the data will prove it one way or the other. Overall the volume of water has increased since 1968. In 1968 at this time of year, I could cast across the river.  It is probably double in width from what it used to be.  

Wildlife

[Talking while driving pontoon boat on the Minnesota River.] This is my element.  That deer above the fireplace is from around here.  There’s a variety of wildlife that wasn’t here when we moved here. The bald eagles and the wild turkeys are a great success now.  [Noting on river.] Straight ahead, that’s an old oxbow of the river. That oxbow was cut off in the 1940s by the Corps of Engineers to facilitate faster drainage.  As you can see, we really haven’t accomplished the objectives. Look at the sediment build up right here at the mouth of the oxbow and how that bank is being eroded. The river is trying to reclaim its original channel. When we first moved here, that bank, I imagine, was eight-feet back further than where it is now.    

Beavers & Otters

[Noting from boat on Minnesota River.] You can see where the beavers have been over there.   As far as the otter, they move around quite a lot, and I haven’t seen any the last two or three months but maybe we will see one.  We will make a quick little run up the river and see if anything surprises us. [We won’t see much wildlife close to the highway.]  
Eagles / Owls

That bird that flew out was either an eagle or an owl I didn’t get a good look at it. Eagles are usually around here daily now. The first eagle (don’t remember when it was) but the first nest was on the other side of Wegdahl [downriver] and now there are eagle nests in several different places along the river.

Deer

[Years ago] everything was farmed [in this area] and there wasn’t much habitat. I remember when we saw the first deer track -- the first one was rare. Things that way [deer populations] have really improved. 

Attitude

Another thing that I think has really changed has been peoples’ attitude. Ten or fifteen years is such a short period of time, and nature takes so long to adjust. I’ll tell you what’s changed the most about the river. When we moved here, it was pretty much an attitude of consumption and what you could consume from the river.  There were fish, but people were only concerned about catching fish to eat. [Noting from boat on river: There goes an owl back in there.]
[Today, the general] attitude is that we see more canoes and bird watchers. I’m not saying that we can’t have consumptive use, but you can’t take it all, you have to put something back.  Just because you aren’t getting something you can eat or wear doesn’t mean it has no value, there is tranquility, or a spiritual rebirth every time I go on the river, and I don’t know how you can put a price tag on that.  
Cleaner Tributaries

The other indication that things are improving is that some of the tributaries to the river have cleaned up.  There was a picture of Stony Run Creek [in the magazine article about us] kind of toward the lower end of the creek after a heavy rain and the water quality was really bad. [He points out: there is a big Blue Heron sitting on that branch that we missed on the way down.]  

[I went to get some minnows for personal bait] and was surprised at the high number of minnows in the creek. There weree quite a number of Red Tail chubs, and that’s a good indicator of Stony Run Creek’s water quality because in the past there would only be Fathead Minnows and some minnows that were lower quality. I don’t know if they [Red Tail chubs] are higher quality, but I know that they require higher water quality to live.  

Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) 
[CREP first arrived on the scene in the late 1990s after the Minnesota River had been declared one of the most polluted rivers in the US. The program combined the federal Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) with the state’s Reinvest in Minnesota (RIM) Program to pay farmers to remove marginal cropland from agricultural production. In less than four years, more than 100,000 acres were enrolled across the Minnesota River Basin.]
CREP is probably one of the finest examples we have. It is the biggest boost to restoring the integrity of the river and changing the attitude so people can see some benefits – such as wildlife, and not having a flooded out crop 3 out of 4 years and not having to rely on disaster insurance payments. Now flooding is just a natural phenomenon.  In fact if you have flooding in the flood plain, it facilitates the ducks, and the fish. So there are some real benefits. 

New Property – Prairie Restoration
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Most of our property, which was farmed, is now grassland or CRP. I will be regressing a little bit but I want to show you where our original property line was and that was right here at this fence. Another farmers’ property was on the other side of the fence. He died and I asked his estate if they were interested in selling the land that joined our property as a separate parcel. Three years ago we were fortunate enough to buy it and I will show you why. I am not sure if this other farmer would have approved of what we’re doing but that’s the way it is. I will show you the situation. 

When we moved here in 1968 we turned the property we had purchased back to pasture.

With assistance from the Soil Conservation Service, we planted two rows of shrubs, near our property line, and built a farm pond. Building the farm pond was somewhat of a struggle, because even the Soil Conservation Service didn’t believe in leaving water on the land at that time.

We also put in a new fence on the property line. It is really windy up here, and the soil is highly erodible. The snow from the neighbor’s field would end up in our yard a quarter mile away, as black snow of course. I planted these shrubs to try and buffer the wind a little bit. About the second summer, the neighbor sprayed part of them. He said it was accidental, but he also said these trees take moisture from his side of the fence. Well, if anything they would probably add moisture, because they would stop the snow. But that was the thinking at that time…
Tree Plantings on Newly Acquired Property

[The terrace] was put in by the original owner, after most of the topsoil had blown or washed away. It’s still such a windy site it should have never been farmed.  We have 4 different kinds of shrubs here and 2 rows of evergreens. This will be nice because it will help stop the wind. [The field has been plowed] ever since I’ve been here. I think this is the first time it has ever been sold. 

Wetlands

Wetland Restoration

This was a wetland sometime before we moved here. We moved here in 1968. You can see the wetland also extends to the other side of the road. When we bought our original property, the neighbor [farmer who drained this wetland] had an easement for his tile line to go through our property. At the time I thought that this would be a good deal, because that tile line filled my farm pond. Our well wasn’t very good, and the farm pond would supply needed water for our livestock. As it turned out, nitrogen fertilizer would be leached into the tile drainage and turn the pond green.

[Reminds me of a story.] The neighbors’ house was over there below the hill. Eventually his well went dry, and he didn’t know why but I think I know why-- because he had drained this wetland, and this wetland was feeding his shallow well. Our recent acquisition was 55 acres in all. We restored the wetland and put what was eligible for CRP in a fifteen-year program. We named it Curleys’ Prairie in memory of my favorite hunting dog. I probably feel the best about restoring that wetland than anything we’ve done.
County Wetland
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I have got to show you something that is a real attraction [in the area]. Here is a wetland that that was planned to be drained because the county owned it and because it had no significant value. It wouldn’t grow corn and you couldn’t build a house on it. But look what’s here, look at the geese on the wetland, look at that big motel on the other side overlooking the wetland, look at the bicycle trail along the wetland. This is what they could not see. 

Draining Wetlands – the fur buyer

Farmers first settled in the river valley for whatever reason, but the river became the enemy they were constantly fighting against.  Most striking thing to me was when we first moved here there was a large fur buyer on the east side of town.  I remember [the fur buyer] draining the wetland with a ditch by his place.  I thought to myself, how ironic, the muskrats from the wetlands are what  made you your living.
Prairie Restoration - Curley’s Prairie
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This is Curley’s Prairie. The drained wetland was a constant thorn to the farmers who farmed it. The water drains from this wetland into my farm pond.  I even have wild rice out there and it’s just starting. 
Ditch 69A Battles

As long as we are here this is the next watershed (ditch 69A.)  [This is where the pictures in the magazine that we were profiled in were taken.] Where you see the tree there was a granite outcrop. That kept the series of wetlands in place all the way to Montevideo. [The county slough is the only one that is left.]  The granite outcropping held the water which was released through natural springs which formed a stream that emptied into the Minnesota River. Initially there was a big struggle to enforce what was considered a one-rod setback from the ditch. [A minimum one-rod grass strip is required along certain public drainage ditches according to Section 103E.023 of the Minnesota Statutes. One rod equals approximately 16.5 feet.] When we went through the court litigation on the ditch, I was given personal damages for what it did to my property at the stream outlet. Initially the county engineer maintained that my property was neither benefited nor damaged by the ditch because it was the natural flow of the water. 

So in the litigation we had to hire a drainage engineer from the University of Minnesota who had to dispute this finding. Our engineer  said that yes, it was the natural flow of the water, but there was 100 foot of fall from where the ditch ended and the one mile of stream reached the Minnesota River. The timing of how fast the water would reach the river would be increased by a factor of 7. In other words a one inch rain would have the erosion factor of a seven inch rain. As a result of this there would be an additional 2,300 tons of sediment deposited where the stream flattened out, and of course, that was the stream bed on my property where it joined the Minnesota River. So that was the result of this one little three mile ditch, an additional 2,300 tons of silt would be deposited into the Minnesota River every year. 


So to try to mitigate some of this, the court proceedings said that they had to establish at least a one-rod setback along the ditch with vegetation. The county commissioners (being elected) refused to enforce the court deal. I even went [to talk to the commissioners] and one county commissioner said “Mr.Wehrspann are you willing to tell these farmers that they have to plant grass on a rod of this ditch bank?” I said that I am not ashamed to do that, but I said that it’s not my job that is your job. I said I am a cattle buyer and when I buy farmer’s cattle I expect them delivered for the paycheck that he is getting. 

These farmers have a county ditch that adds to their production but yet there not willing to pay even the smallest environmental cost back to society to prevent some of that 2,300 tons of sediment that will go into the river every year. That went on for a while until we got different county commissioners and then things started to change. They have been changing tremendously. Now there’s not only a 16-foot setback along the ditch, there are some farmers setting aside much more than that. We have a whole different attitude of the people toward what’s happening.  

Wetlands along Ditch

These are wetlands that have been constructed along this ditch. One thing the litigation did do, was stop the draining of the County slough. Things have changed, now we’re adding wetlands back. Things right now are positive.  There are so many positive changes you wouldn’t believe it.  

Overlook

I’ll take you to the top of the hill where we planted the trees, and I’ll show you from this overlook. We won’t be able to see the buffalo crossing from the pontoon boat, because man is still manipulating the river. [The US Corps of Engineers operates a dam on the Minnesota River near the confluence of Lac qui Parle River, creating Lac qui Parle Lake. The Lac qui Parle Project is managed for flood control, water conservation, fish and wildlife management and recreation.] We still have gates at Lac qui Parle Dam and since last week they have dropped the water 3 feet.  You can see that buffalo crossing from the river but the river has to be at about 7 feet at Montevideo to get back there, I think now it’s probably 4 or 4-1/2 feet. The mouth of the oxbow has filled in with a large bank of silt. There doesn’t seem to be a lot of consistency to why the water flow is manipulated. I know the river is hard to regulate because it is such a large watershed. They used to regulate the dam to facilitate agricultural production in the bottom-lands, but most of the agriculture is out of the floodplain itself now, because of CREP [Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program].  

To give you a perspective of the overall area, can you see Highway 212 there in the background?  What is vegetated now [the floodplain] 15 years or maybe even 10 years ago was farmed.  You can see the buffalo crossing --there is one clump of trees to the left and right there is a little bit yellow. At one time that was a sharp bend in the Minnesota River. The oxbow was cut off by the Corps of Engineers in the 1940’s to facilitate the increasing flow of water.  In 1832, 100 years before that, George Featherstonhaugh, made a canoe voyage up the Minnesota River and he documented these places in his daily log. This would have all been vast prairie grass and plains. Down there it was wetlands that were part of the Minnesota River. He talked about wild rice, and clouds of wild ducks and etc.  

Buffalo Gap

Featherensteaugh described the oxbow somewhat like this. We came upon a sharp bend with a high bank of sand and clay. The bank had a large gap in it, and he asked Milor his French-Canadian [voyager] what made that gap in the bank? Milor said that large herds of buffalo crossed here. The buffalo are nearly gone. Can the Indians be far behind? 

When we get back to the house, I’ll show you lots of buffalo skulls and stuff we found in the river.  That [buffalo] gap in the bank is still there, that depression from when the buffalo came down off these plains where that oxbow was and they crossed over to the peninsula. The deer still use that crossing today.  

House & Del’s Live Bait

I used to sell bait through the sporting goods store in town … but this is my own private bait deal now.  That’s another thing. [Noting spring near Minnesota River.] This is the spring water going into the Minnesota River. In fact, our grand children were baptized here in the spring water. We had the minister come out and all of that.  You can see the difference between that spring water and Minnesota River. 

Cat Fishing Contest

[We have had an] annual cat fishing contest for ten years running, [looking off side of boat – note the heron up there.] The contest was an invitational and people from different agencies were matched up with different local people. The different agencies got the opportunity to talk to each other [often for the first time] and communicate with the local people. We had it ten years running and we finally quit. It got to be too big and I thought we were loosing our focus. We started out with about ten people and ended up with around a hundred. This year a few of us had a contest as a reunion.  

Iowa Farm – Moving to Minnesota

[The 1972 Clean Water Act began the process of eliminating pollution discharges and helped build wastewater treatment systems across the nation. This investment, along with regulatory programs, helped to significantly reduce pollution from cities and industries discharging wastewater into Minnesota streams and rivers.]

So I am just trying to sort out the chronology for the court dates and everything.  In 1978, when I was so naïve (the Clean Water Act was passed in 1972) I couldn’t believe what was going on. We had invested all of our resources to live here because this was what we always thought we wanted -- to get away from that Iowa farm that had turned into a biological desert by its lack of diversity, even though it was producing a lot of crops.  

When we came up here, I thought things would be different. [Minnesota was where people from Iowa would go to fish and vacation.]  I thought; what’s going on here? The Clean Water Act has been passed, and here you have a city and a county and a school district and local farmers that are just wholesale draining like nothing has ever happened, and I couldn’t understand, I thought gosh its happening right before our eyes. This is exactly what happened where I grew up in Iowa. The only difference is that it was a few years later.  It was moving north, instead of west, this pattern of the drainage of all the wetlands was moving north. I think that’s when we got involved, we couldn’t just run away from the environmental degradation.  

You can have all the food in the world, but when you don’t have a natural landscape that gives you goose bumps then you really don’t have anything. That goes back to when my Dad wanted me to farm with him in the early 1960s. When people thought the beans where going to be nine dollars a bushel back on that farm in Iowa. I said “there is nothing left” and he said “it’s the finest farm ground in the world.”  But the habitat that once supported the pheasants was gone.
Cattle Buyer

I’m a cattle buyer and I get the opportunity to visit with the people, on a daily basis, who are in agriculture and are the key to environmental integrity.  This river goes through an agricultural region and I get a chance to tell our story and show the benefits of having environmental integrity. I think that most of them (once you get past the redneck surface) feel the same way.  Last year some farmers from South Dakota invited us to hunt with them on their properties. We got a license and they shared their resources and it was phenomenal. We invited them to share our natural resources as well. In fact, I can show you a few names.  [He showed us thankful messages on the wall of an outbuilding where from people who came from near and far to enjoy the river, fish, and hunt with them.]  

Current Residence

Our house is down by the river now. 
House and Horses

[Pointing to residence.] Shirley got hurt while riding a horse and almost lost her life. It was seven or eight years ago. Shirley is an animal lover and needed something to do. [After some time away she is back in the horse business.] She wanted a dog boarding kennel considering her Dad boarded dogs when she was growing up. She wanted something better than the facilities her Dad had boarded pets in, but the cost was more than we could muster. This was the garage so we made the garage into a kennel. The kennel turned out to be a very successful business. 
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