
A4 | July 9, 2014 www.ifallsjournal.com | The Journal, International Falls, Minn.

Jeans, Capris, Shorts are

THIS WEEK AT

RONNINGS

BOGO
Buy one item, get one

of equal or lesser
value for 1/2 price!!

283-8877 • I. Falls

Mon.-Sat. 8-7

Sun. 9-4

Wed., July 9th -
Sun., July 13th!

THANK YOU TO THE FOLLOWING

BUSINESSES FOR SPONSORING

Super One

County Market

Midcontinent Communications

Coca Cola Bottling Co.

John Streiff – King of the Road Entertainment

Int’l Falls Fire/EMS Dept.

Int’l Falls Police Dept.

Thank you also to all the Bronco 5K participants.

We appreciate your support!

Bronco Track Boosters and the Bronco Boys and

Girls Track & Field Teams

the 2014 Bronco 5K and Kids Fun Run.

WWW.ijc.org/en/RLWWB

NOW SEEKING:

Food Vendors • Artisans • Performers

Retailers • Produce Growers

Wednesday, July 30Community wide
in The Falls!

VACATION BIBLE SCHOOL
WITH CAMP VERMILION COUNSELORS!

at Zion Lutheran Church
July 21 – 25, 2014

9 – 3 pm Mon – Thurs • 9 – noon Fri.
Preschoolers 9 – 11 am Daily

Sponsored by Zion Lutheran and First Lutheran Church of I Falls

For all kids ages 3 years
thru those who just finished Gr. 6!

Call Zion @ 283-9865 for registration

PRESCHOOLERS

FREE!
Students age 5

and up $10
$20 max per family

Scholarships available.

localnews

BY EMILY GEDDE

Staf  Writer

About 40 miles through 
Rainy Lake’s vast wilderness 
sits a spot near and dear to 
Mike Williams’ heart.

Kettle Falls has been part 
of the International Falls 
resident’s life since the day 
he was born.

“In 1918, my grandfather, 
Robert Williams, purchased 
the historic Kettle Falls Hotel 
on Rainy Lake for $1,000 and 
four barrels of whiskey,” Wil-
liams said. “This marked the 
beginning of my family’s in-
volvement with Kettle Falls.”

Through the years, enough 
bonds have been formed and 
memories have been made 
at the spot recognized by the 
National Register of Historic 
Places that Williams decided 
they were too good to be lost 
forever.

So, he wrote them down.
“About five or six years 

ago, I wrote a story,” Wil-
liams recalled. “A week later, 
I’d write another one and a 
month would go by and I’d 
write six in a day. So I started 
a file.”

Soon, years of memories 
jotted down on backs of 
napkins and scratch paper 
turned into the newly-re-
leased “Life at Kettle Falls,” 
a book of stories about Wil-
liams’ experience – both as a 
young boy and adult – at his 
favorite place to be.

“It’s a collection of stories 
that stood out to me,” he 
said. “It wasn’t necessarily 
the day-to-day life at Kettle 
Falls, but the moments worth 
remembering.”

And there are more where 
that came from.

Even the day Williams 
brought his collection to be 
printed into a book at North 
Star Publishing, he admits 
to adding a few forgotten mo-
ments that morning.

“I even had to go back to 
add more,” he said with a 
laugh. “And I still have more. 
Maybe enough for a sequel, if 
this one sells out.”

But with almost 70 years 
of family history packed into 
such a unique location, it 
seems easy to lose track of all 
the memories made between 
Rainy and Namakan lakes.
Special spot

It’s nothing like staying 
at the Hilton, but the Kettle 
Falls Hotel is an intricate 
part of the Williams family 
and Borderland’s history.

Nestled on a remote Kabe-
togama peninsula between 
Rainy and Namakan lakes, 
the sight at Kettle Falls, 
which is accessible only by 
water or air, is unlike any 
other. Near the dock harbor, 
golf carts zoom by transport-
ing guests up to the hotel and 
trucks are busy portaging 
boats between two of Voya-
geurs National Park’s lakes.

As visitors make their way 
up the road to the hotel, music 
can be heard playing from an 
original nickelodeon to enter-
tain people of all ages who 
crowd the veranda enjoying 
the breeze.

In the dining room, guests 
work to satisfy their appetite 
with a “voyageur cup” of wild 
rice soup or “catch of the day” 
walleye, while others can be 
found quenching their thirst 
in the hotel’s notorious bar 
with its slanted floor – which 
can make for an interesting 
game of pool.

“As a young fella, I always 
wanted to be at Kettle Falls,” 
Williams recalled. “I’d be 
fishing with my dad, not 
knowing where we were on 
the vast Rainy Lake, and I’d 

ask where Kettle Falls was. I 
was always so pleased when 
he said it was right around 
the corner, and we’d pay a 
visit.”

And that excitement hasn’t 
worn off.

“At the end of the summer, 
my wife and I have friends 
who visit and we all stay at 
Kettle Falls for a week,” he 
said. “I look forward to that 
more than going to Florida.”
Early years

Williams’ grandfather’s 
tenure as the hotel’s owner 
lasted from 1918 until his 
death in 1956. The follow-
ing year, Williams along 
with his parents, Charlie and 
Blanche, and two siblings, 
Chuck and Peggy, spent their 
first full summer at the re-
mote location.

“I was 10 years old at the 
time and it was so exciting 
to spend the whole summer 
there,” Williams said.

However, the excitement 
about having a Huckleberry 
Finn-like summer didn’t 
match what youngster had 
in mind.

“We weren’t allowed to 
spend any time at the lake 
unescorted,” he said. “Here I 
thought I’d be fishing off the 
dock the entire summer.”

That all changed the fol-
lowing year when Williams 
was not only allowed to spend 
time by the water, he could 
also use a boat with a motor.

“Things changed com-
pletely,” he said, noting he 
started guiding fishing trips 
around the time he was 11 
or 12 years old, which even-
tually funded his college 
education.

Spending the summer of 
1958 on Rainy Lake was in 
large contrast to the this 
summer, Williams said Mon-
day from a booth overlooking 
submerged docks at Thun-
derbird Lodge. That year, he 
said, the water was low and 

all the dams at Kettle Falls 
were closed.

“It was perfect for kids 
exploring and looking for 
Indian artifacts,” he said 
with a smile. “I would only 
come to town for a hair cut 
or a dentist appointment. I 
would start counting the days 
I’d have to go back to school 
at the end of the summer and 
I’d be sick to my stomach over 
the thought of leaving.”
Second generation

Still, another year of 
school would come and go 
and it’d be time to return to 
Kettle Falls.

Halfway through the sum-
mer of 1959, Williams’ grand-
mother became ill and his 
parents officially took owner-
ship of the hotel.

“My dad would commute 
daily to the paper mill,” he 
said of the about 40-mile trip.

And so the trend of spend-
ing summers – and some-
times year round as duties 
increased – at Kettle Falls 

continued into Williams’ 
young adult life.

In 1965, his father took 
over as dam keeper before 
handing the reigns to Wil-
liams in the early 70s and, 
eventually, Chuck in 1983 
until his retirement 30 years 
later in 2013.
In charge

After spending two years 
of active duty in the United 
States Marine Corps, Wil-
liams and his wife, Mary, 
moved to Kettle Falls in 1971 
while they were expecting 
their first child, Frannie.

For the first six years of 
Frannie’s life, and four years 
of her younger sister Betsy’s, 
the family lived at Kettle 
Falls meeting new people and 
enjoying “the finest years 
of this wonderful life,” Wil-
liams said.

The family, along with 
Williams’ brother and sister-
in-law, operated the hotel and 
dams even after Voyageurs 
National Park purchased 

Kettle Falls in 1977. Today, it 
is still owned by the park and 
operated by Rick and Sean 
Oveson.
The next step

Williams and Mary sold 
their interest of Kettle Falls 
to Chuck in 1982.

“That was the end of my 
working at Kettle Falls,” Wil-
liams said. “But I’ve always 
been a frequent visitor.”

In fact, he was planning a 
trip Monday for the follow-
ing day — maybe to make 
more memories for his book.

A week into its June 30 
debut, Willaims said he has 
already received positive 
feedback on “Life at Kettle 
Falls.”

“I’m excited to finally 
have it done,” he said. “It’s 
been quite a few years in the 
making.”

Holding the book in his 
hands, the author is no-
ticeably proud of the final 
product.

He credits his two author 
friends – Jan Jenson and 
Peggy Roeder – for their 
“gentle persuasion” into 
finishing the book.

“This winter, I thought if 
I’m ever going to do this, I 
need to get it done,” he said. 
“Through the years, (Jan) 
continually would encour-
age me to keep writing and 
get it done.”

The process would delay 
itself, however, as more sto-
ries made their way from 
Williams’ memory onto pa-
per.

“I’d think of another story 
and it would delay the book 
for another week,” he ad-
mitted. “That went on for 
months.”

Still, he conquered writ-
er’s block – or the opposite of 
it – and is ready to show off 
the finished product.

“I hope people read this, 
enjoy it and put Kettle Falls 
into their travel plans,” he 
said. “Once you start going 
to Kettle Falls, you keep go-
ing back. The fishing is great 
and the scenery is amazing. 
It’s worth the trip.”

A lifetime of memories

Mike Williams 

debuts book 

about Kettle Falls

STAFF PHOTO BY EMILY GEDDE

Mike Williams shows off his newly-released book, 
“Life at Kettle Falls,” a collection of stories about 
his experiences at the remote Rainy Lake location.

Kitchen

Open

until 10PM!

286-3241
East on Hwy. 11 www.shashaonrainylake.com

8:30 PM–12:30 AM

Country
Rock

Band!

PRESENTS:

We are OPEN and ACCESSIBLE by land and water!
Adequate dock space available!
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