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Tired and proud

BY LAUREL BEAGER
Editor

Koochiching County
Sheriff Brian Jespersen and
Board Chairman Rob Eck-
lund Tuesday reflected on
the activities of the commu-
nity since a June 12 deluge
brought historically high lev-
els of local lakes and rivers.

Ecklund said emergency
preparedness training coun-
ty staff have conducted in
the past several years may at
times have seemed excessive
to some people, but paid off
this week.

“It’s absolutely critical we
had that done because we
were able to react,” he told
The Journal.

He and Jespersen agreed
the Allied Radio Matrix for
Emergency Response, known
as ARMER, was worth the
expense over which county
commissioners have strug-
gled for a couple years. ARM-
ER is Minnesota’s shared
public safety radio communi-
cation system and Jespersen
said it allowed staff to speak
clearly and uninterrupted
to all corners of the county
during the emergency when
cell phones failed.

“That was the best com-
munications system we could
have had,” Ecklund said.
“The sheriff has said over
and over again we couldn’t
have done this without hav-
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The senator’s focus drift-
ed back to his amazement
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state of emergency and
activated the Minnesota
National Guard. Koochich-
ing is among 35 Minnesota
counties included in the
declaration.

Sgt. First Class Troy
Smith said the activation
gave soldiers a 12-hour no-
tice to pack their bags and
report to the Cloquet Ar-
mory.

“Activation for us was in
support of the local emer-
gency management,” Smith
said Friday of the flooding
along arealakes and rivers.
“Two days ago, these guys
were in their personal lives
with their kids, jobs, and
school and within 12 hours
they were in the armory and
they’re here now, ready to
work.”

While Overton left his
wife and two young children,
some of his comrades had to
make more drastic arrange-
ments.

Nate Weichmann is miss-
ing out on some fun in the
sun.

The 21-year-old private
said he was scheduled to
leave for Cancun Friday for
a week-long family vacation
when he got the call.

“Everyone agreed, ‘it’s
your job, you gotta do what
you gotta do,” Weichmann
said of missing his family’s
annual event.

When he realized he was
going to have to miss his va-
cation because of the orders,
he said he didn’t have much
of an internal debate about
it: He was going to Interna-
tional Falls.

“I didn’t even know Inter-
national Falls existed before
Igotup here,” the Minneapo-
lis native said of receiving
orders to help with the local
flood relief.

Weichmann hasn’t talked
to his family since they’ve
arrived in Cancun, but said
he knows they’re sharing
one experience this week.

“We’re both playing in
the sand,” he said. “At least
I got that, got some happy
thoughts going on.”

Active duty

Upon arrival Thursday,
soldiers put on their game
face and got right down to
business.

“If they need us filling
sandbags, we’ll do that, if
they need us on the line, we’ll
go there,” Smith said Friday
as duties were getting under-
way. “We’ve got the equip-
ment and the personnel to

ing ARMER radio.”
‘It ain’t over yet’

Jespersen said the emer-
gency operations center set
up in the basement of the
Law Enforcement Center is
scaling back, sandbags were
not being filled Monday and
Tuesday, and volunteers
aren’t being called at the
moment.

“If we get a real big down-
pour, that could change the
game real quick,” he said.

The emergency continues
to be monitored, Jespersen
said. County residents should
not walk, play or swim in
standing water resulting
from floods to avoid coming
in contact with potentially
contaminated water. People
should contact county of-
ficials for information about
wells and cisterns that may
have come into contact with
flooded water, he said.

“That’s being assessed,”
he said of the risk of water
contamination. Notices have
been posted around County
Road 46, between Ranier
and city beaches. “If you are
walking through it, or get-
ting it on your hands, use
soap and water and wash,”
hesaid. “Use common sense.”

For now, Jespersen said
officials will wait for Rainy
Lake to peak and hope for
no large amounts of rainfall.

“We will watch the areas
we have some concern about

of the neighbor-helping-
neighbor effort happening
during the natural disaster.

“I’ve seen unbelievably
impressive work across the
state,” he said. “The most

address the various amounts
of needs. We are ready to
help this community — our
neighbors. It’s what we do.”

And they did it well.

Rob Trompeter whose
home on Rainy Lake has
seen its share of water and
volunteers over the past
week, said when the dozens
of community members of-
fering their help were get-
ting tired, it was a welcome
sight to see the National
Guard take over.

“It just took my breath
away,” the owner of Border-
land Jewelry said.

Muddy and exhausted,
like many of his neighbors,
Trompter said efforts to
build up sandbag dikes were
were getting quickly out-
paced by rising waters.

“My neighbor was taken
to the hospital and treated
for exhaustion,” he said.
“We just couldn’t keep up
anymore.”

Luckily, the residents of
County Road 46 received
relief when a few dozen sol-
diers arrived at their homes
with pallets of sandbags and
a fresh wave of energy.

“(The operation) was so
well organized and they did
such a wonderful job for
us,” Trompeter said of the
soldiers. “They were able to
help build up my sea wall an-
other 4 feet. The community
effort makes me proud to be
from International Falls and
the Guards make me proud
to be an American.”

Koochiching County Sher-
iff Brian Jespersen agreed.

“The (sandbag) dike the
Guard built on County Road
46 is amazing,” he said. “Lo-
cally, there is no way we
could have done that by
ourselves...We just don’t
have that kind of manpower.
They’re impressive to watch.
Without them here, this
wouldn’t have happened.”

While the sheriff noted
efforts by local volunteers
have gone above and beyond
what he ever imagined, he
said therejust wasn’t enough
people to keep up with Moth-
er Nature.

“Everyone was getting
worn out,” he said, admitting
he never thought he’d see the
day where he would need
to summon the National
Guard.

“When I heard the lake
could rise another 15 inches
or so, I knew we couldn’t
handle it,” he said. “We’d
used up our local resources.
It was time to bring them in.”
Working together

Community volunteers
may have been tired, but

and if it keeps coming up we
may have to do some more
sandbagging,” he said.

A contingent of National
Park Service staff and vol-
unteers with a Canadian
church group remains in the
community to assist, he said.
Volunteers

Jespersen and Ecklund
praised the community’s
response to the emergency.

“In time of need people
band together and that’s what
happened here,” Jespersen
said, adding National Guard
soldiers said they were im-
pressed by the effort of the
local people.

“The local community
kept them working because
they didn’t have to send half
their guys to fill sandbags,”
he said. “We kept them go-
ing.”

The majority of local folks
who volunteered hours fill-
ing sandbags did so out of
concern for their neighbors
experiencing property dam-
age and the resource somany
love, both men agreed.

Ecklund said the sandbag-
ging efforts did more than
protect property.

“It’s a tremendous com-
munity bonding process
and brought a lot of people
together that maybe would
have never met otherwise,”
he said.

“It was amazing what hap-
pened here,” Jespersen said.

impressive thing here is the
volunteers. These people are
helping out of the sense of
community and for their fel-
low citizens. People should
really see this.”

they rolled up their sleeves
and continued working
alongside the soldiers.

“This is what it’s all
about,” Smith said. “It’s the
soldier and the citizen com-
ing together to help out.”

Weichmann said he’s been
surprised by the community
response to the flooding and
impressed by the support
volunteers have provided,
noting a group of teenagers
who spent several hours
over the weekend offering
their help stacking sandbags
along a county road.

“I was just like, ‘Wow, if
someone can do that, young
people that just stop and
help with something they
don’t even have to do, that’s
crazy,” he said.

As Smith walked around
Kerry Park last week watch-
ing his troops fill, stack,
tie and haul sandbags, the
sergeant couldn’t help but
express his pride.

“To me,” he said waving
his hand over the operation,
“this is what makes America
and our community great.
We’re all working together.”
Wrapping up

Soldiers got a true taste of
International Falls Monday
with a walleye dinner at
Falls High School in honor
of their last night in the com-
munity.

“I can’t express how
proud I am of how you guys
conveyed yourselves over
the last five days,” Guard
Capt. T. Zdon told soldiers
as they dined on Minne-
sota’s state fish. “The grati-
tude expressed to me when
I went back to houses and
businesses that you guys
have been to was immea-
surable. I can’t imagine
doing it for a better com-
munity. The civilians we
were working with in the
community are outstand-
ing people and we were glad
to help them”

The troop solidified their
thanks to local officials by
presenting Jespersen and
county board Chairman
Rob Ecklund with a squad-
ron hat pin. They also made
Richard Rud, who spent
most of the five days with
the soldiers, as an honorary
Crazy Troop member.

“Once things get back to
normal, we’ve got a lot of
guys looking at different
resorts to come back to for
a visit,” Zdon concluded.
“This is a special place.
Next time, they’ll come
back in ball caps and jeans
instead of in uniform.”

Staff writer Spenser Bickett
contributed to this story.
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He again reiterated no
lives have been lost or ma-
jor injuries sustained as
a result of the flooding or
relief efforts. “It could be
worse (here),” he said not-
ingreports of injuries, mud
slides and other flood dam-
age occurring elsewhere in
the state.

“The good news,” the
weary-looking sheriff said
with a smile, “the blue-
berry crop should be good.”
River, lake levels

Meanwhile, officials dis-
cussed a release issued
Monday by the Interna-
tional Rainy-Lake of the
Woods Board of Control
Water Levels Committee
reporting the level of the
upper Rainy River, between
the outlet of Rainy Lake
and the International Falls-
Fort Frances dam hasrisen
close to elevation of the
overflow spillway in the
center of the dam.

This spillway is designed
to safely pass additional
flow at high lake levels. The
rate of flow over the spill-
way will increase gradu-
ally as the lake level rises,
the release said.

Lee Grim, a member of
the committee, told The
Journal the flow over the
spillway will help water
pass through the system.

“It’s not a bad thing,”
Grim said. “It went over
the top in 1950 — and we’re
several feet away from that.
People shouldn’t think the
dam will fail.”

Lori Lyman, Boise pub-
lic affairs manager, said
mill officials “continue to
closely monitor the tailrace
elevation level at the dam
and it continues to decline.”

Grim said Tuesday Na-
makan Lake has peaked
and the level is coming
down, the level of Basswood
Lake is deceasing and the
Vermillion River level is
coming down.

However, he said the

Turtle and Seine rivers in
Ontario are not decreasing
and are rising, and that’s
not good.

“It all depends on rain,”
Grim said. “We will just
wait and watch for the wa-
ter or the lack of it coming
out of the sky.”

Other issues

As of Tuesday morn-
ing, prior to the rainfall,
Jespersen said volunteers
would not be needed to fill
sandbags at this point and
12,000 bags are in reserve.
Ecklund said earlier in
the day sandbags may be
picked up from 8-9 a.m.
and noon to 1 p.m. at Kerry
Park each day, until further
notice. If county residents
need larger quantities,
they are asked to call the
Koochiching County Law
Enforcement Center dis-
patch at 218-283-4416 to co-
ordinate loading. Sandbags
arenot to be used to protect
docks and boathouses; they
are to be used to protect
homes, cabins, and busi-
nesses from water damage,
Ecklund said.

The group said City
Beach has been closed un-
til further notice because of
flooding there.

County Environmental
Services Director Dale Ol-
son said he is providing
information to residents
about wells and cisterns im-
pacted by flood water. (See
a story from the county on
Page3A). Lindsi Barnhart,
county Health and Human
Services, said she has met
with Ranier residents to
discuss well and cistern
issues.

Ranier Mayor Dennis
Wagner reported it is very
dangerous and almost im-
possible to boat beneath
the Ranier lift bridge. “It’s
a serious deal,” he said.
He urged people to watch
carefully for debris float-
ing just under the surface
of the water on Rainy Lake
and Rainy River.

Peace Pull

The annual Peace Pull,

scheduled this year for
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July 2, has been changed.
The International Falls
City Council will meet in
special meeting at4:30 p.m.
Wednesday to discuss the
changes.

International Falls
Chamber of Commerce
Director Faye Whitbeck
said an international peace
party will take place, with
Fort Frances folks coming
to the James Oberstar Com-
plex off Highway 11 East for
the entertainment.

Randy Thoms, B-93 news
director in Fort Frances,
reported Tuesday morn-
ing the Fort Frances fire
chief tested the current in
the Rainy River where a
rope is annually stretched
between the shores for the
annual tug of war between
the sister cities.

Thoms said the current
was significant and the
chief recommended the
actual pull be canceled or
rescheduled. In addition,
he said the July 1 Canada
Day fireworks are canceled
and may be rescheduled be-
cause the area from which
the fireworks are launched
is underwater. Dragonboat
races on the river planned
as part of the local inde-
pendence day celebrations
on both sides of the border
were earlier postponed.

“Thefire chief said we're
safe, but we’re not out of the
woods,” reported Thoms.

Whitbeck said the gates
at the complex for the inter-
national peace party will
open at 4 p.m. for a picnic
and performance by Darcy
Schultz dancers.

A kiddie pull on land for
kids ages 5-13 will take the
place of the other canceled
tugs.

“The ceremony will
go on and there may be a
tongue-in-cheek awarding
tothe river —the river won
this year,” Whitbeck said.
“We are making the best of
it. There will be a mixing
of folks on both sides who
don’t want to let go of things
planned and still have that
bond.”
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