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This is May 2,2000. This is Cecelia McKeig and I'm an interviewer for the Mississippi 
Headwaters Oral History Project. I'm interviewing Ronald Miller at his home in regard 
to the dam at Federal Dam, Minnesota. 

Cec: Ron, I understand that you were born and raised in Federal Dam so the River and 
the dam were always a part of your growing-up days? 

Ron: That's correct. The River was a real attraction for me and there was some real 
good fishing because they hadn't fmished dredging out the part from the dam to 
the railroad bridge. So we used to have a couple of real good fishing holes in 
there. As far as the dam went, growing up in town, that was kind of off-limits to 
me. My folks didn't allow me to be there. A lot of the younger people and older 
people, I think they probably got fish off that apron. I was pretty well restricted. 
I was told that I wasn't to go. I could go on the top because in them days, the 
road from Federal to Bena crossed the top of the dam. There was no bridge 
across the River so there was a very narrow driveway on top of the dam. 

Cec: So did you have to wait your turn to cross it? 

Ron: Yes, it was one way. My dad had equipment and I know one of the big dump 
trucks we had to put the duals up on the concrete curb to get it across. With our 
motorgrader I know that was real tight coming across there with that, especially 
with the wing on. 

Cec: Oh, I guess so! 

Ron: I remember one time I forgot and didn't realize my wing wasn't up all the way 
and I hit. I was getting pretty good at going across there wide-open. One day 
coming back offHwy. 2 working in the winter I didn't have the wing all the 
way up and I swear to goodness that whole railing on the west side layed right 
over. All of a sudden, it stood back up. When I got that wing up, I was never so 
relieved in my life as to see that come back up. 

Cec: Can I ask when you were born? 

Ron: I was born April 7, 1937. 

Cec: So when you were driving the equipment, how old were you then? 

Ron: Oh, this was probably the early '50s. So I was probably fifteen, sixteen when I 
started. 

Cec: The dam then was quite different from what we know it now? 

Ron: Yah, I think they lost about a third of it when it washed out. They just shortened 
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it up. The dam I remember, originally had plank stop-gates and the water went 
over the top. So there was a waterfall over the top. I believe now they've 
changed it. I think that was part of the construction project, was to put in lift 
gates and they'd let the water go out underneath. So living in Federal, I 
remember during the summer when the windows were open, you could hear that 
dam roaring during the night when things were quiet. It was just like music! Like 
wind in the pine trees or something, that's about the same nostalgic reaction you 
get when thinking about it. 

Cec: Was there any place on the [Leech] River where you could go skating or anything 
like that? 

Ron: The backwaters. We used to skate behind the old schoolhouse towards the 
railroad bridge. That was if the river froze up high enough so that there was good 
clear ice, we could skate down there. That was really the only skating we had. 

Cec: Dh, then in the summer was that also swimming? 

Ron: Just in the river itself. Them lagoons got pretty stagnant. Well, I'm sure we were 
in and out of them but .... 

Cec: Did you dive off the bridge or dam? I remember seeing a picture of Monte diving 
off as a young boy, possibly from the dam or would that be from the railroad 
bridge? 

Ron: I think some of them did dive off the dam. You see, I was kinda restricted in my 
access to the dam. It was off-limits for me. We used to dive off the railroad 
bridge. 

Cec: And swim down there. You were employed then by Lakehead at the time that 
the dam actually washed out in the summertime of 1957? Is that correct? 

Ron: Yes. 

Cec: Can you tell me a little bit about that? 

Ron: How I happened to be working for Lakehead was that my dad had equipment and 
when Lakehead got the contract for the dam, they had to start, I think it was part 
of the contract, work within so many days. Lakehead actually asked my dad to 
furnish some bodies to get started down there. I don't recollect just who, Monte 
McKeig, myself, maybe Billy Monette and possibly Ray Miller. I don't know if 
all of them are included in that initial start or not. But we went down and they 
were moving some trailer equipment and stuff in. Supplies and that, you know, to 
get that set up and get things started. Then after they got their regular crew up 
there, we stayed on. It was a slow spring as I remember and there wasn't a whole 
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lot of work, so we just stayed and continued working there as they started in the 
process of doing the construction work on the dam. 

Cec: What was their intent? What did they start out to really do there? 

Ron: The dam at that time had a wooden apron and I believe it was big, heavy planks. 
I believe the wooden planks probably went right under them big concrete piers 
that divided the locks. Because I remember working as a laborer and we had big 
chainsaws and we were down in the water sawing them timbers out from around 
them concrete piers to remove that apron. Then at the same time, they were 
putting in a coffer dam, driving sheet piling on the up side to seal off the locks. 
They had started from the north end, working south and as they sealed off them 
locks, we would take the stop-logs out so we could get in and cut them timbers 
out. That's when a problem occurred. 

Cec: How long had you been working before the dam washed out? Do you think in 
terms weeks or days? 

Ron: Probably a month or less, I'd say because I believe it probably went out in the 
early part of June. My dad had just bought the filling station uptown, the 
Standard Oil Station and the living quarters were there and I was still living at 
home. So I was staying with them. Well, on that property also was a little 
two-unit cabin. The Lakehead superintendent and his foremen had rented that 
from Dad. So they were staying right at the house in the backyard, actually. Like 
I say, we had taken the stop-logs out ofa couple oflocks and toward evening, I'd 
say six or seven o'clock that evening, somebody come up and stopped and said 
that there was water washing under the dam. So the superintendent for Lakehead 
was Arnold Boyette and he had two foremen, Gus and Morey Larson. 
They hollered at me and I think Monte was there. We got a hold of Monte 
and we all went down and we were told to get them stop-logs back in because 
there was water going underneath. So we were trying to get stop-logs in and 
there's so much pressure, the water was boiling pretty good. I can still 
remember them big concrete piers moved. I was standing on it, just bought a 
new, leather coat and was so proud of it. I took it off because it was warm and 
laid it down. Then, trying to get these stop-logs in and it moved. Gus the 
foreman was standing up above me on the walkway and I looked at Gus and I 
said, "Gus, this dam moved!" He was kind of a comical fellow and he laughed, 
"Haw, haw, what's the matter Miller, you scared?" I said, ''No, it moved. I know 
it did." So we went back to trying to get them [stop-logs] in and finally 
everybody decided the dam was moving so we crawled up out of there and got up 
on top and it was just like one of these huge piers floated right out from under the 
driveway on the dam. I think it probably ended up about twenty feet downstream 
and then of course, it really let loose and everything started going. Arnold 
Boyette had a 54 Ford pickup, six cylinder with an automatic and was probably 
one of the first ones. I knew we used to joke about a "slush-o-matic" because it 

Page 3 of 8 

Miss
iss

ipp
i H

ea
dw

ate
rs 

Boa
rd 

Oral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



Mississippi Headwaters Oral History Project -- OH File # 015 
Final Draft of Interview held May 2, 2000 

was the doggiest thing there was. He drove to the north side because the action 
was on the north side of the dam. He drove over and turned around and parked it 
at the north end of the dam on the dike. When things started happening, he 
decided there was big trouble, he hollered at Billy Monette who was standing 
over by his pickup, he hollered at Billy to bring his pickup across and get it to the 
south side. Billy jumped in that pickup, started it up, tromped on it and it died, 
thank goodness. Just about the time it died, that dam went out and the driveway 
collapsed. So if it wouldn't have died, he would have been probably right in the 
middle of the washout. After that, it was panic, I guess, I don't remember what
all, I know we didn't get home. They had to send vehicles around for us. We 
had that pickup but there must have been more of us because they send vehicles 
around for us. 

Cec: When you say "around"? 

Ron: They probably had to go to Boy River, Remer, back up on Highway 6 and cut 
across to Deer River, Willow Beach, I believe, and then back down. It was about 
forty miles they had to go around to get us back home. I know we didn't get 
home until two or three 0' clock in the morning that morning. 

Cec: Because you were on the north side of the dam. 

Ron: We got caught on the north side of the dam. I don't remember how many of us 
there was. Must have been a few of us that they had to send another vehicle that 
we couldn't ride in that pickup. I know the pickup ended up on the north side. 
Then after that, well, the next morning, it was amazing to look out where there 
used to be a little winding river through the big meadow, it was one great big 
lake. 

Cec: So now where there's bog was that water all the way across to the high ground 
towards the cemetery ..... 

Ron: Yah, it was right up there in that tamarack swamp on the north side. I know one 
of the fIrst things we did, we got a rowboat, somebody had a boat and motor, was 
me and Billy Monette went with that boat and motor to retrieve a lot of 
construction timber that they had piled below the dam that had been lost. We 
could actually run all over up in that tamarack swamp on the north side of the 
river with that boat and motor. We spent a couple days, I believe, just retrieving 
what timbers that were salvageable. 

Cec: How about the town people, were there a lot of them down watching what was 
going on? 

Ron: At the time it went out, I don't believe there was too many people around. It 
happened fairly quick. 
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Cec: Was it still daylight? 

Ron: It was daylight, yes. I'd say it was six, seven 0' clock in the evening when we fIrst 
went down there. I'd say by eighty-thirty, nine o'clock it was gone! 

Cec: So how did that affect life in Federal Dam for the rest of the summer? How did 
people get to doctor appointments and things like that? 

Ron: Well, they had to go to town by the south, which was not the best roads. Our best 
access, of course, had been going north to Bena. That road was usually passable 
and of course, it was only eight miles to Highway 2 so that was a pretty quick exit 
out of town to Bemidji or Grand Rapids. As a matter of fact, some of them drove 
across the railroad bridge. I remember seeing a few cars during the day putting 
their cars on the track and running them across. 

Cec: There were still trains then? 

Ron: Yah, but there weren't that many trains that time of years. Especially, everybody 
knew what the train schedule was. There wasn't any extras or anything. They'd 
run across to the north end ofthe dike and then jump back on the road. There 
wasn't many of them, very few. Other than that, they went out south to Boy 
River, Remer and back up [Highway] 6 towards Grand Rapids or to Walker or 
Bemidji or whatever way they wanted to go. 

Cec: How long did it take before the dam road through there was able to be used 
again? 

Ron: I have an idea it probably took about a month, but I'm not real sure. Everything 
kind of blurs together, I guess. The fIrst step was to get a coffer dam driven. 
Drive pilings and get the water shut off. They had to make cribs out of the piling 
and then they hauled big rocks and boulders and fIlled it. There was a lot of 
pressure. The water twisted the piling on you. They couldn't drive just a straight 
coffer dam, we had to, actually had to make cribs that were probably fIfteen, 
twenty feet square. Then they would fIll them with rocks or sand or whatever and 
then keep building on across until they fmally got the last one in and got the water 
shut off. And after they did that, on top of that, I believe they built a temporary 
bridge, planked it and so then there was motor vehicle access from the north side 
to the south side and vice versa. That was open to the general public during the 
daylight hours. 

Cec: What happened at night? 

Ron: They put a guard on there, at least one. I'm sure Monte McKeig did some night 
guard duty. Mr. Seeleye did some night guard duty. I only worked there only 
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until the first of August. 

Cec: Was that the fall you were married? 

Ron: Yes. 

Cec: So, then you didn't work for that particular project anymore. 

Ron: I remember putting in the concrete apron. It wasn't quite fmished when I left 
there. I went back to work for Dad. It was two or three months that I worked 
there. It was under control, I know that. They were putting the apron back in and 
then they just cleaned out that north end, what they'd lost, and then they just 
extended the dike south where it met up to where the dam was solid again. 

Cec: So they changed it, shortened it up by quite a bit? 

Ron: I think they lost about a third of it. 

Cec: I wanted to ask you about the weather that spring. Had there been an extra 
amount of rain or anything that you think might have contributed to this? What 
was the year like? 

Ron: I don't think the rain contributed to the dam and the original problem of the dam 
going out, but after it did go out, there was a lot of rain, continuous days of rain, 
all of June. I think there was enough rain that the lake hardly showed any 
depreciable or noticeable drop from the time it went out to the time when they got 
it stopped. But the water flowing out of the lake, they claim that the sandbars at 
the mouth is what really kept it from washing out worse because it just couldn't 
get enough water out of the lake to do any more damage than it did. I know you 
could stand on the dam and look out to the west up toward the lake and you could 
almost see steps in the water. The water above the dam was real low compared to 
what the normal pool would have been, so the launches had to be real careful. I 
remember seeing them churn up mud trying to get out of the dockage there and go 
up the river. 

Cec: But they were still able to operate? 

Ron: They still operated but I don't know how the tourist got into town. The main 
road, probably was washed out. They probably even made arrangements to haul 
them around from the south side and into town. I'm sure they did something to 
make sure they could get in there. 

Cec: Yah, because Federal Dam was pretty dependent on tourism at that time. 

Ron: Yes, it was. Real dependent. It would have been a big item to keep them tourists 
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coming and to accommodate them. 

Cec: Well, I guess those sandbars were fortunate then. That old railroad bridge 
interests me because it still looks like it's just made out of plank. How did that 
survive? 

Ron: There was a lot of concern because it defmitely was another bottle-neck in the 
river with the water that was going through the dam. There was so much 
construction material and probably stuff off the meadow itself that ended up 
getting washed down and jammed into the piling on that bridge. But it held, 
didn't weaken it even, apparently. As far as I know, they never had to ever cancel 
any trains. That was where we got a lot of the timbers back was off from that jam 
at the bridge. I even found my leather jacket in that log jam. 

Cec: You did! 

Ron: Never wore it again, I don't think. It was pretty well demolished and that's where 
it ended up at. 

Cec: Then was there other debris that moved on down the river? 

Ron: There was other stuff that went down because we went down probably as far as 
what we used to call Drumbeater's picking up timbers out of the meadow and 
back in the tamarack swamp. 

Cec: You talked about dredging that went on after the dam was fixed again. That kind 
of intrigues me about the original channel of the river. I wonder if you could 
explain that a little bit. 

Ron: Well, originally, growing up there in Federal, the river, after it come through there 
below the dam, it kind of come over and run along the south side right in beside 
the store and gas station that's here. Right behind the station, it made a sharp 
curve and went north for a ways and then went back east towards the railroad 
bridge. But in our younger days, right back of the store there was a deep hole in 
that corner and that was our walleye hole. We probably caught more walleyes out 
of there early in the season than the people up in the lake did. Earlier in the 
spring, the suckers were in and there was kind of a rapids right about where the 
highway bridge is now, a rocky rapids, and the suckers used to get in there and 
they were just thick. We used to fish them in there. But maybe when they put the 
highway bridge in because that was done after they'd repaired the dam. Probably 
about in the early '60s when they did the highway. They put a new bridge injust 
for the highway. Sometime between doing the dam and doing the highway, they 
dredged and straightened that out so it was a straight shot from the dam to the 
railroad bridge. 
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Cec: I always had the impression the dredging was done way earlier and I was hoping 
to find out.. ... 

Ron: Most of it farther down the river was. Because in my memory I never remember 
it being any different than it was from the railroad bridge on east. You could see 
where they had dredged where it used to wander around through that big wide 
meadow. Then they dredged it so it had a straight shot. 

Cec: Must have been pretty the way it was, just meandered through ... 

Ron: I would think that would have probably been a very environmental river with fish, 
wildlife, ducks and basically, they pretty much turned it into a ditch, a drainage 
ditch. 

Cec: Yah, it must have been very pretty. Thank you once again and I appreciate this! 

End of tape 
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