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   Minnesota River Interview Transcript
   Charles Smith
   Minnemishinona Falls, North Mankato, Minnesota
   M
   
   innemishinona Falls
   [Minnemishinona Falls is a 42-foot waterfall located three miles west
   of North Mankato on Judson Bottom Road in Nicollet County, Minnesota.
   The falls is now open to the public following Nicollet County’s
   purchase of the site and creation of a viewing area on top of the
   falls. Charles Smith and family own the property at the base of the
   falls. This transcript is based on an interview conducted October
   2007].
   History of Minnemishinona Falls – A Gathering Place
   Indian Artifacts & Indian Sites
   I
   
   ndians were here because they got the stuff out of the creek, had open
   water, shelter, and most of the time, in the winter time, you don’t
   get any wind down in here. We have found a lot of [Indian artifacts]:
   pottery pieces out in the fields, arrowheads. My dad picked up two
   field knives, one chip of one, and one back half of one. They didn’t
   use a lot of fields, most of them flint. They say that’s why they came
   here because there is flint in the creek and most of the local
   arrowheads are made out of the flint that comes out of the creek. Up
   in the ravine, there is clay up there that they used. It’s kind of a
   bright green layer of clay up in there, and evidently they wanted
   that.
   [Minnesota State professors studied Indian mounds near the top of the
   falls in the 1970s sometime.] They actually did [an archeological] dig
   on them. There might be information that nobody ever published. Nobody
   knew much about it. They never told anybody what they found.
   [There are long elevated areas near the top of the falls -- likely
   Indian housing sites.] The idea is that they camped here when they
   were hunting or fishing. They lived here because of the open water I
   think. It was easy, good hunting. Everything else had to have water in
   the wintertime. What a better place to get them.
   1850s
   [People carved initials in the walls of the waterfall.] Most of the
   initials that were carved in the wall are gone now because when they
   built the road up here and we had the heavy rain, it just literally
   washed them right out. The earliest one I can remember was the rock
   that sat right up there and that was hard rock that was carved up
   there in 1876, so people have been here for a long time.
   Today
   There have been people coming here for a long time. Most of them were
   good people, a lot of them weren’t. Some have a little respect [for
   private property] and a lot of them don’t have any respect.
   Overhangs
   In my lifetime, at least thirty feet [have dropped off] and for things
   like this, that’s a lot in a little time. It will come again. It
   washes away so fast. The rocks have come, that’s the last one left
   that has come out of there. They were down underneath there, and when
   the water came, the water just chewed them up when they came out of
   there, they were twenty feet long, and it ate them up. Hard to imagine
   the power water’s got.
   There’s one of the original overhangs over there, but the majority of
   them are gone, the water pressure, and that rock there and there that
   fell not too long ago
   The wall used to be covered with moss about two inches thick from the
   water. Now it doesn’t run [all year] and it dries out and filters down
   faster. You can see a little moss along here but underneath there.
   It’s hollow back under there, a quite a ways, about thirty feet back.
   What is going on is that the layers or the top layers of rocks gets
   thinner and then it goes back and then of course it breaks away.
   Actually where the overhang was right straight in here, and then that
   broke away a few years ago. It broke away, it might do it again
   because it’s crumbling underneath. Winter is what does it, the water
   runs out in between there. I have pictures of it in the winter time
   when the icebergs are on there.
   Oh, back up there, if you got up there and looked in that hole there,
   it goes back under there quite a ways, probably twenty feet at least.
   There’s a spot up there [with] a hole in the bank. You can see where
   it fell away, that fresh look on the rock that fell away. That hole
   just keeps going on back, and sometime or other, the water ran out of
   there.
   [Talking to a person in our interview group]. We suggest you not sit
   there, take a look up! That tree up there, that’s been hanging over
   the last couple years up there. These trees were fine, but all of a
   sudden they started breaking down. Right underneath where he is,
   that’s broken away a lot in the last years. It has a lot of weight on
   it. It’s going to break away. That will ice up in the winter time, and
   that will break it apart quickly. A lot of hydraulic pressure in
   between those layers. You can see in the hard rock where it’s seeping
   through. That ledge is going to give way.
   [On top of the falls]
   Here is where that red rock came from over here on the bridge. It’s
   hard to imagine the water running over the top of the road, but it has
   done it. That rock bottom all the way down, at least up there, you can
   see that the rock gave out on the sides, and then it brings them down
   and over. One of these days it will bring all of this down, it happens
   all the time.
   Changes in the Pool/Pond at the base of the falls
   [The pool at the base of the waterfall has filled in considerably. It
   used to be deeper and wider]. About where he’s sitting, used to be the
   middle of the pond. So, all of this is basically filled in, from the
   sediment. Back in the 1960s, they were wrong when they ran their
   original findings. They said the waterfall dropped about 54-feet and
   now they say its [something like] 47 or 48 foot drop. But all this
   filled in. Everything below it carried all of this rock in here from
   before.
   It used to have rock around here and the creek was fairly clear all
   the way down, but now it’s all filled up with rock. The trees, all
   those trees down there have come in the last thirty some years. We
   used to pasture, nice green pasture, along both sides of the creek.
   When it floods all the time like that it killed a lot [of vegetation].
   The creek was deeper than that. It was down in the ground a quite a
   bit. The big rock down there, it almost buried that, only about a foot
   of the top sticking out. I’ll show it to you.
   You can see a pool under there. Not much a pool anymore, but there
   used to be a big pool, about 7 or 8 feet but this right here used to
   all come pouring in here. They finally changed the way, it used to be
   right in here, and years ago they pushed a bunch of dirt from the road
   over here and it was here since 1947, probably about 5 or 6 years ago
   they washed it all away and then you could see it again.
   The pond [used to be] much deeper. This was probably the edge of the
   pond right around here and now its way back there, and off the edge of
   the pond it got deep. We used to swim in there when we were kids, for
   all of about three minutes, couldn’t stand it any longer it was so
   cold. It would be nice on a hot day though. The only problem around
   here were the mosquitos which have always been the problem. They would
   eat you alive.
   Hydrologic & Upstream Changes
   [The source of the water is about a forty or fifty acre slough on the
   north side of Tim Road].
   The Road – 1940s
   In 1947 they redid the road here and there were no rules and they just
   wanted to get it done so they just pushed the dirt over the edge here
   and it formed a pile. We got rain and the creek washed it out of here.
   A huge amount of water came with water came with such force. I had my
   gravel truck sitting down here often. It picked that truck up and
   carried it about eighty feet out into the field. We had a bundle of
   re-rods laying there, it run a re-rod right through the door post and
   the door itself. In fact, the hole is still there, you can see it.
   1960s – 80s
   I started seeing changes in the early sixties. That’s when it really
   started and it’s gotten worse over the years. It has been constantly
   getting worse. I have not seen any improvement.
   Around 1960 [water volume] started to slow down and after that it just
   gradually began to dry up worse and it happens sooner every year. It
   just started drying up in the summer during the early 1980s. It was
   probably pretty dry before that.
   2000s and Today
   The drainage that’s coming in, and the water is affecting the creek
   here. [These days] we farm closer, everything is plowed up now. It
   wasn’t years ago. There is no pasture. In the past, most of [the
   watershed] was pastureland up there and now a lot of it is farmed. It
   probably shouldn’t have been. Now they are building houses up there.
   Way upstream there are a whole bunch of houses on it. That doesn’t
   improve your water, that’s for sure.
   The tiling, the farming system actually killed the water system here,
   because we drained away all the water. All the springs quit running.
   So that’s what is going on. The pool here had a huge spring here
   underneath years ago, even when the fall quit running, the creek here
   kept running, not quite that much, but just with the spring underneath
   it. We lowered our water table by draining everything off. As a kid
   playing in here, we had a deep pond. We have family photos.
   We are getting more water faster, and it washes in, well runs from
   side to side, and it washes in, it hit a gravel deposit someplace in
   there. It’s carrying it down. You can see, if you look over here, how
   high the banks are and up there, and how far it’s cut through solid
   rock on the way down.
   We got [a big storm] after they built the road about eight or nine
   years ago [1999?]. We got eleven inches of rain and then we got nine
   inches a few days later. [The waterfall] really ran. It came through
   here. You can see where it washed it away. There was actually that
   much water coming, and under that pile of dirt. You can see on the
   bank here how it went up.
   Even now, they are putting more water in the ravine and it comes so
   fast it causes this [sedimentation]. It washes all of this down, this
   stuff here, that red rock laying there comes from underneath the
   bridge up there the rip rap from the bridge. The water, when it does
   come, it comes so hard it just carries it.
   It was dry this summer for most of the summer [2007]. It dried up
   early this year, probably end of May, and it was dry until we got the
   rain in August. There was a little trickle of water. It wouldn’t be
   running now if we hadn’t gotten so much rain before. It was dry for
   such a long time before that too. This [year 2007] is the hardest its
   run for two or three years. [Recently we] probably got quite a bit [of
   rain] but I think just last time we had three or four inches of rain.
   We had about eight inches before that within a couple weeks of time
   and it ran under ground.
   The source is about a 40 or 50 acre slough on the north side of Tim
   Road up there. The watershed goes back a lot further then they [county
   engineers?] claim, a while ago when they put this big filter pond up
   there in North Mankato. I doubt it will help a lot. It definitely will
   help, but they are going to be piping enough water through there if we
   get a heavier rain. The more they bring in, the worse it’s going to
   get.
   I was at a meeting up there, and they said the watershed stopped at
   Tim Road. Well, it goes a long ways beyond there. Political reasons
   I’m sure. They wanted to get that pond in. What they are going to try
   to do is bring more water to keep this running year round and
   eventually, if they keep tiling around it, it will dry it out and they
   won’t have the water anyhow. They won’t admit it, but that’s what is
   going to happen. That is what has upset the system years ago.
   The Minnesota River & Flooding
   You see that tree line right over there? That’s the Minnesota River,
   just a few yards just past that tree line is the river, and it runs.
   It’s a lot thicker that direction. It comes around like this, it loops
   around. [The Minnesota River has been] about two feet from running out
   on top up here. The fuel tanks over here were in the water, probably
   about, I don’t know if you can see water marks on them or not, they
   were in the water about half way. Gradually we have been taking a
   couple away from this side of the creek, because we don’t use these
   buildings anymore. The last time the water was that high was in 1993.
   We are sitting in a loopy thing [river meander]. It comes close on
   that side and goes back around and actually you can see the river from
   here and loops around here and straightens out. We are not too far
   from the creek here.
   I could write you a few books on flooding. This spring [2007], the
   last flood we had, we had a hard time keeping our head out of the
   water right here.
   Probably the worst flood we have ever had here and highest the water
   ever was, was in the spring of 1969. It came up here and turned right
   around and went right back out. It was really running. One of the
   times it was running, the hardest flow I have seen was when they built
   the road. They got eleven inches one night and then a couple nights
   later they got nine more. You could hear the rocks rolling and down
   below they were tossing rocks around. The red rocks over here look
   water worn and up in New Ulm they have sharp edges, so it gives you an
   idea of how much they got tossed around.
   Water Quality
   Minnesota River
   The Minnesota River has changed a lot. It’s a lot dirtier now then it
   ever has been. It used to clear up in the summer pretty good, but it
   don’t even clear up anymore. Then, all the draining, farming
   definitely has something to do with it. All the slopes have been
   farmed and come through the water and now there is no grass to filter
   it out.
   After the 1950, it really changed, and gradually it just got worse. It
   got more filled in and actually it started to flood worse. Each flood
   got a little worse, the more water you put in, the faster it’s going
   to get.
   Ten years from now, I think, maybe in my time, [the Minnesota River]
   will go dry sometime. It’s come pretty close. It has been down to I
   think like a foot so I expect to see it dry sometime. This summer
   [2007], the lake over here, before we got the rain, was at the lowest
   I have ever seen, and that’s a pretty bad lake. Still, west side over
   here, I got a pond and the water stays clean all summer, don’t matter
   how dry it was.
   Creek
   The [creek] water used to be a lot clearer than [it is today] and you
   used to see a little moss in the bed of the creek and everything. The
   water has definitely changed. The water comes so fast it gets more
   riled up, the faster it comes, the more crap it carries with it, the
   more sediment. What you see [here at the base of the falls], this
   stuff here comes from up there [top of the falls]. It carries a lot
   more gravel than it ever did and runs really hard.
   Upstream
   Up above [the falls], the rock you can see more panel in the rock up
   there. That’s from quite a ways back. It has a 10 to 12-foot drop
   before it gets to here. It’s also forming a falls up the creek. It
   used to be a little ripple in the rocks and now they got a four to
   five feet drop there. It will eventually cut through the layer of rock
   and come underneath.
   The Bridge – Downstream Sedimentation
   You are standing on the corner where it used to be marked when it was
   put in. It was put in here in 1926. The people who owned the place
   before this, there name was Paige. They built the bridge to get across
   for us. Now it’s pretty much full [of sediment].
   We could walk under [this bridge] when I was a kid. It was probably
   five feet down. You might have to duck a little bit, but it was a
   great place to play when we were kids because we were always running
   back and forth underneath. It started filling in around the late
   1960’s, somewhere in there. It started to wash down the banks on sides
   more. There used to be, actually buried underneath here, is a row a
   rip rap down that way probably thirty some feet. There were rocks
   couple feet square and this high, and they were showing all the way.
   That’s been buried, but of course, the area in here, was filled when
   the road was built, they brought surplus [fill] down and got a permit
   to do that. They needed to get rid of the hills and built it all up.
   Otherwise, the original buildings were up here, that was well over a
   hundred years old. The rest of the building sits right where that car
   sits there, there was a barn sitting there. That was the farmyard up
   here.
   It’s a quite a ways up there, and the only way you would know where
   the sediment is coming out of is the gravel and stuff would be out of
   the ravine up here. If you walk it, you can see but it is private
   property. The water is warm, there’s a pocket there where it’s going
   to go underneath. It’s busy wearing its way through.
   Wildlife:
   Deer, Fish, Bobcats, Bald Eagles
   Most of the wildlife avoids the area [in the canyon near the falls].
   They don’t like to get cornered. The deer will come up here now. When
   I was a kid, we didn’t have any deer. That’s hard to believe, but we
   didn’t have any deer. We didn’t start seeing deer until the 1950’s.
   Fish used to run up in here in the summer time, you know, in the
   spring usually. Most of the fish would run as far as the bridge down
   there and especially when the water was flooded, they would come up
   about that far. The smaller stuff would go more up stream. I’m sure
   that’s the reason. This used to be the iceberg, but the creek would
   stay open clear down past the building.
   [Beaver or Otter?] There’s been one in [The Minnesota River] this
   summer. He pulled all the clams out, cracked them and laid them on the
   shore. That’s a dead give away there is one around when you see that.
   There is a bobcat around. Two years ago my boy was spearing carp in
   the high water and he would throw fish out for the cats there in the
   yard. [A bobcat] came and took one right out of the yard. Then I found
   tracks under the bridge there. It was around for a couple years, but
   they move around a quite a bit.
   We have a nesting Eagle nearby. If you look to the left, right on the
   banks of the river, you can see the Eagle’s nest. Is that a recent
   thing to see. They have been around for a couple years. They have been
   coming back. It used to be a big thing to see one, but it isn’t
   anymore. When I was a kid, you would see buzzards every once in a
   while and now we see lots of them. For probably 25 or 30 years there
   weren’t any. Then all of a sudden they came back. If you want to see
   them, go to the KYSM tower, that’s where they roost.
   Smith Property at the base of Minneishinona Falls
   My parents bought the place here in 1934. Some relatives owned it
   before that… the abstract could tell if relatives of ours [settled
   here] I'm guessing probably 1900 or a little later than that. When my
   grandparents came here (I'm not sure when), there were very few
   houses. They said there were only 5 buildings in town. They lived up
   in the ravine up on this side. The Indians were still here on the
   other side of the ravine, and they got along with them. My uncle could
   have given you more about that. He’s ninety-six years old.
   When I first moved here there was no water in the house -- no
   electricity, no water. We had a spring house right around the corner
   of that rock and a spring that ran out here. You can see the surface
   now and over here too. That’s the original there, coming out of the
   ground. Got to kind of, hop across here, there is another home right
   here.
   [For our family, the falls] have just always been here. I guess to us,
   [the falls] were not a real big thing because if you were born here,
   you can come any time. When we were kids, we spent a lot of time
   fooling around up here. It’s a wonder that no one got killed. To my
   knowledge, nobody has ever fallen over it, in all the years I have
   heard of. I asked my uncle who is 96 years old and he can only think
   of one person that fell over the side [of the falls]. She was a
   distant relative of ours that was epileptic and had a seizure. [She
   fell only a little on the side and wasn’t hurt much].
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