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Crow Wing County reaches out with public education efforts
You can prevent AIS

By Travis Grimler
Echo Journal

After COVID-19 
successfully stole 
their audience for a 

year, the Crow Wing County 
Land Services Department is 
ramping up outreach to teach 
area children about aquatic 
invasive species.

Environmental Services 
Specialist and AIS Coordinator 
Nicole Erickson set up 
an informative display at 
Nisswa Lake Park after the 
Wednesday, July 21, weekly 

Nisswa Turtle Races for that 
very purpose.

“With COVID and 
everything, outreach took a 
dive because we couldn’t get 
into the school systems and 
nobody really wanted to do 
events like that,” Erickson 
said. “We’re trying to broaden 
our horizons and trying to 
provide more of these events 
to the public so we can 
educate our kids and educate 
generations and families to 
keep their eyes on the water. 
The more eyes we have out 

there, the better chance we 
have of early detection and 
possibly eradication of some 
of these aquatic invasive 
species.”

From the shade of a pavilion 
at the park, Erickson spent 
the afternoon inviting passing 
families to come observe 
specimens of various AIS, 
including zebra mussels, 
spiny water flea, faucet snails 
and starry stonewort, which 
Erickson said is the newest 
looming danger to area lakes 
and may be of greater concern 

than zebra mussels.
“It has been identified in 

only 18 lakes in Minnesota,” 
Erickson said. “It was just 
confirmed in Leech Lake last 
week.”

Starry stonewort is an 
invasive algae that forms 
dense mats that compete with 
native plants and interfere 
with boating and swimming. 
Erickson warned that the plant 
can pose serious threats to 
fish breeding habitat.

Travis Grimler / Echo Journal
Crow Wing County Aquatic Invasive Species Coordinator Nicole Erickson shows AIS specimens to Kate and Layla, two young ladies 
who were passing by Nisswa Lake Park with their father on July 21 during the educational event. 

Walz tours Nisswa School

By Nancy Vogt
Echo Journal

A friendship that start-
ed in high school when 
Meg (Murphy) Flategraff 
needed a partner in a 
class now has Flategraff 
spearheading the annual 
Dru Sjodin Purple Ele-
phant Run/Walk, sched-
uled at 8 a.m. Saturday, 
Aug. 7, in Trailside Park 
in Pequot Lakes.

The run will start and 
end at Dru’s Garden in 
the park.

Flategraff had moved 
with her family to Pequot 
Lakes as a high school 
sophomore and met 
Sjodin, who was a year 

younger, in a class.
“The teacher wanted 

us to pair up,” Flategraff 
said, noting she didn’t 
know anyone. “She (Sjo-
din) reached out right 
away and said, ‘I’ll be 
partners with you.’ From 
there we had a friendship 
through high school.”

Flategraff ventured 
to the University of 
North Dakota in Grand 
Forks after graduat-
ing from Pequot Lakes 
High School in 1999, 
and Sjodin followed the 
next year. They joined 
the same sorority and 
were roommates, and 
remained roommates 

in on and off campus 
apartments.

Then in November 
2003, Sjodin was abduct-
ed in a Grand Forks mall 
parking lot after leav-
ing work and was killed 
at age 22. Her body was 
found nearly five months 
later.

In 2007, the Purple Ele-
phant Run/Walk began as 
a memorial to Sjodin and 
as a way to create aware-
ness of violence against 
women and children.

“I was always interest-
ed in taking over some-
day,” Flategraff said.

By Nancy Vogt
Echo Journal

A visit to Nisswa Ele-
mentary School offered a 
first for Gov. Tim Walz, a 
former teacher.

“I’ve never been in a 
school that had a fire-
place in the library, 
ever,” Walz said during 
a short tour of the build-
ing Thursday afternoon, 
July 22.

Walz and Minnesota 
Education Commissioner 
Heather Mueller stopped 
in Nisswa as part of a 

statewide education tour 
to highlight education 
investments included in 
Minnesota’s COVID-19 
Recovery Budget. That 
budget includes $1.2 bil-
lion for education over 
four years, including the 
largest formula increase 
in 15 years.

Nisswa Elementary 
School Principal Molly 
Raske considered the 
visit an honor.

“It was an honor 
to host and share the 
amazing things that 

are happening at Niss-
wa Elementary and
throughout Brainerd
Public Schools with Gov.
Walz and Commissioner
Dr. Mueller,” she said in
an email.

“I am very proud to be
the principal at Nisswa
Elementary School and
so grateful to have the
opportunity to share
why with the leaders of
our state,” Raske said.
“Some of our students
were also able to ask

Nancy Vogt / Echo Journal

Garden in Trailside Park in Pequot Lakes on Thursday 

Run/Walk. 

Nancy Vogt / Echo Journal
Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz and Education 
Commissioner Heather Mueller greet children in 
the Fun and Friends child care program who were 
on the Nisswa Elementary School playground 
Thursday. 
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Good friend takes over Dru Sjodin run/walk event

By Travis Grimler
Echo Journal

Letter jacket patches 
from pre-1932, an 1863 
arithmetic book, a 1953 
band uniform, athletic 
team photos and year-
books everywhere.

That is what visitors 
will see if they visit the 
historic Pine River Depot 
on Fridays until Sept. 24. 
That’s because this year 
Heritage Group North 
put a different spin on 
its “Lost Pine River” 
event.

This year’s “Celebra-
tion of Schools” themed 
event had too much his-
tory to fit into just one 
evening-long event. 
Instead, HGN decided 
to use an exhibit format 
and keep the historical 
items on display Fridays 
during the Pine River 
Market Square farmers 
and crafters market, as 
well as by reservation.

So far one of the most 
popular exhibits is the 
athletic photos display 
right in the entryway.

“We have a lot of 1950s, 
’60s and ’70s photos, so 
a lot of people who are 
still in the area come 
in and see themselves 
or relatives there,” said 
organizer Annette Houg.

Houg is particularly 
fond of another exhibit 
connected to Pine River 
athletics - letter jacket 
patches.

“There’s a small col-
lection of things that 
were Ruth Mary John-
son’s,” Houg said. “She 
graduated in 1932 and 
her daughter brought 
them in. To me, it shows 
a continuity of the com-
munity from genera-
tions that these were 
saved and the family still 
lives here.”

Houg also likes the 
1950s band uniform Deb 
Oliver donated. Oliver 

‘Celebration of Schools’ 
offers wide variety of 
exhibited items

History on 
display in 
Pine River
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found it while she oper-
ated a business out of the 
former Pfeiffer drug store 
building. There is a photo 
of Joe Pfeiffer wearing 
an identical (possibly the 
same) uniform among 
the other exhibits.

These are not the oldest 
exhibits. That honor goes 
to the time-worn and 
well-used lesson books 
in one case, specifically 
an 1863 arithmetic book 
Merle Dabill donated 
some time ago.

HGN has also set up 
a sort of re-creation of 
a 1901 one-room school-
house featuring man-
nequin stand-ins for 
“Miss Pick,” a real Pine 
River teacher, along with 
Rachel and Robert Kinler 
as children. The layout 

is inspired by a histori-
cal photo featuring those 
same individuals.

As well as the physi-
cal exhibits, Pine River 
School history is also on 
display. HGN members 
and volunteers poured 
over Pine River Jour-
nal archives, the “Cass 
County Centennial” book, 
the “Logsleds to Snow-
mobiles” book and piles 
of yearbooks to piece 
together the ever-chang-
ing history of the school 
as it grew and moved to 
where it is today.

All of this, and more, 
is available to view from 
2:30-4:30 p.m. Fri-
days until Sept. 24 or by 
appointment by calling 
Houg at 320-309-3700.

Travis Grimler is a staff writer for 
the Pineandlakes Echo Journal 

weekly newspaper in Pequot Lakes/
Pine River. He may be reached at 
218-855-5853 or travis.grimler@

pineandlakes.com.

Travis Grimler / Echo Journal
Annette Houg, with Heritage Group North in Pine 
River, was a driving force in organizing the Lost Pine 
River Celebration of Schools exhibit. She suspects 
the athletic photos in the entryway will attract plenty of 
attention because of the many possibly familiar faces.

Pat Johnson, with Heritage Group North, set up a 
partial re-creation of a real photo of a Pine River one-
room schoolhouse with mannequins representing real 
teacher Miss Pick and young students Robert and 
Rachel Kinler. 

The dense 
“meadows” formed by 
mats of the invasive 
engulf some of the 
most ecologically 
sensitive portions of 
inland lakes. The state 
has an annual event in 
August geared toward 
preventing the spread 
of starry stonewort.

“We have the Starry 
Trek event in August 
where we ask the 
public to volunteer 
time on a Saturday to 
learn to identify aquatic 
invasive species,” 
Erickson said. “Then 
we provide them with 
equipment to learn 
about this and follow a 
certain route I assign 
to check accesses for 
starry stonewort.”

Erickson had 
samples of the 
namesake “stars” in 
a preservative as well 
as laminated samples 
of the tendrils they 
grow on. There were 

also samples of zebra 
mussels preserved 
in resin, spiny water 
fleas in a jar and other 
specimens for visitors 
to look at. Of course, 
there were also freebies 
like boating towels, 
literature, coloring 
books and crayons.

Erickson said the 
county is expanding its 
outreach and bringing 
education to people 
where they are this 

summer.
“We’ve started a 

pilot program this year 
handing out equipment 
kits to anglers and 
targeting fishing 
tournaments to provide 
them with the right 
equipment to dispose 
of bait properly and 
clean their watercraft 
correctly before going 
to another body of 
water,” Erickson 
said. “We kicked off 

that pilot program 
(recently) at a student 
fishing tournament on 
the Whitefish Chain.”

Her department 
is partnering with 
Nisswa and several 
other agencies to hold 
a nature camp the first 
week of August.

“It’s a great 
opportunity for kids 
because we talk about 
water quality, aquatic 
invasive species, 
the Earth and the 
environment and how 
it’s important for us 
to keep it healthy,” 
Erickson said.

Crow Wing County 
employs 45 watercraft 
inspectors at 42 
various water accesses. 
Erickson said it 
was one of the top 
watercraft inspection 
programs in the state.

“We’re proud of 
that,” she said.
Travis Grimler is a staff writer for 

the Pineandlakes Echo Journal 
weekly newspaper in Pequot 
Lakes/Pine River. He may be 
reached at 218-855-5853 or 

travis.grimler@pineandlakes.com.

questions and interact with 
them, which was very powerful 
for them as young citizens and 
my very favorite part of the day.”

Walz and Mueller - along with 
Brainerd School District Super-
intendent Laine Larson, Brain-
erd School Board members Bob 
Nystrom and Ruth Nelson, and 
a contingent of media people 
- walked out into the school’s 
playground area where children 
from the Fun and Friends child 
care program were playing.

Walz apologized for interrupt-
ing their play as he shook chil-
dren’s hands and told them it 
was nice to meet them.

After posing for group photos, 
Walz shared remarks in which he 
praised teachers for looking out 
for students’ safety and security 
and for their innovation during a 
health pandemic to cater to stu-
dents’ social/emotional needs as 
well as their educational needs.

Walz said the education dollars 
in the budget address gaps that 
existed before and were exacer-
bated by COVID-19.

“These dollars should make a 
difference years into the future,” 
he said, praising funding for 
summer school.

The pandemic has been a chal-
lenge for kids, but they’re resil-
ient, Walz said.

The governor continues to 
encourage people to get COVID-
19 vaccinations. He said southern 
states see spikes during warm 
weather when people go inside, 
and warned that for Minnesotans 
spikes occur when cold weather 
forces people inside.

When asked last summer what 
he was most looking forward to 
when the pandemic ended, Walz 
said his reply was: “I cannot wait 
to be back at a school with chil-
dren laughing and doing what 

children do, with caring adults 
around them.”

Nancy Vogt may be reached at 218-855-5877 

or nancy.vogt@pineandlakes.com. Follow her 

on Facebook and on Twitter at www.twitter.

com/@PEJ_Nancy.

She and her husband, 
Russell Flategraff, moved 
back to Pequot Lakes with 
their three children two 
years ago, and Flategraff 
got her chance to orga-
nize the event. This will 
be her first year since the 
2020 run was canceled 
because of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

“It’s very meaningful 
because it’s a huge part of 
my life,” she said, noting 
it keeps Sjodin’s memory 
alive when high school 
and college friends come 
to Pequot Lakes to par-
ticipate.

The event is also 
good for the communi-
ty. Besides growing the 
event, a goal is to raise 
money to start a radKIDS 
program in Pequot Lakes. 
The program provides 
educational tools and 
resources that enhance 
the ability of children, 
parents and families to 
use knowledge, skills and 
power to protect them-
selves from violence and 
harm.

The program has the 
full support of Linda 
Walker, Sjodin’s mother.

“There just really are 
no words,” Walker said 
when asked how she feels 
about the Purple Ele-
phant Run/Walk and Dru 
Sjodin Golf Tournament 

(to be held Sunday, Aug. 
8, at Whitefish Golf Club) 
still being held each year 
in Sjodin’s name.

“Everybody who has a 
child wants their child 
to be remembered. The 
generosity of the com-
munity is above and 
beyond,” Walker said.

Funds go to causes 
Sjodin would have been 
passionate about, Walker 
said, noting her dream 
is to bring that lasting 
legacy full circle with the 
radKIDS program.

She met the leader of 
radKIDS, Steve Daley, 
when working on legisla-
tion in Washington, D.C.

“Wow. Every child 
should have an opportu-
nity to understand their 
self-worth, self-value 
and also have the right 
to protect themselves and 
speak out when things 
don’t feel right,” Walker 
said. “It’s empowering 
for children to under-
stand if they’re confront-
ed with a situation that 
doesn’t feel right.”

Crafters from Timeless 
Appeal in Pequot Lakes 
are repurposing signs 
from the first Purple Ele-
phant events that will be 
sold at the event.

For anyone who can’t 
attend the run/walk but 
wants to donate to the 
cause, an account is 
set up at First National 
Bank of Walker in Pequot 
Lakes.
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DRU SJODIN PURPLE ELEPHANT 
RUN/WALK

in Pequot Lakes.

for those who want to support from afar.

Travis Grimler / Echo Journal
Starry stonewort is the latest aquatic invasive 
species to rear its head in a neighboring county, and 

the public to prevent its arrival in area lakes. 

Nancy Vogt / Echo Journal

From left are Bob Nystrom and Ruth Nelson, Brainerd School Board 

supervisor.

By Travis Grimler

Zebra mussels research 
on Pelican Lake by the Min-
nesota Aquatic Invasive Spe-
cies Research Center is showing 
results that may be more favor-
able than previously expected.

Researchers working out of a 
mobile lab on Pelican Lake are 
studying the results of a 2019 
treatment using a copper com-
pound on zebra mussels of vari-
ous ages. Results from previ-
ous tests suggest the compound 
may be more effective at lower 
concentrations than first antici-
pated. Researchers hope water 
tests and zebra mussel monitor-
ing will reveal even more posi-
tive details.

“We found that concentra-
tions and the duration of our 
treatments killed not only the 
juveniles but also the adults,” 
Angelique Dahlberg, PhD stu-
dent at the University of Min-
nesota, said. “And that suggests 
we could further decrease our 
concentrations. Because we’re 
also killing adults, that means 

we have more than we need.”
This is good news because it 

means less compound may be 
necessary.

“If we use less product there 
are fewer unintended con-
sequences and it is cheaper,” 
Dahlberg said. “So it’s kind of a 
win-win.”

The study so far is targeting 
juvenile zebra mussels, called 
veligers. The idea is that a treat-
ment that prevents juvenile 
mussels from reaching sexual 
maturity will keep them from 
reproducing uncontrolled. Effec-
tiveness of the treatment varies 
a great deal based on water pH, 
organic materials in the water, 
temperature and other factors.

Dahlberg clarified that the goal 
is not necessarily to wipe out 
zebra mussels.

“It’s to bring the population 
down to a manageable level such 
that it’s no longer causing a lot 
of negative impacts that people 
see, whether that be tons of 
shells washing up on the beach 
or changing fish habitats or 
things like that,” Dahlberg said.

The mobile lab will remain at 

Pelican Lake through the end
of July. The lab is observing
the results of a 10-day exposure 
with a post-exposure period to 
follow. Results are expected in
mid-winter, though they might 
not be available for the public 
until spring or later.

“It’s tricky,” Dahlberg said. 
“The USGS (United States Geo-
logical Survey) has a lot of dif-
ferent steps of review that data 
needs to go through before it’s 
ever released. It’s probably a 
little slower than other projects, 
but I’ll probably start communi-
cating about it next spring.”

Pelican Lake was listed as 
infested with zebra mussels in 
2012.

The program is a collaboration 
between the University of Min-
nesota Aquatic Invasive Species 
Research Center and the United 
States Geological Survey. The
program has gone as far back as
2016 involving other lakes such 
as Lake Minnetonka.

Travis Grimler is a staff writer for the 
Pineandlakes Echo Journal weekly newspaper 

in Pequot Lakes/Pine River. He may be 
reached at 218-855-5853 or travis.grimler@

pineandlakes.com.

Zebra mussel research 
underway in Pelican Lake


