
Tho Rest Lake Dam 

But not unprecedented 

KY MICHAEL DUNN 

Extremely low July rain­
fall totals are having a 
sizeable-though not un­
precedented-effect on lake 
!ev.;ls and river flows 
throughout the Lakeland • 
area. An interview with 
Calvin LaPorte of Manito-

•wish Waters recently high-' 
lighted and explained some 
ways that watfjrs are being 
affected in the northwestern 
pari, of the Lakeland area. 

LaPorte is caretaker of 
the Rest Lake Dam that 
controls lake levels in the 
extiinsive Manitowish chain 
and thus is in a -unique 

position to assess and 
explain the current summer 
weather's impact on his 
area's lakes in particular and 
the larger area's water in 
general. 

Tise Manitowish Waters 
chain is technically a 10-lake 
flowage or reservoir that 
can contain, at maximum 
levels, LOl billion cubic feet 
of water; theoretically the 
dam and reservoir-right 
owners can demand-draw-
upon these waters, but in 
practice they never do so, 
knowing what, effect or 
hardship that might wreak 
in a v&cation area and 
Vacation Sfeason. 

As any observer has 
already seen, lake levels are 
down throughout the area.; 

' Tribute y or .distrubutary 
; (draining) stream flows are 
! down as well. Dry windy 

days, moreover, can in­
crease lake surface evapora­
tion "incredibly", LaPorte 
points out. 

^The dam in LaPorte's 
charge drains the upper 
i^anitowish River water-

; shed, a wat^shed of from 50 
to 60 square miles which 
includes areas up to Boulder 
and High Lakes around 
Boulder Junction; all of Big 

(Continued on Page 6). 
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Trout Lake and up beyond 
Trout as far as Allcquash 
Lake; Big Lake and Round, 
up tov/ard Presquc Isle; and, 

• of course the Manitowish 
chain itself. The dam, at full 
pond, holds back an 8 1/2 
foot head of water. 

The effects of low rainfalls 
on thi;5 watershed come to a 
peak iX the Rest Lake Dam, 
and three facts that show up 
there this dry year arc 
especially interesting. 

Firs t, 1976 water levels on 
. the chain of lakes have not at 
' any time, since fill-up began 

this sjiring, reached the full 
8 1/2 foot reservoir height, 

; nor wi^re they that high last 
' ' year . They are now not very 

l ike ly to do so before 
drawdown begins just after 
Colors ma. Then they wil l 
drop one to two inches a day 
till hitting minimijm author-

- ized levels about' Nov. 10. 
' Levels last week were six 
inches below the "normal" 
maxin um. Without the dam 
they 'vould doubtless have 
been lower. 

Seciind, normally a 
fall wi 1 result in a two-step 
increase in water levels : lan 
immcc iate jump of the same 

, number of inches as the 
rainfall, plus an added but 
delayed jump in levels due 
to rui ioff . Thus a cne-inch 
fall boosts the waters an 
inch at once, L a P o r t e 

ram-

9 e 

expla ins , whi le another 
boost follows. This year the 
thirsty ground has been 
absorlsing all rainfall except 
what actually has fallen on 
the lakes themselves, and 
there has been no two-step 
rising from rainfalls and 
runoff. Ground dryness now 
precludes any sudden runoff 
rises following routine rains 
in the near future. 

Third, the total flow down i 
the Manitowish River fi:om 
the entire watershed, with 
all its tributary streams (the 
upper Manitowish River; 
Trout, AUequash, Papoose 
and Rice or B ig Lake creeks) 
and internal springs feeding 
lakes in the Manitowish 

• chain, is now at a rate of only 
50 cubic feet per second. 
This is well below normal, 
and very far below possible 
peak, almost-flood flows of 
600 to 700 feet per second at 
the dam. _ . : 

NOT U N P R E C E D E N T E D 

Low as present lake levels 
and r iver flows may seem, 
they are probably better 
thafi on many unregulated 
streams or landlocked lakes 
r igh t now. A n d though 
rainfall totals have been low 
(only 0.28 inches of rain 
were measured at the dam 
in the first 20 days of Ju ly) , 
the present lake and river 
situations are far from being 

FATHER, SOH...Re$t Lake 
Dam caretaker Co! loPorte 
(left) chats with his father, 
George Ln?orte, about the 
caretaker's duties at the 
dani. The senior LoPorte 
first saw the dam around 
1905, on his arrival in the 
Manitowish Waters area, 
and h 1909 was a stage 
driver hs^ssen Monitowish 
depot and the dam; in his 
frc^ time ha often aided the 
don-tender of the era. In 
the picture above, showing 
tha dam in cbout 1909, 
George LaPorte is the tall 
man at tli-i right bf the pic­
ture. George thinks this pic­
ture was taken in 1909; for 
sure it wjs token after log-
driving hcd ended, for the 
waters oro grown over with 
greenery. 

unprecedented. In 1946 and 
1947, another dry biennium 
perhaps like 1975 and 1976, 
lakes here never reached 
within 18 inches of full pool, 
and in 1925 r iver flows were 
so skimpy that the flow of 

the entire Flambeau River 
at Park Fal ls was only 74 
cubic feet per second-and 
the usually mighty Flam­
beau drew that from hun-

(ConHnued on Page 12) 



only the dam itself, but also 
its interesting caretaker and 
its fascixiating history. 

Cai LaPorte has been 
caretaker of the dam for 29 
years. His predecessors for a 
long time were a colorful 
father-andtdaughter' team. 

1 ' ; .(Continued from Page 6 ) 

' • dred of miles of watershed, 
including the Manitowish 

." watershed as a tiny part! 
vi| The role of the dam, 
"^especially in a dry summer 

like this, as it helps Iceep up 
water levels, spotlights not 



^bY& Walcotf Johnson and" 
Winnie Young; sharing their 
duties was Winnie's partner 
in the old Win-Mar resort, 
Marie Zimmerman, recalled 
by many Manitowish Waters 
oldtimers as "Pants Marie" 
because of lier predisposi­
tion to slacks in the 
still-skirt-wearing 1930s - or 

Cal combines his dam 
duties and attendant wea­
ther recording tasks with his 
career as co-owner and meat 
department manager of 
LaPorte's IG A Super Mar­
ket, just a few yards from 
the dam in central Manito­
wish Waters. 

He checks the dam daily, 
keeps a log of v/ater flows 
and levels,, and makes the 
necessary adjustments in 
water ieveis by reducing or 
increasing drainage over the 
dam (sluicing water, the 
latter is called). This he does 
by prying logs up from the 
gate slides with his pike 
pole, to reduce water levels, 
or he drops barrier boards 
into the gateways to retain 
more water in the lakes and 
-cut down on river volume. 

• f i - • • LOCAL ^ 
REPRESENTATIVE 

He also serves as the local 
representative of the com­
pany that'fpwns" the dam, 
explaining* or interpreting 
company policy and trying 
to keep sportsmen and 

• lakeside' "proiperty- "owners-" 
content with the lakes' 
levels and behavior. 

The company that owns 
thedamandreservoir rights 
is the Chippewa and Flam­
beau Improvement Com­
pany, and it is composed 
principally of water - users 
further down the Trlanito-
s- i s h -Flambeau-CWppewa; 
river system, like paper and 
power firms. 

Because C a l LaPor te 
usually does his dam-
checking on his way to or 
from the store, Manitowish 
Waters can probably claim 
the only dam tender in the 
world who does his work in 
white dress shirt and tie, 
especially" a bow tie, Cal's 
trademark! • 

The name LaPorte is by 
no iTicaus new around the 
dam. Cai's father, George, 
belonged to a pioneer family 
that came to the area around 
1905, and as a young man in 
1909 was employed to drive 
the horse-drawn stage that 
was the only transport 
between the railroad , at 
Manitowish and the resi­
dents along the chain of 
lakes. Travelers and goods 
alike had to shift frbm the 
stage to boats at the dam in 
order to reach points on the 
lakes, for the road ended at 
the dam. While he waited 
to make his return runs with 
the stage, the_ still-vigorous 
senior LaPorte recalls, he 

, often helped the old dam 

"keeper "of that time, a man 
named Miller. 

CREATED "WATERS" 

The dam. has been more 
than a- scenic feature of the 
area.. It even went beyond 
h e l p i n g - t o create the 
"waters" in the name and 
fame of Manitowisb Waters. 
It has always been the focus 
of activity in the.Manitowish 
Waters coipmunity., for the 
central business area of the 
town develoi>ed early and 
naturally around the dam 
and has remained there ever 
since.' ; -

The dam is built"atop a 2 
1/2 foot rapids that no one 
alive has ever seen, for the' 
pre.'.ent. dam is apparently 
the third on the site since 
18S7. 

The state legislature au­
thorized a log-driving dam in 
1887 and the first dam went 
up soon afterward; tradition 
has it that the dam held back 
eight feet of water, and that 
it was replaced around 1900 
by ajiother, capable of 
holding back a 17 foot head. 
Those dams were wooden 
dams with huge rock cribs. 
Massive 'bullwheels and 
chains lowered and raised 
wooden gates. - The Jlast 
wooden dam is said to have a 
fish way off to one side. ' 
1 On the higher and much, 
more far-spreading waters 
that the dams raised, rafters 

;-used-a steamboat to collect 
white pine logs that lumber­
jacks had been cutting and 
decking all winter, long on or 
near the lake ice. Mean-
while, below the dam, 
workers annuaUy built, a 
wanigan (cook-shanty/sup­
ply boat); and repaired 
bateaux for the log drive. 
Then for. weeks . in "early 
summer hu.ge gulps of water 
and logs were shot through 
the dam to drive the light 
logs downriver to Chippewa 
Falls or Eau Claire sawmills. 
Gates on downstream dams, 
like at Park Falls,-were wide 
enough (20 feet) to pass the 
logs and even the wanigan. 

DYNAMITED DAM 

. Log-driving was over 
from Rest Lake by 1903, and 
Sake levels behind the semi-
abandoned dam fluctuated 

Svildly as the lumber barons 
lost interest in the monster 
they had created and left 
behind them. Often the 
gates might simply be left 
wide open. Fishermen and 
property owners were in­
furiated with the fluctuating 
and-with the extremes, and 
finally one group or indi­
vidual, probably embold­
ened by John Barleycorn, 
•went so far as to dynamite 
the dam. Repairs took only 

-two or three days to the old 
wood structure, but the 

" dynamiters may have made 
their point. 

For a new, concrete dam 
was built around 1923 and _ 
water levels were stabilized 
at a minimum of five feet 
above the river below, and a 
maximum of another three 
and a half feet above that 
(the usual summer level). 
The lakes are drawn down to 
the lower level in fall and 
raised again beginning Mar. 
15 or as soon as practicable 
after that. The state Public 
Service Commission also 
now exercises jurisdiction 
over the dam to protect all 
parties concerned. ~ . i ; 


