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S.S. Ruby Rides Again 

The Living Lab is 1,500 feet of 
riverfront located on an outside 
bend of the Red River in South 
Fargo. It is suffering from 
slumping, erosion, tree loss, 
invasive plant species and a 
lack of wildlife habitat. Now 
owned by the City of Fargo 
and Cass County, the site was 
previously used for a private 
residence, sheep grazing and 
hobby gardens. Many  
agencies, local units of  
government, volunteers and 
organizations are working un-
der the leadership of River 
Keepers to develop this site 
into the Living Lab. 
 

The Living Lab 
Red River serves as test area for restoration project 
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The goals of the Living Lab are to 
demonstrate and explore a variety 
of riparian restoration techniques; 
serve as an outdoor lab for  
students of all ages; and exhibit 
wildlife habitat improvements. 
 
Last year a master plan was com-
pleted which details some of the 
past, present and future uses of the 
Living Lab. 

Some of the recommendations in 
the master plan include: 
· Use the existing house on the 

property as a conference  
 center and groundskeeper  
 Residence. 
· Use the existing garage and 

shed as an interpretive center 
for visitors, storage and work-
shop. 

· Use a wide variety of riparian 
restoration techniques and 
methods. 

· Provide numerous interpretive 
signage and trails to connect all 
the areas together. 

 
Individuals and groups have  
volunteered many hours at the 
Living Lab painting, moving out 
old machinery, picking up  

garbage, thinning out shrubs,  
moving iris plants to a memorial 
flower bed at North Dakota State 
University, mowing, spraying   
invasive plants, general site clean 
up and cutting and removing dead-
fall. 
 
A stand of blue grama and buffalo-
grass, both native species, was 
seeded in the spring of 2004 as an 
alternative turf grass demonstra-
tion site. Most of the turf grasses 
planted in the U.S. today are not 
native species. Native grass spe-
cies are increasingly being used by 
homeowners as an alternative to 
traditional turf grasses. 

 
More on the Living Lab, page 3 

S.S. Ruby, the Gem of the North, 
begins touring the Red River for 
the 2005 season on May 27. Come 
discover the history, geography 
and wildlife of the Red River 
from the decks of the S.S. Ruby 
during a 45-minute narrated tour. 
Each cruise leaves at the top of 
the hour, every hour. The S.S. 
Ruby seats 18 people and can be 
reserved for birthdays, family  
reunions or company outings any 
day of the week. 
 
At the same time, you can rent a 
canoe or kayak and experience the 
Red River in downtown Fargo-
Moorhead first-hand. Paddle the 
waters of the river without trans-
porting your own canoe or kayak.  

Basic instructions and safety 
equipment are provided. 
The ticket booth and departure 
location are underneath the First 
Avenue North bridge adjacent to 
the Hjemkomst Center, 202 First 
Avenue North in Moorhead. 
Regular operating hours are  
Tuesday and Friday, 4 to 8 p.m., 
and Saturday and Sunday,  
1 to 8 p.m. 
 
For additional information or  
reservations, call 701-793-RUBY. 

S.S. Ruby is 
owned and  
operated by River 
Keepers.  
Contributors are 
City of Moorhead, 
City of Fargo, 
Fargo Park  
District, Fargo 
Moorhead  
Convention and 
Visitors Bureau 
and Houston  
Engineering, Inc.  

Volunteers cleaning up deadfall and piling up brush in preparation for tree planting. 
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Contact me about possible donations of 
products, equipment and/or services 
which I understand may be tax-deductible 
 
Contact me about volunteer opportunities  

Please return this completed form, along with your membership investment to: 
River Keepers  325 7th St. S.  Fargo, ND  58103 

Kayak………..$25 
Canoe………...$50 
Skiff………….$100 
Steamboat……$500+ 
 

River Keepers Membership Form 
(membership begins January 1st) 

Name ____________________________________ 
Address __________________________________ 
City_________________ State_____ Zip________ 
Phone_____________________________________ 
Email_____________________________________ 
Company (if relevant)____________________ 
 

 

Please check appropriate level: (River Keepers is a 501 (c ) (3) 
organization. All monetary contributions are tax-deducible to the 
extent allowed by the law) 

 
RIVER KEEPERS 

MOUTH OF THE RIVER 
325 7th St. S. 

Fargo, ND 58103-1846 
Phone: (701) 235-2895 
Fax: (701) 235-7394 
riverkeepers@i29.net 
www.riverkeepers.org 

 
River Keepers is a  

non-profit organization, 
“promoting a renewed vision for 

the Red River of the North.” 
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The 14th annual 
“Race the Red”   ca-
noe and kayak races 
are scheduled for 
Monday, June 6, 
2 0 0 5 .  E nt r a n t s 
choose from two 
races; a ten mile com-
petitive race starts at 

5:30 p.m. and a two mile fun race starts at 7 p.m.  
Both races will begin at the bike/pedestrian bridge 
in Fargo’s Lindenwood Park at Fifth Street and 
Seventeenth Avenue South and will finish at 
Fargo’s Dike East/Midtown Dam at Second Street 
and Second Avenue South. 
 

Entry fees are $15 for a solo racer and $25 per 
team if registration is received by 5 p.m. on  
Thursday, June 2. Registrations received after 
the deadline are subject to a $15 late fee. 
 

If a canoe or kayak is needed, one can be rented 
from the River Keepers for $15. The price in-
cludes paddles and personal flotation devices. 
There is a limited number available so reserve 
yours early! 
 

Awards will presented to race winners during a 
ceremony at 8 p.m. There also will be door 
prizes and all participants will receive a free  
t-shirt. 
 

Join us for this evening of fun on the Red!  

Second Participant 
 
Name 
 
Address 
 
 
 
Day Phone   
 
Email 

First Participant 
 
Name 
 
Address 
 
 
 
Day Phone   
 
Email 

Reserve a �  Canoe �  Single Kayak �  Tandem Kayak for me.  
(limited number available) 
 
Categories (Check one): �  Fun Race 
�  Competitive Canoe Solo �  Competitive Male Team 
�  Competitive  Kayak Solo �  Competitive Female Team 
�  Competitive Kayak Tandem �  Competitve Co-ed Team 

2005 Race the Red Registration Form 

_____ $15 canoe/ kayak rental 
 
_____ $15 solo entrant 
 
_____ $25 team entrant 
 
_____ $15 late fee (after June 2) 

________ $ Total 

�
I am often asked “what does River Keepers do?” A sign that was made for River Keepers a dozen years 
ago and is currently on display in our conference room says it best:  What does River Keepers keep? A 
River. Where do they keep it? In the public’s mind and eye and heart. Another response I often give when 
asked what we do is that we are in the “attitude change” business. 
 
This year we celebrate our 15 year anniversary. Have we made a difference? We think so. Twenty years 
ago, a high-ranking city official urged that canoeing be banned on the river because the river was too  
dangerous. His suggestion was typical of the thinking at the time.  Recently, the State of Minnesota has 
declared the Red River an official canoeing and boating route. Twenty years ago we had no public boat 
ramps on the Red in Fargo-Moorhead. Today we have four. This year the Fargo Park District will place a 
dock in the river at Convent Landing for use by canoeists and boaters. Recently, at a public meeting, 
mayors of both Moorhead and Fargo declared that the Red was an important but underutilized resource 
for the two communities. Both cities are actively working on projects, plans and proposals to bring more 
people to the riverfront. 
 
So how did this all happen? We think it happened because many folks worked hard to change attitudes. 
Starting with the “R/UDAT” community study in 1990, River Keepers, supported by its board, volun-
teers, members and sponsors, has focused on changing the mistaken view that the Red River was dirty 
and dangerous. 
 
Is our work done? No, we still have a ways to go. But we are getting there. 
 
Thanks to all those that have helped along the way and…. 
Happy Anniversary! 

��������	
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Fun is the primary goal of canoe/kayak race! 

Looking for a map of the Red River? River 
Keepers, under contract with MN Department 
of Natural Resources (DNR), developed a map 
from Breckenridge to Georgetown.  Stop by 
the canoe trail interpretive sign adjacent to the 
S.S. Ruby ticket booth or call the MN DNR 
Information Center at 1-888-minn-dnr. 



 

 

“Taking chances doesn’t pay.  The river is    
dangerous night and day.”  The sign stood as 
warning to anyone who dared to tempt fate and 
become a victim of sucking whirlpools or the 
rushing waters of the dam.  
 
Boys being boys, and with no open swimming 
pools due to the 1946 polio epidemic that closed 
most public venues, my older pre-teen brother 
and his friends paid no heed, swam in it, fished 
it and dived to its bottom for clams during the 
hot humid days. 
 
Living at the top of the hill on 4th Avenue 
Southwest in Moorhead, the Red River was a 
part of our everyday life. With the footbridge 
crossing it, we had easy access to Fargo until the 
massive ice sheets from the 1947 flood took it 
out,  replacing it with one on pontoons. 
 
Dommer’s boathouse was a favorite place to 
hang around to watch people on the river in the 
rented rowboats and canoes, or those diving from 
the three-level diving platform midstream, which 
was removed after a local boy broke his back in a 
dive. 
 
After the footbridge was destroyed, Frank Dommer 
provided a ferry service for those who needed to 
get to Fargo. For ten cents apiece, he’d row us 
across the river to a platform on the bank, and if we 
told him we would be coming back, he’d watch for 
us and quickly jump into his boat to retrieve us. 
Without a car, my Dad used this service daily,   
relying on it to get him across for his walk through 
Island Park and to his job in downtown Fargo. I 
believe he would ferry people up until 9 or 10 at 
night, and then shut down, unless a later time had 
been arranged.   
 
On Saturdays and Sundays, we kids would go to 
the movies in Fargo, and as our allowances were 
only a quarter, we would opt for a one-way ride 
with Dommer, leaving us with the necessary 12 
cents for the movie, and walk the Front Street 
Bridge on the way back.  With four or five of us 
seated, Dommer would pull on the oars and ease us 
away from the dock, get midstream and slow his 
rowing, teasing us by allowing the pull of the dam 

Creature Feature 

Memories of the River                          By Joan Sprague, San Diego, California 

Living Lab continued from page 1 

Joei St. Germain proudly displays the channel catfish 
she caught in the Red River in North Fargo. 

���������	
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4 Catfish fillets  1/4 cup orange juice 
2 Tbl soy sauce  1 tsp lemon juice 
2 tsp vegetable oil  1 tsp chopped garlic 
1/4 tsp cracked black pepper 1 Tbl chopped fresh parsley 
 
Rinse fillets, pat dry and place in shallow glass dish. Combine re-
maining ingredients and pour over fillets. Chill for 1 to 3 hours.  
Preheat grill. Grill fillets over high heat, rounded side down, for 3 to 
4 minutes. Turn fillets and grill for 3 to 4 minutes or until fish 
flakes easily when tested with a fork. Serves four. 
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Locally, native grasses are being used by the 
City of Fargo at locations where limited     
mowing is desirable, including some water 
tower sites. 
 
Some interpretive signs have been designed and 
built to educate visitors about the Living Lab, 
riparian areas, the turf grass demonstration site, 
and North Dakota’s largest Hop tree, which is 
also on the site.  This summer, another kiosk 
will be added that describes storm water and the 
storm drain system in Fargo-Moorhead. 
 
This spring, the first 50 feet along the river will 
be planted with trees, shrubs and sedges to help 
restore and stabilize the riparian area. 
 
To date, funding for the Living Lab has been  
provided by Cass County Soil Conservation   
District, Mid America Steel, a 5 Star            
Restoration Grant, an AmeriCorps grant, F-M 
Audubon, Greenway on the Red, members of 
River Keepers and the Red River Riparian   
Project. 
 
Project partners include:  City of Fargo, North 
Dakota Extension Forestry, United States Fish 
and Wildlife Service, International Water        
Institute, North Dakota State University       
Landscape Architecture, Southeast Cass Water 
Resource District, Metropolitan Council of   
Governments, North Dakota Game and Fish, 
Natural Resources Conservation Service, Cass 
Soil Conservation District, Red River Riparian 
Project, Greenway on the Red, Fargo Park      
District and Hanson Design Associates. 

That’s right. Catfish are not just a “catch and 
release” nuisance in our Red River. In fact, the 
catfish’s firm, white, flaky meat is considered 
by gourmets to be among the finest for eating. 
There are five species of catfish including 
channel catfish, flathead catfish and yellow, 
brown and black bullheads. 
 

Channel catfish (Ictalurus punctatus) are 
pound for pound one of the fightingest fish in 
fresh water and can grow to be more than 20 
pounds. They reach that size by eating mainly 
live fish, aquatic insects and snails but will also 
feed on carrion, dead bait or hatchery pellets.  
 

A young channel cat is silvery gray and  
covered in black dots, which fade with age.  
Catfish get their name from their long  
whiskers, called barbells, which, like the rest of 
their bodies, are covered in taste buds, making 
it easy to find food in the muddy water of the 
Red. The channel cat is distinguished from the 
flathead by its deeply forked tail. 
 
 

Catfishing on the Red River begins when water  
temperatures reach the upper 50 degree range 
and lasts until temperatures drop into the mid 
50 degree range. When the water is 75 to 80 
degrees, the catfish find nesting cavities to use 
for spawning. In the winter, they seek  
protection from the current in deep water. 
These days, channel catfish face two major 
threats. First, the increasing popularity of these 
giant tadpole-looking fish can lead to over  
fishing. Current restrictions in Minnesota and 
North Dakota enforce a daily limit of five fish, 
only one of which can be more than 24 inches 
(about 6 pounds).  Catfish are also threatened 
by flood control projects that are planned for 
Red River tributaries which could stop the fish 
from swimming over or around dams during 
upstream spawning runs. 
 

Interestingly, catfish don’t have spines. Instead, 
they have spines in the dorsal and pectoral fins 
that can injure a careless angler.  

to draw us nearer to its edge while we screamed 
and begged for him to row faster. He put the fear 
of God in us that we’d be pulled over what 
seemed to us like Niagara Falls, and a sure drop to 
our deaths by drowning. 
 
The floods were always exciting when we were 
kids, watching the river rise each day. Already a 
peninsula, 4th Avenue Southwest became an    
island, with water encroaching from the west, both 
north and south, and to the edge of Elm Street to 
the east. 
 
The thick ice on the Red River began its thaw, and 
loud cracking sounds echoed through the valley, 
signaling the ice flow. The family stood at the 
river’s edge at the bottom of the hill watching it 
crash over the dam. Great sheets of ice, six to ten 
feet in depth, stood at oblique angles as they 
moved along the river’s course and over the   
natural banks, tearing down trees in its way. 
 
Finally, with the force of tons, it swept out the 
footbridge, leaving only splintered supports on the 
bank. As the ice thawed, the river swelled,       
carrying remnants of barns, farm machinery, 
drowned carcasses and vegetation. 

It crept steadily over its banks, while residents 
kept watch. It flowed onto the foot of 4th     
Avenue, while families hurriedly began evacuat-
ing with possessions. Soon small   motorboats 
were used as moving vehicles, carrying house-
hold possessions up the street to waiting trucks. 
The river crept slowly in the back yard across 
the street, stopping at the foot of the Sprague-
Brown driveway. 
 
My grandparents who lived on 1st St. Street 
moved their household goods to our porch to 
wait out the flood. Each day they traveled by 
motor boat to inspect the river’s rise on their 
house, which, at its peak, covered the entire 
building, showing only a small portion of the 
roof. 
 
Downtown the river rose to only a few feet   
below the bridges, and the railroad bridge    
serving the Great Northern and Union Pacific 
Railroad lines was in danger of being            

impassable, shutting off needed shipments to the 
east and west. The river finally peaked. Thirty-two 
feet sticks in my brain. 
 
A pontoon bridge replaced the old footbridge, 
making the passage to Fargo easier for all those on 
the south side of Moorhead, and served us through 
the late spring, summer and fall. During the winter 
the bridge was anchored to the Moorhead side 
while nature provided the frozen river as a stable 
walkway. It was positioned again in the spring 
once the ice moved out. 
 
We grew into teenagers hanging around the juke 
box at Dommer’s boathouse during the warm   
afternoons and early evenings, listening to music, 
dancing, drinking pop… And the boathouse, in 
retrospect, became a shrine to the memories of 
growing up along the banks of the Red River. 
 
We lived on 4th Avenue Southwest until  
December 1955, through several more floods, but 
moved before the property was bought and the 
houses moved or demolished for the re-routing of 
the Red River for a flood control project and the 
construction of a new dike. Our childhood home 
and play areas would forever be glimpses of    
photographs and long-ago memories. 

Frank Dommer’s boat house/rental shop. Red River near west end of 
4th Ave. S., Moorhead. 1930. Courtesy of Clay County Historical 
Society.  Flaten/Wange collection.   
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April 15 - 20 at Moorhead Center Mall 
Earth Week Displays, including River  
Keepers’ River Friendly Yard Management  

 
April 21 - 24 at West Acres 

Earth Week Displays, including River  
Keepers’ River Friendly Yard Management  

 
April 28 , 5:30 p.m. at Hjemkomst Center. 

River Keepers Annual Meeting. 
Come early to view the “Discovering the  
Rivers of Lewis and Clark” exhibit. 

 
April 28 , 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. at Hjemkomst Ctr.  

Water Friendly Yard Management  
 

May 3, 7 p.m. at Dike East 
Walk This Way 

 
May 27 - September 4 under 1 Avenue North 
Bridge in Moorhead 

S.S. Ruby Pontoon Tours & Canoe/Kayaks. 
Charters available May 16 - September 16. 
Information: 701.793.RUBY 

 
June 6, 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. at Hjemkomst Center 

Recreation on the Red: Yesterday, Today 
and Tomorrow Workshop. 
Fee is $25 and includes lunch.  

 
June 6, 5 to 8 p.m. at Dike East 

Race the Red Canoe/Kayak Races and  
Lil’ Fishermen’s Derby and Clinic. 

 

June 17,  11 a.m. to 7 p.m. at Island Park 
Midwest Kidfest 

 
June 29, 9:30 a.m. at South Dam 

South Dam Ribbon “Connecting” 
 

July 15, 5:30 to 9 p.m. Lindenwood Park to 
Viking Ship Park 

Canoeing on the Red. Info: Moorhead Parks 
and Recreation, 218.299.5340. 

 

��������	
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The effort to start a canoe trail was started by River Keepers in 1998. Thanks to the efforts of many 
supporters and volunteers, including Project Breckenridge, it has become a reality. A ceremony of 
celebration commemorating the first segment of the Red River of the North as an official Minnesota canoe 
and boating route from the headwaters at Breckenridge, Minnesota to Georgetown, Minnesota was held in 
September at Headwaters Park in Breckenridge. The kiosk is one of three located along the route (pictured 
on left). The others are at Moorhead and Georgetown. 
 
Information about the Red River of the North Canoe and Boating Route is now online at  
www.dnr.state.mn.us/canoeing/redriver/index.html. 
 
The S.S. Ruby was decked out with lights for the Holiday Lights Parade and the Holiday Lights display in 
Lindenwood Park. 
 
Eagle Scout candidate Aaron Breen, the North Dakota 
State University Natural Resource Management Club and 
Concordia’s Student Environment Association maintained 
about 500 wood duck nesting boxes along the urban 
riverfront corridor. 

 
Plans and studies are underway to expand and improve the urban portion of the riverfront trail system. A 
major study on the pedestrian bridges was completed. 
 
River Keepers will be adding bicycles to our fleet of rental canoes and kayaks at the S.S. Ruby landing dock. 
 
Moorhead is building an exciting new riverfront plaza behind Fourth Street, which, along with the new Main 
Avenue Bridge, will connect the river to the city. 
 
The Red River Water Festival is now one of the largest water festivals in the United States. Thanks to all the sponsors and the 150 presenters and other 
volunteers who made the three days possible. Presenters came from as far away as Bismarck and St. Paul. Very SPECIAL presenters included high school 
River Watch students from Barnesville, Hawley, Win-E-Mac and Fertile. Volunteers did everything from setting up canopies to assembling class packets. 
This year’s festival included an optional half day of outdoor sessions, including learning how to use a transparency tube (pictured above). 

Canoes and kayaks can be rented  
for independent exploration of  
the Red River of the North from  
the S.S. Ruby ticket booth located  
under the First Avenue North bridge,  
adjacent to the Hjemkomst Center in Moorhead.  
The booth is open from 4 to 8 p.m. on Tuesdays  
and Fridays, and 1 to 8 p.m. on Saturdays and Sundays,  
Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day weekend.  
The cost is $7 per water craft per hour, which includes the use  
of the craft, paddles, personal flotation devices and basic instruction.  
50% off rentals during RiverArts on Tuesdays, July 26 and August 16. 
 
River Keepers recommends that you bring a camera! 

Canoe and Kayak Rentals 

���������	�
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Activity         Typical Water Usage 

Showering        5 gallons per minute 
Tub Bathing        36 gallons (full) 
Toilet Flushing       6 gallons 
Teeth Brushing       2 gallons (faucet running) 
Hand Washing        2 gallons (faucet running) 
Shaving         3-5 gallons (faucet running) 
Dish Washing        20 gallons (faucet running) 
Automatic Dishwasher      15 gallons (full cycle) 
Washing Machine       40-60 gallons (full cycle) 
Outdoor Watering       5-10 gallons per minute 

Healthy rivers and lakes depend on a healthy   
watershed.  All residents, regardless of their     
address, affect the water quality and aesthetics of 
area rivers and lakes through activities such as 
urban development, lawn fertilization, farming, 
livestock grazing, taking down trees, etc.  

River Keepers’ 
Calendar of Events 
Call or e-mail River Keepers for more     
information or for registration forms. 

What is a watershed? 
 
A watershed is the land surface that water flows 
across or under on its way to a river or lake. Each 
watershed is unique. They can be flat, hilly or 
mountainous, or they may be covered with towns, 
industrial areas or farmland. They vary in size 
from a few square blocks to millions of acres.   
 

 
 

MN State Representative Paul Marquart, MN 
State Senator Keith Langseth and Breckenridge 
Mayor Cliff Barth cutting the ribbon to a River 
Keepers’ designed kiosk, located at Headwaters 
Park in Breckenridge, Minnesota.  


