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Man-Made Nature: The History and Uses of Lyman Lakes at Carleton College
Mention of the scenic glories of the Carleton surroundings might very well evoke from a listener the immediate response ‘Lyman Lakes.’

-Leal A. Headley and Merrill E. Jarchow’s Carleton; The First Century

In a world that seems plagued by environmental woes more and more each day, the question of how to raise awareness of environmental issues and appreciation for nature is increasingly raised in many spheres of society.  The United Nations has declared 2005-2014 the “Decade of Education for Sustainable Development,” in which people and institutions around the world should strive “to integrate the principles, values, and practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and learning.”  How can such a wide-reaching goal be met on a local level in the quiet town of Northfield, Minnesota at Carleton College?  One needn’t look any further than the Lyman Lakes on Carleton’s campus.  As colleges and universities become increasingly involved in fostering knowledge about the environment, here at Carleton, one aesthetic and educational resource available to students is the Lyman Lakes.


The lakes were a gift from trustee George R. Lyman and his wife as a memorial to their son George Huntington Lyman, and construction began in the fall of 1916.  The so-called lakes are actually two ponds that were made by digging up some land and damming Spring Creek.  Water from Spring Creek empties into the upper lake, then continues over a dam into the lower lake (which is larger than the other), and from there, over another dam and into the Cannon River.  “Bathing beaches” were part of both lakes, thus making the lakes a popular site for outdoor swimming in Northfield before the town acquired other facilities.  Although nowadays students may ice-skate on rinks on the Bald Spot during the chilly Minnesota winters, previously the upper lake of Lyman was maintained for skating and ice hockey, and also supplied with toboggans.  The 1922 Algol said of the lakes, “Perhaps there is no spot on campus more popular, perhaps there is no place that serves more varied purposes.”

The lakes haves long served as a festive environment.  Beginning in 1918 (and continuing for roughly forty years), Mai Fete pageants were held on one of the islands, hence the name “Mai Fete Island.”  Occasionally, theatrical productions have been performed on the islands.  The tradition of the freshman-sophomore tug-of-war by the lakes, which originated in April, 1919 has since ended, although recently a tug-of-war on one of the islands was sponsored by Canoe House, an interest house for outdoor enthusiasts on campus.  The Mai Fete parties held on the islands Wednesday evenings of spring term as a means for members of the senior class to celebrate their time at Carleton and forthcoming graduation remains a popular event.  The St. Olaf College Dean of Students even recommends taking a date ice skating on the Lyman Lakes.

The lakes have had their negative moments, too.  In August of 1924, the Northfield superintendent of schools drowned in the lakes, and two years later two students who had been canoeing on the lakes met a similar fate.  As described in a recent Voice article, two days before final exams, on June 3, 1926, four students were in a canoe near Mai Fete Island when the canoe capsized.  Marjorie Veach ’27 and her attempted rescuer, Philip Gray ’28, both went underwater and died.  Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for students to get hurt in the lakes.

In addition to the recreational uses of the lakes, they also help constrain sediment from Spring Creek which would otherwise reach the Cannon River.  However, the lakes are also spots where such sediment, including pesticides and runoff from farms and local housing, are easily deposited.  This results in increased alga blooms and fish kills (the presence of deceased fish).  Soil conservation is one manner in which sedimentation can be better controlled.  High concentrations of phosphates and nitrates are found in spring runoff from farms, likely because of the thaw of manure which had been spread over frozen ground in the winter.  Also problematic is septic tank effluent which can alter the composition of the lakes.


Over time, the college has needed to dredge the lakes with increasing frequency.  Dredging helps increase circulation within the lakes, and thus decrease the rate of algae growth.  Most recently, in the late 1990s, Carleton wanted to dredge the lakes due to the aforementioned algae and increased deposition of nutrients, conditions which were fostered by the lack of sewer system by Prairie Street.  The upper lake in particular was affected by the runoff.  In 1999, the Lyman Lakes Restoration Program was proposed.  A newsletter from the Minnesota Environmental Quality Board stated that, “Silt deposition since 1960, including the flooding of 1998, has reduced depths [of the lakes] to 2 to 4 feet.”  At first, however, the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) requested that Carleton find an alternative to dredging the lakes.  Thus, for a short time the college established a shallow marsh ecosystem by the lakes.  Stones were added to the upper lake in order to lower water level by one to two feet, and plants like cattails were planted in an attempt to control nutrients.  The plan failed, though, as a number of plants could not tolerate the conditions they were in.  In 2000, the lakes were dredged.


On campus, some departments incorporate the lakes into academics.  Interviews with Professors of Geology Mary Savina and Tim Vick emphasized that the lakes are useful resource for scientific study.  The lakes have been studied in the Geology Department introductory course final projects, geochemistry, a seminar specifically on Spring Creek and Lyman Lakes, independent studies, a comps project, high school summer programs, as well as by other departments, such as the Biology Department’s course on invertebrates.  Professors Vick and Savina stated that the lakes are particularly useful for teaching basic geological principles and studying stratification of water temperature.  The Lyman Lakes have a much shorter residence time than natural lakes do, making it an ideal place for students to study residence time, too.


Further analysis of the lakes may be provided through the recently developed data buoy for the lower lake.  The data buoy was purchased during the summer of 2006 with a grant from the NSF, and will aid further study of the lakes.  Over that summer, two students, Kate Meyer ’09 and Megan Ward ’08, worked for Professor Bereket Haileab to conduct research with the buoy.  As described by Professors Vick and Savina, it has multiple sensors, roughly one meter apart, which are able to measure temperature.  This data is then sent from the buoy via radio signal to a computer in one of Carleton’s geology labs.  One of the goals of the data buoy is to collect information on change in water temperature following severe summer thunderstorms.  Eventually, the buoy will also measure the water’s Ph value, salinity and amount of dissolved oxygen.  The data buoy is ready to use, and will hopefully be integrated with the weather station and collecting data soon.


How else can study of the lakes be furthered?  What approaches should be taken?  At the heart of the liberal arts is the concept of combining knowledge from different disciplines in order to have both breadth and depth of knowledge.  According to a recent article in the journal Bioscience, researchers should fuse their knowledge of one area with knowledge from other disciplines as well.  This should be done in a matter that does not restrain scholars to their own primary field, but rather encourages dabbling into other areas.   The authors state, “More than multidisciplinary coordination, interdisciplinary integration can lead to new questions and new methodologies.”  It can be seen as a form of brainstorming with a variety of people.


Another alternative is transdisciplinary collaboration, which may be defined in the following manner: “Transdisciplinary problems are uniquely formulated and cannot be captured within existing disciplinary domains.  Collaborators accept and adopt epistemological perspectives unique to the collaborative effort and distinct from those of any of the cooperating disciplines.”  In order to more efficiently coordinate research, the authors argue that philosophical issues guiding the research must be brought to the fore.  Although the article places emphasis on coordination within the sciences, the argument could easily be used in combining the sciences with other disciplines like the arts and social sciences.  As some researchers have noted, “Biologists and other scientists addressing the emerging complex social and ecological problems will need to excel at collaboration, and a better understanding of the philosophical dimensions can help ensure this.”  For example, Carleton could better encourage study of the Lyman Lakes by rallying around a common vested interest in the environment and understanding the inherent value in nature.  Although the college offers individual courses which incorporate study of the lakes under a particular discipline, the merits of a course which combined scientific study with artistic creation, sociology and ethics surrounding the lakes could appeal to a guiding principle while fusing disciples and reminding students of how knowledge about one subject can easily incorporate many disciplines.  Perhaps the new data buoy can be a step in this direction.


Once known primarily for its recreational uses, the Lyman Lakes have become a location for the Carleton community that can be used for scientific study and marveled for its aesthetic beauty.  Even though the lakes are man-made, they still offer many opportunities for scientific study.  With time, the lakes may be better appreciated for their significance to understanding the environmental elements of the campus and of Northfield at large.
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Carleton College students working with the data buoy in the summer of 2006.  Photo by Professor Tim Vick.
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Photograph of the Lyman Lakes at night.  Taken by Robin Anderson, 2004.
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Photograph of the Upper Lyman Lake in 2005, courtesy Liesl van Ryswyk.
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