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Mission Statement 
The purpose of the Big Birch
Lake Association shall be to
improve and protect water

quality, to advance the
propagation and habitat of fish
and to protect the welfare of all

wildlife in Big Birch Lake and
adjacent areas. 

President’s Letter 
No. 163                       July 2026

   There is an old axiom that states, “If there is one thing that remains a
constant, that is change”. This will be my final president’s message. My director
term expires in July, and I have chosen to not run for another three-year term.
It has been an honor and a privilege to serve on the Big Birch Lake Association
(BBLA) in different roles for 9 years. 
   When I reflect over these past years, I feel that as an association we have
accomplished many things such as updating from a paper process to
computer systems to help with all the new financial, federal and state reports
that need to be filled out.  Director’s positions have been fine tuned to work
more effectively. I witnessed technology such as email and texting to be
extremely helpful in helping our board members resolve problems even in the
winter months when we are scattered all over the USA. 
    I was proud to be a director, treasurer and then president of the BBLA. It was
especially rewarding to witness directors and volunteers giving up a large
percent of their time to get a job done. It wasn’t always easy or pretty, but they
stuck to it, and always got the job done or the issue resolved.
    I want to extend a heartfelt thank-you to all the directors and volunteers who
poured their time and energy into our association. Your dedication has truly
made a difference.”
    To our members, I would also like to thank all of our members for showing
up at the BBLA meeting or other education meetings.  Without our
membership team, financial contributions and volunteers, we would not be
able to have such a “healthy Lake” as noted by the “Lake Doctor” Steve
McComas, Aquatic Ecologist. Nor would the association receive, along with
Little Birch Lake, the Todd County Soil and Water Conservation Award for
outstanding work on protecting the water and surrounding areas of Big and
Little Birch Lakes. We were one of six nominees in Todd County and the Todd
County Board awarded us this honor. This award allows our lakes to compete
against all other Minnesota Counties for the top honor in the state in
December. 
   I believe the BBLA brings people together and creates a unique bond and
lasting friendships as they strive to preserve the lake and surrounding area for
future generations to enjoy.
   I will always be active as a BBLA volunteer in some capacity, so I’m sure I will
see many of you around. Until then, take care and enjoy the lake you are
preserving.

Farnum guest speaker at annual meeting Aug. 15
Kevin Farnum, an expert on starry stonewort, will be the guest speaker
at the BBLA Annual meeting on August 15 at St. Joseph’s Church in Grey Eagle.  
Farnum will begin his presentation at 8:30 a.m.  The business meeting will
follow.  



Obituary of lake resident BBLA Financial Report for May 2026 
  Edward Joseph Tomsche, DVM,
passed from this earthly world on May
22, 2026, surrounded by his family. He
was 95 years old. Ed was a man with an
extraordinary work ethic,
entrepreneurial spirit, and deep
devotion to his family, profession,
community and faith in God. 
  Ed was born on May 19, 1931, in Albany,
Minnesota, to Emil and Christine
(Broeker) Tomsche. He was the oldest
of six children.
  Ed married Theresa (West) Tomsche
on August 28, 1954. They moved to
Melrose where they raised five children.
Theresa was the love of his life. Ed
would be the first to say that marrying
Theresa was the best thing that ever
happened to him. Shortly before Ed’s
passing, he told family, “Take care of
your mother. I will be watching”. Their
commitment and love for each other
was an inspiration to everyone.
  Ed and Theresa were blessed with
many extraordinary friends and
neighbors in the Melrose area, as well
as Big Birch Lake, where they have
lived for the last 25 years. Ed and
Theresa also cherished spending their
winters with their many friends in Sun
City West, Arizona, for over 40 years.
  Rooted in the rhythms of small-town
Minnesota life, Ed followed in the
footsteps of his father and pursued a
calling in veterinary medicine.
Throughout his lengthy career, Ed's
dedication to generations of family
farmers never wavered. Doc Tomsche
was known for his skill and tireless
commitment to the area farmers. He
was always there when it mattered
most.
  Ed's ambitions extended far beyond
the barn and the clinic. He was a
founding partner in an array of
ventures that shaped business and
agriculture across central Minnesota.
He was also a quiet but significant
force behind many ventures that might
not otherwise have taken root.
  

   Ed is survived by his beloved wife of
71 years, Theresa; his children, Daniel
(Karen Sand), David (Molly), Steven
(Brenda), Mary, and Michael (Amy);
twelve grandchildren and fourteen
great-grandchildren; and sisters,
Dorthy Schaefer (Ben) from Fairfax,
Virginia, Agnes Cushing from The
Villages, Florida, and Mary Lou
Christenson (Whitey) from Paynesville.
   Ed was preceded in death by his
parents; and brothers, Thomas
Tomsche from Albany and Robert
Tomsche from Sauk Centre.
 Ed Tomsche lived a full and
purposeful life — one measured not
just in the animals he healed or the
businesses he built, but in the rich
friendships he had and in the family
Ed and Theresa created together. Ed
was our fearless leader. He will be
deeply missed and long remembered
by his wife, his family and his friends.
  

  Ed’s family want to thank
everyone at St. Cloud CentraCare
Hospice for their extraordinary
kindness and professionalism. The
family also wants to thank those
that participated in Ed’s care in
the last few years. You are all
angels.

Kevin Farnum, guest speaker at 
BBLA Annual Meeting, Aug. 15, at 
8:30 a.m. at St. Joseph’s Church,
Grey Eaqle.  Coffee, rolls at 8 a.m. 



Kutter’s Kolumn 

How the Big Birch Lake Association began

   Do you know how and when the
Big Birch Lake Association began? I
knew when it began, 1969, and who
some of the founding organizers
were, and some of the early general
purposes for the organization, but I
did not know did not how an idea,
hatched by some men meeting at
the Eastside Bait Shop in Melrose
became the foundation of what has
become the modern and model lake
association until I interviewed Vern
Klasen. (However, the BBLA was not
the first lake association. More on
that later.) 
   Elmer Hollenkamp and Klasen
owned Eastside Bait. Working with
Roger Ilgen of Grey Eagle, they had a
hatchery for sucker minnows. Over a
conversation with Ed Wiehoff, a part
time bartender at Curly’s Bar, Wiehoff
said, “I like fishing for walleye. We
gotta get more walleye in Big Birch.” 
  They decided to check with the DNR
because it stripped walleye eggs. The
DNR got back to them and said it
would do one better and give them
fry to rear in ponds, but it could not
give an individual fry, but if they had
an organization, the DNR could
donate fry for rearing in its ponds.
That way by fall, they could have
fingerings to put in the lake. 
   So Wiehoff hurried to gather his
neighbor, Vic McConnell, and others
from the lake, Elmer Meinz, Elmer
Gangl, who owned a bar in St. Rosa,
and Klasen to form the Big Birch
Lake Association. With an official
organization, and several area rearing
ponds in the Grey Eagle and St. Rosa
area, they were off to putting
fingerlings in the lake. 

   These men helping the DNR, using
DNR seines (nets) removed fry from
the local rearing ponds. Weeds were
abundant, so the DNR said they
would not deal with the weeds.
Millard Tew, the DNR game warden
and neighbor to the bait shop, heard
about this and said, “Well that’s a
shame. Why don’t we do that on
Sunday, and I will help.” 

Vern Klasen is a founding BBLA Board
member and only surviving member of
the original board.  Vern and Marlene
live on the south side of the lower bay.  

    So on a Sunday, they made several
trips from ponds with minnows and
walleye fingerlings. When the DNR got
wind of Tew’s involvement, he was
called in to St. Paul to account for his
involvement. 
 The earliest efforts to stock the lake
began in March 1919 according to the
Grey Eagle Gazette. The stocking
included trout, crappie, bass, and
northern with both fingerlings and fry.
Even with effort to stock the lake, it was
closed to fishing in 1924 due to
overfishing. 

   The Big Birch Lake Conservation Club
met at McCleary’s cabin on Sandy
Beach in August of 1936.The club,
thought to be the first on the lake,
sought ways to maintain and improve
the roads along the beach. 
  In 1941, the Melrose Game and Fish
Club released 500 black bass, 13,000
crappies, and 6,000 sunfish in BBL.
Retrieved from shallow waters in the
eastern part of the state, the sizes of
the fish were between 2 and 4 inches.
A Grey Eagle Sportsmen’s Club was
involved in removing carp from the
lake in the 1960s.
  The Big Birch Lake Association was
formed in 1969 to look after the welfare
of the lake. Dues were $5.00 a year. Ed
Wiehoff was president and Elmer
Meinz was secretary/treasurer.  Meinz
was VP of Pulp, sulthite paper mill
workers. 
   The first year the BBLA raised and
released 800 pounds of walleye
fingerlings.  Later in 1969, it received a
permit to to install a permanent dam
between Big and Little Birch Lakes.
Paul Neibling, a retired engineer and
lake resident, designed the dam and
Worms Construction of New Munich
did the work.  
   The organization also built rearing
ponds east of the Rock Tavern that
drained into Callahan Creek.  By the fall
of 1969, had put 80,000 pounds of
walleye fingerlings into the lake from
local rearing ponds. 
   When you see Vern, thank him for
helping to start the Big Birch Lake
Association.  
   Vern and Marlene surely know
heaven seem closer in a house beside
the water.   

“I like fishing for walleye. We gotta get more walleye in Big Birch.”
--Ed Wiehoff  



  Board member elections at the
Annual BBLA Meeting on August 15
will result in some changes in the
makeup of the board. Deb Johnson
has served for 12 years and thus
reached the term limit. President
Craig Tweedale is retiring after 9 years
on the board and Gary Rothstein
resigned from the board in April. Also,
Blake Johnson is not seeking another
three-year term after serving for one
term. 
  The board, serving as the
nominating committee, has put forth
the following candidates for election:
Ned Domm and Jeremy Freudenrich.
(Note, due to by-law changes at the
last annual meeting candidates are
not subject to an area designation.) 
  Since Rothstein resigned before his
term was complete, the board will
appoint John Grutsch to fill his term. 

Membership will elect new board members 
at annual meeting

By Grant Niehaus
 
Walleye Stocking Donations: We are fundraising to stock 650lbs ($13,000.00) of walleye fingerlings this fall. This
will be in conjunction with the stocking the DNR will be doing this fall as well.. If you are able to donate, please
either mail a check to the BBLA, (See address on newsletter and earmark check for fish stocking) or donate online
via the BBLA website, under the fish stocking category.
Buffer Strips: We secured a 3 year contract with our existing landowners to keep their buffers in place. We are
actively working with landowners to add additional buffers in the future.
Loons: In the last few weeks, the loon chicks have hatched. Please give them and the adult loons extra space when
out on the water.
Emerald Ash Borer: It was confirmed that the emerald ash borer (EAB) was found just North of Grey Eagle on
Highway 28. There was also unconfirmed reports of dying ash trees by the State Forest Campground and the
south end of the lake. For those who want to protect their ash trees, please reach out to a local arborist/treatment
company for injections, or smaller trees can be treated via the drench method using treatment that contains
Imidacloprid (sold online or a nurserys/hardware stores). It is noted that ash trees must be treated before they
show infestation signs of EAB (dying limbs, leaves turning yellow early, yellowing of bark, etc...) If more than 20% of
the tree canopy is dead due to EAB infestation, the likelihood of the treatment being successful diminishes, and
the tree will most likely die. Depending on the treatment, reapplication typically happens on a yearly or every
other year basis. If you have a dead ash tree you plan on cutting down, please refrain from transporting this wood
to avoid spreading EAB to other areas that may not have it currently.
Yard/Lake Waste/Fertilizer: Although we recommend to not apply fertilizer to your yard, (if you must), please use
phosphrous free fertilizer (middle number is 0). Also, please refrain from puttintg grass clippings, leaves, and
aquatic vegitiation in areas near the lake, or wetlands that drain into the lake. This will help prevent additional
phosprous from entering the lake which will help reduce the weed and algae growth in the lake.

   Association members have an
opportunity to nominate candidates
from the floor provided they comply
with the association by-laws which
state: “Nominations may be made
from the floor at the annual meeting
provided that notice of the intent
thereof has been given to the
president or vice president or any
member of the nominating
committee at least 10 days before the
annual membership meeting.”

Things you can do to help make the lake healthy  

 
New volunteers conduct loon survey 
    Craig Tweedale and his wife, Mary Lou, along with Mark German are
officially taking over the loon survey duties from Bob Gerner and Bob Gagne
who have conducted the survey for the past 3 years. 
  Tweedale and German hope to get out every two weeks and plan on giving
both the Facebook page editor and Grant Niehaus updates accordingly.  
   The BBLA Board thanks Gerner and Gagne for their volunteer work for the
past three years.  

Dispose of platics properly    
   Board member, Grant Niehaus
reminds lake resident there is an
increasing amount of loose plastic
items (plastic grocery bags, Zip Lock
bags, plastic bags from packaging,
styrofoam, etc.) blown around in the
ditches, caught in the trees, and various
wetlands. Even after picking up the
ditches this past spring, he picked up
an additional 10 plastic bags along the
ditch that I cleaned a week before. 
   Niehaus reminds people to put loose
plastic and foam (non-recyclable items)
in a garbage bags prior to placing
plastic  in their garbage cans? This will
significantly help reduce the amount of
trash that ends up in our ditches and
will make it easier for those who
volunteer to clean ditches. 



T





BBLA Annual Meeting Minutes
August 16, 2025

   The annual meeting of the Big Birch
Lake Association was called to order by
President Craig Tweedale at 8:30 a.m. 
    President Tweedale thanked Missy
Kotzer for preparing the financial
reports and Mike Manthe for setting
up the parish hall at St. Joseph’s
Catholic Church in Grey Eagle, and
Marilyn and Leroy Blommel for setting
up the kitchen for coffee and rolls.  
    Tweedale introduced board
members. Mike Sadlowsky was absent. 
Tweedale asked for volunteers to chair
the Aquatic Invasive Species
Committee as Deb Johnson’s term
would end at the next annual meeting.
Tweedale asked  for volunteers to be
grant writers, and he thanked all
volunteers who have served the
organization in the past year. 
    Tweedale explained why the
association board voted to sell the
association building located on State
Street in Grey Eagle for $48000.     The
money will be put in an account and
labeled the Gene and Bernie Waldorf
Legacy Fund and used for lake
improvement projects.  
     The budget for AIS will be cut for
2026. 
    Mark Erdmann moved to approve
the minutes of the 2024 and Jay
Anderson seconded the motion.  The
motion was adopted by acclamation of
the members.   
    Treasurer Keven Costello gave the
financial report in the form of a
handout.  He discussed association
funds invested in the Initiantive
Foundation and how they can been
used for lake improvement.  Costello
asked for a volunteer to be treasurer. 
    Matt Everding moved to approve the
treasurer’s report and Gary Rothstein
seconded the motion. The motion was
adopted by acclamation of the
membership.  
    Grant Niehaus moved to keep dues
at $50.  Jeanne Niehaus seconded the
motion.   The motion was adopted by
acclamation of the membership.  
    The association bylaws written in
1985, have been revised three times. 
 

   The board moved to change  the
bylaws to allow anyone to be
nominated  to run for a seat on the
board regardless of where they
resided on the lake.  
    Questions were raised about too
many directors from an area that
could dominate board policy.
Tweedale said the change would
make it easier to find potential
board members. 
    The motion was adopted by the
membership with two no votes.  
   Board members reelected for
another three-year term were Steve
Thelen, Brandon Kelly, Kevin
Costello, and Jay Anderson.  Matt
Everding moved to approve the
election of officers.  The motion was
adopted by acclamation of
members.   
   Tweedale thanked Hans Mische for
serving one term on the board. 
    Tweedale gave a list of things
volunteer do including putting out
loon platforms, maintaining wood
duck houses, maintaining channel
signs, and serving as weed
inspectors.  
    Tweedale Introduced
representatives of the Sauk River
Watershed District.  The district can
help with concerns about what is
not permitted on lakeshore and it
offers grants for lakeshore projects.  
    Committee Reports were given by
Deb Johnson, Aquatic Invasive
Species chair. 
 Other reporters were offered by G.
Niehaus, J. Niehaus, S. Thelen and G.
Rothstein. 
   Topics covered were clean-up day,
ditch cleanup, lot cleanup, best
practices for lawns, fishing, fish
stocking, loon count, ash borer, oak
wilt, tree planting, water quality,
buffer strips, high phosphorus area
near Hoffman Bay, water
measurement and AED devices.   
    The business meeting was
ajourned and Robert Kutter
presented A History of Big Birch
Lake.  

 

Women attend annual
brunch
By Jeanne Niehaus
   Fifty-five women BBLA members
gathered at the Rock Tavern on the
morning of June 6  for the annual
ladies brunch. 

th

   The morning of fun conversation
and food was hosted by Ann
Castello, Deb Niehaus, Vicki
Sadlowski and Elaine Hoechen. 
   The hosts offered gifts for the
drawing, along with Hannah Gilk’s
Flourhus Bread Co. Sourdough
cookies and Scones. 
   A delicious brunch was served on
the Rock Tavern patio and bar area,
Check for next year’s date in the
April BBLA newsletter.
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60 golfers enjoy annaul BBLA event at Meadowlark 
By Jeanne Niehaus 
  A great morning of golf was shared by sixty member golfers at Meadowlark Golf course in Melrose, at the June
19th event. An additional seven members joined the group for lunch. 
   The Bohlig family took home the first place prize again this year. Longest drive for men and women went to
Jon Stueve and Kendall Stueve, member friends. Closest to the Pin was captured by Barb Chimeleski. Longest
Putt was won by Jeff Dobesh.
   Everyone left the event with a prize. Thank you for those donations goes to Meadowlark Golf Course- gift
certificates, Moening family - TaylorMade golf items, Central Minnesota Insurance - gift certificates, Guy
Waymore - concert tickets, Ron Warnert Racing - Jacket, Mary Lou Tweedale - greeting card set, Michael Howe
and Jeanne Niehaus - woodwork and driftwood centerpieces.
   Mark your calendar for next year's event to be held June 18, 2027.
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