
   

Fall News 2022

Bartlett Carry Dam was the reason the Upper Saranac Foundation was created 33 years ago and in simple terms 
it’s why Upper Saranac Lake exists as it does today; its critical maintenance is an important part of USF’s mission, 
and will remain so for generations to come.

In Spring 2023, the Foundation will begin an extensive repair and restoration of the dam, a project three years in 
the making. The comprehensive nature of the upcoming work is to deliver a structure that will fulfill its primary 
function: to maintain the consistent water level of Upper Saranac Lake for the future.

USF has been working diligently for the last three years to secure state and federal dollars to help fund the repairs, 
but to date we have no assurances of government assistance. Because of this, the Foundation is launching a 
fundraising campaign, with the goal of meeting the project’s estimated $2 million budget.

The revitalization of the Bartlett Carry Dam is the most significant project the Foundation has taken on since its 
founding. The dam is critical to maintaining the lake’s water levels by as much as 6 feet; our lake level is essential 
to recreation, tourism, and the ecology of the lake. 

This project will alleviate vast reconstruction projects for the foreseeable future along with the uncertainty and 
expenses involved with reactionary repairs like those needed during the 2018 emergency response. The dam 
improvement project will also help us avoid major incremental maintenance and assure safety compliance 
standards. The inside pages of our fall newsletter provides more details about the work and the dam’s 
history; we encourage you to read on to learn more.

Preparations Move Ahead for Dam Remediation

On two occasions this summer, harmful algal blooms 
(HABs) have been confirmed by the NYSDEC on Upper 
Saranac Lake. The confirmation of a HAB means this is 
not just a nuisance discoloration of the water, but 
rather a toxic cyanobacteria.

Toxic blooms are capable of producing contaminants 
that can cause health effects in people and animals. 
Areas with HABs should not be used as a water source 
for drinking or cooking, to recreate in, or have pets 
around. While the exact causes of HABs vary, they tend 
to occur in waters that are high in nutrients. These blooms were likely triggered by heavy rains introducing 
stormwater runoff into the lake followed by a hot calm period.

Algae growth severely hampers recreation and tourism, and can have significant economic impacts including the 
reduction of home values. USF has worked with the Adirondack Watershed Institute for over 30 years to monitor 
the lake’s health. These efforts have advanced by installing a real-time environmental monitoring platform. Data 
collected from the platform is being used to study the weather and lake conditions leading up to the blooms.

HABs Confirmed in USL
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The Bartlett Carry Dam was 
originally constructed in 
the 1850s across the outlet 
of Upper Saranac Lake as a 
means of controlling water 
levels for logging purposes. 
In 1854, Virgil Bartlett 
purchased 267 acres of land 
between Upper Saranac and 
Middle Saranac (then known 
as Round Lake) and built a 
hostel known as Bartlett’s.

The rapids between the lakes necessitated a carry for boat travel in both 
directions that passed by Bartlett’s Lodge. As remote as it was, the 
Bartlett’s location between two major waterways provided a popular 
destination for guides and their clientele. The carry around the dam was 
rerouted in the 1970s to avoid the Bartlett Carry Club.

In the late 1800s, a saw mill was built on the site of the dam and it began 
to generate hydropower. In 1891, the lodge was purchased by the 
Saranac Club, which ran it until 1913. The original lodge burned down and 
in 1893 the club rebuilt a new lodge on the hill above the rapids. The 
Bartlett Carry Club took over ownership in 1913, replaced the 1850 
wooden dam, and built a nine-hole golf course. However, that work fell 
short, and the dam had to be rebuilt again in 1920. Since then, various 
partial improvements have been made, including extensive repairs in 
1993-94; much of the 1914 dam remains as its current support structure. 

In a response to deterioration and the threat of losing the dam, the Upper 
Saranac Foundation was created. The Foundation purchased the footprint 
of the Bartlett Carry Dam in 1993 and initiated a fundraising campaign 
that led to extensive repairs that were completed the following year.

In 2010, as part of NYSDEC-mandated requirements for dam safety, USF 
hired a professional engineer to oversee ongoing dam related projects. 
Development and implementation of safety inspections, a maintenance 
plan, a breach analysis, and emergency action plans were all put in place. 
Since then, sporadic structural improvements have occurred that 
included construction of an emergency access road, rebuilding the 
primary spillway abutment walls, rebuilding the retaining fence, removal 
of numerous large trees, and resurfacing of deteriorating joints.

In 2018, emergency repairs were needed following a sink hole that 
threatened the security of the dam. Repairs stabilized it for the 
short-term, but also identified work that needed to be done to protect the 
dam in the future. Following extensive surveying, testing, and analyzing 
the structural integrity of the dam, an engineering report identified 
leakage, undercutting, deterioration, and regulatory criteria that 
needed to be addressed. This report provided recommendations that are 
the basis for the 2023 improvements.

History of the Bartlett Carry Dam

Photo by George Baldwin, provided by Adirondack Experience



    

The work to rebuild the Bartlett Carry Dam will be 
broken into two phases, determined by contractor 
access to the dam. USF is fortunate that there are two 
spillways, allowing for reconstruction to be completed 
independently of each. The work will have almost no 
impact on water levels. 

The first phase of the project will take place from 

approximately May  1 to Aug. 15 of 2023. Work will 
commence on the southern, secondary spillway and 
center buttress with access from the southern shore 
across NYSDEC easement lands. Primary work includes 
pouring of concrete and resurfacing on the upstream 
side of the spillway below the water level, southern 
wing-wall and southern cut-off wall. Work also includes 
the installation of a temporary coffer dam, redirecting 
flow to the primary, northern spillway.

Phase two will run from approximately July 15 to 
November.  Access will be by way of an easement across 
the Bartlett Carry Club on the northern side of the dam. 
The cofferdam would be relocated upstream of the 
primary, northern spillway and redirect water flow to the 
secondary spillway. Work on the northern spillway 
includes pouring of concrete and resurfacing the 
northern wing-wall, the upstream side of the spillway 
below the water level, and continue work from 2018 to 
further resurface the northern cut-off wall. For more 
details, email lakemanager@usfoundation.net.

Getting to Work: Phases of Dam Reconstruction

The Bartlett Carry Dam is owned and operated by the Upper Saranac 
Foundation and is located at the outlet of Upper Saranac Lake, on the 
southern end of the lake. The dam holds back approximately 6-10 feet 
of water from the 76.5 square miles of upstream drainage that includes 
Fish Creek Campground, Rollins Pond, and Follensby Clear Pond, to 
name a few. 

The dam is classified as a Class B Intermediate Hazard dam by the 
NYSDEC, meaning  dam failure may result in damage to isolated homes 
and main highways; may result in the interruption of important utilities, 
including water supply, fuel, power, cable, or telephone infrastructure; and/or is otherwise likely to pose the threat 
of personal injury and/or substantial economic loss or substantial environmental damage. If a breach of the dam 
were to occur, the Bartlett Carry Road bridge would be impassible. The rise in water levels at the Lake Flower Dam 
in the Village of Saranac Lake would be approximately one foot within 12 hours of a breach.

The dam is 335 feet long and consists of two spillways, a center (non-overflow) section, and two earthen 
embankments with cut-off walls on either end of each spillway. There are no gates or other flow control 
mechanisms in the dam. The two spillways are at different elevations. The lower spillway, known as the primary 
spillway, is 52 feet long. The southern, or secondary, spillway is four inches higher and is 122 feet long, and contains 
a fish passage slot near its midpoint. 

The annual estimated flow over the dam is 140 cubic feet per second (CFS). In 1994, the dam was redesigned to 
accommodate a flow of 150% of a 100-year flood, or 920 CFS. This is a water level 1.7 feet above the lower spillway. 
In the spring of 2011, at the highest recorded water level, the water was flowing 1.4 feet over the lower spillway, or 
at approximately 80% of the designed flow. Current and historical water levels of Upper Saranac Lake can be found 
at usfoundation.net/programs/water-quality/lake-level.

Bartlett Carry Dam Background
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By Brendan Wiltse, ​Senior Research Scientist
Adirondack Watershed Institute

This summer, two harmful algal blooms 
(HABs) were confirmed on Upper Saranac 
Lake. Both were relatively small, 
low-density cyanobacteria blooms, but 
they represent a potential early 
warning sign of the future of things to 
come. Blooms were also confirmed by 
Adirondack Watershed Institute (AWI) 
scientists for the first time on Whey Pond, 
Copperas Pond, and Rat Pond in the 
lake’s headwaters. Though we believe 
that these ponds have been blooming for 
many years, scientists haven’t confirmed 
their status until now.

The Environmental Monitoring Platform moored at the south basin of the lake is critical to our understanding of 
these blooms. Emerging research suggests that climate change may play a critical role in HAB formation, especially 
in a lake like Upper Saranac. Water temperature, precipitation, solar radiation, and lake stratification are all factors 
in bloom formation. The platform is set up to measure all of those. Most importantly, AWI has recently altered the 
deployment schedule for the platform, getting it out on the lake just days after ice out and keeping it out until the 
lake is completely turned over in the fall, often just days before the lake freezes. No other real-time environmental 
monitoring platform in the region is deployed for this extended period. 

Paul Smith’s College researchers recently published a paper on how climate change influences the Adirondacks. In 
that paper, they document significant warming of Lower St. Regis Lake in September and October. Extending the 
deployment schedule for the platform on Upper Saranac Lake allows us to understand changes during this time of 
year. The warming of Adirondack lakes has important implications for HABs, fish, and other aquatic life.

The HABs that formed on Upper Saranac Lake occurred in September as the lake was beginning to mix, bringing 
nutrient-rich waters from the bottom of the lake to the surface. Data from the platform lets us see this process in 
incredible detail. The HABs also coincided with a period of calm wind, warm temperatures, and high solar 
radiation. These conditions are well known to favor the formation of a HAB. Combined with the nutrients from the 
lake mixing, we have all the conditions for a bloom to form. On the same day a bloom formed on Upper Saranac, 
there was also one on Meacham Lake, and we had an unconfirmed report on Lower Saranac. The simultaneous 
blooms on multiple lakes point to local weather conditions as a major factor in bloom formation. As climate change 
causes warmer fall temperatures, it’s possible bloom could become more frequent.

As our lakes continue to be influenced by climate 
change, the platform on Upper Saranac Lake 
becomes increasingly valuable, not only to 
understand what is happening to the lake but also 
because it informs our understanding of how 
Adirondack lakes are changing in general. The 
platform continues the legacy of using data to 
inform the management and protection of Upper 
Saranac Lake, which has proven highly successful 
over the last several decades.

Environmental Monitoring Critical to HAB Studies

Stay in the Know
For the latest news on pressing lake issues 
like HABS, visit usfoundation.net and add 
your email address in the top right corner, 
then click on “Subscribe.”
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