
  
 
LAKE AUMAN DAM… A POINT IN TIME 
 

 
  
 

On June 24, 2010, we (Seven Lakes West Landowners Assn.) became the 
official developer of our subdivision. (There is a history to this that you may 
or may not know but that is irrelevant going forward). This gave us, SLW 
homeowners and lot owners, control of our future and the rights and 
responsibilities for all ongoing legal and practical needs for our upkeep and 
growth. That action includes full responsibility of Lake Auman and all 
liabilities that may ensue. 

To put it another way, we owners are legally and financially responsible for 
every action we, as represented by our board of directors, take. 

Let’s look at our greatest asset and potential liability, Lake Auman and 

more important, the dam. A little history for perspective:  

• 1978: Dam construction begins 



• 1980: New dam specifications received from Corps of Engineers 
mandated that because of lessons learned from the failure of a similar 
earthen dam in Taccoa, Ga., Lake Auman dam had to be made 100 
feet wider at the base, adding about $500,000 to its cost. 

• 1981: Dam is 2/3 complete—about 60 feet high. Dam costs skyrocket. 
Original estimate was $1 million but because of necessary changes in 
dam specifications, rising fuel costs and interest rates of 18 % at the 
time, final cost was $2.2 million, or $6.6 million to build in 2021 
dollars. 

• 1986: Dam was completed and valves were closed. Lake Auman was 
18 feet deep at that time.  

• 1994: Sixteen years from its beginning, Lake Auman reached full 
level (deepest point 104 feet near the dam) and was dedicated. The 
roadway over the dam was opened for the pleasure and convenience 
of the residents and construction traffic. 

• 2008-2009: Seven Lakes resident owners were required to do major 
remediation on Lake Auman’s dam after an inspection found it to be 
less than safely acceptable. (Detail of work done follows below.) The 
cost to bring the dam back to safe compliance was slightly less than 
$1 million and beyond the funds accrued for such a contingency. 

• 2009-2010: Soon after the dam was brought back to a safe standard, it 
was determined that the road over the dam be closed to any motorized 
use except for emergency vehicles and golf carts. There was no 
authority that could guarantee such a remedial action might again be 
required. Vibrations from cars and trucks were believed to be a prime 
cause. The article below from The Seven Lakes Times gives a 
complete understanding of that determination. 

• 2020: Seven Lakes resident owners again were required to spend 
many thousands of dollars to lower the west end of the spillway so 
any overfill would occur well below the roadway. A flood or other 
weather event that caused water to top the road could lead to a 
catastrophic failure of the entire dam. 
 
 
 
 
   

 



 
Here is a verbatim copy of the feature story from the August 23, 2010 

issue of the Seven Lakes Times, our local newspaper that ceased 
publication when its highly respected publisher died. Many of you may 
remember the newspaper and its publisher, Greg Hankins, who would 
personally cover almost every SLW board meeting. 
 
This details the concerns then and continuing concerns in keeping our dam 
up to par and healthy. This article is exactly as it appeared in print. 
 
 

Engineer explains the Lake 

Auman dam road closure 

 Greg Hankins, Times Editor 

  
23 August 2010 

    The engineer stood his ground. After facing an hour-long 
barrage of questions from Westsiders -- not all of the happy -- dam 
engineer Dr. Dan Marks had not budged on this recommendation: 
the road across Lake Auman Dam should remain forever closed to 
vehicular traffic in order to protect the integrity of the structure. A 
crowd of nearly 200 attended the presentation, which capped a day 
of activities involving Marks and members of the Board and the 
Dam Committee of the Seven Lakes West Landowners Association 
[SLWLA]. 
    Marks offered three reasons that he was recommending 
permanent closure of Longleaf drive across the dam: 
    1. Conditions encountered during last summers repairs to the 
dam were much worse than anticipated. 
    2. Even after the repairs, the dam's core will continue to 
deteriorate, though at a much slower rate. 
    3. Impact loading caused by vehicles traveling through the 



emergency spillway -- a 150-foot long, 4-foot deep dip on the east 
side of the dam -- could hasten deterioration of the dam's core and 
threaten the integrity of the repairs in precisely the area where the 
worst core deterioration has occurred. 
    "I do empathize with those of you that are inconvenienced by 
closing the road," Marks said. "But I can't as a professional 
engineer advise you to open that road, with the possibility that 
those three things could cause a failure." 
    "I understand the inconvenience," he said. "I would probably 
feel the same way, because I love water. I love dams. I would love 
to get up every morning and drive across that dam with its view of 
Lake Auman. But I also know that my big old Ford Lariat with all 
my stuff totals out about 5000 lbs. Why should I take the risk of 
ruining the best thing in my life to save five minutes?" 
    The decision whether to reopen the road does not fall, 
ultimately, to Marks, but rather to the SLWLA Board of Directors. 
Director Mick Herdrich said at the meeting's conclusion that the 
Dam Committee would study the information provided by Marks, 
consider options, and make a recommendations to the Board about 
next steps. In the past, Herdrich has left open the possibility that 
the committee might recommend seeking a second opinion for 
another engineer. 

  

     
A dam primer 
    Marks began his presentation with a review of Lake Auman 
Dam's structure and a primer on how it is supposed to work, and 
how it had begun to deteriorate before the remediation. 
    To drive home the importance of its structural integrity, he noted 
that the dam is classified by the State of North Carolina as a "high-
hazard dam," meaning that a failure of the dam would almost 
certainly cause significant property damage and possible loss of 
life. 
    Lake Auman, he explained, drains into the small Willow Creek, 



which meanders down toward Jackson Springs. Should Lake 
Auman Dam ever fail, Marks said, there would be twelve feet of 
water in Jackson Springs Presbyterian Church. 
    The dam is built of earth, with an exterior of silty sand -- the 
kind of soil Seven Lakers find in their yards -- and a core of 
Triassic clay. Though that sort of clay is used in making bricks, the 
clays in Lake Auman dam have not been fired into solid bricks, but 
rather compacted with earth-moving equipment. 
    Unfortunately, Triassic clay can become suspended in water, 
and does not readily settle out. All dams either leak or seep water, 
Marks said. As water seeps through the porous outer surface of the 
Lake Auman Dam, it passes through the clay, saturating it into a 
putty-like substance, and, very gradually, carries some of the core 
away. 
    As a result, prior to the remediation, the water level inside the 
dam had begun to rise, saturating the soils on the face of the dam, 
and threatening its structural integrity. 

  

The repair 
    The remediation undertaken last year involved passing a 
vibrating steel beam through the top of the dam, ramming it as far 
as it would go into the core, and filling behind it with a slurry 
made of clays and cement. The result is a sort of replacement for 
the original core that will stop the passage of water high in the 
structure, forcing the seeping water toward the bottom of the dam. 
    The process began on the east, or left side, of the dam and 
proceeded for two weeks with better than expected results -- that 
is, the depth that the vibrating beam was able to penetrate averaged 
eighteen feet -- less than the twenty feet Marks had anticipated. 
The depth the beam can penetrate is determined by the firmness of 
the soil it encounters. 
    But then, as the process neared the west -- or right -- side of the 
dam, the beam began to penetrate lower and lower into the core, 
reaching depths of forty feet or more, and indicating that the core 



deterioration in that section was far worse than Marks had 
anticipated. It is this much worse than anticipated deterioration that 
provides one of Marks' reasons for keeping the dam road closed. 
    Marks and the contractor addressed this development by 
extending the slurry wall approximately 100 feet further toward the 
right side of the dam than originally planned, reaching depths on 
the far right side that were more in the 20-foot range. 
     
The risk 
    Marks said he could not yet explain why the core deterioration 
in the right side of the dam was so much worse than elsewhere in 
the structure. 
    One possibility is that the clays used in that portion of the core 
were less suitable. He said he had been studying photographs taken 
during construction under a microscope and could definitely 
conclude that the soils used on the right side of the dam were a 
different color, suggesting a different composition. 
    Another possibility is that the impact energy created by vehicles 
traveling through the emergency spillway dip caused the putty-like 
clay in the core to more rapidly become suspended in and carried 
away by seepage water. 
    He said he planned, with the support of the Association, to 
continue to study the dam, taking core samples, in order to better 
understand the problems on its right side. 
    Marks did say that the dam is probably in better shape now -- 
after the remediation -- than it has likely ever been. 
    "It's like open heart surgery," Marks explained. "Once you've 
had it, you're better off than you have been in years. But that 
doesn't mean you don't have to be careful." 
     
The Questions 
    Marks fielded dozens of questions, many of them aimed in one 
way or another at a central concern: "Is there anything the West 
Side can do to reopen the road across the dam?" 
    Given the engineer's concern about the impact on the dam 



caused when vehicles travel through the dip that is the emergency 
spillway, that became the focus for some questioners. 
    One resident asked whether the dip in the roadway could be 
replaced by culverts running under a flat roadway. Though Marks' 
technical reply likely went well over the heads of most in 
attendance, the ultimate answer was "No." Culverts cannot carry 
the amount of water that the state requires the emergency spillway 
to handle. Marks explained that it must be able the carry away the 
amount of rainfall that would occur in a 100-year precipitation 
event, without having water overtop the rest of the dam. 
    Another asked whether the roadway could be redesigned, using 
state of the art materials and techniques, in such a way that the 
impact of vehicles passing through the spillway dip would be 
absorbed by the roadbed instead of passed through to the dam's 
core. 
    "Today, there's just about not anything in engineering you can't 
do if you have the money," Marks replied. Pressed for what it 
might cost, the engineer said, "I'm not prepared tonight to give you 
cost estimate or a pavement design." 
    Marks also noted that any roadway design would have to be 
approved by state engineers before it could be implemented. 
    Director John Goodman asked Marks whether he had consulted 
with other engineers on his recommendation not to restore the 
roadway over the dam. 
    "I have talked with no less than twelve to fifteen dam safety 
engineers from California to New Jersey," Marks replied. 
Referring to communications from state officials that 
recommended the Association follow Marks' advise, he said, "The 
only reason that your dam safety engineer in North Carolina can't 
tell you to not open the road, is that he doesn't have the jurisdiction 
or the authority to advise you as a private engineer." 
    One resident asked Marks to estimate how many years allowing 
vehicular traffic might take off the life expectancy of the dam. 
    "Let's take 100 years as the expected life of the dam," he replied. 
"We are approaching the midlife of the dam. I would venture to 



say that that one factor [traffic impact] might account for a 20 
percent reduction in life. That's just based on a lot of engineering 
experience." Marks said good data on the impact of roadways 
crossing earthen dams is hard to come by. 
    Marks mentioned during his presentation that the Dam 
Committee had explored remediation options that cost as much as 
$3 million — six times the cost of the option ultimately chosen. 
One landowner asked why the Board hadn't selected a more 
expensive option, if that would have been a better repair. 
    "We did not select the cheapest route," Marks replied. We went 
through a very detailed evaluation form and ranked the options. 
Cost was only one factor. The alternative selected was not the 
cheapest." 
    In addition to those looking for a way to reopen the dam to 
traffic, the meeting attracted a number of members who were 
already convinced that it should remain closed. 
    Bob Kieling compared the dam to a battleship that had taken a 
hit from a torpedo. "We had to close some compartments to save 
the ship. Those compartments need to stay closed." 
    Former SLWLA President Mary Anne Fewkes stresses the 
liability the each member of the Association would face if the dam 
failed. 
    "One thing that has not been mentioned is the fact that we all 
own the dam," Fewkes said "and, if anything happens, we are all 
liable . . . . We received a letter from the state saying that they 
would support what the dam engineer recommends. That we have 
in writing from the state. If anything happens to that dam, someone 
will dig up that letter and ask, "Why would you put a road over 
that dam if if your engineer told you not to do it?' We are all 
liable." 

 



Here’s a copy of what the Seven 

Lakes Times looked like for those 
of you who missed a great several-
times-a-week times newspaper of 
our area. This image is not the 
issue quoted as a copy of the front 
page of that specific issue could 
not be found on-line.  
 
 

 

To sum it all up: 

 

We owners of the lake and dam are 
also it’s keepers, and that is an 
awesome responsibility. 
 
We are, of course, responsible for the best safe use of the lake for our 
pleasure and its upkeep. It certainly showcases us as a highly desirable place 
to live and is the most significant reason for the property values that our lots 
and home hold. 
 
But we are also ‘on the hook’ for the security of our biggest asset. To know 
what this means, we only have to look at Woodlake dam in Vass which 
breached in 2016, and its community. Woodlake, though larger than Lake 
Auman, did not have the same critical mass behind its dam as ours. That 
dam was smaller and its lake not as deep. 
 
 It is even more critical to us in Seven Lakes West because our dam holds 
back 800-plus acres of water with an average depth of 32 feet and 13 miles 
of shoreline.  
 
We also have a dam that needs tender loving care because any significant 
harm to that dam would be catastrophic in terms of dollars, liabilities and 
greater yet, potential loss of life downstream.  
 
Moral of the story: If any of you have read Malcolm Gladwell’s book, 
Tipping Point, you know that nothing may happen to a glass of water sitting 
precariously half off the table as it fills drop by drop…until that last drop of 
water which spills the whole glass. And it only takes ‘that last drop.” 



 
Risk has it’s tipping point. We must absolutely know our lake and avoid any 
risks involved with how we use it. We never want to find ourselves 
unknowingly near that tipping point.   
 
We cannot go there. 
 
We must monitor and use every information we can gather to learn and do 
all for the safety of our dam, our lake, our homes and market value and 
every greater calamity that could be on us if we don’t.  
 
There is no person who can tell us if and when. It will only be the data and 
our diligence that will give us our most prudent options. 
 
It’s not a guessing game, it’s a fact.  
 
 
 

 


