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  Equipped with insulated boots, Smartwool socks and eight pairs of gloves and mittens, Phil lives in St. Paul with his wife, Lydia.







  



  
Acknowledgments





  My greatest thanks go to my wife Lydia, who helped me prepare maps, and accompanied me—despite her better judgment—on many of the drives. I could not have completed this book without her material and moral support. I’m also thankful for the readers who bought the first edition of this guide, published way back in 1997. Its success gave me an opportunity to revisit the drives, a trip down memory lane as well as scores of scenic byways from Afton to Zippel Bay. I was gratified to find that while some places along the routes had changed profoundly due to urban development and shifting land uses, others were just as beautiful and magical as they were twenty-five years ago—or a century ago. To the editors and staff at Globe Pequot Press—thanks for pushing me to do my best work and shepherding the second edition to publication.




  I am indebted to countless people all over the state who took the time to share their knowledge of local geography, history and natural resources; they provided insights and nuggets of information that in many cases were unavailable in print or online. Special shout-outs to Ed Krugmire, owner of Schech’s Mill near Caledonia, who related the history of the mill and kindly granted me entry to his cow pasture to take photos; Alison Whalen of the Harmony Area Chamber of Commerce, a fount of information on bike trails in the area; and my friend Owen Hall, who on the drive from New Ulm to Fort Ridgely regaled me with details of US Army operations on the old Northwest Frontier.







  



  
Introduction





  You won’t find snow-capped mountains in Minnesota. Snow, sure; in keeping with the state’s reputation for bone-numbing cold, the white stuff lies close at hand in streets, backyards, and cornfields from November through April. But mountains? Nada, unless you count the ancient, knobby ridges above the North Shore of Lake Superior. That said, the landscape of the North Star State offers motorists just about every other visual delight: waves crashing and foaming against the rocky shore of the world’s largest freshwater lake; forests of pine, spruce, birch, and aspen dotted with lakes and wetlands; stately bluffs towering above red-brick river towns and apple orchards; lush, gently rolling farm country punctuated by corn silos and wooden barns.




  Located at a geographic and ecological crossroads, Minnesota defies stereotypes. The state’s 79,548 square miles encompass eye-stretching grassy plains and hills cloaked in oak, maple, and basswood, as well as lake-studded boreal forest. Intensely agricultural, Minnesota is a top producer of corn, soybeans, spring wheat, oats, barley, cheese, hogs, and turkeys; yet it’s also a leading manufacturer of paper, industrial machinery, medical devices, and computer software. Yes, many Minnesotans live in small towns like Lake Wobegon, the Mayberry-on-the-tundra celebrated in A Prairie Home Companion, or even deeper in the country where the nearest hospital is an hour’s drive away. But half of the state’s 5.7 million population resides in cosmopolitan Minneapolis–St. Paul, the economic and cultural hub of the Upper Midwest.




  The Natural World




  




  In the language of the Dakota, Minnesota means cloudy waters, as in a turbid river at flood stage. Water is omnipresent in the state, flowing powerfully in major rivers such as the Mississippi, Minnesota, and St. Croix, coursing down innumerable streams, and pooling in tens of thousands of lakes and wetlands. The “Land of 10,000 Lakes” motto on the state’s license plates is an understatement; there are actually more than 12,000 lakes at least 10 acres in size within Minnesota’s borders. Not counting Lake Superior, the vast inland sea that Minnesota shares with Michigan, Wisconsin, and Ontario, and Lake of the Woods, the northernmost waters in the continental US.




  All that water is a legacy of the last Ice Age, when a massive blanket of ice up to a mile thick smothered almost all of present-day Minnesota. Like a giant
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    Fall color sets off a church steeple near Spring Grove.


  

  bulldozer, the Wisconsin Glaciation scooped out basins and depressions that filled with meltwater when the climate warmed about 11,000 years ago. Lake of the Woods and Upper and Lower Red lakes (the largest lakes entirely within the state), are remnants of Glacial Lake Agassiz, an inland sea that once covered an area the size of Texas and Colorado combined. Massive torrents rushing south from the retreating ice sheet cut the broad, bluff-lined Minnesota and Mississippi valleys, and the dramatic Dalles of the St. Croix River. The ice also shaped dry land, scraping bare the ancient granites and schists of the Canadian Shield in the northeast, depositing rich topsoil in the south, and forming distinctive topographical features such as kettle lakes, moraines, and eskers. The state’s southeastern, “driftless” corner, reminiscent of New England with its wooded hills and narrow stream-cut valleys, escaped the onslaught of the glaciers.




  Of course, Minnesotans sometimes feel that they’re still living in the Ice Age. Did you hear about the farmer who was informed that as a result of a land resurvey, he was now living in Iowa instead of Minnesota? “Thank God, no more cold winters,” he wrote in his diary. Smack-dab in the middle of the continent, far from the moderating influence of the sea, Minnesota has a climate similar to Russia’s. Daytime high temperatures average well below freezing for five months of the year, although temperatures have moderated somewhat due to global warming. Northern Minnesota still regularly posts the lowest winter temperatures in the country. No wonder that Minnesotans invented the snowmobile and are among the nation’s leading practitioners of ice fishing.




  Three of North America’s major ecological regions converge in Minnesota, supporting a startling variety of plant and animal life. Mixed coniferous forests of white spruce, balsam fir, red and white pine, aspen, and birch predominate in the northeastern third of the state—ideal habitat for white-tail deer, snowshoe hares, bald eagles, black bears, and timber wolves. More than 2,500 wolves roam Minnesota, more than in any other state in the Continental US. In the west, once covered with tallgrass prairie, cottonwood groves and wetland oases provide shelter and food for coyotes, gray foxes, prairie chickens, and migratory birds such as Canada geese, goldeneye ducks, and tundra swans. Pines and grass give way to sugar maples and acorns in the southeastern blufflands, the western edge of deciduous woodlands that stretch all the way to the Atlantic Ocean. Brown, brook, and rainbow teem in coldwater streams, while wild turkeys—reintroduced in the state in the 1970s—stalk wooded slopes and draws.




  In the northwest, hundreds of square miles of coniferous bogs and peatland comprise a fourth ecosystem—a rich vegetative mosaic that includes rare orchids and many carnivorous and parasitic plants. This largely undeveloped area is a haven for sandhill cranes and gray owls, and the main stomping ground of the moose, a shy herbivore that can weigh more than 2,000 pounds.




  
Minnesota Past and Present





  




  Burial mounds are found on riverbanks, blufftops, and in other undisturbed areas all over the state—mute testimony to ancient cultures that flourished here hundreds of years before French explorers penetrated the wilderness. Woodland and Mississippian peoples built large, permanent villages, crafted beautiful pottery and stone tools, and maintained a trading network that reached as far as St. Louis and the Rocky Mountains. In more recent times Minnesota was home to the Santee Dakota, an eastern branch of the powerful tribe that ruled the northern plains on horseback. In the late 1700s and 1800s the Dakota were pushed out of the forest onto the prairie in a series of wars with the Ojibwe, or Chippewa, who themselves had been forced west from the Great Lakes region by the Iroquois. Both the Ojibwe and Dakota led a semi-nomadic lifestyle, hunting and fishing, harvesting wild rice in birchbark canoes, and tending gardens of corn, potatoes, beans, and squash.




  As it was throughout the West, that way of life was threatened and then swept aside by Europeans eager to exploit the region’s rich resources of furs, lumber, iron, and prairie soil. French adventurers such as Pierre Esprit Radisson and Sieur Du Luth came first, searching for the fabled northwest passage to the Far East. In 1679, Sieur Du Luth, after whom the port on Lake Superior is named, rendezvoused with the Dakota at their principal village on Mille Lacs and promptly claimed the territory for Louis XIV. His French and British successors found beaver, mink, and fox instead of a route to Cathay and established outposts such as Fort Beauharnois near Red Wing and Grand Portage on Lake Superior for trade with Dakota trappers.




  After the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, a young, expansionist United States exerted its authority in the region. In 1805, US Army Lieutenant Zebulon Pike negotiated the purchase of most of present-day Minneapolis-St. Paul from the Dakota for 60 gallons of liquor and $200 in trade goods, and in 1819 Fort Snelling rose atop the bluffs at the confluence of the Mississippi and Minnesota rivers. The new settlement grew rapidly. St. Paul, the practical head of navigation on the Mississippi, became a port of call for riverboats bringing settlers and vital supplies to the expanding Northwest Frontier. Farther upstream, the Falls of St. Anthony were harnessed to drive mills that would later make Minneapolis the flour-milling capital of the world.




  The 1840s heralded the era of King Pine as lumbermen from New England moved into the St. Croix Valley to log immense tracts of virgin white pine, red pine, and spruce. The lumber camps, ever moving north and west to cut fresh timber, gave rise to the legend of Paul Bunyan and his Blue Ox, Babe, immortalized in statuary in Brainerd, Bemidji, and other communities.
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    Looking toward Sha-Bosh-Kung Point on the shore of Mille Lacs.




  Drawn west by stories of fertile soil and a salubrious climate (it wasn’t that cold, local boosters said), tens of thousands of European immigrants laid claim to a piece of Minnesota sod in the decade before the Civil War. Many of these farmers were from Germany, Norway, Sweden, and Denmark; today more than half of Minnesotans trace their ancestry to either Germany or Scandinavia. Four years after statehood in 1858, the US-Dakota War of 1962, or the Sioux Uprising, temporarily stemmed the tide of white settlement. Confined to reservations along the Minnesota River and starving because of tardy federal annuity payments, the Dakota under Little Crow resisted white encroachment, fighting back against settlers and laying siege to New Ulm and Fort Ridgely. The Dakota Conflict ended with a mass hanging of 38 warriors in Mankato on December 26, 1862. The farmers returned, and new communities such as Willmar and Marshall sprang up along the railroads that continued to drive the frontier farther out onto the prairie. Recruited on the East Coast by agents for James J. Hill’s Great Northern Railroad, settlers bought Minnesota railroad lands for $2.50 an acre.




  The pace of immigration accelerated in the 1880s with the discovery of iron in northeast Minnesota. New arrivals from Italy, Poland, Slovakia, Croatia, Finland, and Greece flocked to the Mesabi, Vermilion, and Cuyuna ranges to toil in open-pit and underground mines that would yield billions of tons of iron over the next century.




  The seemingly limitless forests were reduced to stumps by the 1920s, throwing lumbermen out of work and leading to ultimately disastrous homesteading in the “cutover” lands of central and northern Minnesota. The Iron Range suffered its own depression in the 1950s, when the high-grade ore that provided the steel for cars, skyscrapers, and the materiel that helped win two World Wars ran out. Since then, Minnesota’s economy has shifted from extractive industries to a diversified base that includes agriculture, pulp and paper, food processing, manufacturing, information technology, medicine, and tourism.




  Roughly 67,000 farms cultivate everything from Red River Valley spring wheat, potatoes, and sugar beets, to Green Giant corn, sweet peas, and carrots. Duluth, accessible to oceangoing freighters via the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Seaway, is a major exporter of western coal, wheat, and iron derived from taconite (a low-grade iron ore)—and an importer of tourists drawn to its dramatic lakeside setting. Minneapolis boasts marquee cultural attractions such as the Guthrie Theater and Walker Art Center, and a lively music scene—thanks in part to Prince, who pioneered the Minneapolis sound. Both the Twin Cities and Rochester—home of the Mayo Clinic—are world-renowned for health care and medical technology.




  Inheritors of a progressive, populist tradition that nurtured former Vice President Walter Mondale and US Senators Eugene McCarthy and Paul Wellstone, Minnesotans insist on clean government and open debate of public issues. And they’re committed to protecting an environment that gives them so much opportunity to indulge their love of the outdoors.




  Minnesota’s clean air and water laws are among the most stringent in the nation, and a “no net loss” policy protects wetlands that provide habitat for fish, amphibians, and waterfowl. Reforestation projects in the 1930s created Superior National Forest, Chippewa National Forest, and twenty state forests that together cover more than forty percent of the state. Itasca, Minnesota’s first state park, was established by the Legislature in 1891; since then sixty-five more state parks and nine state recreation areas have been created to preserve natural ecosystems and support activities such as camping, hiking, rock climbing, canoeing, cross-country skiing, and snowmobiling.




  Other protected, unique places include the Boundary Waters Canoe Area (BWCA) Wilderness, the largest federal wilderness east of the Mississippi; rocky, island-studded Voyageurs National Park, the only national park that contains more water than dry land; and Blue Mounds State Park, a patch of rocky prairie roamed by a herd of bison. Minnesotans—and increasingly, outdoors enthusiasts from all over the country—make the most of these wild, beautiful places. More boats are registered in the state than in Florida, and on many summer weekends and holidays city streets seem deserted, forsaken for a lakeshore, river bank, or blufftop—whichever is most convenient.
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    Winter golden hour on the Lake Superior shore at Two Harbors.




  Enjoying the Drives




  




  Whether you’re a native, a recent transplant, or a vacationer, the twenty-two drives in this book will open your eyes to Minnesota’s variegated landscape, colorful history, and natural wonders. Not to mention a few unnatural wonders, such as the awesome Hull Rust Mahoning mine in Hibbing and the giant fiberglass walleye on the shore of Mille Lacs. The drives, designed as daytrips or weekend outings with overnight lodging or camping, are by no means comprehensive. Feel free to explore alternate state and county routes that meander all over the countryside, especially in the agricultural south and west.




  Wherever the road takes you, try to stop long enough to explore Minnesota under your own power. Stroll along a forest trail or the levee in a historic river town; toss a line in the water from a boat dock or rented canoe; admire a prize dairy cow or pumpkin at a county fair. And take a few photos (see suggested photo spots in each drive) to share the moment with others. Folks you encounter aren’t likely to say “howdy” and slap you on the back; remember that German and Scandinavian heritage. But they open up after a few minutes of conversation. The weather is a sure-fire conversation starter, whatever the situation: “Cold enough for you?”




  “You betcha.”




  Welcome to Minnesota.




  Before You Go




  




  The maps in this book are intended only as rough guides to the drives. In parts of the state—especially in far northern Minnesota—cell phone service is spotty, so in addition to a paper state map (free at many visitor information centers) it’s a good idea to take along a Minnesota Atlas & Gazetteer or maps of delimited areas along the route. US Forest Service maps, available at ranger stations or through the mail, are particularly helpful for drives in the Chippewa and Superior national forests, where mapping apps can be unreliable. Other pointers for a safe, hassle-free trip:






	Vehicle permits are required to enter Minnesota state parks. You can buy a daily pass, but the annual windshield sticker, available at any park, offers the best value—about $35 for unlimited visits to all 75 state parks for a full year from the month of purchase. Camping fees are additional.




	The speed limits on Minnesota Interstate highways is 65 mph in urban areas and 70 mph on the open road.




	For the latest on road closures and driving conditions, call 511, the Minnesota Department of Transportation traveler information phone number; go to https://511mn.org; or tune in local weather radio. Also, US Forest Service ranger stations and state parks can provide information about conditions on county roads and in remote areas.




	When driving in northern or western Minnesota, especially in the winter, carry extra clothing, blanket, emergency food and water, and jumper cables. If your car breaks down you could be stranded for hours.







  In the countryside, keep a sharp lookout for white-tailed deer dashing across the road. Mutually destructive collisions are particularly likely at dawn or dusk, when deer are most active.
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  The Great River Road Red Wing to La Crescent via US Highway 61




  




  General description: Squeezed between the Mississippi River and towering, forested bluffs, the Great River Road (US Highway 61) passes through handsome nineteenth-century river towns, sleepy villages, and natural areas rich in wildlife. The 107-mile segment from Red Wing to La Crescent offers two optional excursions off US 61: one loops through lush meadows and wet-lands in the Mississippi’s floodplain; the other scales the bluffs, offering breathtaking views of the river valley and hillside apple orchards.




  Special attractions: Strolling, dining, and antique shopping in the historic river cities of Red Wing, Lake City, Wabasha, and Winona; Frontenac, a village where little has changed since the 1880s; hiking and birdwatching at Frontenac, Great River Bluffs, and Whitewater State Parks; biking on county roads and the Cannon Valley Trail; the National Eagle Center in Wabasha; spectacular views along the shore of Lake Pepin and from the blufftops on Apple Blossom Drive.




  Drive route numbers: US 61; Wabasha County Roads 30, 184; Winona County Roads 7, 12, 1.




  Location: Southeast Minnesota, in and around the Mississippi River Valley about 50 miles south of the Twin Cities.




  Travel season: Year-round, but special seasonal attractions include apple blossoms in the spring, vivid leaf color and fresh apples in October, and bald eagle watching in late winter.




  Camping: RV and tent camping at Frontenac, Whitewater, and Great River Bluffs state parks; Hay Creek Valley Campground on Minnesota Highway 58 south of Red Wing; Pioneer Campsite Resort south of Wabasha; Prairie Island Campground near Winona.




  Services: Plentiful gas, food, and lodging in major river towns such as Red Wing, Wabasha, Winona, and La Crosse, Wisconsin, La Crescent’s big sister across the river.




  Nearby attractions: Scenic sidetrips through woods, farmland, and small towns in the uplands west of US 61 (see Drives 2, 3); the Root River Trail, a bike route linking Rushford, Lanes-boro, Preston, and other towns in the Root River Valley; historic river town of Hastings (see Drive 20); pretty villages of Alma, Maiden Rock, and Stockholm on the Wisconsin side of the river; Laura Ingalls Wilder’s birthplace in Pepin, Wisconsin; river cruises and Granddad Bluff Overlook in La Crosse, Wisconsin.




  The Great River Road: Red Wing to La Crescent via US Highway 61
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  Lake City Marina. The marina in downtown Lake City offers fine views of Lake Pepin and the bluffs above the Wisconsin shore. The sailboats provide foreground interest, or walk out on the breakwater to capture shots of the town and shoreline.




  Apple Blossom Overlook north of La Crescent. Roadside vistas abound along Apple Blossom Drive; one of the best is the prospect of the vast Mississippi River Valley and the Interstate 90 bridge from a wayside parking area just past Burns Valley Road and the Fruit Acres apple orchard.


  




  The Drive




  




  Mark Twain captured the essence of the Upper Mississippi River Valley in Life on the Mississippi:




 

    The majestic bluffs that overlook the river, along through this region, charm one with the grace and variety of their forms, and the soft beauty of their adornment. . . . And then you have the shining river, winding here and there and yonder, its sweep interrupted at intervals by clusters of wooded islands threaded by silver channels; and you have glimpses of distant villages, asleep upon capes; and of stealthy rafts slipping along in the shade of forest walls; and of white steamers vanishing around remote points. And it is all as tranquil and reposeful as dreamland. . . .







  The stealthy rafts and white steamers have gone, but the rest of the sights that enchanted Twain are still there along the Mississippi south of Red Wing. Those “majestic bluffs,” as high as 500 feet in some places, were formed by an overwhelming torrent of meltwater that rushed east and south after the retreat of the glaciers. The broad floodplain is a boater’s paradise and a refuge for bald eagles, trumpeter swans, canvasback ducks, beavers, and rare turtles.




  Long before Twain steamed up the Mississippi (the name comes from an Algonquin word meaning “great water”), the Dakota relied on the river to trade with and make war on neighboring tribes; in Twain’s time river towns such as Red Wing, Wabasha, and Winona sprang up, important export centers for Minnesota lumber and wheat. Today these towns, with their superb nineteenth-century architecture, restful river views, and home-style cooking, offer succor to travelers on one of the most stunning drives in the United States.
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    Prairie grasses wave atop Barn Bluff in Red Wing.




  You know you’re in bluff country as soon as you reach Red Wing, the starting point for the drive. US 61 seems to run right into Barn Bluff, a massive formation of sandstone and dolomite rising nearly 350 feet above the city. The bluff was called He Mni Can (“Hill water wood” by the Mdewakanton Dakota, who used it to watch for approaching enemies and sequester women and children in time of war. Writer Henry David Thoreau listed wildflowers growing atop the bluff during a visit in 1861; you can follow in his footsteps by parking at the end of East Fifth Street and ascending steep trails to the broad, grassy hilltop. The passage of more than 150 years has not diminished the view.




  Beautifully restored buildings downtown include the Beaux Arts-style T. B. Sheldon Memorial Auditorium on Third Street and the stately St. James Hotel on Main Street, built in 1875. The tourism office hangs its shingle in a 1905 railroad depot in Levee Park—a great place to watch cabin cruisers and slow-moving barges plying the river. If your tastes run more to the material, browse for antiques on Main Street or visit the Pottery District north of downtown. A multi-store antique mall has taken over the old red-brick Red Wing Stoneware Company factory, famous for its bluish, salt-glazed crockery, but area potters still mold local clay into both traditional and distinctive modern designs. The free Pottery Museum of Red Wing on Harrison Street showcases more than 6,000 vintage pieces of artisan-crafted stoneware, art pottery, dinnerware, and folk art. The Pottery District is the eastern terminus for the Cannon Valley Trail, a 19.5-mile bike and inline skating path along the deep, wooded valley of the Cannon River.




  Leave town on US 61, skirting the stratified flanks of Barn Bluff and swinging south at the foot of a chain of hills that rise in a wall of green above the rooftops. Unbroken hardwood forest drapes the steep slopes; at the top, limestone outcrops poke out like the battlements of a gigantic castle. Where there’s room between the bluffs and the road, corn grows in neat rows. Just over 10 miles brings you to Frontenac Station, a whistle stop on the St. Paul to Milwaukee rail line that consists of little more than a cafe, a gas station, and a few houses.




  But the place is a thriving hub of commerce compared with Frontenac, a village two miles to the east that has managed to escape the twenty-first century entirely. To get there, turn left on Goodhue County Road 2 (at the State Park sign) and follow it through marshland and pasture past the entrance to Frontenac State Park. A summer resort for America’s elite in the 1870s, Frontenac is a tranquil relic today. There are no shops, offices, or streetlights on the gravel streets, just elegant 1860s-vintage homes, well-tended gardens, and serene views of Lake Pepin, a 2.5-mile-wide bulge in the river caused by natural damming of the Mississippi downstream.




  Frontenac State Park, frequented by bald and golden eagles and a waystation for warblers and other migratory songbirds, completely encircles the village. Hiking trails lead to a high ridge overlooking the valley and In-Yan-Teopa, a giant boulder that was sacred to the Dakota and Fox people. Other trails wind down the bluff to the river, where in the late winter and spring eagles can often be seen diving for fish and nesting in trees.




  CR 2 makes a right-angle turn in Frontenac and passes Villa Maria, a secluded event center and lodge built in the style of a French country chateau, on the return loop to US 61. At the junction a historical marker commemorates Fort Beauharnois, a French fur-trading post built nearby in 1727.




  It’s only 4 miles to Lake City, past inspiring views of the body of water the Dakota called Pem-vee-cha-mday (“Lake in the Mountains”) and the distant bluffs of Wisconsin. On summer weekends white sails flit back and forth across the lake, chasing the fickle breeze. The town is known for its apples—major grower Pepin Heights is based here and roadside stands overflow with Haralson, Honeycrisp, and other local varieties in late September and October—and as the birthplace of water-skiing. Yes, it was on the shores of Lake Pepin, not Key Biscayne or Santa Monica Bay, that an 18-year-old boy wonder named Ralph Samuelson strapped a couple of 8-foot pine boards to his feet and sped into sporting lore in 1922. His feat is celebrated annually during Water Ski Days on the last weekend in June. The action revolves around the marina downtown, home to hundreds of powerboats and sailboats moored in perfect array.
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    Lake Winona and Sugar Loaf Bluff, a landmark for Mississippi riverboat captains in the 1800s.




  For the next 10 miles the road clings to the shore of Lake Pepin, offering splendid vistas of the water—calm and brilliant on cloudless days—and advancing headlands cloaked in oak, basswood, hickory, and maple. Just past the fishing resort of Camp Lacupolis you can pull off the road and take in views of wooded islands, fishing boats, and perhaps a barge, toiling upstream with a load of gravel or coal.




  Where Eagles Dare




  




  Read’s Landing, a cluster of houses long removed from its glory days as a staging area for huge rafts of northern pine headed to sawmills, marks the beginning of the Upper Mississippi River National Wildlife and Fish Refuge—nearly 194,000 acres of floodplain stretching south to Rock Island, Illinois. A labyrinth of islands, sandbars, backwater sloughs, and marshes, the refuge provides food and shelter for more than 270 species of birds, including great blue herons, common egrets, rails, bitterns, white pelicans, bald eagles, and trumpeter swans. The Landing is another prime viewing spot for bald eagles.




  In 3 miles turn left on Minnesota Highway 60 into Wabasha, a town of 2,600 that gained fame as the setting of the movie Grumpy Old Men. (The film and its sequel were actually shot in Stillwater and the Twin Cities.) The biggest attraction in Wabasha, named for a dynasty of Dakota chiefs, is the National Eagle Center, a non-profit riverfront facility with interactive exhibits and programs on bald and golden eagles. Visitors can get up close with resident, rehabilitated eagles and join birdwatching excursions up and down the river valley. The Center underwent a $6.3 million renovation and expansion in 2022, the first stage of a multi-year effort to further its mission to advocate for and educate the public about the majestic raptors.




  The town’s classic Main Street, a parade of brick-and-sandstone facades dating to the 1850s, includes the oldest operating hotel in the state; the three-story Anderson House Hotel opened for business in 1856.




  Turn right on Minnesota Highway 60 and left on Wabasha County Road 30 (Hiawatha Drive) to leave town via the back door, through rich cropland in a section of the river where the bluffs veer away to the west. After 4 miles the road intersects with US 61 just north of the dusty hamlet of Kellogg. Here you have a choice: stay on US 61, skirting the bluffs inland, or strike out into the bottomlands, much of which is managed as a refuge for natural vegetation and wildlife. To take the low route, turn left on Wabasha County Road 18 into Kellogg and turn right on Dodge Street, the main drag through town. In half a mile bear left on Wabasha County Road 84. Sprawling fields of corn give way to prairie grass, wildflowers, and stands of pine and spruce, then to undulating sand dunes sparsely covered with grass and scrub. Otters, sandhill cranes, and rare Blanding’s turtles—watch for the turtle crossing sign—live in nearby McCarthy Lake Wildlife Management Area, a 2,800-acre expanse of floodplain forest, marsh, and sand dunes.




  After 9 miles you’re back on US 61 and heading toward Weaver Bottoms, a magnet in spring and fall for migratory birds such as trumpeter swans, great egrets, and blue-winged teals. At Weaver Landing there’s an observation platform with interpretive displays that explain how the Bottoms, while still rich in wildlife, have been degraded by dam construction and repeated floods.




  For a sidetrip into the heart of bluff country, take Minnesota Highway 74 from Weaver to Whitewater State Park, where the Middle Fork of the Whitewater River slashes deeply through heavily wooded limestone hills—prime habitat for ring-necked pheasants, wild turkeys, and white-tailed deer. The rugged Chimney Rock Trail offers spectacular views of the river valley, and brown and rainbow trout can be tempted onto a hook from the fishing pier. Otherwise, continue on US 61 to Winona past soaring, crenellated bluffs and Lock and Dam number 5—the structure responsible for high water levels in Weaver Bottoms.




  We-no-nah was a legendary Dakota woman who, rather than accept an arranged marriage with a man she didn’t love, leapt to her death from a high crag near Maiden Rock, Wisconsin. The city enjoys an idyllic setting on bottomlands between the river and Lake Winona, a reflecting pool for Sugar Loaf Bluff, a 500-foot dolomite knob topped by a rock pinnacle carved out by quarrying in the 1880s. Winona invites strolling and bicycling in Lake Park, with its bandshell, rose gardens, and downtown streets graced with grand buildings such as Winona National Bank, a rare example of Egyptian Revival architecture, and the English Tudor-style Watkins Manor House, built in the 1920s and since repurposed as a senior living facility. The helpful folks at the visitor center (turn left on Huff Street, a causeway spanning the lake into downtown) can direct you to the sights. For an eagle’s perspective on the city and its surroundings, drive up Garvin Heights Road, accessible from Lake Boulevard west of US 61. The views from a wayside park at the top extend for 50 miles, up and down the river valley and deep into Wisconsin.




  
[image: US 61 follows the broad sweep of the Mississippi River south of Wabasha.]



  

    US 61 follows the broad sweep of the Mississippi River south of Wabasha.




  Pickwick and Apple Blossom Drive




  




  The journey to La Crescent on US 61 and Interstate 90 is fast and scenic, with yet more vistas of islands in the stream and rock-turreted hills. An alternate route, part of which has been designated a state scenic byway, takes a more circuitous path up narrow, stream-cut valleys and along the blufftops. To head for the hills, turn right on Winona County Road 7 (9 miles south of Winona), and follow it through a lovely valley hemmed in by steep bluffs to the village of Pickwick.




  Here, on the banks of Big Trout Creek, stands a wonderful relic of Minnesota’s industrial past: a six-story grist mill, built from native limestone in 1854. During the Civil War the mill ground wheat non-stop to feed Union troops. After a flood in 1980 severely damaged the mill, a group of local citizens bought the Pickwick Mill and restored it to working order. From May through October guides are on hand (admission charged) to set the 20-foot diameter water wheel in motion and explain the function of a Rube Goldbergian assemblage of grinders, chutes, metal cogs, belts, and pulleys in the cool interior.




  Continue on CR 7 past some farmsteads to the head of the valley, where the road abruptly climbs the densely wooded bluffs and intersects with Winona County Road 12. Turn left, following CR 12 parallel with I-90 over open, flat terrain for 3 miles. At the I-90 junction, go straight on Winona County Road 3 to reach Great River Bluffs State Park, a 3,000-acre preserve with magnificent views of the Mississippi River Valley from trail overlooks. The main route to La Crescent turns right at the I-90 junction, crosses the freeway, and heads south on CR 12 to Nodine, a tiny place nestled around a needle-spired Lutheran church.




  Turn left by the village’s former creamery, a gray one-story building with a tin roof; you’re on Apple Blossom Drive, a state scenic byway that rides the ridgetops through countryside that rivals New England in its verticality and pastoral charm. You’ll have a hard time keeping your eyes on the road as the ground to the left drops away, revealing the Mississippi coursing 400 feet below through the immense valley. A warm snowfall of apple blossoms covers the hillsides in the spring, and in the fall, wooded ravines burn with russet, gold, and crimson.




  Apple Blossom Drive continues on Winona County Road 1, passing pick-your-own apple orchards and the Riverview Vineyard & Winery, a small family-owned concern that produces a variety of wines made from cold-hardy grapes. Eventually the road spirals down sheer limestone cliffs into La Crescent, a town of 5,200 that bills itself as the Apple Capital of Minnesota. All those orchards up the hill bear fruit in the fall, providing the raw material for Applefest, held during the third week in September.




  The drive ends here; you can return to Red Wing and the Twin Cities on US 61, or pick up Drive 2, from La Crescent west along the Root River Valley.
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