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introduction


I’ve been lucky. For most of my life I’ve lived in Minnesota, with a few wonderful years in Hawaii and Germany that helped me appreciate what makes my home state stand out.

Within a 2- to 3-hour drive from the Twin Cities you can:


	Enjoy a coastal getaway along the world’s largest freshwater lake and most-inland port city.

	Reach many of the state’s 11,842 inland lakes, plus prime fishing lakes and rivers in Wisconsin.



	Follow the scenic beginnings of the Mississippi River, the world’s fourth-longest river system when you include the Missouri River.

	Explore more than 30 state parks, as well as state and national forests and recreation areas with beaches, museums, and trails to paddle, hike, bike, ski, or snowshoe.

	Taste the delicious bounty from farms, orchards, wineries, cideries, and breweries that grow produce developed especially for this northern climate.

	Watch for wildlife and birds along one of the world’s busiest migration routes.






The Twin Cities, which grew around the confluence of the Mississippi, Minnesota, and St. Croix Rivers, is also surrounded by many landscapes. To experience them, hit the road and listen for the hum of history. Picture oxcarts and wagons creaking and squeaking across western prairies. Hear the thunk of axes and crack of old-growth pines as lumberjacks took down the Northwoods and trains whistled and clattered across the land. Feel the heartbeat and rhythm in Dakota and Ojibwe drumming, singing, language and enduring cultures.

The more you explore, the more chapters of history click together. Rivers brought fur traders and explorers into a land of indigenous communities, followed by a flood of pioneers from New England, Scandinavia, Germany, and Ireland. My family’s ancestors were among them, establishing villages in central Wisconsin and along the Minnesota River near New Ulm.

Then came the lumber barons and titans of industry with railroads, shipping, and mining. They had ambitious visions, leaving their mark with opulent commercial buildings and prosperous neighborhoods.

In the last decade since the first Day Trips guidebook came out, more cities are embracing their rivers and lakefronts, bike trails are extending, artists are contributing public sculptures and vibrant murals, and there’s a fresh sense of connection as more small businesses, such as breweries and coffee shops, open with their own character and vibe.

I humbly offer four challenges for you in your travels:


	Don’t put off plans and wait for the perfect day or most idyllic weather to go exploring. Just go. Each season has its own soundtrack and scenery that provide a fresh experience in even the most familiar destinations. The bare trees of March in Mississippi River Bluff Country provide the clearest views for watching bald eagles soar across the water. Spring rains make waterfalls thunder and fire up the annual spring peeper chorus. November storms churn Lake Superior waves and attract freshwater surfers. Shoulder seasons let you avoid crowds and have the coziest cafes mostly to yourself.

	Ditch your vehicle. Trade it for another mode of transportation. Borrow a canoe or kayak. Grab a seat on a scenic train ride or paddleboat. Give zip-lining a try—or floating above the St. Croix River Valley in a hot air balloon.

	Taste each season by seeking out a new-to-you farm, creamery, orchard, or farm-to-table eatery. They’ll make the best of the freshest, most-local ingredients.

	Finally, write a wish list on the inside cover of this guide. Figure out what you enjoy the most and start exploring!














using this guide


Day Trips from the Twin Cities is organized by general direction from Minneapolis and St. Paul: north, northeast, east, southeast, south, southwest, west, and northwest. It doesn’t include every worthy destination, but instead highlights 25 trips that appeal to many travelers: families on a budget, adventurers, couples seeking romance and relaxation, friends looking for fun, and history buffs. Given the geography of Minnesota and some parts of western Wisconsin, most destinations feature lakes or rivers. Each day trip can be reached from downtown Minneapolis or St. Paul within 30 minutes to 3 hours. The more popular and distant areas, such as Brainerd Lakes or Duluth, are best enjoyed over a weekend or a week, but they’re included due to their popularity, the fact that a super-packed day trip might be all you can manage budget-wise or schedule-wise, and because a scenic drive for some travelers can be as rewarding as the destination.


hours & prices

Peak season in the Upper Midwest generally runs from Memorial Day through Labor Day. Because opening times and prices fluctuate with the ebb and flow of tourists (and even the economy), it’s best to check for up-to-date hours, admission, and prices before your trip. That’s especially true if you are traveling during the shoulder seasons of spring and fall, which can be a good time to score deals on lodging. Many destinations thrive when the snow flies, but a few shut down for the cold season or for a month or two after the holidays.


pricing key

The price codes for accommodations and restaurants are represented as a scale of one to three dollar signs ($). You can assume that all establishments listed accept major credit cards unless otherwise noted. For details, contact the locations directly.



restaurants

The price code reflects the average price of dinner entrées for two (excluding cocktails, wine, appetizers, desserts, tax, and tip). You should usually expect to pay less for lunch and/or breakfast, when applicable.

$	$10 to $20

$$	$20 to $40

$$$	more than $40




accommodations

Consider this a gauge of the average cost per night of a double-occupancy room during the peak price period (not including tax or extras). Please also note that in some areas a two-night stay (or more) is required during peak season. Prices may spike during festivals and special events as well. Always check online or call to find out if any discounts are available.

$	less than $100

$$	$100 to $175

$$$	more than $175






travel tips

General hours of operation: Please verify hours before you go. It’s also possible that places listed in this guidebook may go out of business or be sold to new owners with a different vision.

Seasonal lodging deals: In general, traveling Sunday to Wednesday in any season is more affordable than over weekends, and shoulder seasons typically offer the best discounts, with the exception of holidays and long weekends, such as Presidents’ Day. If you want summer discounts, travel or schedule in early June or for the last two weeks of August. Winter, too, can offer affordable escapes, except at places that thrive on skiing, snowmobiling, and ice fishing.

Dress in layers: Summer in the Midwest does not always mean hot and sunny, and there’s a reason for the phrase “Cooler by the lake.” Plan a few rainy-day options and bring warm layers of clothing just in case. For fall foliage trips, color usually peaks in northern Minnesota by the last week of September and early to mid-October for central and southern Minnesota. It varies from year to year based on weather, but you can check with the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources or with visitor centers for fall color updates.

Sales tax: Minnesota sales tax is 6.875 percent as of this guide’s publication, but it can rise to up to 2 percent more in some cities. Clothing and most groceries are exempt from sales tax. Wisconsin state sales taxes are generally 5 percent, with possible increases from additional county or city sale taxes.

Lodging tax: Hotels rarely include tax or gratuities in their published rates. These can raise a hotel rate by more than 12 percent.

Selected lodging & restaurants: Most destinations offer chain hotels and restaurants, which are generally not included in the these chapters, as they operate on standards that are similar across the country. The lodging and restaurant options highlighted are typically local to the area.

Fueling up: If you are near the Wisconsin border and need to fuel up, Minnesota’s gas prices often run a nickel or dime cheaper per gallon due to different state taxes. Apps such as GasBuddy can help pinpoint the best deals.

Electric charging stations: If you need to find electric vehicle (EV) charging stations, you can download apps such as Plug Share or ChargePoint or check for locations on the US Department of Energy’s Alternative Fuels Data Center website: afdc.energy.gov.




travel tips


carry a road map

While GPS will be reliable for most locations in this book, it’s wise to have a paper map as backup, especially for remote areas. Most visitor guides have maps included, or you can grab a map at state tourism visitor centers.



follow the speed limits


	While speed limits are up to 70 miles per hour on rural interstates, they drop down to 55–60 mph as you near city limits.

	Law enforcement doubles the fines for speeding if you’re caught in a construction zone. Check online with apps such as MN 511 to be prepared for detours, slowdowns, and lower speed limits. Reroute if necessary and always stay buckled up.






beware of deer


	Thousands of accidents are caused each year by deer crossing the roads. The collisions mostly cause vehicle damage, but they can be fatal, especially for motorcyclists.

	Watch carefully along roadways, especially ones marked with deer crossing signs, those in wooded areas, or roads that have forest on one side and crops on the other. Be especially vigilant in late May to early June when fawns are out and in the peak collision months of October and November when crop harvests, deer hunting, and rutting season have more deer on the move.

	If you see a deer, don’t swerve! Losing control of a vehicle often leads to more damage than the collision would. Apply brakes immediately and honk your horn.






winter driving


	For winter trips, watch for fog, mist, drifting snow, ice, and the more nebulous and difficult-to-see black ice that forms from car exhaust at major intersections.

	
Give yourself extra time to travel and allow more space between your vehicle and others in winter.

	Do not crowd snowplow crews clearing highways.

	Keep jumper cables in your trunk or ask resorts about battery plug-ins during winter’s coldest months.

	Keep your windshield fluid reservoir filled during the slushy winter meltdown.

	Maintain good tire pressure and treads that also help during sleet storms or early-summer downpours.

	Watch weather forecasts and check road conditions before heading out at 511mn.org or 511wi.gov or by downloading the apps, which also can be helpful during construction season.






highway designations

Major state and federal highways will be listed in this book in terms of their numbered designations, with a few secondary references used most often by residents. US 61, for example, is also part of the North Shore Scenic Byway along Lake Superior or the Great River Road south of Red Wing. “CR” refers to a county road.






where to get more information

Day Trips attempts to cover a variety of bases and interests, but if you’re looking for additional material, you’ll find links to local tourism bureaus in most introductory paragraphs and in the appendix. Check community social media sites, tap their websites and blogs, and pick up printed brochures or read digital copies online. Here are the best one-stop resources:


minnesota


Explore Minnesota Office of Tourism
121 Seventh Place East
Suite 360
St. Paul, MN 55101
(651) 556-8465, (888) VISITMN [847–4866] exploreminnesota.com

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
500 Lafayette Rd.
St. Paul, MN 55155-4040
(651) 296-6157, (888) 646-6367
dnr.state.mn.us

Minnesota Grown Program
625 Robert St. North
St. Paul, MN 55155-2538
(651) 201-6140
minnesotagrown.com

Minnesota Historical Society
345 W. Kellogg Blvd.
St. Paul, MN 55102-1906
(651) 259-3000
mnhs.org




wisconsin

Wisconsin Department of Tourism
201 W. Washington Ave.
PO Box 8690
Madison, WI 53708-8690
(800) 432-8747, (608) 266-2161
travelwisconsin.com


Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
101 S. Webster St.
PO Box 7921
Madison, WI 53707-7921
(888) 936-7463, (608) 266-2621
dnr.wi.gov

Wisconsin Historical Society 
816 State St.
Madison, WI 53706
(608) 264-6535
wisconsinhistory.org
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day trip 01
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brainerd lakes’ up-north escape:

brainerd, mn; nisswa, mn

When Minnesotans say they’re going “Up North,” chances are good they’re heading toward Brainerd Lakes and beyond. With close to 400 lakes and hundreds of lodging options, this area has been a beloved getaway for more than a century. Families can seek a resort and lake to fit their style—from a place that’s small and intimate for paddling, pontoon rides, and potlucks to sprawling legendary resorts with pools, waterskiing, wakeboarding, trophy fishing, kids’ camps. and more activities than you can fit into a full week at the lake.


brainerd, mn

The City of Brainerd straddles the Mississippi River and blends into Baxter, which has the MN 371 retail corridor. Together they serve as the hub for an area population that reaches close to 90,000 with full-time residents, seasonal residents, and vacationers. The most popular destinations perch along the shores of 9,947-acre Gull Lake and seven others in a chain linked by the Gull River. It buzzes with water sports, pontoon and pleasure cruisers, and early-morning anglers hoping to hook a walleye or other trophy fish.

That said, there is plenty to do away from the lakes as well. Nostalgic Paul Bunyan Land has been making supersized family memories for generations. Ask any adult who experienced the childhood shock of seeing its iconic 26-foot-tall lumberjack, who not only talks but greets everyone by name. Families can also bike the 115-mile Paul Bunyan State Trail, feed a giraffe and ride a camel at Safari North Wildlife Park, zip above the pines, splash through indoor water parks, putt through pirate-themed minigolf, or feel the rib-cage rumble of full-throttle motorsports at the famed Brainerd International Raceway.



You can find dining throughout the area, as well as restaurants, bakeries, breweries, distilleries, boutiques, and bike shops in downtown Brainerd and along MN 371.

The area may be quieter in the winter, but it’s never boring as Brainerd rolls out snowmobiling, dogsled rides, skating, hockey rinks, skiing, and the world’s largest ice-fishing contest—a sight to behold, with 10,000 ice holes drilled into Hole in the Day Bay.


getting there

Take I-94 to MN 25, exiting at Monticello. Head east just over 3 miles, crossing the Mississippi River and connecting with US 10 as you reach Big Lake. Follow US 10 north for 60 miles until the highway splits. Stay right to follow MN 371 to Brainerd-Baxter.

Word of advice: Leave early for summer weekend getaways or pack your patience. Cabin traffic can be heavy as Twin Citians vacationers and cabin owners flood north on Friday and home again on Sunday.



where to go

Brainerd International Raceway and Resort. 5523 Birchdale Rd.; (866) 444-4455; birmn.com. Brainerd revs and rumbles into a racing frenzy every August when it hosts the Lucas Oil NHRA Nationals. More than 110,000 people pack the raceway for the legendary race that stretches across four days. It’s often cited as one of the favorite stops for race teams and fans alike because of on-site camping at what’s affectionately called “The Zoo.” The more-than-40-year-old BIR hosts races throughout the summer, such as muscle car races, bracket drag racing, snowmobile watercross races, the MotoAmerica Superbike Racing, and street-car showdown.

Raceway lodging options include 164 sites in the Pleasureland RV VIP Campground and 12 deluxe condos that face the infield and grandstands. There are 200 acres for open camping as well.

Racing fans can also get behind the wheel and on the track at BIR’s Performance Driving School. Instructors give professional racing lessons or teach you how to handle your own car better to prevent accidents.

Brainerd Lakes Area Welcome Center. 7393 MN 371 South; (800) 450-2838; explorebrainerdlakes.com. With a visitor center floor that literally maps out the area’s lakes, this is an ideal place to start your trip. Sandwiched between north- and southbound lanes of the highway, it stays well stocked with brochures and an impressive gift shop. Don’t forget to take a photo with the almost 12-foot-tall Paul Bunyan statue out front. You can find additional welcome centers in Pequot Lakes and Crosslake.

Brainerd Zip Line Tour. 9898 CR 77 SW, Nisswa; (218) 656-1111. If you’re craving an eagle’s-eye view of the area, this zip line tour runs during Mount Ski Gull’s offseason and offers 15-mile views of state forest and Gull Lake. Rates start at $85 per person.

Crow Wing State Park. 3124 State Park Rd.; (218) 825-3075; dnr.state.mn.us. Head west of the Brainerd Lakes Visitor Center to reach this park that preserves a chapel and former fur trader’s house from Old Crow Wing, a town that boomed along the Mississippi River before railroads routed people to Brainerd. You’ll find a camper cabin, 59 campsites, scenic stretches to paddle, riverside trails, and a southern entry point for the paved Paul Bunyan State Trail. Bike into Brainerd, or pick your own distance on the 115-mile trail stretching to Bemidji.

Gull Lake Cruises. 11000 Craguns Dr. (at Cragun’s Resort); (833) 232-0317; gulllake
cruises.com. Public cruises offer a chance to get on Gull Lake (the largest on the Gull Chain of Lakes), see lakeshore homes and resorts, and enjoy the themed trips with brunch, lunch, dinner, desserts, sunsets, and live music.

Gull Lake Recreational Area. 10867 E. Gull Lake Dr.; (218) 829-3334; recreation.gov. Tucked away in the woods, this campground run by the US Army Corps of Engineers includes a public beach, fishing pier, boat launch, picnic area and grills, and the popular East Gull Lake Trail, which is paved for 7 miles. Most people don’t realize it’s also on the National Register of Historic Places—not for the 1912 dam but for the 12 complete burial mounds and several partial ones that date back to the Woodland Culture and an ancient village along the lake. The campground is open May through early October.

Northern Pacific Center. 1511 Northern Pacific Rd.; (218) 270-8113; northernpacific
center.com. Find fun apparel, home decor, upcycling, and gifts in The Shoppes at Northern Pacific Center. An assortment of local boutiques such as the Frugal Farmhouse, the Vintage Fern, and Pickin Sistas can be found in Building No. 2 of the historic railroad complex. You can also grab a comfy couch for coffee flights, lemonade flights, and tea at Loco Express Coffeehouse and Boutique or satisfy your sweet tooth with flavored popcorn, ice cream, candy, and toys at Goody’s Gourmet Treats.

Northland Kart Kountry. 17568 MN 371; (218) 454-1602; northlandkartkountry.com. Get behind the wheel of Indy Viper, Bullit or Can Am go-karts to race around multiple tracks. Other options include off-road vehicles, water wars, batting cages, a bungee bounce, climbing wall, minigolf, and more for kids or adults who want to let loose and feel like one for a few hours. Prices start at $8 per go-kart ride.

Paul Bunyan Land and This Old Farm. 17553 MN 18; (218) 764-2524; paulbunyanland.com. If there could be one icon for generations of Brainerd-bound vacationers, award that title to this talking Paul Bunyan who greets kids by name as they head into this amusement park. The nostalgia continues with a Tilt-A-Whirl, Ferris wheel, and other fair favorites. Paul Bunyan sat for decades near the main intersection of MN 371 and MN 210 until the attraction moved 8 miles east of Brainerd and joined with This Old Farm. You can spend half the day with carnival rides and a petting zoo and the other half wandering more than three dozen historic buildings at Pioneer Village, with schoolrooms, a set piece from the movie Iron Will, classic cars and gas pumps, and a logging camp. Open Friday through Tuesday Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day. The 32 campsites are open spring through fall. Haunted Hidden Hollows also opens in the fall. Admission with unlimited rides starts at $19.


bring on winter fun

While biking, golfing, and boating rule the summer, don’t overlook the exhilaration of winter fun. Stop at the Brainerd Lakes Area Welcome Center or check online for more details on trails and equipment rental.

Snowmobiling

About 1,200 miles of trails radiate through the Brainerd area. For distance and a smooth ride, head across Gull Lake and catch the Paul Bunyan Trail near Nisswa. It’s a 50-mile cruise to Walker and Leech Lake or about a 6-hour round trip with lunch stop. Find more-challenging loop trails through the Pillsbury State Forest. Cragun’s Resort rents the state’s largest fleet of snowmobiles plus full winter gear if needed.

Note: Anyone born after 1976 is required to take an online safety certification course before operating snowmobiles. Find details at dnr.state.mn.us.

Cross-country Skiing

You’ll find more than 200 miles of Nordic ski trails throughout the area. Northland Arboretum features 12 kilometers of groomed trails through jack pine and birch trees, with 5 kilometers lit for nighttime skiing. 14250 Conservation Dr., Baxter; (218) 829-8770; northlandarb.org.

Other popular options include 20 kilometers of trails through Grand View Lodge’s Pines Golf Course; 10 kilometers of trails at Crow Wing State Park; and Pine Beach cross-country ski trails, a network of 0.5- to 3.5-mile loops that cross the Legacy and Classic golf courses, circle Cragun’s and Kavanaugh’s resort properties, and stretch into Pillsbury State Forest.

You’ll need a Minnesota Ski Pass to help fund grooming for trails through state parks or forests. It costs $10/day or $25/season. Buy one online at dnr.state.mn.us or by phone at (888) 665-4236.

Downhill Skiing

Ski Gull offers 12 runs, a terrain park, and a tubing hill on the west side of Gull Lake. It’s an ideal place to learn, with gentle terrain and lessons from the staff at this community-run nonprofit organization. Open weekends and holidays throughout the winter. Lift tickets start at $20 for youths 6–17; $26 for adults on weekday afternoons. 9898 CR 77, Nisswa; (218) 963-4353; skigull.com.



Paul Bunyan State Trail. Brainerd to Bemidji; paulbunyantrail.com. This 119-mile trail provides a bikers’ and snowmobilers’ paradise, letting them zip between 14 towns along the easy grade of this former railway line through forest and along lakes. It’s one of the country’s oldest and longest Rails-to-Trails projects. Find parking and trail access spots at Crow Wing State Park, Brainerd, Merrifield, Nisswa, Pequot Lakes, Jenkins, Pine River, Backus, Hackensack, and Walker. Need a bike? Rent one in downtown Brainerd (Easy Rider; 415 Washington St.; 218-829-5516; easyriders.com) or Nisswa (Up North Bike Rentals; 5476 City Hall St.; 218-821-5399; upnorthbikerentals.com). If you want to try out just one section of trail, cruise the 7 miles from Nisswa to Pequot Lakes. Long-distance bicyclists can connect to the Heartland Trail as well, for an additional 49 miles.

Pirate’s Cove. 5197 Birchdale Rd.; (218) 828-9002; piratescove.com. This souped-up, swashbuckling minigolf course is one of 25 in the nation and the only one in Minnesota. Its holes lead players through caves (watch out for water hazards!), across a pirate ship, over footbridges, under waterfalls, and past a battle scene where a cannon occasionally booms. Make sure to read the pirate facts and history scattered throughout the course, which is challenging—and entertaining—even for adults. Choose the Captain’s Course, Blackbeard’s Challenge, or a combo deal for all 36 holes. Open the last week in April through the third week in October. Minigolf prices start at $8.95 kids 4 to 12 and $9.95 (adults).

Safari North Wildlife Park. 8493 MN 371; (218) 454-1662; safarinorth.com. This nice-sized zoo just off MN 371, 2 miles north of the welcome center, offers the chance to feed giraffes, coax parakeets onto your head or hands, ride camels, gawk at alligators, and while away an afternoon with mammals, reptiles, and birds from the region, Africa, and other parts of the globe. A train runs through the 10-acre zoo for an extra fee. Open daily early May through early October; $20, adults; $16, ages 2–12.



where to eat

Bar Harbor Supper Club. 8164 Interlachen Rd.; (218) 963-2568; barharborsupperclub.com. If you want an upscale date night that includes live music and lakeside scenery, head to this supper club with its lighthouse-inspired tower on the Gull Lake Causeway. Originally a gambling hall and bar in 1937, it’s now a place for dinners such as dry-aged filet mignon and crab-topped halibut, happy hours watching boats motor by, or dancing until dark. Open seasonally for dinner Wednesday to Sunday. $$$.

Dunmire’s on the Lake. 19090 MN 371; (218) 454–069; dunmiresbar.com. This North Long Lake destination aims for an elegant night out with caviar appetizers, pork chops glazed with maple bacon jam, seafood pasta and lobster tails, plus more casual burgers and sandwiches. Leave room for tiramisu or carrot cake. $$.

Ernie’s on Gull. 10424 Gull Point Rd., East Gull Lake; (218) 829-3918; erniesongull.com. This restaurant and full-service marina tucked along a Gull Lake peninsula welcomes diners arriving by car, boat, or snowmobile. Look for gourmet burgers such as one served on a French toast bun with bacon and maple syrup or a ground lamb patty with tzatziki and feta, walleye tacos with kohlrabi slaw, or seasonally influenced tenderloins and pastas. The location includes the seasonal On Point Burger Co. on the patio. $$.

Knotty Pine Bakery. 707 Laurel St.; (218) 454-2470; knottypinebakery.com. Start the day with ham-and-cheese biscuits, mini fruit pies, and festive sugar cookies before a photo session by the vibrant “You Betcha” mural around the corner or downtown shopping at CatTale’s Books and Gifts, Fancy Pants Chocolates, the Crossing Arts Alliance, and boutiques. $.

The Local 218. 723 Mill Ave; (218) 270-3195; local-218.com. Go casual with a variety of sandwich favorites, such as Philly cheesesteak and shrimp po’boys, or elevate to artfully plated Angus beef steaks, lobster tails, pistachio-crusted walleye, daily specials such as sushi, and desserts. Open for lunch and dinner Tuesday through Saturday plus Sunday for brunch. $$.

Notch 8. 1551 Northern Pacific Rd.; (218) 454-6688; notch8brainerd.com. This chow house and drinkery tucked into the historic Northern Pacific Center puts fun twists on casual favorites such as a barbecue burger made with brisket, short rib, and ground chuck; sushi nachos; wings with a flight of seven sauces; pizzas such as one topped with stout beer sausage, homemade Italian sausage, and wild mushrooms or one with dill pickles, cream cheese, ham and white wine cream sauce. Wash it down with local brews or finish sweetly with mini-doughnuts dipped in caramel, chocolate, and raspberry sauce. $–$$.

Zorbaz. 8105 Lost Lake Rd., Nisswa; (218) 963-4790; zorbaz.com. This popular up-north pizza chain sits along Gull Lake’s causeway with a steady parade of boats puttering by. They have all the expected pizzas, along with a Greek chicken pizza, one inspired by a Reuben sandwich, and a Thai-spiced creation with bacon, onions, pineapple, and banana peppers. Cool down with one of 48 beer selections, grab a spot on the patio, join a beach volleyball game, or kick back to music provided by a DJ or band. $–$$.




where to stay

Arrowwood Lodge at Brainerd Lakes. 6967 Lake Forest Rd., Baxter; (218) 822-5634; arrowwoodbrainerdlodge.com. A Paul Bunyan–themed 30,000-square-foot water park with holographic slides, 102 rooms that sleep two to eight guests, log cabin decor, and free breakfast buffet make this an easy family getaway. Specialty suites include a cinema suite, kitchen suite, and kids’ suite with bunks and 3-D murals. Check the website for offseason waterpark hours. $$.

Cragun’s Resort. 11000 Craguns Dr.; (800) 272-4867; craguns.com. This venerable and sprawling resort encompasses more than 200 units along a generous stretch of Gull Lake. Besides its history and size, the depth of year-round activities, lakeside outdoor pool and sundeck, indoor pool and play area, and 54 golf holes at The Legacy courses make this resort stand out. Staff offer guided fishing, golf lessons, a summer kids’ camp, and waterskiing sessions and organize welcome receptions and socials. You can also rent just about anything here: bikes, wakeboards, boats, snowmobiles, ice houses, skates, and more. Lodging choices include lakeview lodge rooms with fireplaces and balconies, vintage lakeside cabins, reunion houses, and new vacation homes along the golf course. $$–$$$.

Kavanaugh’s Sylvan Lake Resort. 1685 Kavanaugh Dr., East Gull Lake; (218) 829-5226; kavanaughs.com. This resort’s blend of more than 50 units, mostly lakeside condos and luxury cottages with patios and fireplaces, comes with amenities such as tennis or pickleball courts, basketball courts, playgrounds, and indoor and outdoor pools in addition to bike trails. Watch for a romantic skating rink and Nordic ski trails in the winter and easy access to 108 golf holes within 1 mile in the warm months. $$–$$$.


world’s largest ice-fishing contest

Put this on your bucket list: Witness or join in the world’s largest charitable ice-fishing contest. The Brainerd Jaycees drill more than 10,000 holes into Gull Lake’s Hole in the Day Bay. The pure spectacle of that many holes, more than $200,000 in prizes (including trucks and snowmobiles), and a festive atmosphere lure more than 10,000 anglers from across the country and beyond. The annual Brainerd Jaycees Ice-Fishing Extravaganza also draws about 2,000 spectators (icefishing.org). Dress smart and in layers. Boot- and hand-warmers help. The show goes on even with below-zero temperatures and wicked windchills.



Madden’s on Gull Lake. 11266 Pine Beach Peninsula Rd.; (218) 829-2811; maddens.com. As one of the area’s largest and most legendary resorts—and nearing the century mark—Madden’s also ranks among the top resorts in the Midwest according to travel magazines such as Travel + Leisure and Condé Nast Traveler. Its 287 seasonal units (historic hotel rooms, condos, villas, cabins and reunion houses) sprawl across Pine Beach Peninsula on 1,000 acres with enough to do that most guests stay put—especially if they’re on the meal plan with seven eateries and restaurants. Golfers come for The Classic and three additional courses. Other activities including a summer Adventure Cove for kids, inflatable playgrounds on the water, lawn bowling, croquet, tennis, trail rides, paddleboarding, waterskiing and wakeboarding lessons, guided fishing, biking, and even seaplane certification. A saltwater pool was added to the main lodge’s deck in 2023, and at Madden’s spa, guests can get pedicures and manicures while gazing at the lake or settle in for massage and body treatments. The resort runs from the last weekend in April through late October. $$–$$$.

Three Bears Waterpark. 15739 Audubon Way; (218) 828-3232; brainerdhi.com. Holiday Inn Express and Suites in Baxter offers four passes to its indoor waterpark for hotel guests. Passes may also be available to the public Sunday through Thursday. Call for current hours and fees.

Train Bell Resort. 21489 Train Bell Rd., Merrifield; (218) 829-4941; trainbellresort.com. This smaller old-fashioned family resort has been chugging along for more than a century, specializing in lighthearted themed activities throughout the summer such as weekly dances, medallion hunts, minnow races, and a ride on their Train Bell Express. Cabins, condos, villas, and a reunion home sit between the North Long Lake Beach and Paul Bunyan Bike Trails. $$$.






nisswa, mn

Twenty miles north of Brainerd on MN 371, Nisswa’s concentrated downtown rules as the area’s top shopping destination. It’s classy enough to keep big-city shoppers happy, but down-to-earth, too. Look for Paul Bunyan on the totem pole and turtles all over town. The turtles offer a nod to Nisswa’s almost 50-year tradition of turtle races at 2 p.m. every Wednesday from mid-June through mid-August. You can bring your own turtle, pick one from a bucket, or just enjoy cheering them on for an old-fashioned afternoon.


getting there


Continue on MN 371 about 20 miles north of Brainerd-Baxter to reach Nisswa. Exit at CR 18 to head downtown.



where to go




Adventure to Go. 4871 CR 77; (218) 820-1301; adventuretogomn.com. Rent an inflatable paddleboard, kayak, or bike here or arrange a delivery to your vacation destination to explore the lakes and trails. Safety equipment included.

Glacial Waters Spa. 23521 Nokomis Ave.; (218) 963-8700; grandviewlodge.com. This stand-alone Arts and Crafts–style spa based at Grand View Lodge stays busy year-round with warm fireplaces that feel especially cozy during winter and a salt room added for halotherapy add-ons. Guests can take an 85-minute fragrant soak in a private room with a fireplace and view of surrounding woods, followed by an hour-long massage. A spa cabin allows groups of up to 10 friends to bring in food and drinks and get treatments without following the hushed-voice code of the main spa.

Nisswa Family Fun Waterpark. 4871 CR 77; (218) 820-3046; nisswaoutdoorwaterpark.com. Kids splash down a 465-foot-long body slide, a drop slide, and a family slide with a heated activity pool for cooling off on summer days.

Up North Bike Rentals. 5476 City Hall St.; (218) 821-5399; upnorthbikerentals.com. Rent a bike or surrey for a trip along the Paul Bunyan State Trail. Cruise to Pequot Lakes to the north or Merrifield to the south ($10/hour; $30/day).



where to shop

Here’s a sampling of fun places in Nisswa’s tightly packed, bustling downtown. Some are seasonal and have shorter winter hours. If you are visiting offseason, verify hours first.

The Chocolate Ox. 25452 Main St., Nisswa; (218) 963-4443; thechocolateox.com. Loaded with nostalgic candy and soda pop, gourmet chocolates, jelly beans, jawbreakers, licorice, and ice cream, don’t expect to get in and out of this popular stop quickly. Sweet temptations are everywhere. $.

Lundrigans. 25521 Main St.; (218) 963-2647; lundrigansclothing.com. This store full of stylish, cabin-comfy men’s and women’s clothing has become an up-north fixture. You’ll find everything from Woolrich flannels and Norwegian wool sweaters to breezy dresses for summers on the dock.



get help finding fish

If you’re new to fishing, want to learn new techniques, or simply don’t know where to go with 400-plus lakes within a 30-mile radius, a fishing guide can help. You can find many guides available for hire. One of the best-known outfitters is Walleye Dan Guide Service (9287 Anderson Rd., 218-839-5598; walleyedan.com). Guides keep tabs on the local fishing scene as it changes throughout the four seasons and daily weather conditions. They also supply the boat, bait, equipment, and expertise for a tasty—or trophy—catch.



Martin’s Sports Shop. 25451 Main St.; (218) 963-2341; martinssportshop.com. Look for the alpine-themed building with flags and you’ll find four seasons’ worth of sports equipment, along with breathable, warm clothing and gear. Rent bikes, in-line skates, tennis rackets, water skis, wakeboards, snowshoes, and cross-country skis. Open daily.

Nisswa Totem Pole Boutique Marketplace. 25485 Main St.; (218) 961-0045; facebook.com/NisswaTotemPole. This longtime tourist stop still features a totem pole and mechanical rides out front, but the inside has been transformed into a marketplace with handcrafted local decor, gifts such as jewelry, and apparel with regional themes.

Turtle Town Books & Gifts 25491 Main St.; (218) 963-4891; turtletownnisswa.com. Stop in for a light lakeside novel, bestsellers, books on fishing techniques, guides to native flowers and trees, kids’ books, and puzzles and games to play on rainy days.

Zaiser’s. 25424 Main St.; (218) 963-2404; facebook.com/Zaisers. This red-door boutique blends style, sass, and kitchen savvy with sections of cookware and tools, funky shoes and boots, unique jewelry, bath products, toys, gags and magic tricks, and whimsical gifts such as staplers shaped like fish.


golfers’ paradise

It may not be sunny and warm year-round, but Minnesota has long claimed more golfers and golf courses per capita than anywhere else in the United States. The Brainerd Lakes area boasts many of the best, earning endless adoration from national golf magazines, which have named it one of the best 50 golf destinations in the world. The sport’s top legends designed several challenging courses here that frame the beauty of Northwoods forest, lakes, and wetlands.

Altogether, there are more than 20 courses within a 45-minute drive of Brainerd. Here are some of the best near Gull Lake:

The Classic at Madden’s. 11672 CR 18 West, Brainerd; (218) 829-2811; 
maddens.com. This course elevated the game at Madden’s, which also claims the area’s first golf course, Pine Beach East, from the 1930s.

Dutch Legacy. 11000 Craguns Dr., Brainerd; (218) 825-3700. This Audubon Signature Sanctuary course is one of two Legacy courses at Cragun’s Resort. Bobby’s Legacy features elevated tees and lake views ($125 for each).

The Pines Golf Course. 23521 Nokomis Ave., Nisswa; (218) 963-8755; 
grandviewlodge.com. These 27 holes were carved through the forest ($104).







where to eat

Big Axe Brewing. 25435 Main St.; (218) 961-2337; bigaxebrewing.com. After two years as a taproom, Big Axe expanded into dining in 2017. Bold wings, brisket, burgers, walleye, and even salads pair with brews such as amber or brown ale, strawberry/guava milkshake IPA, and Endless Summer Kolsch. You can also nosh on something lighter, such as their smoked trout dip with pita chips, and sip house-made cream soda and root beer. In summer you can dine on the patio alongside Samantha French’s colorful and cooling mural of a woman underwater. $–$$.

Ganley’s Restaurant. 25396 Main St.; (218) 963-2993; ganleysrestaurant.com. This family-owned business has been dishing up hearty breakfasts, classic dinner fare, and local favorites such as the walleye sandwich for more than three decades. You can also grab an ice cream or malt to go at the pickup window. Open for breakfast and lunch. $.

Main Street Alehouse. 25559 Main St.; (218) 961-6724; mainstreetnisswa.com. Go for the 30 tap beers and other spirits, or settle in for a meal that elevates with seasonal, creative sides and sauces. Try a burger made from chuck and short rib with peach chutney, Brie, and cardamom crème fraiche; a cheesesteak with wild mushrooms and house-made beet sauerkraut; or walleye with cherry-almond wild rice. $$.

Northwoods Pub at Grand View Lodge. 23521 Nokomis Ave.; (218) 963-8756; grand
viewlodge.com. This casual pub shines during the summer, when you can sit on the shaded patio of Minnesota’s most picturesque historic lodge while enjoying glimpses of Gull Lake through the trees. Food ranges from bison burgers and a Minnesota chopped salad with grilled chicken and wild rice to beer-battered walleye fillet with lemon caper remoulade sauce. If you are seeking something more gourmet and upscale, check out Grand View’s Cru restaurant or Char steakhouse. $$.

Roundhouse Brewery. 23836 Smiley Rd.; (218) 963-2739; roundhousebrew.com. After outgrowing its Brainerd location, this local craft brewer moved to Nisswa with its Union Station event center, the Wreck Room axe-throwing, and the Dining Car with food such as potstickers and chicken lettuce wraps to smoked brisket and walleye sandwiches. Dogs are welcome on the patio, and you’ll find a full line of beers to try, along with sodas and hard seltzers. $$.

Sherwood North. 8789 Interlachen Rd.; (218) 963-6261; sherwoodnorth.com. Enjoy a vintage up-north date night in this log restaurant built in the 1930s. Even the drive here, hugging the outskirts or shores of Gull Lake, can set the mood for an elegant meal with popovers, smoked seafood platter, steaks, and seafood. $$$.

Stonehouse Coffee & Roastery. 25346 S. Main St.; (218) 961-2326; stonehousecoffee.com. You can smell the coffee roasting, not just brewing, at this artsy breakfast hot spot. The owners travel the globe to choose more than 20 varieties of beans. They also sell fresh-baked scones or muffins and their own pancake mix. $.

Zorbaz. 8105 Lost Lake Rd.; (218) 963-4790; zorbaz.com. This popular up-north pizza chain sits along Gull Lake’s causeway with a steady parade of boats puttering by. They have all the expected pizzas, along with a Greek chicken pizza, one inspired by a Reuben sandwich, and a Thai-spiced creation with bacon, onions, pineapple, and banana peppers. Wash them down with one of 48 beers. If it’s warm, grab a spot on the patio, join a beach volleyball game, or kick back to music provided by a DJ or band. $–$$.



where to stay

Good Ol’ Days Resort. 26050 Oak Ln.; (218) 963-2478; goodoldaysresort.com. Luxury cottages overlook Lower Cullen Lake, while lodge rooms offer a more economical option. The lodge includes an open-hearth fireplace in the living room, a dining area, game room, and four-season porch. A 10-minute walk from Good Ol’ Days on the Paul Bunyan Trail runs straight into downtown Nisswa. $$–$$$.

Grand View Lodge. 23521 Nokomis Ave.; (800) 432-3788; grandviewlodge.com. This imposing 1900s log lodge on a hillside above Gull Lake ranks among Minnesota’s most picturesque resorts. The sprawling property offers more than 200 lodging options that include rooms in the historic lodge or a new 60-room boutique hotel, cabins along Gull Lake, golf course villas, luxury homes, and reunion houses. Guests dine at on-site restaurants, take pontoon cruises and fishing trips, go on horseback or sleigh rides, unwind at Glacial Waters Spa, soak in multiple hot tubs, and swim at indoor and outdoor pools on the south waterfront and at North Park, a new recreation facility. $$–$$$.

Quarterdeck Resort. 9820 Birch Bay Dr. SW; (218) 963-2482; quarterdeckresort.com. Lodge suites include kitchenettes, fireplaces, and balconies that overlook the west side of Gull Lake. Guests can also stay in lakeside cottages or new beach houses with multiple bedrooms and rent pontoons for scenic lake cruises. $$.


day trip 02


north
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paul bunyan byway & family fun:

pequot lakes, mn; breezy point resort, mn; crosslake, mn

If you crave small towns and being farther from the hub of Brainerd-Baxter, keep driving north on MN 371 until you see the Pequot Lakes water tower, painted to look like Paul Bunyan’s fishing bobber. You’ll find another visitor center, more shops and restaurants, and another large-scale resort and recreational hub as you head east on CR 11 toward Breezy Point. Keep following the lower loop of the 54-mile Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway to Crosslake and back toward Pequot Lakes for more up-north scenery, views of the Whitefish Chain of Lakes, and a taste of Minnesota with friendly waves from pontoons and golf carts or at meat raffles and fish fries.

Small towns peak during summer, when they hum with festivals and weekly events that lure people off the lakes. (Keep an eye out for Elvis crooning at the Breezy Point Marina.) Autumn offers an ideal time for romantic escapes, man-cations, and girlfriend getaways—especially for golfers and anglers. Winter brings recreation from silent sports to snowmobiling and more festivals from Winterfest to Bobber Bocce on Ice—a hybrid of bocce ball and curling.






pequot lakes, mn

Paul Bunyan’s fishing bobber doubles as the water tower in this town of 2,400 residents where you can also pose for photos downtown with Babe the Big Blue Ox. It’s also a good rest stop for Paul Bunyan State Trail bicyclists or snowmobilers and the gateway to the Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway as it loops east toward the Whitefish Chain of Lakes.

[image: ]


Downtown is also popular for shopping, with clusters of shops such as Latte’ Da Boutique, Leslie’s, Fishy Gifts, and others selling Minnesota-themed apparel, games, books, gourmet snacks, craft supplies, and more.

The town’s population doubles in early July for its Bean Hole Days, one of the state’s most unique festivals. Crews slow-cook wood-fired iron pots of beans that are buried overnight and served the next day. A tasty town tradition since 1938, it’s only one of many celebrations you can find here and throughout the area’s small towns year-round.

If you visit in the fall, don’t miss climbing the fire tower to get above the tree line and see the full spectacle of colors.


getting there

From the Twin Cities, follow I-94 west, exiting at Clearwater. Take MN 24 east to US 10. Follow US 10 north to Little Falls, where you catch MN 371. Follow it north to Pequot Lakes (about a 2.5-hour drive) and the Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway loop.



where to go

Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway. Starting at CR 11 and MN 371; paulbunyanscenicbyway.org. The legend of Paul Bunyan playfully comes to life with interpretive signs and kiosks along this 54-mile scenic drive. The first stop east of Pequot Lakes, Paul M. Thiede Fire Tower Park, lets you climb up the former fire tower to see fall colors blaze across the woods. Download podcasts from the website above to learn more about stops along the byway. The route heads east to Breezy Point, north to Crosslake and Manhattan Beach, then west to Pine River and south to Jenkins.

Pequot Lakes Welcome Center and Trailside Park. 31095 Government Dr.; (218) 568-8911; pequotlakes.com. Get oriented with brochures and maps, burn energy at the playground or on the Paul Bunyan State Trail, watch for Paul Bunyan’s giant footprints, and catch a free Saturday-night summer band concert.

The Preserve at Grand View Lodge. 5506 Preserve Blvd.; (218) 568-4944; grandview.com. It’s all about the views at The Preserve, with 11 of 18 golf holes beginning with elevated tees.

Whitefish Golf Club. 7883 CR 16; (218) 543-4900; whitefishgolf.com. This 18-hole golf course sits midway between Pequot Lakes and Crosslake, offering another scenic option for anyone preferring to swing a club than cast a fishing pole.



where to eat

A-Pine Family Restaurant. 33039 Old MN 371; (218) 568-8353; apinerestaurant.com. This longtime family restaurant serves up comfort-food breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Even better: Grandma Betty Jane’s pies in dozens of flavors, from rhubarb custard to bumble berry and peaches and cream.

Lucky’s Tavern. 31020 Government Dr.; (218) 568-4177. Go hungry or share plates so you don’t miss appetizers like deep-fried Reuben balls and homemade pizza rolls or its much beloved Hungarian mushroom soup, along with Irish faves such as shepherd’s pie and potpie, hot beef sandwiches, and meat loaf dinners. $.

MN Traders Co. 31038 Government Dr.; (218) 568-1071; mntradersco.com. This sleek and modern gathering space with a loft and swinging chairs invites people to linger for coffee drinks like the Nordic (expresso, local honey, lavender syrup, and oat milk), gourmet teas with herbs and spice, craft cocktails such as the hot honey peach margarita, or mimosa flights and local brews. Leave room for seasonal eats such as their waffle breakfast sandwich and flatbread pizzas, or split a loaded charcuterie board with friends. $$.

Norway Ridge Supper Club. 34757 CR 39; (218) 543-6136; norwayridge.com. Opened in 1948 as one of northern Minnesota’s first supper clubs, Norway Ridge has served generations of diners sourdough-battered appetizers, smoked chicken and ribs, sunfish, walleye, and seafood in its pine-paneled dining room overlooking Kimble Lake. $$$.

Tasty Pizza North. 28921 Peterson Path; (218) 568-4404. This casual eatery, a spin-off of a Twin Cities pizza place dating back to 1963, keeps it old-school with thin, crisp crusts and classic toppings, vegetarian options, and the Tasty Hi-Five (sausage, Canadian bacon, pepperoni, hamburger, and Polish sausage). Meatballs on an Italian roll, spaghetti, and tacos round out the menu. $–$$.
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