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Editor’s Notes 
By Kelli Andre

Explore Minnesota Tourism has a 
 marketing campaign promoting our 

state parks that begins with “In one day, I 
<insert what you learned/discovered about 
spending time in a park>.”  Th ey’ve got some 
pretty clever ones like, “In one day, we found 
out that moose look a lot bigger when they’re 
not in a cartoon,” and “In one day, I went 
from operating a swizzle stick in a latte to a 
canoe in the river.”  Here’s my “In one day”:  
“In one day, I went from being lost in my 
work to being lost in the woods.”

For several years my family would drive up 
to the Duluth area and spend the day hiking 
at Jay Cooke State Park. I loved basking 
in the sun, enjoying the cool, crisp fall air, 
and crunching the fallen leaves beneath my 
feet.  And yes, I even managed to get myself 
lost once because I was so enthralled with 
crunching leaves that I couldn’t be bothered 
to look up and watch where I was going.  It’s 
just one of many memories I recall of trips 
to our state parks.  I’ve been camping more 
times than I can count, and made day trips 
just as often.  So, can you guess what the 
theme of this issue is?     

Our state parks make great vacation spots 
for those looking to get away from the hustle 
of day-to-day life.  I recently discovered that 
Minnesota state parks have a combined 
total of over 1,225 miles of hiking trails and 
322 miles of biking trails, ready for your 
enjoyment.  We all know that Minnesota is 
the land of 10,000 lakes and, not surprisingly, 
many are located with parks.  Camping, 
kayaking, canoeing, birding, hiking, and biking 
are all just a few things you can do at a state park.  
Several parks even have historic resources built 
by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), 
the Works Progress Administration (WPA) 
and the Veteran Conservation Corps (VCC) 
that are still actively serving the public.  Th is 
summer, why not get out and explore a park 
near—or far—from you?  

The pink and white lady’s slipper (Cypripedium 
reginae), also known as the Showy Lady’s 

Slipper, was adopted as Minnesota’s state fl ower in 1902.  Found living in open bogs, swamps, and 
damp woods where there is plenty of light, lady’s slippers can take up to 16 years to produce their 
fi rst fl owers.  Th e plants can live for up to 50 years and grow four feet tall: they bloom in late June 
or early July.  Since 1925 this rare wildfl ower has been protected by state law (it is illegal to pick 
the fl owers or to uproot or unearth the plants).  Photo courtesy of Doug Ohman, Pioneer Photography

Minnesota makes it aff ordable for everyone to 
enjoy our natural resources.  A vehicle permit 
for one year that is valid at all state parks is a 
reasonable $25.00.  A single-day pass is only 
$5.00.   Campsites, available at most state parks, 
max out at $20.00 per night.  Excellent websites 
to help you plan your visit can be found at both the 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 
website (www.dnr.state.mn.us/state_parks/
index.html) and Explore Minnesota Tourism’s 
site  (www.exploreminnesota.com/state-parks).  

In the United States land has always been our 
greatest natural resource—but not all land 
preservation takes the form of parklands.  
We’ve added two articles to the mix that deal 
specifi cally with land preservation as a whole.  
In Minnesota, the Minnesota Land Trust 
permanently protects the lands and waters 
that defi ne our communities and enrich 
our quality of life through establishing 
and monitoring permanent conservation 
easements.  On the national level, President 
Obama recently convened a conference on 
“America’s Great Outdoors” that aims to 
create more awareness about and travel to 
our nation’s natural resources.  You have 
the opportunity to get involved and provide 
feedback on new measures to protect and 
promote our natural treasures.  

Th is summer is proving to be just as busy 
as the last, but I am making sure my plans 
include a trip to one of Minnesota’s 66 state 
parks.  Is your trip planned?

Kelli Andre
Editor
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Production of this issue of The Minnesota Preservationist 
was made possible through a generous grant from the

Carl and Verna Schmidt Foundation
of Rochester, Minnesota

Everyone who lives in a city ought to have a place in the  country—a sort of 
  second home where you can show up unannounced and always feel welcome. For many 

Minnesotans, state parks have become that haven.  Like any home, state parks hold our history—
natural and cultural. 

From Afton to Zippel Bay, state parks protect Minnesota’s natural heritage—the headwaters of 
the Mississippi, a grove of old-growth pines, a stand of Big Woods, a patch of unplowed prairie, and 
so much more.  Just as human history entwines with natural history, so too state parks encompass 
our cultural heritage—evidence of first American Indian people, fur traders, voyageurs, explorers, 
pioneers, New Deal workers, and others.  All parks offer abundant opportunities for exploration. 

What unexplored biological riches do state parks’ 226,713 acres hold? Inventories reveal a lot.  For 
example, from 2001 to 2007, state parks conducted an inventory of bird species.  Working with 
renowned birder Bob Janssen, staff documented over  360  species, including  27  Minnesota 
endangered, threatened, or special concern species. 

Today, the state parks database contains more than 31,000 records of bird sightings, and every state 
park has a bird checklist.  The lists enrich birding for park visitors and help resource managers tailor 
their work.  At Great River Bluffs State Park, for instance, documented nesting of the endangered 
Henslow’s sparrow has led to more prairie planting and prescribed burning to provide prime habitat. 

From archaeology to zoology, state parks provide the grounds for research.  Overall, the state 
parks system has some 600 buildings on the National Register of Historic Places, 360 known 
archaeological sites, and 62 historic districts or landmarks. 

Our Place in the Country
By Kathleen Weflen, Editor-in-chief, 
Minnesota Conservation Volunteer magazine 
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Archaeological research at Fort Ridgely State 
Park has revealed layers of American Indian 
history, from the U.S. – Dakota War of 1862 
back at least 5,000 years.  Millennia before 
Mille Lacs Kathio became a state park, this 
land along the Rum River attracted humans.  
During the past 100 years, archaeologists 
have uncovered more than 25 archaeologically 
significant sites, and research continues.  
Some of their findings are on display at the 
park. And on the park’s Archaeology Day in 
September, visitors also get a chance to dig. 

Every year more than 50 scientists apply for 
and receive permits to conduct research in 
parks. A paleontologist searches for fossils 
at Hill Annex Mine State Park.  Geologists 
explore karst features—deep fissures, sinkholes, 
and underground caves—at Banning State 
Park.  At Maplewood a scientist collects frogs 
to investigate the cause of frog deformities.  
In several parks tree climbers gather cone 
and branch samples for a researcher who is 
studying the genetic diversity of old white 
pines.  His study could help forest managers 
select seed sources.

The Minnesota County Biological Survey 
includes state parks in its search for 
uncommon species.  At 1,575 park locations, 
researchers have found rare plant and animal 
species.  For example, four caddisfly species 
new to the state were first observed in state 
parks.  At Camden, Split Rock Creek, and 
Glacial Lakes, a researcher found two species 
of butterflies never documented in those 
state parks.  Knowing where rare butterfly 
species, such as the Dakota skipper, occur 
has led resource managers to alter where and 

when they conduct spring burns.  Knowing 
where to find uncommon plants and wildlife, 
park naturalists can guide visitors to enjoy 
viewing without disturbing.   

As well as rare species, we need to know about 
common ones.  Documenting their presence 
or absence, abundance, and range provides 
a baseline for monitoring global change 
and resource use.  “What is common today 
may become rare in the future,” says DNR 
parks resource management coordinator Ed 
Quinn.

Some state parks offer a view of once-common 
human activities that have become rare.  
Minneopa State Park preserves the remains 
of a German-style windmill, built in 1864 
to grind grain into flour.  At the Lars Larson 
mill established in 1886, farmers brought 
their wheat and rye for grinding. On summer 
Sundays, families gathered by the mill for 
picnics.  Today, Old Mill State Park powers 
the millstones with the original steam engine 
for demonstrations.  Park visitors can walk 
across the river on a swinging bridge with 
stone pillars fashioned by Works Progress 
Administration stonecutters and masons in 
the 1930s.  On a summer day, visitors might 
stop by the old fieldstone beach house and go 
for a swim in the pond.  And some visitors 
might even take time to gather with family 
and friends for an old-fashioned picnic.

History buffs know state parks harbor 
some noteworthy buildings.  The Clement H. 
Beaulieu home, built in the Greek revival style 
in 1847, stands in Crow Wing State Park.  
Douglas Lodge, built at Itasca State Park in 

1905, is a classic of rustic log architecture.  
Charles A. Lindbergh State Park shelters 
the boyhood home of the famous aviator.  His 
father built the home in 1906, just before he 
began serving as a U.S. representative. 

In state parks, Minnesota’s history, natural 
resources, and outdoor life meet.  Touring 
parks, visitors can see this.  Going afield, 
researchers find this too.  Every state park 
opens a window into the past and into 
the natural world today.  And every state 
park helps shelter, restore, perpetuate, and 
interpret Minnesota’s natural and cultural 
heritage.
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Of   all the photography projects I have had the privilege to be involved   
   with, photographing our state parks has proven to be the most 

challenging and the most rewarding.  In the spring of 2008, I proposed 
the idea to the Minnesota Historical Society Press to publish a book on 
our state parks.  The idea immediately took hold and soon the publishers 
had found Chris Niskanen, one of Minnesota’s finest outdoor writers, 
and outdoors editor for the Saint Paul Pioneer Press, to join the project.  
Chris and I developed a basic outline for the book and soon after I set 
off down the trail with camera and tripod in tow. We weren’t interested 
in creating another guidebook that had already been done, instead, the 
goal for the book was to showcase the incredible beauty, rich history and 
natural wonder in our own backyard.  

Early in the project my biggest challenge was wondering if I would 
be able to adequately capture with the camera what I was seeing and 
experiencing during my visits.  Most of the parks are spread out over 
thousands of acres and a photograph is limited and can only record a 
small part of what an eye can see.  However, by the fall of 2009 when I 
had hiked, kayaked, fished, camped and explored all 66 of Minnesota’s 
parks, I had long forgotten my fears and wished the project wasn’t over.  

In the following pages, you’ll see just a sampling of the thousands of 
photographs I took while working on this project.  I hope you enjoy them.

Enjoy!

Doug Ohman 

Doug Ohman, of Pioneer Photography, is the photographer of the Minnesota 
Byways series, which includes Barns of Minnesota, Cabins of Minnesota, 
Churches of Minnesota, Schoolhouses of Minnesota and Courthouses 
of Minnesota.  Doug is also the Alliance’s go-to photographer for the 10 Most 
Endangered Historic Places List.  

The book Prairie, Lake, Forest – Minnesota State Parks was released 
this spring and has already received many favorable reviews.  If you 
want to enjoy the beauty of Minnesota and read fun and interesting 
stories about our own “Yellowstones,” this book is a must. The book 
is available at most local and regional bookstores or a signed copy 
can be purchased directly from Doug Ohman.  Contact Doug at 
pioneerphotos@comcast.net.

Living the Dream:
Photographing Minnesota’s

State Parks

Published by the Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2010




