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Parks and Open Space along 
the Upper Mississippi River

Robert D. Espeseth'

* Mf. Robert D Espeseth is Assoaat® Prof essor and 
Recreahon Resouroe Speaalist, Office of Récréation 
and Park Resources. Coopérâtive Extension Service 
and Department or Leisure Sludies, Unrversity of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

The Mighty Mississippi River, the 
world* s third longesl river, bcgins 

______ as a pristine stream at the Lakc
Iuisca Suite Parie, Minnesota. Hère 

visitorscan cross lhemighty river on stepping 
stones. This very humble beginning of the 
River that flows 2552 miles lo the Gulf of 
Mexico is awe-inspiring as is the rest of the 
park. Eslablished in 1891, as tiie first Minne­
sota State Park, this park is a showease of a 
very compréhensive state park System which 
has many other park unies on the Mississippi 
River and ils major tributaries.

Ilasca is also tlie sUirt of The Créât River Road, 
a network of fédéral, state and county ronds, 
which criss-cross the river at various points 
andquietly ira verse woodlands, river towns, 
bluff lands, pcaceful fann lands and quaint 
villages of tire north and south, The Gréai 
River Road acts as a parkway or green way as 
il connects parks, forests, historié sites and 
scenic vistas from Ilasca U> die Gulf ofMexico. 
The Mississippi River Parkway Commis­
sion lias représentatives from each of the 
suites along tlie River and sets the general 
policies for thisexlraordinary Parkway. The 
degree of coopération and promotion of The 
Great River Road varies from state lo state 
but lias traditionally been very strong in the 
suites along the Upper Mississippi reaches.

The Mississippi River Waierway is ainong 
the most important in the world. The annual 
tonnage is tremendous - much greater than 
thaï of lhe St. I -awrenee Seaway. One big 
low of eoal, grain, chemicals or pelroleum 
carnes more weight than 900 semi-trailer 
trucks. The 27 tecks along the eniire river are 
operaled by the U.S. Anny Corps of Engi- 
neers (COE) and to sec and understand tlie 
locking through of a towboal or pleasure 
craft is a rewarding expérience. Some of the 
look sites hâve interpretive centcrs and 
displays to enhance the visitors’ expérience.

The diunsassociated with the looks impound 
tlie precious water for the various uses of 
humankind. The resulting lakes or pools 
help provide a minimum 9-foot depih of 
water for the river traffic îind enhance the fish 
and wildlife liabiiat generally. There hâve 
occasionally been disagreement and conflict 

between lhe COE, lhe U.S. Department of 
tlie Interior (Hsh and Wildlife Service) and 
the respective state natural resource agencies 
as to which lias higher priority, lhe shipping 
interests, which demand the 9-ftxx depth of 
channel necessilating lhe dredging and dépo­
sition of huge quanti tics of sédiment into 
habitai areas, or üie Hsh, wildlife and scenic 
interests who feel that the environmenuil 
encroachment by the déposition of excessive 
dredge material is destroying valuable habitat 
and tlie natural beauty of the River. The 
mulliplicity of uses along tlie River create 
and add to this dilemma.

For eons prior to tlie establishment of the teck 
and dam System tlie River and ils tributaries 
were the water highways for the Indians and 
early trappers and traders by canoë, for early 
setllers by flatboat and raft, and for later 
travelers during lhe romande era of the 
stearnboat, in ail ils many faims. Major and 
minor Indian villages were initially localcd 
on the rivers as were the early settlements of 
the westward expansion of this country. Some 
of lhe parks or historié sites along lhe River 
retlect this cultural and historié significance. 
The most prominent site - a designaled World 
Heritage Site - is Cahokia Mounds Historié 
Site (Illinois). Other cxamples are Jefferson 
National Expansion Memorial (St. Louis, 
MO); Effigy Mounds National Monument 
(McGrcgor, IA); Mines of Spain Suite Park 
(IA); Nelson Dewey Suite Park (WI); Fort 
DcChartes, Fort Kaskaskia, Fort Défiance 
and Fort Massue Historié Sites (IL); Fort 
Snelling and Frontenac State Parks (MN); 
and Trail of Tears Suite Parie (MO). Each of 
üiese places depict and interpret a period 
relating lo lhe Indian culture and period, or 
the early setdement period. Many of these 
sites combine the scenic and natural habitat 
of lhe river valley with the historié and cul­
tural values.

The establishment of lhe siale park Systems 
in the Upper Mississippi River Valley during 
lhe first 2 décades of the twentieth œntury 
inciuded key units along üie River or on 
major tributaries close to the River. Someof 
lhese suite partes were established as indi- 
vidual units even before there was a state 
park System because they were unique areas
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aiul pcoplc wantedtosee thcmprcserved. As 
previously mentioned Lakc Itasca State Park 
(MN) was purchascd in 1891 before the 
Minnesota State Parie System was estabüshed. 
Minnesota and Wisconsin cooperated in the 
formation of an Interstate Park Commission 
in 1895 lo oversee Ihis unique parie on lhe St. 
Croix River, a major tributary. Wben the 
plans were being prepared for the Wisconsin 
S (ale Park System in 1907 by the noted 
landscape architect John Nolen hc inclutled 
Interstate State Park and WyaJusing State 
Park(attheeonfluence of the Mississippi and 
Wisconsin Rivera) as 2 of the 5 top priorily 
areas for acquisition and inclusion in the new 
System which started in 1911, Nolen was 
also involved with the early plans for lhe 
Minnesota and Illinois State Park Systems 
and probably had an affect on Iowa too.

Among lhe early state parks in Iowa was 
Pikc's Pcak State Parie located high on the 
River bluffs right across die River from 
Wyalusing State Park in Wisconsin. Early 
state park sites in Illinois associated with the 
River included Mississippi Palisades and 
Pcrc Marquette, bolh containing high bluffs 
and riverffont areas lotaling over 10,000 
acres belween them. Cahokia Mounds, Fl. 
Massac, Ft. DeChartes and FL Kaskaskia (ail 
of which were mentioned ear lier) were early 
units of the Illinois State Park System.

The Missouri State Park System started 
somewhat later lhan tire aforemenüoired Sys­
tems and really haven ’ t plaçai a high priorily 
on paries along lhe Ri ver; nor hâve lhe y 
cooperated in The Great R i ver Road progr am 
lo lhe degree that other states hâve. 111 nay be 
thaï the River and adjacent bluffs tire not as 
accessible in Missouri as in other states.

At lhe state level five Minnesota state forests 
arc traversed by the River» and on die St. 
Croix River, Minnesota and Wisconsin hâve 
state forests dircctly across from each other. 
Minnesota has 5 state parks along lhe St. 
Croix River, Wisconsin has 3 state paries, 
The St. Croix River also has die fédéral 
désignation of lhe St Croix National Scenic 
River for part of the course and the LowerSt 
Croix Scenic River for another rcach of (Jie 
river.

’Hre Upper Mississippi River National Wild- 
life and Fish Refuge is managed by die U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service with sub- 
agreements with some of the adjacent state 
naturel resource agencies. This agency mari­
ages over one-half million acres of bottom 
land and floud plain associated with the

River. There aie also several state-owned 
and operated management areas for fish Eind 
wildlife along llie River,

The Wisconsin 1 lighway Commission (now 
Départaient of Transportation) was lhe leader 
in fostering lhe concept ofusing scenic case- 
incnisalong The Great River Road lo préserve 
lhe scenic qualifies of lhe drive and continue 
lomake trips along lhe Road more enjoyable.

Wisconsin is also lhe leader in regards lo 
paries aiulriver access prov idcd by the county 
level of goverament. Ibère Etre at least five 
coun tics ait itig the R i ver wh ich hâve parles on 
die River totaling over 3,000 acres 'Die 
largest of these parks is Goose Island County 
Park, LaCrosse County (Wl), Minnesota 
also has several county operaied parks in tire 
fwin Ciliés area along the River. Illinois has 
llie Rock Island County Foresl IVeserve Dis­
trict with several areas on or uvcrlooking the 
River. Thcre may be olher scattered small 
areas tinder county jurisdiction which would 
include scores of bout launching sites, mari­
nas and other river access points.

Most of the major ciliés and inany of lhe 
smaller cominunitics along the Mississippi 
River hâve excellent pcirk Systems with ma­
jor park areas asociated with the River. Some 
of these parks are right on lhe River while 
otlrers «ire on the river bluffs and hâve 
outstanding scenic views oui over die River. 
Examples of some of the most oulstanding 
community parks along lhe River include: 
LaCrosse, WI ( Myrick Istand Faite and Grand 
Dad’s Bluff); Red Witig, MN (Bay Pointe 
and Coville Parks); Winona, MN (Prairie 
Iskuvd Park); Quinçy, DL(Sunsel, Riverview, 
Euid Indîan Mounds Parks); and Dubuque JA 
(Eagle Point and Louis Murphy Partes). 
Cominunity paik Systems along the River 
would total over20,000acres, witli probably 
3-4,000 of thèse acres being parks directly 
associated with lhe River.

The National Park Service (NPS) lias re- 
cently embarked on a new project, the 
Mississippi National River and Récréation 
Area, which includes 72 miles of dre River 
from lhe confluence willi the Crow River 
downstream to ils confluence widi St. Croix 
River. The NPS is cooperating wiih fédéral, 
state, régional and local communilies to 
coordinale use, development and protection 
of Üre River Corridor. A Mississippi River 
Coordiiiating Commission was created by 
Congress tu aci as an advisoiy group for 
planning the new area. /

P ai et et espaco» publics 
la long du haut Missiiilppi

Robert D. Etperrath

Troisième fleuve par « longueur, le Mississippi 
possède une concenïfaticm de parts et d'espaces 
publics qu'on n» trouve prcÆsattfenfvanl pas le *ôngi 
d'aucun autre g rand filewa au monde.

Bien que l'État fédéral ait joué un rôle primordïal 
dans la reconnaissance des valeurs culturelles et 
environ-nementates du fleuve, les autres niveaux 
de gouvernement 5é sont aussi grandement impii- 
quds.

Les parcs et les espaças publics se présanterit 
comme un système inter-Éîais relièpar la Gwaf A'rver 
floadqui agit comme vcw twnsfrçue - ou vae wefte 
- ê-1 reliant parcs, forêts et sites touristiques, de 
liasca au Colle du Mexique.

La. Grçi r ftrer fîoad est un concept développé en 
1930 par le Service national des parcs, avec les 
Services internes à chaque Éîai, tes ministère du 
Transport, les différents services de transports et 
les agences étatiques de conservaton des ressour­
ces naturelles.

Le degré de coopératign el de promotion varie 
d‘État en État mais a été traditionnellement très fort 
entre oeux qui sont situés le long du haut Mssissipp. 
L'uiilisàCion er r impact de ce système de pares à 
des fins touristiques se mesurent en millions de 
personnes ayant fréquenté les lieux et en millions 
de dollars réinvestis dartü la vallée du fleuve.

Plusieurs dès 27 écluses situées le long du fleure 
sont dotées d'un centre d'interprétation et d'expo­
sitions pour enrichir rexpêflcnce du visiteur. Cw- 
tains interprètent une période de la cuiturç 
mdbenne. Çahokir Mounds Historié Srte (lllinoisl est 
i'e plus important d'entre èux, et a été reconnu par 
l'a World Héritage Srte Association,

Ce système de pa rcs uR^sés des 1 mi tourisnques 
agit comme le miroir d'une culture e1 d'un passé, 
toutefois, les barrages et Iss écluses sont à l’ôrîgine 
cfe conflit S entre ceux qui défendent les intérêts de 
la navigation et ceux qui prônent la beauté naturelle 
du haut Mississippi.
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