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From the MHD to Mn/DOT
Today’s traveler has come to expect our highway system
to provide safe well-constructed roads and various
amenities. But in the early days of automobile travel,
highways were poor and often simply the shortest distance
between two points with little concern for the existing
terrain and environment. Public facilities for travelers were
nearly nonexistent. By the 1920s automobile travel was
becoming a favorite American pastime and travelers and
community groups urged state government to make
highway improvements.

National Park Service Architect Edward
W. Barber created this dramatic bird'seye view perspective drawing of the
Gooseberry Falls Concourse. Built by
the Civilian Conservation Corps, it is
typical of the finely-crafted roadside
facilities from the New Deal period that
feature Rustic style construction
blending with the natural landscape.
Courtesy of Rolf Anderson.

As a result, the theory of modern highway design began to emerge. This new design approach emphasized
planning, sound engineering, and landscaping to increase highway safety and enhance the growing tourism
industry. One important component was the inclusion of “roadside development" facilities. These include
waysides and scenic overlooks, picnic tables and fireplaces, historical markers, and various other features
designed to increase the recreational qualities and enjoyment of highway travel while providing safe havens for
weary travelers to rest. In Minnesota, numerous roadside development facilities were constructed throughout
the state, many during the 1930s and ‘40s.
Unfortunately modern-day highway projects have been altering these early facilities at an increasing rate.
Highways are being expanded and modified to accommodate more traffic that typically consists of larger
vehicles traveling at faster speeds. Consequently, a small wayside built in the 1930s may now be difficult, if not
unsafe, to access. Traffic noise and volume may have diminished the character of the site or the scenic
qualities for which it had been originally selected. Worse yet, a highway project might call for the demolition of
an entire roadside facility. In addition, years of use or improper maintenance threaten the historic integrity of
many sites.
Complicating these issues, the Minnesota Department of Transportation (Mn/DOT) lacked a comprehensive
inventory of its historic roadside facilities. And when historic reviews (under Section 106 of the National Historic
Preservation Act) were not required-which is the case for some maintenance and utility projects-Mn/DOT found
it was sometimes unaware of a historic resource until a highway project was well underway, often unclear about
a site's historic collective importance, and sometimes needed to quickly determine a property's significance but
had only minimal information. At times, this led to hasty decisions about the fate of the resources. Further
entangling the process was a lack of information on the proper treatment of historic roadside facilities. The
result was frustration, inefficient planning, and the loss or inappropriate treatment of many historic sites.
Mn/DOT needed to better understand its roadside facilities and to develop planning tools to manage them. In
1996, using federal Transportation Enhancement funding, Mn/DOT began an extensive study of the historic
roadside facilities under its jurisdiction. The primary purpose of the study was to compile a complete inventory
of these sites and determine each property’s importance, particularly its eligibility for the National Register of
Historic Places. Mn/DOT contracted with historical consultants to conduct the study.
As a result of the study, Mn/DOT found it owns a significant statewide collection of roadside development
facilities. Mn/DOT has now begun to assess all National Register-eligible sites in further detail. Several
properties are being nominated to the National Register of Historic Places and plans are underway to restore or
rehabilitate the most important sites. In addition, comprehensive documents are being prepared to streamline
planning and to prioritize, manage, and preserve Mn/DOT's historic roadside facilities.
| Continue to HIstorical Overview >
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the Lester River Bridge.
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Mn/DOT’s statewide inventory of historic roadside
development facilities was based on extensive
background research, historic context development, and
survey fieldwork. Early in the process, the consultants
examined hundreds of documents, photographs and
drawings—many of which are still stored in Mn/DOT’s
Central Office. They then conducted extensive
fieldwork. Because few states had undertaken an
inventory of historic wayside rests, new contextual
research was necessary to understand the sites and to
help determine which were important or unique within
the collection.
The consultants identified several themes important to
the development of the properties: early auto tourism,
Sometimes Mn/DOT has not found original plans, but simply
the promotion of modern highway design, the creation
early design schemes, as shown here in this Christmas Lake
of the Minnesota Department of Highways (MHD) and
Roadside Parking Area sketch.
the MHD’s Roadside Development Division, the role of
New Deal federal relief programs in advancing roadside
development, and the unique landscape architecture of historic roadside development facilities. The consultants
also identified people who played key roles in designing and building these facilities. Once they identified the
significant themes, the historical and architectural importance of the roadside facilities began to emerge.
| Continue>
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The U.S. Bureau of Roads' design philosophy encouraged using local material
such as stone for guardrails.
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The Minnesota Department of Highways, as Mn/DOT was known at the time, was
established in its modern form in 1925. During its initial years, the Department focused on
simply building and maintaining roads in the state highway system. During this period, a
modern theory of highway design began to emerge. Not only was roadway safety
emphasized but the principles of landscape architecture were employed to minimize a
highway’s impact on its setting and to enhance the roadside landscape. One important
aspect of this new design theory was the creation of roadside development facilities.
The federal government, through the U.S. Bureau of
Roads, was also promoting roadside development.
In fact, by 1933 the federal government specified
that a minimum of one-half of one percent of all
federal highway funds be spent on roadside
development. This amount was increased to one
percent the following year.
A summary of the Bureau's design philosophy for
roadside development appeared in an issue of the
Improvement Bulletin dated May 4, 1934:

For the cost of a single mile of high grade
road surfacing, 30 miles of roadside can be
improved. This estimate ... is calculated...to
avoid construction scars, with side slopes
graded during construction to fit landscape
requirements, and includes the salvaging of
valuable trees available...
Local materials for improving roadsides
may be utilized at comparatively low cost ...
Such materials include boulders or native
stone for guardrails, suitable plant material
salvaged in the path of construction
operations, careful trimming and cutting of
trees, ... and utilizing other objects naturally
adapted to the landscape.
This new philosophy for highway design was also
described in a 1938 study entitled the Minnesota
State Park, Parkway, and Recreational Area Study
in which it was noted that "... basic consideration in
determining the location of new highways and the
realignment of old locations are...safety, construction
and maintenance costs, preservation of the
character of the natural landscape…, and provision
of accessory facilities for the pleasure and
convenience of the public." It was noted that, "A
nation-wide change is occurring in which Minnesota
participates."
| Continue>

The goals and benefits of modern highway design are depicted in
these two contrasting drawings of the same roadway by landscape
architect A.R. Nichols. (top) The upper drawing is described as a
"Typical Roadway" with limited right-of-way and steep backslopes.
The landscape is marred with utility poles, guardrails and fences,
and excessive signage and advertising. (bottom) The second
drawing is entitled, "Roadway Constructed Under Modern Design."
It depicts a safer roadway and one that is aesthetically pleasing
through the addition of landscape features and the elimination of
intrusive man-made structures.
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Arthur R. Nichols used this photo entitled "Conservation of Natural Timber in
Backsloping" to illustrate vegetation-management principles.
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Roadside Development Division
In anticipation of the 1933 federal requirement, the Minnesota Department of Highways
established a Roadside Development Division in 1932. Harold E. Olson, an engineer who
had been with the MHD for ten years, was appointed to head the new division. Olson
assembled a skilled staff that worked to integrate roadside development into highway
design and helped make Minnesota a national leader in the field.
The Roadside Development Division tried to bring a
"balance of safety, good construction, economical
maintenance, and natural beauty" to Minnesota highways
and to build roads that were in harmony with surrounding
views, topography, and vegetation. One of MHD’s design
goals was to make highways safer. They accomplished
this by cutting back vegetation to increase visibility,
installing ground covers to reduce erosion, flattening
slopes to allow traffic to safely leave the roadway in case
of emergency, planting "live snow fences" to reduce
blowing snow, and providing rest areas for tired travelers.
A second goal was to enhance the traveling public’s
experience by providing attractive roadways and roadside
facilities. The Roadside Development Division tried to
route highways through scenic areas and promoted
purchasing rights-of-way that were 200'-400' wide, rather
than the traditional 66'-100'. Scenic overlooks were built at
key vantage points. Natural springs and wells were
developed to provide drinking water, welcome signs were
constructed at state entrances, and markers were erected
to interpret historical events.

Roadside Facilities
Spring water outlets, as shown in this historic
photograph, were common features at roadside
facilities along with drinking fountains, pumps, and
wells. Built to provide safe drinking water to the
traveling public, they were particularly important
before gas stations and drive-in restaurants
became widespread.

A 1937 Highway Research Board article by Minnesota
landscape architect, A. R. Nichols outlines principles
for roadside development:
1) Make use of "existing scenic advantages" when determining a new highway route that is
intended largely for pleasure traffic.
2) Harmonize the road with natural topography.
3) Conserve existing vegetation and trees where possible.
4) Plant new material primarily to control erosion and to provide a "natural transition between
construction and nature."
5) Create "outlooks, concourses, parking spaces, picnic areas, historical marker sites, and similar
strategic areas where the public can stop for rest and enjoyment."
6) Promote the creation of liberal right-of-way.
7) Encourage separating commercial from pleasure traffic, "thus permitting parkway emphasis and
greater latitude in the design of the pleasure route."
8) Control, regulate, and restrict billboards and commercial structures along the highway.

Roadside facilities were sometimes built in conjunction with trunk highway construction projects. On popular
tourist routes, an entire series of waysides, overlooks, and other features were sometimes built, such as those
found on the North Shore of Lake Superior or along the St. Croix and Mississippi Rivers.

Harold Olson described the efforts of the Roadside Development Division in an article in the
Improvement Bulletin dated January 8, 1938 entitled, "Roadside Blemishes Yield to Beauty
Treatment."
Motorists who casually and habitually have remarked that "something ought to be
done" about the unsightliness of the nation's highways can give three rousing cheers
in appreciation of the energetic campaign now under way to make our roadsides a
source of pleasure rather than a blot on the landscape...In Minnesota and in other
states in the country, agencies have been designated whose sole task it is to restore
the state's roadsides to their natural beauty...
Harold E. Olson was the
head of the Roadside
Development Division for
over thirty years from its
inception in 1932 until
1963.

The Division of Roadside (Development) in three short years has seen its work
expand until it is as varied as the prisms of a kaleidoscope. A parking concourse
overlooking the St. Croix river, a historic marker at the site of an Indian battle, the
transformation of a city dump into a municipal playground, a culvert or pedestrian
bridge built on pleasing lines, an outdoor fireplace or a rustic table and bench--all may
be, and have been constructed, over and over again, with the aid of the Minnesota
(Roadside Development Division).

| Continue>
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CCC enrollees build the massive Gooseberry Falls Concourse on Lake Superior.
Courtesy of Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Hughes and
Prudhomme Collection.
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The Minnesota Department of Highways was an enthusiastic recipient of the
unprecedented federal funding and tremendous manpower offered by the federal relief
programs of the New Deal. These programs included the Civilian Conservation Corps
(CCC), the Works Progress Administration (WPA), and the National Youth Administration
(NYA). The partnership worked well because highway work and roadside development
projects could utilize large numbers of unemployed workers who could be put to work
quickly and with minimal training.
Four of Minnesota's CCC camps were established specifically for roadside development work, and a number of
other camps were also involved in highway projects. Camp SP-13, established in 1934 near the Cascade River
on the North Shore of Lake Superior, was the first MHD-sponsored CCC camp. Both the Roadside
Development Division and the National Park Service supervised the CCC work crews.

The 200-man CCC camps were ideally suited for
the construction of large-scale roadside
development projects such as the Cascade River
Wayside, the Gooseberry Falls Concourse, the
Garrison Concourse (part of a series of waysides,
overlooks, and bridges near Mille Lacs Lake), and
a large stone overlook on Willow Lake near
Remer. Programs like the WPA and NYA, typically
working with smaller crews, constructed dozens of
other roadside facilities in the state.
An important aspect of the success of the New
Deal projects was their highly collaborative
nature. Skills and resources from various
agencies were usually combined. At the Garrison
Concourse, for example, a bronze plaque credits
involvement from the Village of Garrison, the
National Park Service, the Minnesota Department
of Highways, and the Civilian Conservation Corps.

During the New Deal bronze plaques were often installed at roadside
development facilities to commemorate their construction. This stylized
plaque is located at a wayside rest built on the Mississippi River by the
National Youth Administration in 1939. Photo courtesy of Rolf Anderson.

With New Deal assistance, the Minnesota Department of Highways was able to successfully launch a
comprehensive roadside development program and fulfill many of its early goals. In a few short years, the MHD
built an extensive collection of roadside facilities and improved miles of highway. The recent Mn/DOT study
found that more than half of Mn/DOT’s historic roadside development properties were built during the
Depression by New Deal programs. It was speculated that without the New Deal programs, this roadside
development would have been delayed until at least the end of World War II or perhaps as late as the 1960s.
| Continue>
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Edward Barber's rustic timber balustrade sensitively protected visitors atop the
Gooseberry Falls Concourse, 1936.
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NPS Rustic Style
While several New Deal programs furnished the manpower
to construct Minnesota’s early roadside facilities, it was the
National Park Service (NPS) that helped influence their
exceptional designs. Along with technical assistance came
one of the most enduring legacies of the Park Service, a
design philosophy that we now call the NPS Rustic style.
This philosophy was based on the concept that a manmade structure is always an intrusion on the natural
landscape, but its impact can be limited through the use of
native materials such as log or stone, and a hand-crafted
appearance.
More About Rustic Style

The Park Service had been experimenting with various styles for a
number of years before concluding that the Rustic style was the most
appropriate for park design. A NPS publication entitled, “National Park
Service Rustic Architecture: 1916-1942,” noted that, "Perhaps for the
first time in history a building became an accessory to nature."
In May 1933 the NPS opened a branch office in St. Paul called the
Minnesota Central Design Office. The office, headed by architect
Edward W. Barber, was responsible for providing assistance to develop
the Minnesota State Park system and designing hundreds of state park
buildings. The NPS office also helped design some of the highway
department's facilities, particularly those sites built by the CCC.
In Minnesota, the use of the Rustic style resulted in an incredible variety
of features built with deeply-hued granite, warm limestone, colorful
fieldstone, and even logs, depending on locally available materials.
Construction was finely-crafted and labor-intensive, methods generally
too costly to recreate today. The subtle qualities of the Rustic style tend
to mask the sophistication of the designs. The sites were often planted
with native species that were long-lived and required little maintenance.
The resulting roadside parks seem to emerge from the natural landscape
and appear to be one with the land.
| Continue>

Books:
Park and Recreation Structures,
edited by Albert H. Good.
Washington, DC: National Park
Service, 1938. Reprinted by
Princeton Architectural Press, 1999.
Presenting Nature: The Historic
Landscape Design of the National
Park Service, 1916-1942, by Linda
Flint McClelland. Washington, DC:
U.S. Dept. of the Interior, National
Park Service, 1993.
Wilderness by Design: Landscape
Architecture and the National Park
Service, by Ethan Carr. Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1998.
Stories in Log and Stone: The
Legacy of the New Deal in
Minnesota State Parks, by David R.
Benson. St. Paul: Minnesota
Department of Resources, 2002.
Visit: Rustic Style Resources in
Minnesota State Parks
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marked the entrance to rest areas and
overlooks.
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Nichols' handsome drawing of the entrance to the Gunflint Trail near the U.S.Canadian border demonstrates his design and delineation skills.
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While the U.S Bureau of Roads and the National Park Service
provided a philosophical framework for highway and roadside
design, individual designers were responsible for interpreting and
implementing these ideas. The Minnesota Department of
Highways was fortunate to call upon the skills of Arthur R.
Nichols, perhaps the most productive landscape architect in the
history of the state, and one of the individuals credited with
establishing the field of landscape architecture in Minnesota.

Outreach & Education
Summary

Nichols attended the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) where he
studied engineering, architecture, and landscape design. He was the first person
to graduate from MIT’s newly created landscape architecture program. From
1902 to 1909 Nichols worked for landscape architect Charles W. Leavitt, Jr. in
New York City where he met his future partner Anthony Morell. In 1909 Nichols
and Morell formed a partnership and moved to Minnesota (the two had become
familiar with the state while working for Leavitt on the landscape of “Glensheen”,
Chester A. Congdon’s Duluth mansion.)
Morel and Nichols’ list of achievements is lengthy. The firm designed dozens of
parks, city master plans, residential subdivisions, civic centers, and college
campuses. They also designed private estates, country clubs, cemeteries, and
parkways. In 1926, after Morell’s death, the firm consulted on the location,
grading, and landscaping of proposed roads in Glacier National Park and
designed the grounds of the popular Glacier Park Hotel.

Arthur R. Nichols
Arthur R. Nichols was the
consulting landscape
architect for the Minnesota
Department of Highways
from 1932-40. He became
one of the state's most
important landscape
architects. Courtesy of
Greg Kopischke.

Nichols became the Roadside Development Division's first Consulting
Landscape Architect in 1932. The study found that Nichols designed most of the
division's waysides, scenic overlooks, and historical markers built during the
1930s and ‘40s and helped formulate the division's early policies and goals. As the principal designer during the
division's first decade, Nichols had a tremendous impact on the state's roadside development work.
Nichols was also a leading figure in the new roadside development movement nationally, as well as a
spokesman within Minnesota. His training in both civil engineering and landscape architecture gave him the
practical training and technical knowledge to design safe and efficient roadways that preserved and enhanced
the scenic qualities of the landscape.
In 1940 Nichols wrote that it is "more and more imperative to provide turnouts, overlooks, and roadside parking
areas where the tourist may rest and enjoy the scenery with a full degree of safety." He commented that
roadside development facilities, "when carefully planned and developed, can be convenient, restful, and
impressive. They become an asset to the traveling public."
After a long career, Nichols retired in 1960 at the age of 80.
| Continue to Existing Conditions >
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Large trees in the foreground of this early photo helped consultants distinguish
between preserved and planted vegetation.
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Until the recent study, Mn/DOT had no comprehensive inventory of the historic roadside
development facilities within its jurisdiction (i.e., within the rights-of-way of the 12,000mile-long state trunk highway system). In 1965 the Highway Department identified about
385 wayside rests along the state highways, but little had been done since then to
document historic sites or retain historical plans and files. Original designers were
unknown, architectural plans were not accessible, and the landscape designs were not
well understood. There were insufficient data and inadequate criteria to evaluate the
historical and design significance of the properties.
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Summary

While it might have been ideal for Mn/DOT to inventory all roadside development landscapes within its right-ofway, a limited budget necessitated that only a subset be inventoried. Mn/DOT chose to focus on roadside
development facilities on current Mn/DOT right-of-way that contained at least one pre-1961 standing structure.
Mn/DOT excluded properties that had left its jurisdiction for one reason or another or did not contain a pre-1961
structure.

To begin the inventory a list of suspected sites was
developed using historical MHD records, plans,
photos, and other documents. This list helped Mn/DOT
verify which sites it still owned and eliminate those that
had been transferred to city or county governments or
had been demolished. Mn/DOT’s consultants then
conducted fieldwork to inventory the remaining sites
on the list. If the fieldworkers found no pre-1961
structures standing, the property was dropped from
the inventory.
Next, information was recorded about property
location, each standing structure, plantings, other
landscape features, the setting, integrity (alterations
and condition), historical background, previous State
Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) reviews,
discussion of the property's significance, references,
and additional information where applicable.

This 1940 photo of Graeser Park shows one of the many parks
designed and built along the 6.7-mile segment of Lilac Way , the
only historic district evaluated in the research.

In all, 102 properties were inventoried statewide. Most
were individual properties, but one historic district with seven major facilities was included. In the case of the
eligible historic district, the evaluation was based on conclusions and boundaries established in a previously
completed Section 106 review.
| Continue>
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The Garrison Pedestrian Underpass (1 of 43 different feature types) allowed for
safe roadway crossing to a nearby rest area and lakeshore.
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The 102 properties are scattered across the state in 42 of Minnesota's 82 counties. They
are concentrated in Minnesota's most scenic areas and near population centers where
Depression-era federal relief jobs were most needed.
Mn/DOT did not inventory post-1960 properties and therefore did not evaluate sites associated with Lady Bird
Johnson's beautification efforts of the 1960s or sites associated with the interstate highway system. Just as it
once lacked comprehensive information about its New Deal era sites, Mn/DOT does not have an inventory of
these facilities' potential historic attributes. If Mn/DOT decides to evaluate its post-1960 properties, it will need
to amend the existing roadside context or write a new context document.
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The 102 properties, as they were originally designed, ranged
from the very small — a .1-acre wayside rest with a simple
pull-off road and an historical marker — to complex parks of
more than 100 acres that had hiking trails and picnic areas.
The oldest property in the inventory is an 1889 state memorial
that was inherited by the Highway Department. About 68 of
the 102 sites were created during the Depression. The
majority were designed in the National Park Service Rustic
style. At least 41 are believed to have been designed by the
landscape architect A. R. Nichols. 62 of the sites are believed
to be the work of New Deal federal relief agencies.
Many of the properties are wayside rests or roadside parks
that were designed to be visited by the motoring public. Others
are retaining walls or bridges to enhance the aesthetics and
experience of traveling a scenic highway but were not
necessarily designed for stopping. Collectively, the 102
inventoried properties contain hundreds of council rings,
historical markers, stone picnic tables, overlooks, trail steps,
dams, and even sea walls, bathhouses, and rock gardens (in
all, the consultants identified 43 different types of standing
structures). These standing structures were individually
enumerated on the site inventory forms. The properties
contain numerous landscape features that were only generally
described. These include parking areas, internal roads, foot
trails, swimming beaches, softball fields, and smaller objects
such as bollards, modern guardrails, garbage cans, and
lighting fixtures.

(top) Council rings, such as this one in Hewitt, were
popular with local groups and travelers alike. Courtesy
of Marvel Blaske. (bottom) The Garrison Rest Area's
log and stone kitchen shelter strongly exhibited the
Rustic style influences on roadside development.

The study found that many of Mn/DOT’s roadside facilities are
in poor condition and threatened by highway expansion,
suburban development, deterioration, neglect, improper repairs, vandalism, and land use changes. Because
many are located in Minnesota’s most beautiful areas and near its largest cities, they face increasing pressure
as population grows, traffic swells, and tourism increases.
| Continue>
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High-volume traffic and noise make it increasingly difficult to stop and enjoy the
Pine Bend Historical Marker.
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Landscape features are being lost to wider shoulders and new turn lanes. Small sites are
being dwarfed by expanding roadways and sometimes an entire wayside rest has been
removed. The impacts sometimes have a very direct and adverse effect. For example, in
the 1960s Mn/DOT added a new access ramp to Trunk Highway 100 west of Minneapolis,
isolating portions of Lilac Park. Now virtually inaccessible, its ornate rock garden and
picnic area with stone tables and fireplaces have become overgrown and deteriorated.
Higher traffic speeds are also taking their toll. A wayside rest built to accommodate the modest traffic of the
1930s, may now be difficult or unsafe to enter and equally awkward to exit. Once visitors are in a site, activities
such as a family picnic may be hard to enjoy if speeding commuters are a mere 100 feet away. Site use may
diminish and in time the site may no longer be valued. As a consequence, maintenance and repairs may be
delayed and soon the site becomes a victim of benign neglect.
Design changes and improper repairs have also altered the sites. Changes include enlarging parking areas and
covering flagstone walkways with concrete. In an attempt to protect them from water damage, stone walls have
been capped with an icing of mortar, altering their rustic appearance. Other masonry repairs are equally
obvious, of poor quality, and sometimes damaging.

Historic vegetation has also been poorly managed. At nearly all
the sites, overgrown turf and weeds cover stone curbing and
threaten to damage stonework. The trees at the Willow Lake
Overlook have become so overgrown that there is virtually no view
of the lake from the immense CCC-built stone concourse. Not only
has the original viewshed been lost, but the site now attracts
vandalism and dumping.
The public’s needs have also changed. In the 1930s, wayside rest
areas were among the few roadside amenities available to the
traveling public. Today many other options exist, but little has been
done to adapt historic roadside facilities to new use patterns. This
is due, in part, to changes within Mn/DOT.
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, most of the state's roadside
development resources were directed to building the new
An elaborate stone stairway that leads to the water at
interstate highway system. As investments changed, caring for
the
Kenney Lake Overlook is now overgrown.
roadside development properties became the responsibility of
each of the nine MHD district offices, which were then being
decentralized. Each office became responsible for repairing its roadside parking areas and maintaining the
right-of-way landscaping. At the same time, long-standing personnel with direct ties to and knowledge of the
sites retired. Mn/DOT no longer centrally oversaw the properties and they became a low priority.
In recent decades the challenges have continued, both in cities and in quiet rural areas. Because Mn/DOT had
no statewide strategy to manage and preserve its historic roadside facilities, few people understood their
beauty and significance nor realized they are becoming increasingly rare.
| Continue to Assessment + Analysis >
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Harold Olson's construction photographs were invaluable in evaluating
properties. Here workers are building the Taylors Falls Overlook.
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Mn/DOT’s roadside development inventory was one of the first studies of its type in the
U.S. There had been no previous comprehensive cultural resource study of Minnesota’s
roadside development facilities and no historic context development, although several of
the inventoried properties had been the subject of earlier Mn/DOT or SHPO attention.
A historic context was developed entitled, "Roadside Development on Minnesota Trunk Highways, 1920-1960"
to help understand the properties and evaluate their significance. Among the sources that were especially
helpful in this process were a large collection of original construction photographs taken by Roadside
Development staff, a study of Rustic style structures in Minnesota State Parks that had been completed in
1990, and documentation developed by the National Park Service to evaluate landscape architecture and
structures within the national parks.
An evaluative process was developed, based on National Register criteria, to determine which sites were
eligible for the National Register of Historic Places:
1) Apply the fifty-year age criterion necessary for National Register eligibility except in cases of
exceptional significance.
2) Determine if the property is associated with a Depression-era federal relief. Though many of the
properties were products of federal relief programs, this was not a requirement for National Register
eligibility. Determining whether a property had New Deal associations helped focus the rest of the
process.
3) Determine if the property is historically or architecturally significant. A property would meet this
requirement if it fulfills one of the following seven conditions:
• Important federal relief project
• Rare federal relief property type
• Non-federal relief property that closely resembles a federal relief property
• Significant to the history of roadside development
• Significant to transportation history
• Significant to local history
• Design significance
4) Assess the property's physical integrity. The National Register uses a composite assessment of
seven qualities to help determine a property's overall integrity: location, design, setting, materials,
workmanship, feeling, and association. A property need not retain integrity in all seven areas to be
eligible, but it must retain enough overall integrity to continue to convey its historic character and
design intent.

The consultants developed guidelines to help assess
physical integrity. The guidelines explain, for example, that
a property can be in very poor condition and still be
National Register-eligible, as long as it retains enough
integrity to continue to convey its historic character and
design intent. Assessing integrity was one of the most
challenging tasks because many of the inventoried
properties have been altered to some degree—even if only
through the decline and loss of American elm (Ulmus
americana) trees to Dutch elm disease.

Inventory File Contents

About half of the 102 properties, or 56 sites, plus one
historic district, were determined eligible for the National
Register under the Roadside Development context and six
more were already listed on the National Register under
different contexts. The Minnesota State Historic
Preservation Office is adopting Mn/DOT's criteria to
evaluate the historical and architectural significance of
similar roadside properties.

• black and white prints

• a several page inventory form ( see sample ) *
• original construction plans (if available)
• a sketch map (if the current site differs from
available plans)
• a U. S. Geological Survey topographical map
• a right-of-way map (for National Register-eligible
sites only)

• color slides
• photocopies of historical photographs
• photocopied documentation from previous
cultural resource reviews
• photocopies of historical background information
--------

* see “Guide to the Inventory Form” (PDF)
The study produced three notable final products: an
that describes and defines each item.
extensive inventory file for each property; the final report,
Historic Roadside Development Structures on Minnesota
Trunk Highways; and eight cataloged and indexed volumes
of historic photos. In addition, a less tangible but important result is that Mn/DOT now realizes it owns a
significant collection of historic waysides and that a valuable cultural resource exists along Minnesota’s
highways.
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Arthur Nichols' attention to detail is illustrated in the Rustic style St. Cloud
Historical Marker. Note the naturalistic stonework flanking the granite tablet.
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St. Cloud Historical Marker
Designed by A. R. Nichols and built in 1937, the St. Cloud Historical Marker is typical of a
small site with a symmetrical design. The wayside rest was planted with American elms,
silver maples, red cedars, and Chinese juniper shrubs. Its historical marker has a raised,
stone-paved terrace that is surrounded on three sides by low walls. A granite tablet
describes Minnesota's first granite quarry that opened just west of the site in 1868.

Assessment
& Analysis
Preservation
Philosophy
Implementation
& Management
Outreach & Education
Summary

1|2|3|4|

Not surprisingly, the entire marker is built with St. Cloud granite. What is unique is the striking stonework that
features roughly-hewn, pointed blocks of granite. It is unlike any other markers in the inventory, all of which
have more restrained or formal designs.

The study determined that this property is eligible for
the National Register because of its importance to the
history of roadside development and for its design
quality. The statement of significance notes:

The St. Cloud Historical Marker is among the
68 Depression-era properties in the inventory
that represent the Minnesota Highway
Department's first large-scale effort to
construct roadside development facilities in
the state. The site is also important as a wellpreserved example of the accomplishments
of the NYA (National Youth Administration)
working in cooperation with the MHD. It is an
example of the distinctive and wellconstructed public facilities built by the MHD
in partnership with federal relief agencies that
met the objectives of roadside development
while providing essential work and job training
to the nation's unemployed during the Great
Depression.

This 1936 drawing by Arthur Nichols includes a plan, two
elevations, and this perspective sketch of the St. Cloud Historical
Marker.

The design of the marker is also important as an intact example of small-scale roadside
parking areas that incorporate shrine-type markers. With its unusual, naturalistic design,
featuring large, irregularly-cut, dark granite boulders, the marker is an excellent example of
the application of the National Park Service Rustic style to an interpretive marker. The marker
displays the special labor-intensive construction techniques and distinctive use of indigenous
materials that characterize both the Rustic style and federal relief construction in Minnesota.
Furthermore, the St. Cloud Historical Marker is an important example of the roadside
development work of prominent landscape architect A.R. Nichols.
| Continue>
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The massive Garrison Concourse-the only Mn/DOT overlook that projects into a lakehas been a landmark stop for travelers since the 1930s.
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Scenic overlooks were one of the features built most often by the Roadside Development
Division. Overlook walls promoted highway safety by providing tourists with safe vantage
points from which to admire a view, thereby discouraging them from stopping at unsafe
locations. Overlooks also enticed tired drivers to leave their cars and walk around to
refresh themselves. Local communities liked them because they promoted tourism.
The Garrison Concourse is located in the town of
Garrison on the west shore of Mille Lacs Lake, an
immense body of water in one of the state's most
popular recreational areas. The Concourse is a
massive fortress-like structure that projects 180 feet
into the lake, rises 12 feet out of the water, and
extends 336 feet along the shoreline. It consists of a
retaining wall built with huge, randomly-laid, granite
boulders. It was actually built on dry land during the
drought years of the Great Depression with the
expectation that the lake would eventually return to its
normal level.
The landscape includes a circular roadway that forms
a center island, a stone monument supporting a
flagpole and historical plaque, and curved concrete
benches resting on granite pedestals. (Several granite
benches are missing.) Shrubs such as juniper, spirea,
honeysuckle, and rugosa rose were planted in a
symmetrical pattern that emphasized the island’s
walkways, and dozens of American Elms provided
shade. The project included designing the adjacent
"Y"-shaped highway intersection and improving a
swimming beach.
The Garrison Concourse was built by the CCC Camp
SP-15 in 1936-39. The camp was one of four in
Minnesota devoted to roadside development projects.
The Concourse was the cornerstone of many miles of
highway improvements near Mille Lacs. Along the
corridor, CCC workers extensively shaped and planted
the roadsides and developed four stone bridges,
another stone overlook, and a rest area with a log and
stone picnic shelter. Collectively, the work represents
the most extensive roadside development project
undertaken by the CCC in the state.

A comparison of a bird's-eye view perspective drawing from 1937
showing the design of the Garrison Concourse and adjacent
roadway (top) with a contemporary aerial view (bottom) reveals the
high integrity of the site. Few changes have occurred since
construction over 60 years ago.

The Concourse is one of the largest stone features
included in the inventory and the only overlook that projects into a lake. It was determined eligible for the
National Register because of its significance to the history of roadside development, its design significance, and
because it represents a rare federal relief property type.
| Continue>
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Several picnic areas were built in parks and wayside rests along Highway 100 as
shown in this 1939 view of Lilac Park.
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Building the western segment of Trunk Highway 100 and its roadside development
facilities was one of the state's largest federal relief construction projects. Located west of
Minneapolis, this 12.5-mile section of roadway was the first portion of a "Belt Line
Highway" that encircled the Twin Cities by 1950. It was the state's first 4-lane highway
with controlled access and boasted the first cloverleaf interchange.
The project began under the New Deal's Public Works Administration (PWA) but was transferred to the Works
Progress Administration when the WPA was created in 1935. In that year alone the project employed between
2,500 and 3,000 men.

Besides the highway, workers built seven parks
with rustic entrance signs, stone overlooks, picnic
areas, and even ornamental pools and rock
gardens. Arthur Nichols designed the parks and
landscaping along the "Lilac Way," as the original
portion of Highway 100 was called. Lilac Way was
one of the Roadside Development Division's
largest, best-publicized, and most visible projects.
In a previous Mn/DOT study, historian Barbara J.
Henning noted that the landscaping of Highway 100
was extraordinary in scope. In the St. Louis Park
segment there were 12 types of evergreen trees,
totaling 420 plants, and 37 varieties of deciduous
trees, shrubs, and vines. The total number of
deciduous plants came to 23,505. The largest units
were American elm (1,890), sumac (9,478), three
kinds of spirea (2,199), Persian lilac (2,487), and
common lilac (5,408). The lilac bushes were an
exception to the Roadside Development Division's
general policy of not planting flowers or flowering
shrubs along highways.

Highway 100 is the only roadside development project in the state that
includes rock gardens and ornamental pools. Designed by Arthur
Nichols, this historic view of Lilac Park depicts one of these picturesque
features. (inset) This unique stone "beehive" fireplace contains cook
stoves for picnickers. Harold E. Olson, the longtime head of the
Roadside Development Division, remarked in a speech in 1933 that
stone fireplaces were preferred to concrete "which detract from the
natural environment."

Lilac Way was the only property in the roadside
development study that was classified as a historic
district. The district included a portion of the highway and the five surviving parks. Lilac Way was considered
important as a rare and especially large federal relief project, for its significance in the history of transportation
and roadside development, and for its design significance. The district was also significant in the history of
suburban development and regional transportation in the Twin Cities. Highway 100 is being reconstructed and
is no longer completely intact.
| Continue to Preservation Philosophy >
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Arthur Nichols' sketch reveals what today is known as "Context Sensitive Design." Nichols
considered issues such as safety, aesthetics, and environmental compatibility.
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Mn/DOT’s goal is to balance transportation safety and efficiency with responsible
stewardship for the state's historic properties. Mn/DOT's study of roadside facilities is part
of the Department's continuing efforts to identify historic resources, to take them into
consideration during project planning, and to make careful decisions about their future.
Congress’ 1998 Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21) requires state transportation
departments to develop a State Transportation Improvement Program (STIP), which provides a planning
framework for transportation improvements. Because of the roadside facilities study, Mn/DOT’s STIP now
directs project managers to go a step beyond statutory requirements. It states:

Today, Mn/DOT manages ... significant non-renewable resources. As responsible stewards,
the first goal is always to avoid affecting historic properties; ... As responsible stewards, even
when there is no federal oversight, all studies and planning for corridors or corridor
components, should consider provisions to protect our important historic resources.
Additionally, in early planning stages, ... consider restoring each historic property on a caseby-case basis.
Mn/DOT’s Cultural Resources Unit helps implement this directive by providing federal Section 106 reviewing
assistance on specific state- and federally-funded projects. The Unit has co-sponsored several statewide
studies of cultural resources frequently encountered in highway projects, including the roadside development
inventory. The Cultural Resources Unit also created Mn/Model, a modeling tool that predicts where
archaeological sites will be encountered. Minnesota's historic bridges and historic farmsteads have been
analyzed, and a railroad study is planned. Mn/DOT has concluded that such studies, while involving
considerable up-front cost and effort, are a successful and cost-effective way to identify historic properties and
integrate them into project planning.
Minnesota is also one of five pilot states nationwide that are demonstrating how transportation needs can be
balanced with environmental, cultural, community, and aesthetic concerns by applying “Context Sensitive
Design” (CSD) principles. Mn/DOT is beginning to incorporate CSD into all aspects of transportation project
development and is committed to developing projects that include early and continuous stakeholder
involvement, flexible design, safety, aesthetics, environmental stewardship, and community sensitivity. Historic
preservation fits well within the range of stewardship concerns that CSD seeks to address.
Since its completion, the roadside development study has brought greater appreciation for Mn/DOT’s historic
roadside facilities and a commitment to treat, manage, and maintain them in an appropriate manner. Mn/DOT is
now developing strategic planning documents that will streamline historic reviews, inform more sensitive design
and solutions, and help prioritize, manage, and preserve these important resources. Ultimately, Mn/DOT plans
to seek funding opportunities to rehabilitate or restore many of the most significant roadside development sites.
| Continue to Implementation + Management >

Consultants evaluated sites in preparation for their treatment report
recommendations.

Introduction
Historical Overview

IMPLEMENTATION + M AN AGEMENT

Existing Conditions

Additional Planning and Research

Assessment
& Analysis
Preservation
Philosophy
Implementation
& Management

1|2|3|

The study’s final report, Historic Roadside Development Structures on Minnesota Trunk
Highways, provided Mn/DOT with a much better understanding of the properties under its
jurisdiction. Moreover, it allowed the Department to consider the roadside sites as a single
collection of uniquely significant properties rather than as unrelated facilities.
Jackie Sluss, a Mn/DOT historian, noted that, "The report allows Mn/DOT to know immediately if there is a
historic roadside property in a project area. Since we will now receive an 'early warning', there is a better
chance of avoiding the site. Four historic roadside properties have already been impacted; two will be avoided,
but two will be lost. We need to improve that rate."

Outreach & Education
Summary

The report has set the stage for additional preservation planning. First, Mn/DOT retained historic preservation
consultants to prepare a treatment report for each of the more than 50 National Register-eligible sites. The
treatment reports analyze condition and include detailed information about a site's spatial organization and land
patterns; topography; vegetation; circulation; structures, furnishings, and objects; health and safety concerns;
environmental concerns; and accessibility considerations. In some cases, reports suggest ways to adapt the
site to meet new uses or suggest ways to enhance roadway design (for instance—reducing speed limits for
safer access in and out of properties or installing guardrails that meet both safety and aesthetic needs). In all
cases, reports include recommendations that will retain National Register-eligibility. Reports also include cost
estimates for three comparative treatments: stabilization (critical needs), preservation, and restoration.

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic
Properties (rev. 1992) now incorporate the terms protection and
stabilization into preservation. Mn/DOT began their work using old terms
and for consistency has retained these terms. In hindsight using the
current terms, preservation, rehabilitation, and restoration, would have
served Mn/DOT better when making report recommendations.
Rehabilitation--not one of Mn/DOT’s options--is in reality likely to be
MN/DOT’s most common treatment method.

Download
Historic roadside development
priority ranking criteria (using
historical and architectural
significance)
Word Doc (32kb)

The consultants will also rank the sites using priority-ranking criteria
developed to help Mn/DOT determine how to allocate its resources. The ranking uses three weighted
categories: historical significance, design significance, and integrity. Mn/DOT is ranking the entire collection and
creating strategies to manage sites that may not be National Register-eligible, but still contain valuable historic
landscape features.
| Continue>
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The overlook wall at the Orr Roadside Parking Area was damaged by an errant
vehicle.
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Mn/DOT will use the treatment reports and priority ranking to create a statewide
management plan for National Register-eligible properties. In a frugal-funding
environment, the management plan will help Mn/DOT invest wisely and on those
properties deemed most significant. Mn/DOT anticipates the plan will recommend which
properties to list on the National Register, which merit rehabilitation or special
maintenance, and which should be transferred to other caretakers. The management plan
will also include guidelines for cyclical maintenance, proper masonry repairs, and
vegetation management. Mn/DOT will also develop a standardized method to routinely
and comprehensively document maintenance data. These maintenance guidelines should
prevent the benign neglect that has inadvertently occurred in the past.

Summary
Mn/DOT believes the management plan will save time
and money. As Mn/DOT's district offices become more
aware of their historic resources, the sites will be
considered earlier during project development phases.
This will allow Mn/DOT staff to better design
alternatives that will avoid or minimize adverse affects
and to improve other planning and maintenance
decisions.
As budgets tighten and competing interests rise, one of
Mn/DOT's greatest obstacles will be to find funding to
preserve and maintain its most significant properties.
Early planning will give Mn/DOT time to identify funding
or find financial and maintenance partners. Because the
treatment reports include practical recommendations
and cost estimates, Mn/DOT can readily calculate the
resources needed to implement an alternative. Mn/DOT
recently received grant money for work at two
properties: the Craigie Flour Mill Historical Marker,
located along the Otter Trail Scenic Byway (TEA-21
rehabilitation funds) and the Reads Landing Overlook,
located along the Great River Road (Scenic Byways
preservation funds).
Mn/DOT is currently preparing National Register
nominations for several sites. In recent years, five sites
have been listed on the National Register and four
additional nominations are underway. The Craigie Flour
Mill property and the Reads Landing Overlook are
among these.
Mn/DOT is also identifying a "conservation zone"
(top) Mn/DOT rebuilt a leaning section of the Orr overlook wall.
around each National Register-eligible property. The
(bottom) The overlook wall at the Orr Roadside Parking Area has
conservation zone is designed to preserve each site's
been restored as a result of Mn/DOT's study.
physical and visual setting and help buffer it from
elements that may detract from its historic character. In
some cases it may include purchasing land or creating easements.

Once the management plan is complete, Mn/DOT anticipates developing a programmatic agreement with its
partners such as the Federal Highway Administration and the Minnesota State Historic Preservation Office.
Currently, when these agencies review a Mn/DOT project (usually as required under federal Section 106
regulations) it is handled on a case-by-case basis, which is often costly and time-consuming. Once in place, the
programmatic agreement will establish preservation commitments for Mn/DOT’s roadside development
properties and streamline some individual cultural resource reviews.

Restoration – Applying the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards
During the 2002 construction season, Mn/DOT began its first restoration project since the study’s completion.
The Orr Roadside Parking Area, which was designed by A.R. Nichols and built in 1938 by the CCC, is a scenic
overlook located on Pelican Lake in northern Minnesota. Mn/DOT rebuilt leaning and missing wall sections,
removed encroaching vegetation, restored the wall’s timber railing, restored the stone walkway and curb,
tuckpointed the entire wall, and added an interpretive sign to explain the site’s historic significance. The work
followed the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties and The Guidelines
for the Treatment of Cultural Landscapes. The site has recently been listed on the National Register based on a
nomination prepared by Mn/DOT.
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A scenic overlook at the Cold Spring Roadside Parking Area appears abandoned
and the deteriorating masonry has been vandalized.
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Over several months, Mn/DOT received multiple requests to take part in a land transfer
that could lead to new construction adjacent to the Pine-Hickory Lakes Roadside Parking
Area. The development would likely have an adverse visual affect and possibly an
adverse physical affect to this beautiful forested site. Because draft National Register
boundaries, conservation zone boundaries, and priority ranking for the site (ranked within
the top 10 sites statewide), had been completed, Mn/DOT avoided the potential impact
because it was able to clearly justify that the transaction was not in the resource’s best
interest, nor would it benefit the public good.

Outreach & Education
Summary

The Cold Spring Roadside Parking Area is another good example of how the study has changed highway
planning. The Parking Area is one of the state's most complex roadside facilities. Designed by A. R. Nichols,
the wayside rest was built in 1936 by the WPA. It is located on the east bank of the Sauk River in the town of
Cold Spring, and is bisected by Highway 23. The elaborate site includes a large granite overlook, a council ring,
a picnic area with stone fireplaces, a trail system, spring water outlets, and pools formed by two dams.

By 1970, the southern part of the site had
been closed. Mn/DOT was providing little
maintenance and the landscape had become
overgrown, obscuring Nichols' original design.
Today many of the stone features are in poor
condition.
In the late 1990s, an extensive project was
underway to improve the capacity and safety
of the highway. As originally proposed, the
plans called for adding two traffic lanes,
widening the roadway, changing the access
to the park, closing a pedestrian pathway
under a bridge that connects both sides of the
rest area, cutting up to 60 feet of the scenic
granite outcroppings along the road corridor,
constructing an eight foot tall safety wall
along the north side of the road, and
encroaching on a parking area.

The Cold Spring Roadside Parking Area was one of the state's most extensive
roadside development projects. A.R. Nichols' perspective drawing conveys a
complex design that allowed for a variety of activities including picnicking,
hiking, softball, campfires, and enjoyment of scenic vistas.

Without the Mn/DOT study and its statewide comparisons, it is likely that the proposed alterations would have
taken place. It is even possible that the site might have been demolished. However, once the study revealed
the site’s importance, the highway plans were reassessed. Mn/DOT's Cultural Resources Unit and the State
Historic Preservation Office concluded that the highway changes would not only have an adverse effect on the
property, but would render the site ineligible for the National Register. On-site visits with cultural resources
personnel helped decision makers develop an appreciation for the site and led to an agreement that the plans
would be modified to keep the site eligible.

While the highway will still be expanded, every effort will be made to limit the width of the road without
compromising function or safety. Two critical compromises were reached:
• Changing a 1:4 slope through the granite outcropping to a ratio of 1:1. This will reduce the amount
of granite removed and minimize the visual impact of the new road on the wayside rest. The new
cut will now be 15 feet from the edge of the curb, rather than the previously proposed 24 feet.
• Decreasing the speed limit from 45 to 40 miles per hour. Even this modest reduction in speed will
improve highway safety and allow a reduction in the width of the highway. This will reduce the width
of the "clear zone" and the physical encroachment on the north side of the park. The safety wall will
be reduced from eight to three feet in height, reducing its impact to the property.
Current plans also call for rehabilitating much of the Cold Spring Roadside Parking Area, including removing an
intrusive 1980s restroom building. Mn/DOT plans to place an easement on the property to ensure the site is
preserved. And in the event Mn/DOT decides to transfer the property to a local unit of government, the
Department has developed a draft preservation plan that will assist the new owner in successfully managing the
historic site.
Even though all planning tools have not yet been completed and much restoration and maintenance work lies
ahead, Mn/DOT is already seeing benefits from its efforts. As the Pine-Hickory and Cold Spring sites illustrate,
well-informed and careful decisions are being made and Mn/DOT’s roadside development legacy and
Minnesota’s travelers are the benefactors.
| Continue to Outreach + Education >
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Mn/DOT initiated and co-sponsored a two-day course where experts presented theoretical and
practical applications for masonry restoration. Courtesy of Olene Bigelow, IMI.
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Mn/DOT realizes one of its best preservation tools is communication, both with its own
staff and the public. As more people become aware of the significance of historic roadside
facilities, more efforts will be taken to preserve these properties for future generations to
experience and enjoy.
In late 2001 Mn/DOT received an Honor Award from the Preservation Alliance of Minnesota, a statewide nonprofit preservation advocacy group. The award recognized the inventory final report for its innovation as a
planning document and honored Mn/DOT's stewardship toward the roadside facilities under its jurisdiction. The
report, entitled Historic Roadside Development Structures on Minnesota Trunk Highways, is available on
Mn/DOT's website.
Mn/DOT has ensured that each of its eight district offices located throughout the state has essential information
about its historic roadside facilities. Each office has access to the inventory files for its properties and has a
copy of the final report that explains the sites' value within the collection. District staff also received a widely
distributed memo requesting that maintenance and construction staff consult the Cultural Resources Unit
before undertaking any projects in or near the properties. District personnel are also participating in the
development of the preservation planning documents to ensure that they are practical and well-received at all
levels of the Department.
Over the years, several of Mn/DOT’s original wayside rests have been transferred to municipalities so that they
now serve as small city parks. Mn/DOT’s study will also help these stewards evaluate their properties’ historical
significance and take steps to preserve and manage them.

Mn/DOT developed a video documentary explaining the history of
Highway 100 west of Minneapolis. The highway was one of Minnesota's
largest New Deal relief projects where a 12-mile section was elaborately
landscaped by the Roadside Development Division. The video serves as
mitigation to document portions of the highway that will be lost to new
construction. The documentary includes historic photographs, live
footage taken during construction, and interviews with workers,
engineers, and neighborhood residents who were associated with its
construction. Minnesota's Twin Cities Public Television produced the
program and broadcast it regionally. It is possible that, if the roadside
development study had been completed before plans for the highway
reconstruction, more of the historic features would have been save

Lilac Way Video
Video clip1 (wmv)
Overview of design, Arthur Nichols

Video clip2 (wmv)
Mn/DOT is also participating in joint promotional efforts with tourism
Use of Lilacs / Roadside Features
groups and historical societies. It is developing a program in which local
groups can "adopt" an historic wayside rest. A new brochure will teach
the public about historic roadside facilities. The first in a new series of interpretive signs has been installed at
Mn/DOT's newly-rehabilitated Orr Roadside Parking Area.

| Continue to Summary >
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The New Ulm Spring Roadside Parking Area offered varied functions: picnicking,
hiking, drinking water, and scenic river views.
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properties that it owns, their significance, and the threats they face, the inventory report
became a launching point for additional studies, management and treatment plans, and
National Register nominations.
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While the research was valuable in its own right, the study has already yielded many practical benefits.
Mn/DOT estimates that by evaluating the roadside properties collectively, the agency has saved almost 40%
over individual determinations of National Register eligibility. In addition, since the initial inventory was
completed more than a dozen sites have been reviewed during the early planning phases of roadway
reconstruction, rather than after final planning was underway.

Minnesota's former Commissioner of Transportation, Elwyn
Tinklenberg, commented that, "Mn/DOT is constantly looking for
ways to improve the way we conduct business. Research such as
this is a valuable design tool because it saves us both time and
money. It maximizes the information known early in our planning
and reduces internal and external review times. It also facilitates
informed development decisions when we know a property's
historic significance and improves maintenance and management
decisions associated with a resource. In fact, this research has
proven so valuable, we are currently conducting a similar historic
study regarding farmsteads, and plan to do the same with
railroads."
Maintaining and preserving historic roadside facilities will be an
on-going challenge. Preservation efforts can be costly and must
compete with other transportation projects for funding. But armed
with its new preservation planning tools, Mn/DOT will be in a
much better position to make informed, careful decisions about
the future of these special resources.

The popularity of roadside facilities is shown in this
view of the Christmas Lake Roadside Parking Area
from c1940. The wayside includes an overlook, council
ring, historic marker, picnic facilities, and athletic field.

Minnesota's historic roadside facilities are tangible reminders of early auto tourism and the emergence of our
modern highway system. Their compelling designs represent the work of some of the state's best landscape
architects and reflect the unique architectural philosophy of the National Park Service. Those built by New Deal
federal relief workers remind us of the devastating Great Depression and the unprecedented federal response.
Moreover, most of these facilities are still in use and appreciated to this day. The Minnesota Department of
Transportation is committed to seeking partnerships and responsibly caring for these properties so that the
traveling public can continue to experience their unique historic qualities.
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Finding the Facilities
This map identifies roadside properties in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area included in the survey and indicates
which sites are eligible for the National Register. Download statewide Map of Inventory Properties (PDF).
75. Mendota Overlook
76. Sibley Pioneer Church Monument
77. Stillwater Overlook - South
79. Mendota Granite Arrow Marker
81. Burns Avenue Overlook
84. St. Croix Boomsite Roadside Parking Area
85. Stillwater Overlook - North
86. Tamarack House Historical Marker
87. Indian Battle Ground Historical Marker
88. Bolles Mill Historical Marker
92. TH 55 Retaining Wall
93. Olson, Floyd B. Memorial Statue
94. St. Louis Park Roadside Parking Area
95. Lilac Park
96. TH 100 Culvert (Bridge 5442)
97. Blazer Park
98. TH 100 at TH 55 Retaining Walls
99. Graeser Park - South
100. Graeser Park
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Interpretive markers were the feature encountered most often in the report.
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• All sites with pre-1961 structures identified
• 102 properties inventoried
• 56 sites and one historic district determined eligible for the National Register under the Roadside
Development context
• Six more sites were already listed on the National Register under different contexts

Outreach & Education
Summary

• Arthur Nichols designed 41 of the 102 inventoried properties. Another 21 have been attributed to Nichols by
the historic roadside facilities study
• Majority of properties inspired by the National Park Service Rustic style
• Oldest property in the study built in 1889
• Youngest properties in the study built between 1960-1969
• 68 properties in the study built during the New Deal
• WPA believed to have built the greatest number of properties: 23
• Inventory documented 43 separate types of features
• Feature encountered most often was interpretive marker: 64 properties
• Highway 100 ( Lilac Drive ) was the state's first 4-lane highway with controlled access and the first cloverleaf
interchange
• In 1935 alone, Highway 100 employed between 2,500 and 3,000 men
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The Cascade River Overlook linked visitors to extensive foot trails in Cascade
State Park and along Lake Superior.
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The Taylors Falls Overlook was designed to offer spectacular views up and down
the St. Croix River Valley.
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This statewide research and planning project transpired from the need to establish priorities and guidelines to
preserve historic structures in rest areas. Mn/DOT employees Carol Reamer, Safety Rest Area Program
Manager; Joe Hudak, Cultural Resources Unit Chief; and Dennis Adams, Environmental Studies Unit Chief
developed the idea and solicited funding for the project.
To complete this project, Mn/DOT utilized ISTEA and TEA-21 Enhancement and state funds authorized by the
Commissioner of Transportation’s staff. The Commissioner’s office has continued to support historic roadside
development preservation by funding the treatment reports, the upcoming management plan, and educational
maintenance materials that are currently under development.
Mn/DOT formed an interagency team to guide the inventory project. Team members included Reamer, Hudak,
and Adams; Susan Roth and Dennis Gimmestad from the Minnesota State Historic Preservation Office; and
Mn/DOT staff members Alyson Brooks and Karl Weissenborn.
Reamer provided project oversight and administration for all aspects of the project. Project managers have
included Reamer, Greg Pates, and Liz Walton. At the National Park Service, Historic Landscape Initiative,
Charles Birnbaum, FASLA, editor of the on-line Currents series provided editorial comments and orchestrated
peer review. The NPS is grateful to The Cultural Landscape Foundation whose board provided review
comments.
Numerous Mn/DOT employees statewide have provided technical assistance and assisted with data collection.
Rob Williams and Jackie Sluss have provided ongoing technical support in data base management and historic
properties reviews.
The Gemini Research team consists of Susan Granger, Scott Kelly, and Kay Grossman.
Susan Granger of Gemini Research was the principal investigator. Gemini Research conducted the inventory;
developed the new historic context to evaluate the properties, wrote the final report, and continues to assist
Mn/DOT in planning the future of the properties.
Rolf Anderson, a Minneapolis, Minnesota historian, wrote this article for the Minnesota Department of
Transportation with assistance from Liz Walton and Gemini Research.
Unless otherwise noted, all photographs and drawings are courtesy of Mn/DOT.
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