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appropriated $40,000 in
1850 to construct “mili-
tary” roads in Minne-
sota Territory; addition-
al appropriations were
passed in 1852, 1855,
1856, and 1857. Five
major roads were speci-
fied in these appropria-
tions: the mouth of the
St. Croix River (Point
Douglas) to the mouth
of the St. Louis River
(Superior); Point Doug-
las to Fort Ripley; the
mouth of the Swan Riv-
er (Little Falls) to the
Winnebago Agency
(Long Prairie); Men-
dota to Wabasha; and
Mendota to the mouth
of the Big Sioux River
(Sioux City, Iowa). The
Treaty of La Pointe in
1854 had also specified
that roads be built from
the mouth of the Rum
River (Anoka) to Lake
Mille Lacs and from the
mouth of the Crow
Wing River north to
Leech Lake.

Surveys for the mili-
tary roads began in late
1850, starting with the Mendota-to-
Wabasha road. By the time of state-
hood in 1858, the authorized mili-
tary roads had essentially been
completed, although their condi-
tion and passability varied greatly.
The worst section was the northern
portion of the Point Douglas-to-
Superior road. Like the Red River
trails, the military roads followed
favorable topography and existing
trails wherever possible, but signifi-
cant bridge building, swamp filling,
and timber clearing were also done.
Road beds were 25 to 50 feet in width
with 100-foot cleared right-of-ways. 

Local road-building initiatives
were also common in territorial

days. William Dodd got contribu-
tions to build a road from Traverse
des Sioux (Nicollet County) to
St. Paul in 1853. The Mendota-to-
Big Sioux military survey crew en-
countered this road and drew their
survey line along it. The alignment
through Dakota County, still largely
intact, is known today as Dodd
Road. Stagecoach roads funded by
private developers also began about
this time, and by 1859 a network
connected most towns in southeast-
ern Minnesota.

While many territorial roads
became state highways and county
roads, there are not many places
where the actual roads survive.

Perhaps the best exam-
ple of a Red River Trail
segment is on the west-
ern edge of Goose Lake
Swamp in Pennington
and Polk Counties.
A well-preserved seg-
ment of the Point
Douglas-to-Superior
military road is present
in St. Croix Wild River
State Park in Chisago
County. In Kandota
Township of Todd
County, off County
Road 92, is a surviving
segment of the
St. Cloud and Red
River Valley stage road. 

Unless maintained,
the built environment
goes back to nature.
Historic buildings be-
come ruins, and ruins
become archaeological
sites invisible at the
earth’s surface. Walls
and artifacts are pre-
cious resources. They
demonstrate that the
past is real, that the sto-
ries told in history books
are more than stories,

and that there are more stories than
the books can hold. People lived in
those houses, worked in those mills,
traveled those roads, paced in those
prison cells, and lit beacons in that
tower to welcome white-winged
schooners to a new world.

Territorial stories are pivotal to
Minnesota history. In those 10 years,
the transformation from “wilder-
ness” to metropolis irrevocably be-
gan. The lives of native peoples, and
those who came after, were changed
forever. As we view those years, we
must also view the present and de-
cide what we will leave to the future.
The fragile fabric of the past is a gift
well worth giving.

Point Douglas-to-Superior Road, 1989
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