
RED RIVER OXCART TRAILS
1820 - 1870

Reflections of and on

THE WOODS TRAIL
Ron Miles, Naturalist



THE WOODS TRAIL – 1840s -1870s

PILLAGER GAP

(traversing Minnesota’s Wadena, Todd,
Crow Wing, Cass, & Morrison

counties)
+ Context
+ Remnants
+ Resources



Douglas A Birk
+ named Pillager Gap, and defined it,

geologically and culturally

+



OUR SENSE OF PLACE
- LAKE COUNTRY JOURNAL, September-October 2001



From PLEISTOCENE bare bones of
landscape…



… came natural local communities.



LATTER DAYS OF THE FUR TRADE
-From Birchbark Canoes to Wooden Oxcarts -



Tales of two emerging countries



Minnesota-Ontario:
an uncertain border



The Minnesota-Ontario Border



Inland lakes’ fur trade was first plied by

(ca.) 28-foot birchbark Conots du Nord.



“Westward Ho,” The French:
Montreal to Lake Athabaska



The“meti”and Selkirk Colony
at the headwaters of the Red River



Two Countries, One Red River



An unique and comprehensive

history



The Red River Oxcart Trails
1820 - 1870



The Primary History Reference:



Red River Carts in St. Paul



REMNANTS

• DEDICATED PUBLIC LANDS

• Camp Ripley

• Pillager State Forest

• State, County. & Local parks

• PRIVATE STEWARDSHIP

• *Crow Wing Agency

• Your own backyard(?)

Onsite opportunities for
experience

History for the future



OLD WADENA COUNTY PARK
+ The WOODS TRAIL on the Crow Wing River



CROW WING STATE PARK
+ Where the WOODS TRAIL crossed the

Mississippi River



+ a Minnesota Historic District



+ RED RIVER TRAILS interpretive kiosk



+ WOODS TRAIL history plainly told, onsite



History of a once-thriving

settlement:



Belle Prairie Mission
+ Established on the WOODS TRAIL in 1852



+ Belle Prairie, a place of many “firsts.”



Belle Prairie Mission History



Belle Prairie Park
+ Experience the natural and cultural stories



“Ecotone” – where two natural
Ecosystems meet



Resources:
PLACES TO WHETYOUR INTEREST

• Pembina State Museum (North Dakota)

• Wadena Historical Museum

• Pillager History Building (at fairgrounds)

• Crow Wing County Museum (Brainerd)

• Humphrey Center For American Indian Studies (CLC)

• Mille Lacs Museum (Minnesota Historical Society)

• Douglas Birk Research Library (St. Cloud State University)

• Lakeland Public Television – i.e.,“Common Ground”

• Camp Ripley Museum

• Maps from Trygg Land Office (Ely)

• Minnesota History Center (St. Paul)



Another word of THANKS to our
sponsors:

+ Pillager Public Schools
Sue Van Hal , Community Connection

+ Sylvan Township,Cass County
Dave Johnson, Planning Commissioner



BONUS GEO-POLITICAL SLIDE


(OPINIONATED)


