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Introduction

Welcome to "Visiting Minnesota: A Guide for Tourists," a comprehensive companion for
anyone venturing into the diverse and vibrant state of Minnesota. Known as the "Land
of 10,000 Lakes," Minnesota is renowned for its breathtaking natural beauty, lively
cultural scene, and warm, welcoming residents. This guide aims to offer tourists an in-
depth understanding of what makes Minnesota a unique and unforgettable travel
destination.

Minnesota is a state of contrasts. From the bustling, urban energy of the Twin
Cities—Minneapolis and St. Paul—to the tranquil, pristine wilderness of the North
Shore, it provides a wide array of experiences to suit every traveler's taste. Whether
you're an outdoor enthusiast seeking adventure in the state's numerous parks and
lakes, or a culture aficionado eager to explore Minnesota’s rich arts and history, there
is something here for everyone.

The state's climate offers a comprehensive range of activities suitable for each
season. In the spring, watch as the landscapes awaken and become vibrant havens for
wildlife and blooming flora. Summer brings opportunities for water activities on the
many lakes, while fall transforms the forests into stunning tapestries of color. Winter,
though cold and challenging, invites visitors to enjoy skiing, snowboarding, and the
quintessential experience of ice fishing.

Culturally, Minnesota is a fascinating tapestry woven from its historical Scandinavian
and German roots, enhanced by the rich traditions brought by more recent
immigrants. This diversity is evident in Minnesota's vibrant music and theater scenes,
its numerous cultural festivals, and its culinary offerings, which range from traditional
dishes to exciting international cuisine.

In this guide, you'll find insights into the best times to visit, practical tips for getting
around, and highlights of cities and attractions not to be missed. Whether planning a
brief city break or a long exploration of the state's natural wonders, this book will help
you make the most of your visit to Minnesota.

Embark on your journey with curiosity and an open heart. The beauty, culture, and

hospitality of Minnesota await you. Let this guide be your trusted companion as you
discover the essence of this remarkable state.
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CHAPTER ONE: Exploring the Twin Cities:
Minneapolis and St. Paul

Bridging the Mississippi River in southeastern Minnesota, the Twin Cities of
Minneapolis and St. Paul form the vibrant heart of the state. Though often spoken of in
the same breath, these are distinct municipalities, each boasting its own unique
character, history, and attractions. Together, they create a sprawling metropolitan
area rich in culture, commerce, and natural beauty, offering visitors a compelling
blend of urban sophistication and accessible outdoor recreation. Understanding their
individual personalities is key to truly appreciating this dynamic region.

Minneapolis, the larger of the two, often strikes visitors with its modern energy. Its
skyline is marked by contemporary architecture, and its streets hum with a faster
pace. Synonymous with lakes, parks, and a thriving arts scene, it feels progressive and
forward-looking. Just a few miles east, St. Paul, the state capital, presents a more
historical facade. Its charming neighborhoods, stately government buildings, and
grand Victorian architecture speak to its slightly older, more established roots. It
exudes a quieter, perhaps more distinguished air, yet possesses its own vibrant
cultural life and deep connection to the river that shaped it.

Exploring Minneapolis often begins downtown. This central business district is a hub of
activity, featuring sleek office towers, hotels, and Nicollet Mall. Once a bustling street,
Nicollet was transformed decades ago into a transit and pedestrian-focused
thoroughfare, lined with shops, restaurants, and public art. It serves as a central
artery, connecting various parts of the downtown core and hosting a lively farmers
market during warmer months. The surrounding streets pulse with energy, especially
in the evenings when the Hennepin Theatre District comes alive, hosting Broadway
shows, concerts, and comedy acts in beautifully restored historic venues like the
Orpheum, State, and Pantages Theatres.

One of Minneapolis's most ingenious features, particularly welcome during the state's
notoriously cold winters or humid summer days, is the Skyway System. This extensive
network of enclosed, climate-controlled pedestrian bridges connects dozens of blocks
across the downtown area. Linking office buildings, hotels, shops, restaurants, and
entertainment venues on the second floor level, the skyways allow comfortable
navigation regardless of the weather outside. It's a city within a city, offering a unique
urban experience found in few other places, allowing you to traverse significant
distances without ever stepping outdoors. First-time visitors might find navigating the
system a bit tricky, but maps are available, and it quickly becomes an indispensable
tool for downtown exploration.
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Beyond the corporate towers and bustling streets, Minneapolis is celebrated for its
deep commitment to arts and culture. The Minneapolis Institute of Art, affectionately
known as Mia, is a cornerstone of the city's cultural landscape. Located just south of
downtown, this encyclopedic museum houses a vast collection spanning global
cultures and thousands of years of history. From ancient Egyptian artifacts and
European masterpieces to contemporary photography and renowned Asian art
collections, Mia offers something for every artistic taste. Remarkably, general
admission is always free, making world-class art accessible to everyone. It's easy to
spend an entire day wandering its extensive galleries.

Complementing Mia's broad scope is the Walker Art Center, perched on a hill
overlooking downtown. The Walker focuses on contemporary visual arts, performing
arts, design, and media. Known for its bold exhibitions and innovative programming, it
challenges visitors with cutting-edge work from around the globe. Adjacent to the
museum is the Minneapolis Sculpture Garden, one of the largest urban sculpture parks
in the country. Co-managed with the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board, this
iconic green space is famed for Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen's
"Spoonbridge and Cherry," a playful fountain sculpture that has become a symbol of
the city. Strolling through the garden offers a delightful blend of art and nature.

History also takes center stage in Minneapolis, particularly along the Mississippi
riverfront. The Mill City Museum, built within the dramatic ruins of the Washburn A Mill
- once the world's largest flour mill - tells the fascinating story of Minnesota's flour
milling, railroad, and river industries. Interactive exhibits, rooftop observation decks
offering stunning views of the Stone Arch Bridge and the river, and even a baking lab
make history engaging and palpable. The museum vividly illustrates how Minneapolis
grew and prospered, leveraging the power of St. Anthony Falls, the only major
waterfall on the Mississippi River.

Nearby, the Guthrie Theater stands as a testament to the city's vibrant performing
arts scene. Its striking blue building, designed by acclaimed architect Jean Nouvel, is
an architectural landmark in itself. Inside, the Guthrie hosts a wide range of classic
and contemporary plays across its three stages. Even if you don't catch a
performance, visitors are welcome to explore the public spaces, which include
cantilevered lobbies offering panoramic views of the Mississippi River, the Stone Arch
Bridge, and the surrounding cityscape. The "Endless Bridge," extending dramatically
towards the river, is a particularly popular spot for photos.

Minneapolis isn't just concrete and culture; it's famously intertwined with nature. The
Grand Rounds Scenic Byway system links a chain of parks, lakes, and parkways,
creating unparalleled recreational opportunities within the city limits. The Chain of
Lakes Regional Park, encompassing Bde Maka Ska, Lake Harriet, Lake of the Isles, and
Cedar Lake, is the jewel in this crown. Miles of paved paths circle these lakes,
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attracting walkers, runners, bikers, and skaters year-round. In summer, beaches teem
with swimmers, sailboats dot the water, and free concerts drift from the Lake Harriet
Bandshell. Winter sees parts of the lakes transform into ice rinks and pathways for
cross-country skiing.

Further south lies Minnehaha Regional Park, home to the stunning 53-foot Minnehaha
Falls. Immortalized in Longfellow's poem "The Song of Hiawatha," the falls are a
spectacular sight, especially after heavy rains or when frozen into a dramatic ice
curtain in winter. The park surrounding the falls offers shady picnic spots, walking
trails along Minnehaha Creek, gardens, and public art. It provides a refreshing natural
escape easily accessible from the city center via light rail. This seamless integration of
urban living and natural beauty is a defining characteristic of Minneapolis.

The city's character also unfolds in its diverse neighborhoods. The North Loop, also
known as the Warehouse District, has transformed from industrial grit to chic urban
living. Historic warehouses now house trendy boutiques, acclaimed restaurants, art
galleries, and loft apartments. It's a prime destination for foodies and fashionistas.
Across the river, Northeast Minneapolis pulses with a bohemian, artistic energy.
Former industrial buildings have become studios and galleries, particularly evident
during the annual Art-A-Whirl weekend when hundreds of artists open their spaces to
the public. Northeast is also a hub for craft breweries, continuing Minnesota's rich
brewing tradition.

Uptown, centered around the intersection of Hennepin Avenue and Lake Street near
Bde Maka Ska, offers a younger, livelier vibe. Its streets are lined with eclectic shops,
popular restaurants, movie theaters (including the historic Uptown Theatre), and
bustling nightlife options. It's a place to see and be seen, especially popular during the
vibrant summer months when patios spill onto the sidewalks and the nearby lakes
beckon. Each Minneapolis neighborhood offers a distinct slice of city life, inviting
exploration beyond the downtown core.

Traveling east a short distance, roughly ten miles separating their downtowns, brings
you to St. Paul. As the state capital, it carries a different weight and atmosphere. Its
downtown feels more compact than Minneapolis's, with a strong presence of
government buildings, including the magnificent Minnesota State Capitol. Designed by
Cass Gilbert (who also designed the U.S. Supreme Court building) and completed in
1905, the Capitol boasts one of the largest unsupported marble domes in the world.
Free tours offer insights into its stunning architecture, intricate artwork, and the
workings of state government. The building’s grandeur sets a stately tone for the city.

Dominating the skyline from its highest point is the Cathedral of Saint Paul. This
Roman Catholic cathedral, overlooking the downtown area, is a breathtaking
architectural masterpiece. Modeled after St. Peter's Basilica in Rome, its massive
copper dome and intricate Beaux-Arts design are awe-inspiring, both inside and out.
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The soaring interior, with its ornate decorations, stained glass windows, and sense of
peaceful reverence, makes it a must-visit landmark, regardless of religious affiliation.
Its sheer scale and beauty are undeniable.

Near the Cathedral lies one of St. Paul's most beloved public spaces: Rice Park. This
historic square, dating back to 1849, is a charming oasis surrounded by significant
landmarks, including the Ordway Center for the Performing Arts, the St. Paul Hotel,
and the George Latimer Central Library. Beautifully landscaped with fountains and
sculptures, Rice Park is particularly enchanting during the winter holiday season when
it's adorned with thousands of twinkling lights and often features intricate ice
sculptures, creating a truly magical atmosphere. It's a perfect spot for a quiet stroll or
simply to sit and soak in the city's historic ambiance.

St. Paul’s connection to Minnesota’s history is further explored at the Minnesota
History Center. Located near the Capitol complex, this interactive museum uses
engaging exhibits to tell the stories of the state and its people, from its Native
American heritage and pioneer days to its industrial growth and diverse communities.
It’s an excellent place to gain context about Minnesota's past and understand the
forces that shaped the state. The building itself is architecturally significant, offering
impressive views towards the Cathedral and Capitol.

For families and the science-curious, the Science Museum of Minnesota is a major
draw. Situated dramatically on the bluffs overlooking the Mississippi River, the
museum offers hands-on exhibits covering everything from dinosaurs and the human
body to physics and technology. Its giant-screen Omnitheater provides immersive film
experiences. The museum’s location highlights St. Paul’s strong relationship with the
Mississippi, a river that has been central to its identity and development since its
founding as a trading post. Riverfront parks and pathways offer opportunities to
appreciate this vital waterway.

St. Paul is also a city of beautiful residential streets and distinct neighborhoods.
Summit Avenue is perhaps the most famous, renowned for boasting the longest
stretch of intact Victorian-era mansions in the United States. A walk or drive along this
elegant avenue offers a fascinating glimpse into the Gilded Age, showcasing diverse
architectural styles and the former residences of St. Paul's prominent families,
including author F. Scott Fitzgerald. The James J. Hill House, a massive stone mansion
built by the railroad magnate, is open for tours, providing a look inside one of the
avenue's grandest homes.

Parallel to Summit runs Grand Avenue, a livelier street known for its charming mix of
boutiques, galleries, cafes, restaurants, and bookstores housed in historic buildings.
Stretching for several miles, Grand Avenue offers a delightful shopping and dining
experience with a distinctly local flavor, less corporate and more neighborhood-
focused than many downtown areas. It's a wonderful place to spend an afternoon
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browsing, eating, and people-watching, especially popular with locals.

Lowertown, St. Paul's historic warehouse district adjacent to downtown, mirrors
Minneapolis's North Loop in its revitalization but retains its own distinct character. It
has become a hub for artists, with numerous galleries and studios located in converted
warehouses. The St. Paul Farmers' Market, one of the oldest and largest in the region,
anchors the neighborhood on weekends during the growing season, drawing crowds
with fresh produce, local foods, and crafts. Lowertown also boasts a growing number
of restaurants and bars, contributing to its reputation as a creative and culinary
hotspot.

St. Paul also offers attractions with a unique, perhaps slightly quirky, appeal. The
Wabasha Street Caves, located across the river from downtown, offer tours exploring
sandstone caves with a colorful history involving silica mining, mushroom growing,
and perhaps most intriguingly, serving as a speakeasy and hangout for gangsters
during the Prohibition era. These tours blend history, geology, and local lore. For those
with an interest in the bizarre, the small but fascinating Museum of Quackery and
Medical Frauds (housed within the Science Museum) showcases dubious medical
devices and remedies from the past, offering a humorous yet cautionary look at
medical history.

Another significant St. Paul destination, beloved by families, is the Como Park Zoo &
Conservatory. Located north of downtown, this historic park offers free admission to
both its zoo, featuring a variety of animals from polar bears to primates, and the
stunning Marjorie McNeely Conservatory. The Conservatory houses beautiful botanical
gardens under glass, including a sunken garden with seasonal flower shows, a tropical
rainforest exhibit, and impressive bonsai collections. The surrounding Como Regional
Park also offers a lake, amusement park rides, and ample space for recreation.

Despite their differences, Minneapolis and St. Paul function as a cohesive metropolitan
unit. The Green Line light rail transit system provides a convenient and efficient link
between the two downtowns, running along University Avenue and connecting key
points including the University of Minnesota campus, which straddles the border
between the cities. Driving between the cities is also straightforward via Interstate 94,
though traffic can be heavy during peak hours. Many locals live in one city and work or
recreate in the other, contributing to the interconnectedness of the region.

There exists a certain friendly rivalry between the two cities, often debated by
residents. Minneapolis might boast about its taller buildings and trendier nightlife,
while St. Paul prides itself on its historic charm and tight-knit neighborhoods. Visitors
benefit from this duality, able to experience two distinct urban personalities within a
single trip. You can immerse yourself in world-class art and lakeside relaxation in
Minneapolis one day, and explore stately architecture and historic avenues in St. Paul
the next.
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The Twin Cities metropolitan area extends far beyond the downtown cores,
encompassing numerous suburbs, each with its own character. Near Minneapolis lies
Bloomington, home to the famous Mall of America, a colossal shopping and
entertainment complex that draws visitors from around the world. While technically its
own destination, its proximity makes it an easy addition to a Twin Cities itinerary for
those seeking retail therapy or unique indoor attractions like Nickelodeon Universe
amusement park and the SEA LIFE Minnesota Aquarium.

Ultimately, exploring the Twin Cities is about embracing this contrast and
complementarity. It's about experiencing the buzz of Hennepin Avenue’s theaters and
the quiet dignity of Summit Avenue’s mansions. It's enjoying a kayak on Bde Maka Ska
and then pondering history at the Minnesota History Center. It’s navigating the
modern Skyway system in Minneapolis and strolling through the historic Rice Park in
St. Paul. This dynamic interplay between the modern and the historic, the energetic
and the stately, the urban and the natural, is what makes Minneapolis and St. Paul
such a compelling and rewarding destination for any visitor to Minnesota. They offer a
concentrated dose of the state's diverse appeal, providing a perfect starting point for
understanding the unique character of the Land of 10,000 Lakes.
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