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William O’Brien State Park

The second of six state parks located along the scenic byway lies immediately north of Marine.  William O’Brien State Park is 

a 1,620-acre mix of prairie and steeply wooded parkland.  From its heights, scenic views to the north exceed eight miles.  The 

year round park is one of the most beautiful and highly used state parks in Minnesota.  It can be reached in approximately a 

half hour’s travel time from the twin cities metropolitan area.  In unusually close proximity to a major metropolitan area, the 

park is a natural and scenic treasure that offers the rare opportunity to just get away.  Park amenities provide visitor 

experiences that run the recreational gambit from cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, hiking, camping, swimming, wildlife and 

bird watching, to park interpretive programs and a lively visitor’s center with a fireplace and plenty of windows to take the park 

in visually.  More than eleven miles of summer and winter trails loop through uplands and along the river.  

The lower park provides visitors access to a small lake and public swimming area, picnic and camping facilities, a boat and 

canoe launch and one of the prettiest walking trails in the St. Croix valley.  The pine needle covered trail follows along rock 

ledges that rise up out of the St. Croix River.  Hikers can experience tranquility and panoramic views of the river and forested 

bluffs that rise up several hundred feet above the river in Wisconsin.  More than eleven miles of trails loop through park 

uplands and along the river, one running through the park and connecting to a bike trail that follows the scenic byway and 

leads to Copas, a small-unincorporated settlement north of Marine.  Copas, originally known as Vasa, was laid out in the 

1840s and was once a thriving population center.  In 1849, a hotel, the Vasa House was built, followed by construction of a 

major store in 1854 and a steam mill in 1857.  At one time there were several stores, a post office and a saloon.  When a 

railroad station for the Soo Line was built in 1887, the town became another point of disembarkation for waves of immigrants, 

most having come to find a new life far from their native Sweden.  For Scandinavian immigrants who had taken the big risk of 

tearing themselves away from their homeland, they found comfort and a new home in a St. Croix valley landscape that 

reminded most of the lands they had left.	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	           Photos:  Bill Neuman


