
WHITE PINES DISTRICT

MP123.8  Banning State Park (Side Trip)(Park 

MP118.8  Sandstone   (N46° 07.514′, W092° 52.759′)

This community is noted for the beauty of its cliffs and the rugged scenery along the 
Kettle River, which is a State Wild and Scenic River. The town takes its name from 
the local St. Croix Sandstone that was quarried for building stone.  The community 
was completely destroyed in 1894 during the Great Hinckley Fire.  A roadside 
historical marker for the fire is located along Pine Co Hwy 61 to the south of town.  
Among the first structures to be rebuilt in Sandstone, were seven “relief houses” 
constructed for families by the State Fire Relief Commission.  A surviving example 
of a relief house can be seen at 602 North Court Ave.  For more on the history 
of Sandstone, visit the Sandstone History and Art Center housed in the National 
Register-listed, 1895 Minneapolis Trust Company building at 402 Main Ave, built 
by Great Northern Railway executive James J. Hill, who became known during his 
lifetime as “The Empire Builder.”

MP119.6  Kettle River Sandstone Company 
Quarry (Side Trip)(Quarry entrance at N46° 07.866′, W092° 52.068′)

(To reach this Side Trip destination, divert from the Byway at MP 119.6, then east 
on 3rd Street (MN Hwy 123) about three-quarters mile to the Quarry entrance north 
on Old Wagon Road).  

Site of Minnesota’s most extensive sandstone quarry, which led to the platting of 
the town of Sandstone.  Now listed in the National Register of Historic Places, the 
quarry was in operation from 1885 to 1919.  The quarry is located on Old Wagon 
Road, which exits north from MN Hwy 123, about 0.75 mile east of Sandstone in the 
city’s Robinson Park.  The Robinson Park quarry walls are a national destination for 
ice climbing in winter and the rock walls present a climbing challenge in summer.  
The Park provides a view of the railroad high bridge that crosses the Kettle River 
and also provides canoe and white water kayak access to the Kettle River.

Top photo: Kettle River Quarries, 
Sandstone, Minnesota Historical Society

Middle photo: Sandstone Quarry, 
photographer Bill Neuman

Bottom photo: Banning State Park, 
photographer Bill Neuman

entrance at N46° 10.782′, W092° 50.934′) 
(Follow MN Hwy 23 north from Sandstone to the MN 
Hwy 23 bridge over I-35 at the northern terminus of the 
St. Croix Scenic Byway—then proceed to this Side Trip 
destination which is 0.4  mile farther east on MN Hwy 23 
to the Main Entrance Gate to Banning State Park).  

This is the northernmost of six state parks located along 
the Byway.  Straddling the Kettle River, the park includes 
over 6,000 acres of forestland plus turbulent rapids, water 
falls, and stone formations.  It also contains the remains of 
the Banning Sandstone Quarry and the Banning townsite.  
The park is known for white water kayaking, camping, 
picnicking, cross-country skiing, beautiful trails for hiking 
and the study of natural history.  An impressive railroad 
high bridge over the Kettle River can also be seen from 
within the park.  Vehicle permits required.

Steamboats
The first steamboat to make its way upriver to the Dalles of the St. Croix was the Pal-
myra.  It had been chartered in 1838 to carry sawmill machinery, men, and supplies 
to St. Croix Falls.  Mills established there and at Marine were the first to send rafts of 
logs downstream.  Within five years large rafts of St. Croix logs were being floated to 
St. Louis.  Initially the rafts were managed with poles and large oars.  Through Lake 
St. Croix, and farther downstream through Lake Pepin, the rafts were moved by sail 
in calm weather or by cordelling—men walking along the shoreline pulling the rafts 
with hand lines.  By 1851, steamboats were used for the first time in towing log rafts 
through the lake sections of the river.  With the northern harvest of logs in escalation, 
both the St. Croix and the Mississippi became conduits for southbound logs.  The 
early towboats, raft boats, or log rafters used to move the rafts were typically 
stern-wheel steamers with powerful engines.  Eventually, oars on the heads 
of rafts were replaced by bow boats.

Rivers
Rivers of the St. Croix region had been used for centuries by the Dakota and Ojibwe.  
Rivers supported hunting, fishing, harvesting wild rice, and migration between sum-
mer and winter camps located along rivers such as the St. Croix, Snake and Kettle.  
Rivers supported a traditional way of life that once seemed as if it would last forever.  
From the 17th century on, the fur trade began a push to integrate commercial goals 
and values with the native life style, bringing with it an increasing focus on a view of 
natural resources as commodities that should be harvested, bought and sold rather 
than used solely as a means of supporting life by providing food, shelter and clothing. 

Throughout the 18th century, extending into the early 19th century, furs had become 
big business, with an increasing dependence on the network of rivers in the St. Croix 
valley to bring in supplies and trade goods and carry fur products to market.  In this 
era, rivers were the only means of transportation that could support the fur trade 
at a scale required by the French, English, and later, American governments.  The 
business of furs, the first industrial scale commercial business developed in the rich 
North American interior, continued unabated until the supply of fur bearing animals 
had been exhausted.  By approximately 1837, when these once fur-rich lands were 
ceded by treaty to the United States government, the way had been made clear for 
the second industrial scale business in the region, logging, to take over use of the riv-
ers—and in the process decimate the adjacent and intervening landscapes—forever 
sealing the fate of native peoples who could no longer live by traditional means.

In the heyday of commerce associated with furs and logging, numerous factors 
impacted water transportation on rivers in the St. Croix valley.  Periods of extended 
drought, erosion of river banks, snags, deadheads, drifting ice, log drives, booms, 
and dams each made their own unique contribution to limiting river use.  The greatest 
impediment to river transportation was of course winter, when water surfaces become 
rigid sheets of undependable ice.  Freezing and thawing of waterways also affected 
land transportation.  During seasonal transitions, river fords became impassable, and 
ferries, crucial elements of many early roadways, became useless.  The logging and 
lumber business came closest to capitalizing on the rhythm of seasons, cutting pine 
during the winter and transporting logs or sawn lumber downstream in the spring and 
summer.  

Waterway widths, depths and hazards helped to define the types of watercraft that 
were able to navigate the St. Croix and its tributaries.  Small bark canoes could 
operate almost anywhere in several inches of water.  Large canoes fully loaded 
with supplies or furs could require more than a foot or two of water.  Well before 
Minnesota became a territory in 1849, a remarkable range of watercraft were evident 
on the St. Croix and throughout the region, including birch-bark and skin canoes, 
mackinaw boats, flat boats, wannigans, pirogues (dugouts), rafts, felucca, bateaux, 
and steamboats.

Left photo: St. Croix River near Taylors Falls, photographer Bill Neuman

Right photo:  Steamboats Nellie Kent and G.B. Knapp, Osceola Historical Society

ST. CROIX SCENIC BYWAY HISTORIC TRANSPORTATION CORRIDORS
(Rivers, Steamboats, Ferries, Bridges and Railroads) 

Upper photo: Historic Sandstone High School

Lower photo: Sandstone Ice Festival, climbers on the quarry walls in Robinson 
Park, both photos by Bill Neuman


