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Top photo: Road from Taylors Falls to Almelund circa 1900, Minnesota Historical Society

Bottom photo: Military Road Sign, photographer Bill Neuman

Top photo: Military Road (Government 
Road) through Sandstone, Sandstone 
History Center

Bottom photo: Oxen hauling logs, Bill 
Neuman private collection

POINT DOUGLAS TO SUPERIOR MILITARY ROAD HISTORIC BACKWAY

In 1858 Minnesota was no longer a territory and had become a state—the federal government certainly wasn’t going to allocate any new 
money for road construction in the state.  In fact, the last major allocation of federal funding for the road had been in 1855, with another 
appropriation in 1856—but not enough to complete the road.  If Minnesota wanted the Military Road completed it would have to provide the 
funding.  By 1858 the federal government had finished its involvement with the road.  It would be another year and a half before the entire 
Military Road would be completed for year-round use.  

Constructed under the auspices of the Minnesota Road Act, which was passed by Congress in 1850, 
the approximately 185-mile long route of the Point Douglas to Superior Military Road was designed 
to provide a critical overland connection between the junction of the Mississippi and St. Croix rivers 
and Lake Superior.  Congress authorized the construction of five such military roads within the 

Minnesota Territory.  The stated purpose of these roadways was to aid the protection of the frontier by creating corridors 
for troop movement.  However, construction of the roads served more to facilitate settlement of the region’s interior and 
business development.  It is not an exaggeration to say that completing the Military Road became something of an obsession 
for business leaders on each end of the road.  Editors in St. Paul, St. Anthony and Stillwater papers wrote insistently 
and repeatedly on the need for the road.  Each day, month or year without a completed road was seen as lost economic 
opportunity.

In the original plan, the Military Road was to run from Point Douglas to a point on the St. Louis River near present day Carlton, Minnesota.  The founding of 
the new town of Superior, Wisconsin in 1854, however, helped shift political thinking to support moving the northern terminus to the mouth of the Nemadji 
River where it empties into Superior Bay and the St. Louis River.  This new alignment would finally establish a transportation corridor that linked the 
Mississippi River with Lake Superior.  The Superior settlers saw economic value in linking navigable waters in the south with navigable waters in the north—
and they were adept at putting demands on the federal government to speed up the project.  The settlers of Superior had also begun to lay out a road from 
Superior to meet up with the Military Road being built from the south.  In all, about fifteen miles of the Military Road were in Wisconsin. That segment and the 
170 miles of road in Minnesota were under jurisdiction of the federal government.

The first proposals for construction on the road opened March 15, 1852 and called for bids on 31 miles of road between the southwest corner of the 
cemetery at the top of the hill in Stillwater and milepost 56 at the falls of the St. Croix.  This southern segment of the Military Road benefited from the amount 
of settlement that had already taken place along the proposed route when Congress passed the Road Act in 1850.  For one thing a passable road from 
Stillwater to Marine had already been opened in 1841.  When construction of a formal Military Road began near Stillwater in 1852, Mile Post 56 in Taylors 
Falls was reached easily by the end of the first season of work.  By 1853 four-horse coaches were already making their appearance in Marine and would 
become a familiar sight.  

By the end of the 1854 construction season, Mile Post 78 had been reached near the town of Sunrise.  In 1855, the Captain of the Topographical Engineers 
at St. Paul put out a call for bids to open the road between Mile Post 103 and Mile Post 170 to move road construction north of the Snake and Kettle 
Rivers, past Carlton, and into Wisconsin.  When this work was completed in December of 1855, for the first time a rough road had been mostly cut between 
Superior and St. Paul, despite a report from the mail carrier at the time that some 60 miles could not be traveled easily, even on horseback.  However rough 
the summer road was, winter conditions provided the illusion of a much more finished road.  

The Superior Chronicle reported that on December 12, 1855 “Mr. Carlise Doble left Superior for St. Paul with a heavy load of passengers via the Military 
Road.  He will be the first person to pass over this road with a team.”  Although the road was reported open, a portion had not been cut through the dense 
trees and he had to wait for crews to finish cutting the road before he could make his way to St. Paul with his passengers.  In early 1856 the road was in 
use with more than five teams running regularly between the two cities—until spring, when all travel on the road came to a halt with the melting snow.  The 
condition of the road was just too poor for wagons.  Work continued through 1856 between the Snake River and Superior, mostly grubbing and grading in 
various sections.

The St. Paul Pioneer and Democrat newspaper published a letter dated March 9, 1857 describing the Government Road to Superior as being eighty to one-
hundred feet wide, well cleared, graded and smooth for nearly the entire distance—it further claimed that there wasn’t a better road because the traveler 
was well protected from the harsh winter winds by the beautiful stands of pines and birches.  Spring and summer of 1857 once again brought travel on the 
Military Road to a virtual halt.  The road north of the Snake River was not fit for summer travel. 

A letter dated Jan. 21, 1858 sent by Captain George Thom, Topographical Engineer, to the President of the US Senate, states:

“Said road is in length as finally located 177 ½ miles, it is completed out from Point Douglas as far as the 106th mile, near 
Grindstone Creek with the exception of a few miles between Point Douglas and Stillwater, and the bridges to be built over the 
Snake River and Grindstone Creek from the 106th to 112th mile, it is grubbed, leveled and partially graded, from the 112th to the 
140th mile no work has been done except a bridge built over Kettle River near 121st mile, from the 140th to the 156th mile near 
Twin Lakes the road has been grubbed, leveled and partially graded and otherwise, more or less been constructed but is not in 
a condition practical for travel.  To complete the road throughout, about thirty miles of grubbing and leveling will have to be done, 
several large bridges and culverts to be made, swamp to be corduroyed and ditched and hills to be graded.”

A small amount of federal money was left to spend 
in 1858 and all focus was on the 20-mile stretch 
of road going into Superior.  The clay content of 
soils along that segment was very high.  Sufficient 
drainage along the road was almost impossible to 
achieve despite the efforts of the crew doing the 
work of grubbing, ditching and grading.  The crew 
consisted of thirty men, and they were making 
progress at the rate of one-half mile per day.  By the 
close of 1858, the road was somewhat improved, 
but still not completed for summer wagon travel.  


