
side of the ferry. There were signs alerting boats of the cable, and not to go past the 
ferry when it was crossing. That sometimes didn’t help and a passing boat would 
get caught in the cable. In 1868, ferryman van Hollen became very upset when the 
steamer G.B. Knapp passed over it and caused damage.”

Ferries were expected to be open for business 24 hours a day.  At night, would be 
passengers would ring a bell, honk, or otherwise wake the operator to take them 
across.  During the Prohibition Era stories abound up and down the river about moon-
shiners who found the Wisconsin side of the river more conducive to producing liquor 
but the Minnesota side more attractive for sales in the Twin Cities market.  Federal 
agents watched all the ferries for bootleggers, but ferry operators usually chose to 
turn a blind eye so long as the fare was paid.  George T. Mills was the last to own the 
Marine ferry and operated it from 1942 to 1954 when it went out of business.  Today, 
Marine Landing has a restaurant and boats for rent.  

In her book Tales of the Road: Highway 61 (a segment of the St. Croix Scenic Byway 
runs along Old US Highway 61), Cathy Wurzer discusses the Pine City and Rush 
City ferry crossings, which charged 25 cents per crossing in the 1930s, with a rate 
increase to 50 cents following World War II.  The Rush City ferry was operational 
from 1875 until well into the 20th century.  The ferry was originally called the Deer-
ings Ferry after its operator Roe Deering.  It was a very active crossing, carrying 
people, animals, carts and vehicles between the shores.  Before the railroad line was 
complete in 1878, it also transported all produce and freight across the river in the 
summer.  In the winter, goods could be taken across the ice.  During large river drives 
in the logging days, the ferry sometimes had to wait hours for an opening to cross.
 

Railroads
Minnesota’s first railroad was completed between St. Paul and St. Anthony in 1862.  Soon after, rail lines began to stretch across the state connecting key industries 
and shipping points.  The City of Stillwater with its numerous sawmills was the first St. Croix River community to be reached by rail.  By 1871 Stillwater had two 
railroad connections and a vast supply of milled lumber, including the exceedingly long lengths needed to build railroad bridges, all being shipped from the city’s 
sawmills by rail.  

While railroads often connected existing cities, like Stillwater, with one another, other towns only came into existence after the construction of the railroad.  Because 
steam locomotives needed to refuel with coal and water, communities sprang up along the railroad at regular intervals.  The locations of these towns were often 
selected by the railroad companies not only as points for refueling, but also as optimal settings for picking up passengers and freight.  Other towns were platted along 
rail lines by speculators, who hoped that the new railroad would attract residents and commerce to their settlements.  The cities along the northern segments of the 
Scenic Byway from Rush City to Sandstone, are examples of communities that owe their existence to the construction of the Lake Superior and Mississippi Railroad. 

From old depots to abandoned railroad grades, many reminders of the golden age of railroading are preserved along the route of the St. Croix Scenic Byway.  And 
for those who still want to feel the rhythm of the rails and hear that lonesome whistle, the Minnesota Transportation Museum’s Osceola & St. Croix Valley Railway 
offers vintage excursion train rides through the scenic river valley.  Echoes of the past also thunder into the present when the Byway route comes alongside, passes 
over, or ducks under one of the region’s active railroad lines.

Top photo: St. Croix River across from Marine Landing, 
photographer Bill Neuman

Bottom photo: John Nelson Ferry on the St. Croix River, 
photographer Jake Lysdahl

Right photo:  Logging railroad, Bill Neuman private collection

Unlike the northern segments of the 
Byway where the introduction of the 
railroad was largely responsible for 
settlement, numerous river towns 
were already present along the 
southern St. Croix River.  In order to 
connect these existing communities, 
in 1882 the Chicago Milwaukee and 
St. Paul Railway completed a route 
that ran along the shore of the river 
from Point Douglas to Stillwater.  
Today, railroad activity is focused at 
the southern and northern terminus 
of this section of the Byway.  The 
Burlington Northern and Santa Fe 
Railway crosses the southern end of 
the corridor at Point Douglas, while 
the Union Pacific coal trains feed the 
King Power Plant at Bayport. 
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Visitors to the old Rush City ferry site—at the end of Ferry Road—can still see the 
footing for the wooden breakwater or dock that marked the landing site and allowed 
passengers to drive onto the ferry.  Wurzer states that the ferry operated by a “cable 
stretched across the river to guide the boat:  chains from its sides were attached to 
the cable with pulleys.  After the gangplanks or aprons were pulled up, the ferry was 
launched at an angle, guided by the cables and using the current to propel it across.  
As the ferry moved closer to the opposite riverbank, operators used long poles to line 
up the boat with the landing.  After awhile, ferries became motorized:  Bill Mason’s 
Rush City ferry had eight paddles attached to tire rims powered by a motor.”  

Ferries and then bridges allowed a linkage of the two sides of the St. Croix valley.  
While probably more significant to Wisconsin development, ferries were important 
to people on both sides of the river.  Some roads associated with ferry locations 
are nothing more today than dead end routes to the river or canoe landings.  Some 
ferries were, however, replaced with bridges.  From south to north the St. Croix has 
bridges on US Hwy 10 (Point Douglas/Prescott), US Hwy 12/I 94 (Hudson), MN Hwy 
36/WI Hwy 64 (Stillwater/Houlton), MN/WI Hwy 243 (Osceola), US Hwy 8 (Taylors 
Falls/St. Croix Falls), MN Hwy 70 (Rock Creek/Grantsburg), and MN Hwy 48/WI Hwy 
77 to Danbury.   

St. Croix River Crossing at Taylors Falls, Minnesota Historical Society

n St. Croix River Crossing
Lift Bridge at Point Douglas
Prescott, Wisconsin
Located just to the east of the 
southern terminus of the Byway, this 
massive steel vertical lift bridge car-
ries Burlington Northern and Santa Fe Railway traffic over the mouth 
of the St. Croix River.  Constructed in 1984, this bridge replaced an 
earlier swing bridge.  Frequent train traffic and a public park (Mercord 
Mill Park) on the east side of the bridge make this an ideal location 
for watching trains.  

Another nearby lift bridge spans the Mississippi River at Hastings, 
Minnesota.  Constructed by the Milwaukee Road in 1981, this bridge 
carries Canadian Pacific Railway traffic as well as Amtrak’s Empire 
Builder across the river. 

n Chicago Milwaukee and St. Paul Railway Grade
Carpenter St. Croix Valley Nature Center
Although the Milwaukee Road no longer runs along the shores of the St. 
Croix River, within the Carpenter Nature Center the old rail grade has 
been converted to a scenic trail.

Top photo: Northern Pacific 328 locomotive on Taylors Falls turntable, Taylors Falls Historical 
Society

Bottom photo:  Rail line along the St. Croix River near Osceola, Osceola Historical Society


