
The Grand Foot Trail 
BY BRIAN FINSTAD  

As a new board member of the Friends 

of the Bird Sanctuary (FOTBS) and a 

local historian, I’ve long been interest-

ed in the barrens from a completely dif-

ferent angle than that of ecological 

preservation, namely History. Most 

people know of the Brule–St. Croix 

portage as the ancient travel and com-

munication link between the Lake Su-

perior and Mississippi watersheds; 

however, it’s not exactly as clear cut as 

one might imagine. Anyone who has 

canoed the Brule knows how difficult it 

is, much less how difficult it would be 

to canoe upstream. Also, the St. Croix 

below the Gordon Dam, outside of 

spring melt water or really good rains, 

can become so shallow and rocky that 

it is almost impassable. The Brule–St. 

Croix portage was an important route, 

but more likely one that was used under 

ideal circumstances. Another ancient 

conduit of travel that is well document-

ed in many scattered primary sources, 

but less known and that has yet to be 

comprehensively written about: The 

Northwest Sands. 

There was a Native American footpath 

that was a land route alternative to the 

Brule–St. Croix portage. A hand 

sketched map that a voyageur made for 

Henry Schoolcraft labeled this route as 

the “Map of the Grand Foot Path.” 

What we now call the Northwest 

Sands, being on a trajectory between 

the difficult to travel reaches of the up-

per St. Croix and Chequamegon Bay, 

was more than just an ecological land-

scape—it was an historic travel route. It 

makes complete sense—being high, 

dry, and relatively open 

land. Joseph Nicollet rec-

orded that the footpath 

was two days shorter 

than taking the Brule–St. 

Croix portage. There 

were essentially three 

segments of the original 

Native American foot-

path that are document-

ed. Going northward, the 

first began at the portage 

of the “Big Fish Trap 

Rapids” of the St. Croix 

and went to Chief 

Kabamabe’s village, 

which was located on 

what is now the island 

just upstream from the 

Gordon Dam. The sec-

ond leg continued to fol-

low the high land from 

Kabamabe’s village to a 

landing that Joseph 

Nicollet’s sketch map 

labeled as “Kabamabe’s 

Place l’ou Debarque.” 

That landing, which most 

know now as the 

“Heffelfinger Es-

tate” (owned by grandson 

Phil Wilkie) was the 

place to disembark on the 

80–mile journey across 

the sand barrens to 

Chequamegon Bay. That 

landing, being the point 

of contact with the St. 

Croix from 

Chequamegon Bay via 

the footpath was also an 

important meeting place 

and camp ground for Na-

tive people and voya-

geurs that is written 

about several times in 

missionary Edmund 

Ely’s journals. 



It is difficult to imagine them 

carrying their provisions on 

foot over 80 miles of barrens, 

yet there are a number of 

sources that document they did 

just that. My favorite is of a 

European traveler who de-

scribes the barrens somewhere 

east of Gordon as reminding 

him of the “Moore lands of 

Scotland.” While in the Nether-

lands last year, I visited an area 

with similar landscape that they 

call the Veluwe. I could have 

easily believed I was in the 

Northwest Sands—it even 

smelled the same. I can now 

easily see how this landscape 

was eerily familiar to European 

travelers. Another interesting 

event in history occurred when 

Benjamin Arnold lead a dele-

gation of nine Ojibwe chiefs to 

Washington to meet with Presi-

dent Lincoln. During that trip 

they traveled across the barrens 

following this footpath on their 

way to St. Paul where they then 

went down the Mississippi and 

up the Ohio to head eastward. 

After Fort Snelling was estab-

lished around 1820, the federal 

government improved a trail all 

the way from Fort Snelling to 

Madeline Island. The primary 

economic interest in the region 

at that time was of course the 

fur trade and Fort Snelling was 

one of the hubs of fur trade ac-

tivity. The northern segment of 

that route utilized the ancient 

Native American “Grand Foot-

path.” It was used to carry U.S. 

mail on foot through the mid-

dle of the 19th century and 

shows on early territorial 

maps as “Mail Route.” 

In 1854, Senator Henry Rice 

developed Bayfield. As part 

of promoting this new de-

velopment, he developed a 

further improved mail and 

stage coach route between 

St. Paul and Bayfield. At 

that time, the route approxi-

mated the earlier Grand 

Footpath, but as water travel 

was no longer necessary, 

took a more direct route 

across the Northwest Sands. 

Every 20 miles along this 

route, there were stage sta-

tions. Gordon developed as 

part of this station network 

and Gordon’s main street is 

named “Moccasin Avenue” 

as it is one segment that is 

both the original footpath as 

well as part of the stage line. 

If you know where to look, 

there are places where the 

stage coach route is still vis-

ible, the wagon ruts being 

still imprinted into the land. 

The stage stations through 

the Northwest Sands were at 

the crossing of the Wood 

River (near Grantsburg), 

Yellow Lake, the crossing of 

the Namekagon (between 

the North and South Units of 

the Namekagon Barrens 

Wildlife Area), Gordon, Is-

land Lake in Barnes, and 

then one more somewhere 

between Island Lake and 

Bayfield. There is a fantastic 

account written as a short 

The old wagon trail on the South Unit of Namekagon Barrens Wildlife Area is still visible. 



 

story in Harper’s Magazine which is an 

absolute must read for anyone interested 

in the Northwest Sands. It is titled  

Overland from St. Paul to Lake Superior 

and is provided on the pages following 

this introduction. The account even 

chronicles encountering a fire upon the 

land somewhere in the vicinity of the 

Namekagon Barrens Wildlife Area. 

For a number of years I have thought 

about working with local historical socie-

ties to create a historically oriented auto 

tour that follows the modern roads most 

closely approximating the historic route. 

In researching where the exact route had 

been, I contacted the Friends of the 

Namekagon Barrens last spring and went 

out with Mark, Gary, and Vern to search 

out where the trail went through their 

property. It was through this connection 

that I really began thinking about how 

this trail was not only an historic route, 

but it also was a thread running through 

this entire ecological landscape. Still, at 

that point, I thought I was the only person 

who had seriously considered an auto tour 

the length of the Northwest Sands. And 

then I met Jane Anklam, FOTBS. Jane 

told me about her idea. I really couldn’t 

believe it! She pulled out a map with out-

lines of rough ideas and it was practically 

the same auto tour as I’d been envision-

ing. As it turns out, both the interest to 

develop an historical auto tour and the 

interest to tie together the ecological land-

scape of the NW Sands essentially result 

in the same route. 

The work will continue to develop the 

Northwest Sands auto tour, but I wanted 

to provide this introduction for those who 

share one or both of these interests. 

Overland from St. Paul to Lake Superior is a 

must read for anyone interested in the Northwest Sands. It is 

an account written as a short story and appears in Harper's 

Weekly, A Journal of Civilization December, 1863 issue. The 

story even chronicles encountering a fire upon the land 

somewhere in the vicinity of the Namekagon Barrens Wild-

life Area. 
 

Harper's Weekly 
 

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

Not to be confused with Harper's Magazine, Harper's Bazaar, or Harpers  
Magazine (trade publication). 

Harper's Weekly, A Journal of Civilization was an American political 

magazine based in New York City. Published by Harper & Brothers from 

1857 until 1916, it featured foreign and domestic news, fiction, essays 

on many subjects, and humor, alongside illustrations. It carried exten-

sive coverage of the American Civil War, including many illustrations of 

events from the war. During its most influential period, it was the forum 

of the political cartoonist Thomas Nast. 

This information is provided as background material to the 

publication itself. The next page you see is the cover of 

the Harper’s Weekly, December 1863 issue. The story 

begins midway down the page after that, on Harper’s page 

76.  

Happy reading! 














