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Reads Landing Overlook: Historic Rehabilitation

Synopsis

The historic Reads Landing Overlook on the Great River Road is now restored to offer views of
the Mississippi River Valley, historic markers and eagle watching opportunities.

State(s): Minnesota
Byway(s): River Road National Scenic Byway (GRR)
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The Reads Landing Overlook, located on Trunk Highway 61 in Pepin Township, is an important
Great River Road amenity. The Rustic-style Overlook was built in 1939 by the National Youth
Administration, a New Deal Federal relief program, as part of Minnesota’s Roadside
Development Movement, which created hundreds of roadside facilities.

The Overlook provides parking and safe access to expansive Mississippi River Valley views.
Here Great River Road travelers read stories of Lake Pepin’s formation, early riverboat days,
settler history, logging and eagles. The Overlook also serves as a prime year-round location to
view American bald eagles.
The Overlook was in poor condition, worsening with each freeze/thaw cycle. Three “Caution:
Wall Unsafe – Keep Off” signs were posted along its length.

As a result of Mn/DOT’s Historic Roadside Development Structures on Minnesota Trunk
Highways report, the Overlook received an historic priority score of 28 of 30 possible points
—confirming it’s a significant Minnesota historic resource and worthy of preservation.

In 2004, Mn/DOT, with partial NSB funding, rehabilitated the Overlook by replacing missing
stones and bricks in the Overlook wall and flanking historic markers, repointing all mortar
joints, replacing deteriorated pavement and opening select views in overgrown vegetation. Also
in 2004, Mn/DOT listed the Overlook on the National Register of Historic Places.

Community involvement and Public Outreach

In 1998, Mn/DOT evaluated 125 properties in its award-winning study and report, Historic
Roadside Development Structures on Minnesota Trunk Highways. Mn/DOT and its consulting
historians contacted Mn/DOT staff, retirees, and State and local historical societies for
information to assess each property. Mn/DOT now knows it owns a significant, and possibly
unprecedented, statewide collection of historic New Deal roadside resources.

The Mississippi River Parkway Commission (byway leaders) fully supported the rehabilitation
project because of the many intrinsic qualities the site offers visitors. It wrote a support letter,
ranked the project high and continues to seek funding to restore all GRR historic roadside
properties.

Outreach continues locally through the National Eagle Center in nearby Wabasha, which
adopted the rehabilitated Overlook, keeping it clean and presentable for byway travelers and
providing its members an opportunity to contribute to the well-being of this important eagle-
watching site.

Partnerships

The Minnesota Mississippi River Parkway Commission (MnMRPC) is a valuable partner for
Mn/DOT. These byway leaders include State House and Senate members, appointees from the
Departments of Transportation, Agriculture, Natural Resources, Tourism and the Historical
Society, plus five members elected regionally and one at-large chosen by the Commissioners.

Financial partners to rehabilitate the Overlook included the Federal Highway
Administration/National Scenic Byways ($72,000) and Mn/DOT ($117,000).
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Local historic experts partnered with Mn/DOT to develop a specialized training course on
appropriate techniques and materials required for historic property restoration. The training was
opened to Mn/DOT staff statewide and offered as a continuing education course for architects,
historians and others interested in historic preservation.

The Eagle Center has adopted the rest area and routinely cleans up litter at the Overlook.

Advancing The Goals Of The Byway's Corridor Management

The Great River Road Development Study (CMP) includes a thorough analysis of the resources
that are amenities and tell the stories of the Mississippi River. The analysis concluded that
resources like the Overlook embody the intrinsic qualities of the byway and are critical to
maintain.

The study includes a survey of over 1,200 byway visitors. It found drivers preferred visiting
historic sites (30.5 percent), stopping at scenic overlooks (21.5 percent), and reading interpretive
markers (4.3 percent). Interestingly, the survey found drivers surveyed actually engaged in
visiting scenic overlooks (44.1 percent), visiting historic sites (36 percent), and a whopping 29.9
read interpretive signs! Clearly the Overlook is a resource that fulfills travelers’ preferred and
actual activities.
The CMP supports development of the Mississippi River Trail (MRT). The Overlook is located
along the proposed bike route, providing an inspiring rest stop for the growing market of cycling
tourists.

The Mississippi Bluff Destination Area CMP marketing strategy aims to develop and maintain a
critical mass of byway amenities, like the Overlook, so travelers will stay longer and return.

The Overlook rehabilitation has led to increased local byway participation, as evidenced by the
National Eagle Center adopting the site.

Describe Project's Innovation

Mn/DOT determined rehabilitating the Reads Landing Overlook was critical. Mn/DOT’s
District staff knew historic restoration work was specialized, and they requested historic
masonry training. Such training is not regularly offered. Mn/DOT, along with the Minnesota
Historical Society, the International Masonry Institute and the Minnesota Chapter of the
American Institute of Architects planned and co-sponsored a two-day course, “Stone Masonry
Restoration.” The course provided theoretical and practical information and demonstration
techniques related to restoring masonry, including procedures for the Reads Landing project.
Mn/DOT taped the presentation; the tapes allow Mn/DOT offices to introduce future staff
involved in such work to the training at no cost and to have the information available when
needed.

Mn/DOT’s involvement with the other training-agencies has helped Mn/DOT develop
relationships with historic experts, which furthers Mn/DOT’s exposure to the knowledge base
and emphasizes Mn/DOT’s historic stewardship commitment.

Primary Funding Sources
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Funds contributed from local or State sources: $117,000
Funds contributed from Federal sources: $72,000
Funds contributed from other sources:
Total cost of project: $189,000

During this project, we learned:

Mn/DOT’s historic roadside properties are deteriorating at an accelerated rate and that each year
work is delayed, it becomes more extensive and expensive.
Education is power. When staff understands the value of a project and have the correct
tools/knowledge, they commit fully to completing projects in a high-quality manner.
Indicating exact project work clarifies bidding for contractors. Mn/DOT identified each stone to
be replaced, ensuring contractors bid on the same items and materials.
Rehabilitation versus new construction is unpredictable. Be prepared for surprises.

If we were to do it again, we would:

(No answer available.)
(No answer available.)
(No answer available.)
(No answer available.)

Supporting Images for this Project

Reads Landing: 1940s postcard looking north.

Before and after
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Before and after
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