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PHYSICAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC OVERVIEW
Mille Lacs County is located in east central Minnesota, approximately 70 miles north of the Twin
Cities. Established in 1857, Mille Lacs County has a total land area of 572 square miles. Of that
land area, approximately 30% is occupied by open water (lakes and rivers). The federal
government holds 0.56% in trust for the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, and state-owned lands make
up 10.43 % of the land area. The county is home to a large portion of Mille Lacs Lake, as well as
the headwaters of the Rum River, which flow through Lakes Ogechie, Shakopee, and Onamia
before making its way to the Mississippi River in Anoka County.
Mille Lacs County is relatively flat, and is characterized by clay-loam soils which can be saturated
for most of the year. Wetland basins (specifically Types 1 and 2) are predominant, as are forested
wetlands Types 7 and 8. Forest management, agriculture, and tourism are the main industries in
the county, followed by government and health care sectors.
Figure 1.1: Mille Lacs County

The county has a population of 26,097 (2010). The county seat is located in the City of Milaca,
and is situated near the intersection of State Highway 23 and U.S. Highway 169.
Mille Lacs County is a growing rural county. Historical census data shows a steady population
increase over the past 50 years, and current projections from the Minnesota State Demographic
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Center show a continuation of this trend. Growth was steady from 1960 to 1990, with growth
rates increasing exponentially from 1990 through 2010. From 1960 to 2010, the average annual
growth rate was nearly 1.2% per year, while projections for the years between 2010 and 2040
project a slower growth rate of 0.88% per year.
The latest census data shows that 15,787 of Mille Lacs County’s 26,097 residents, or
approximately 60%, live in the unincorporated areas of the county’s 17 townships. The remaining
10,310 residents live within one of Mille Lacs County’s eight incorporated municipalities. The
largest population center in the county is the City of Princeton, which is home to 18% of Mille Lacs
County’s residents.
The population within Mille Lacs County is, on average, older than the rest of the state and the
nation as a whole. Median age in the county is nearly 41 years of age, while the median age in
Minnesota and the rest of the nation is closer to 37 years of age.
While there is a minor differentiation in age between the cities and townships, the largest age gap
is evident in an examination of various geographic regions within the county. The residents of
the two cities and four townships surrounding Mille Lacs Lake are significantly older than the rest
of the county, with a median age of 46.1 years old. In comparison, the median age in the
remainder of the county is 39 years old.
Mille Lacs County is surrounded by seven counties: Aitkin, Benton, Crow Wing, Isanti, Kanabec,
Morrison, and Sherburne. In comparison to the adjacent counties, Mille Lacs County ranks
relatively low in total tax capacity, with only Kanabec County ranking lower. Mille Lacs County
ranks 69 out of 87 counties in Adjusted Net Tax Capacity, according to figures published by the
Minnesota Department of Revenue.
GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
The Mille Lacs County Master Parks and Trail Plan is one of several tools that will be utilized by
citizens and decision makers to achieve the vision established by the Mille Lacs County
Comprehensive Plan, which was finalized in 2013. The goals and objectives of the Parks and
Trail Plan must fit within the goals and objectives identified in the Recreation and Tourism chapter
of the Comprehensive Plan:
•

Promote and support tourism in Mille Lacs County.

•

Maintain public hunting and fishing access within the county.

•

Promote and support recreational opportunities with the county.

•

Responsibly utilize the Wild and Scenic Rum River corridor within the county.

•

Improve connections between people and destinations in the county.

•

Promote and support Mille Lacs Lake as a recreation and tourism destination in the county.

•

Promote and capitalize on the Highway 169 corridor and volume of traffic within the county.

•

Develop a working relationship with governmental agencies to protect state anglers’
allocation of fish harvest on affected lakes within the county to promote recreation,
tourism, and economic development.
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While the Master Parks and Trail Plan cannot further all of the above goals from the
Comprehensive Plan, neither should it conflict with them.
Following are the primary goals of the Parks and Trail Plan:
1. Develop a comprehensive trail system that can be utilized by pedestrians, non-motorized and
motorized vehicles, and watercraft as appropriate.
Objectives:
•
•
•

Connect trails to neighborhoods, recreational facilities, points of interest, and commercial
businesses.
Connect trails to a larger regional system of neighborhoods, recreational facilities, and
commercial businesses.
Support development of trails by other governmental entities, non-profits, or nongovernmental organizations.

2. Develop a park system that offers a variety of recreational experiences, both active and
passive, to citizens and visitors.
Objectives:
•
•

Develop appropriate county-owned parcels for park facilities consistent with federal, state,
and local regulations.
Support development of parks by other governmental entities, non-profits, or nongovernmental agencies.

3. Develop and maintain parks and trails in a cost-effective and efficient manner.
Objectives:
•
•
•
•

Identify and utilize funding sources outside the general levy for the development and
maintenance of park and trail facilities.
Identify, develop, and maintain partnerships with other governmental entities, non-profits,
or non-governmental entities to achieve plan goals.
Support funding applications by other governmental entities, non-profits, or nongovernmental entities for the development of local, non-county park and trail facilities.
Develop management plans for all county park and trail facilities.

4. Promote county parks and trails, as well as other recreational opportunities, to citizens and
visitors.
Objectives:
•
•

Partner with other governmental entities, non-profits, or non-governmental entities to
promote recreational facilities and opportunities in a cost-effective manner.
Utilize cost-effective methods to promote County parks, trails, and recreational
opportunities.
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EXISTING PARK AND TRAIL FACILITIES
State
The State of Minnesota owns and operates the following facilities in Mille Lacs County.
Wildlife Management Areas:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ben Lacs
Four Brooks
Harold and Marie Deutsch
Ivan Jindra Memorial
Kunkel
Mille Lacs
White Fish Lake

State Parks:
•
•

Father Hennepin
Kathio

In addition, the State manages the Rum River State Forest and water access points along Mille
Lacs Lake and the Rum River.
Information on these resources can be found at
www.dnr.state.mn.us/destinations.
County
The county owns and manages the Soo Line Trail. The Soo Line Trail is part of the Soo Line
Railroad right-of-way; it was purchased through LAWCON grant funds and is a multi-modal trail
facility. The trail is part of a larger regional system that connects and extends into Morrison and
Aitkin counties. The trail can be used by pedestrians, bicyclists, ATV’s, and snowmobiles.
Page Township
Page Township’s park is located on the same site as the Page Town Hall. The park totals seven
(7) acres, and the first phase of its development is complete. Current amenities include picnic
tables, grills, free wi-fi. and native prairie plantings.
City
The following cities in the county have park facilities:
•
•
•
•
•

Isle
Milaca
Onamia
Princeton
Wahkon

Existing city park facilities can be found in Appendix A.
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FUTURE PARK AND TRAIL FACILITIES
During the development of the Master Park and Trail Plan, members of the public met at three
listening sessions to provide input on existing and desired future improvements.
County
In 2014, two additional trail projects were identified: Plains to Port Trail and Great Northern Trail.
•

Plains to Port Trail
The Plains to Port Trail follows State Highway 23 and is located within the St. Paul,
Minneapolis, and Manitoba Railway right-of-way. Portions of the right-of-way are owned
by the county, while other portions are privately owned. This trail was designated as
regionally significant by the Greater Minnesota Park and Trail Commission. This trail
would connect to Benton and Kanabec counties; the full extension of this railroad right-ofway would connect Sioux Falls, South Dakota to Duluth.

•

Great Northern Trail
The Great Northern Trail follows Highway 169 and is located within the Great Northern
Railroad right-of-way. As with the Plains to Port Trail, portions of the right-of-way are
owned by the county, while others are privately owned. This trail would connect Princeton
and Milaca; the southerly extension would further connect Mille Lacs County to Sherburne
County. This trail project was given a high priority ranking by the Greater Minnesota Park
and Trail Commission.

Rum River Access
There are 28 acres of tax-forfeited property in Section 24 of Dailey Township, which are
adjacent to the Rum River. This property is also located adjacent to an RV campground, and
would provide good public access to the Rum River for canoeing and fishing. A preliminary
site plan for this property has been prepared (Appendix B).
Additional recreational opportunities were identified by the public, and are included on the
proposed park plan.
Other Project Ideas
During the listening sessions, residents identified other projects for consideration:
•
•
•
•
•

East/west trail along Highway 95
Development of 28 acres of tax-forfeited land along the Rum River at County Road 20 and
Highway 169 (see preliminary site layout, Appendix B)
Expansion of public access to trails located within the Rum River State Forest or Wildlife
Management Areas
Trail connections from the Soo Line Trail to Kathio and Father Hennepin State Parks
North/south trail along existing roads paralleling Highway 169
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Page Township
Future additions to the Page Township Park include a picnic shelter, playground, playing
courts for either volleyball or basketball.
City
Princeton
In 2010, residents of the City of Princeton and surrounding areas formed the Rum River
Recreation and Resources Board (4R) to further the development of trail networks and other
recreational opportunities in the region in support of environmentally healthy and economically
viable communities. In pursuit of this goal, the 4R Board inventoried existing recreational
facilities, and developed a comprehensive regional trail and open-space corridor plan. This
plan is available for download on Mille Lacs County’s website at the following address:
http://www.co.mille-lacs.mn.us/vertical/sites/%7BC9C389E6-53AB-4A89-94CAD3EE1F5EB922%7D/uploads/R4B_Approved_Plan_Feb_2011.pdf.
Milaca
Milaca’s Gateway to the North Regional Park received a high priority ranking from the Greater
Minnesota Park and Trail Commission. This 600-acre park has been planned by the City of
Milaca, and the following amenities have been identified:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Naturalist center
Nature trails
Amphitheater
River access
Camping sites
Disc golf
Historic bandshell restoration

Isle
Future city park plans can be found in Appendix F.
Wahkon
Wahkon has developed plans to improve Veteran’s Park, including continuation of the “Walk
to Honor,” honoring veterans and community members, improving access and parking,
implementing storm water management practices, and a city dock to provide mooring for those
visiting by boat.
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CIVIC GROUP INTERESTS AND EFFORTS
Lake Mille Lacs Scenic Byway
Community efforts have begun to establish a scenic byway around Mille Lacs Lake, creating a
synergistic benefit in combination with the Mille Lac’s Tourism Group’s “Do the Lake” marketing
efforts. It is estimated that the scenic byway will be in place in the near future.
Off-Road Vehicle (ORV) Park
Mille Lacs County, in coordination with the Minnesota Four Wheel Drive Association (MN4WDA),
has secured funding from the Federal Recreational Trail Program for the development of an ORV
park within the county. The Mille Lacs County Board of Commissioners supports the development
of this type of facility. Mille Lacs County staff have been collaborating with the MN4WDA and the
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to identify and evaluate potential properties
for the construction of this facility.
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PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION – ACTION ITEMS
Citizens who participated in the development of the Park and Trail Plan also identified planning
and implementation projects, and assigned a level of priority and timeframe for completion for
each of the tasks identified.
High:

1-3 years

Medium:

3-7 years

Low:

7 or more years

Task

Priority

Develop Master Plan – Great Northern Trail High
•

Identify parcels for acquisition

•

Site inspection

•

Determine improvements

Responsible Party
Mille Lacs County

Develop budget
Develop Master Plan – Plains to Port Trail

High

Mille Lacs County

High

Mille Lacs County

Develop Scenic Byway – Mille Lacs Lake

Medium

Public/Private Partnership

Mountain Bike Trails in Kathio State Park

High

Mille Lacs Tourism Group

Widened Shoulders along County Roads

Low

Mille Lacs County Public Works

Off-Highway Vehicle (OHV) Park

High

Mille Lacs County, MN4WDA,
DNR

ATV Trails and Trails in Mille Lacs WMA

Low

•

Identify parcels for acquisition

•

Site inspection

•

Determine improvements

•

Develop budget

Develop Master Plan – Soo Line Trail
•

Trail parking near Wahkon City Sign

•

New signage

Develop Tax-Forfeited Land in Dailey High
Township

Public/Private Partnership

Improve County Roads 9, 16, and 19 Rum Low
River Crossings for water access
Signage for Milaca Bike Trail at 169
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Task

Priority

Highway 95 Regional Trail

Low

Trail Shelter/Picnic Area – Isle

Medium

Responsible Party

Trails/Roads in Rum River State Forest for High
use by ATVs and/or Mountain Bikes
Utilize Railroad Spur from Wahkon

Low

Coordinate with WMA Trails

FUNDING/FINANCIAL SUPPORT
Sources for park and trail development have been identified:
•

Mille Lacs County General Fund

•

Federal Transportation Funds

•

Grants from the State of Minnesota; Legacy Funds

•

Aquatic Invasive Species Funds (where improvements are directly related to Aquatic
Invasive Species prevention)

•

Donations

As the county begins implementation of the tasks noted, budgets and funding sources will be
more specifically identified.
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Appendix A
City Park Facilities, Existing
City of Isle – Lakeview Park
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Princeton Parks

Civic Center Park and Newly Remodeled Banquet Facility
The Civic Center building is a beautiful location for special events and
gatherings. The adjoining 3-acre park has a nice playground,
basketball court, and horseshoe pits. In the winter, the community is
welcome to come out and enjoy the outdoor ice rink! Additional
amenities include: barbecue grill, picnic tables, tetherball, and a lot of
great open space to run and play.

Mark Park, Solheim Field, and Splash Park
Mark Park is a beautiful 27-acre park that includes many
baseball and softball fields. There is an incredible
splash park, three picnic shelters, paved trails, shaded
playground equipment, walking path, barbecue grilling
areas and more!

Rainbow Park
Rainbow Park’s 6 acres has one of the oldest fire rings in the area;
it was built in the 1930’s as part of Roosevelt’s New Deal Program.
New playground equipment and the basketball courts make this
one of the favorite parks in town. This park has many trees and is
a great place to relax and recreate. You will also find barbecue
pits and picnic tables.

Riebe Park
Riebe Park and Nature Area is 27 acres of fun and
excitement! It is located on the Wild and Scenic Rum
River. This park features the city’s dog park and a 9hole disc golf course. The area for the dogs is fenced,
and is separate from the rest of the park. There is a
water fountain, picnic tables, walking trails, and lots of
natural beauty! Future plans for the park include the
addition of campsites, more trails, and a bridge to
connect with the park across the river.

Mille Lacs County Master Parks and Trail Plan
May 2, 2017

Page 13

Riverside Park
Riverside Park is in the heart of downtown! This 5-acre gem is
located on the west bank of the Wild and Scenic Rum River. It
features one of the only campgrounds along the Rum River. You
can enjoy fishing, a playground, picnics, swimming, and camping.
This is a favorite spot among many local residents!

Pioneer Park
This park features 40 acres of trees, trails, and the Wild and
Scenic Rum River. Enjoy yourself on the natural trails perfect for
hiking, cross country skiing, and biking. There is an abundance
of plants and wildlife to interest everyone, and local organizations
hold 5K and 10K races here annually. This park is a must-see in
the fall, when the autumn colors are incredible!

Riverview Terrace Nature Park
Riverview Terrace Nature Park is a 16-acre portion of
the west branch of the Rum River Flood Plain. This park
features natural trails and a nature reserve. Future plans
for this park include paved trails that will be located on
the old Great Northern Railway, with a focus on ‘Fat
Tire’ bike trails.

Veteran’s Park
Veteran’s Park is a pocket park just a quarter of an acre in size. It
is located in a residential neighborhood and features picnic tables,
barbecue grill, and a swinging bench. The park was named after
a kindly gentleman who was a veteran of the United States
military, and was dedicated to raising and lowering the flag every
day.

Great Northern Trail
This one-mile paved trail, which heads south out of
Princeton into Sherburne County, is the first leg of a
proposed interconnected trail system. The trail is
located near the industrial park, and is in an excellent
location to get out and stretch your legs!
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Milaca Parks
Riverview Park
1 shelter (no electricity or water)
1 free-standing grill provided
Located on the banks of the Rum River for canoeing, tubing, and
fishing access
1 fire pit provided (see City Ordinance #93.02 on Open Burning)
No playground equipment or bathrooms
Reservations are required

Recreation Park
Foot bridge crossing the Rum River
3 shelters and a bandshell (2 shelters and the bandshell have
electricity)
No grills provided
Playground equipment/3 ball fields
Access to bike trails, canoeing, and tubing
Bathrooms
Skating and hockey rink during winter months
Reservations are required
Reineke Park
Playground equipment
3 shelters (only the Civic shelter has electricity)
5 free-standing grills provided throughout park
Playground equipment
Bathrooms
Reservations are required

Trimble Park
Located close to downtown Milaca
Playground equipment
Bathrooms
Army tank in park
No shelters
No water or electricity
Reservations are not required
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Wahkon Parks
City Park
Fishing pier
Boat launch ramp
Picnic pavillion
Grassy picnic area
Walking trails
Parking area
Satellite restroom (seasonally)

Veteran’s Park
Veterans Memorial
Walk of Honor
Walking paths
Evergreen-shaded benches
Picnic tables
Playground equipment

Mille Lacs County Master Parks and Trail Plan
May 2, 2017

Page 17

Mille Lacs County Master Parks and Trail Plan
May 2, 2017

Page 18

Mille Lacs County Master Parks and Trail Plan
May 2, 2017

Page 19

Mille Lacs County Master Parks and Trail Plan
May 2, 2017

Page 20

Appendix E
Listening Session Map
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Appendix F
City Park Facilities, Proposed
Isle – Lakeview Park
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Appendix G
Plains to Port Railroad History

The Minneapolis and St. Cloud (M&StC) Railroad was originally chartered on March 1, 1856 to construct a railroad line
between Minneapolis and St. Cloud. A later amendment to the charter allowed the M&StC to build further lines to Lake
Superior and the Minnesota River, which included a line between St. Cloud and Duluth. However, the M&StC never
actually built this particular line.
The charter was then purchased by the St. Paul, Minneapolis, & Manitoba Railway Company, and they built from St.
Cloud to Milaca, and then to Hinckley, then on to Duluth. The line opened for operation on December 17, 1882. The
charter had carried with it ten sections per mile, giving St. Cloud a short line to the ports of Lake Superior.
James J. Hill had the town of Milaca platted in 1886 after the Elk River to Milaca cutoff was being built. Hill had a
roundhouse built in Milaca, and had a shop to service engines.
In 1889, the line came under control of the Great Northern Railway and, through successive mergers, Burlington
Northern Railway and BNSF Railway also.
The last train ran on this line in November 1983, and the tracks were re moved from St. Cloud to Mora in 1984. Tracks
were used from Mora to Brook Park until 2003, when track conditions led to an embargo on all traffic for the St. Croix
Valley Railroad (the Skally Line) which had trackage rights from BNSF. The rest of the line to Brook Park was
abandoned in 2003; however, the track from Brook Park to Duluth is still used by BNSF.

Source: www.abandonedrails.com
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Appendix H
Great Northern Railroad History

The Great Northern Railway did not originally travel through Princeton. Instead, it ran from Minneapolis through Elk
River, and then to St. Cloud. Another line ran from St. Cloud through Milaca to Duluth.
In January 1886, residents of Princeton and Zimmerman were filled with hopelessness, fearing they would never enjoy
the luxury of railroad service. Although pioneer inhabitants of these communities frequently besought the St. Paul,
Minneapolis, & Manitoba Railway Company’s management to provide railway service, the town folks were rebuffed
repeatedly. However, during the depths of their despair, Major A.M. Fridley of Anoka stopped in Princeton. One night
during his stay at the old North Star Hotel, he suggested to a group of friends that it might be beneficial to call on Mr.
J.J. Hill personally. Consequently, a self-constituted committee consisting of Messrs. C.H. Rines, T.H. Caley, J.T.D.
Sadley (the editor of the Princeton Union), and Senator Houlton of Elk River, was accorded an audience with Mr. Hill.
The committee apprised Mr. Hill of what they thought residents of Mille Lacs County would do to get a rail line
constructed through their communities.
James J. Hill challenged local business owners to raise $50,000 to route the line through Princeton. The money was
raised, and a line was built through Princeton. Surveying for the route began in late March 1886, and the track-laying
crew started building the new line from Elk River on October 24, 1886. With few obstacles to construction, the line was
finished quickly, and rail service began on November 29, 1886. The Princeton route actually shortened the distance
between Minneapolis and Duluth. Initially, service was frequent, but in November 1899, the route to Duluth was
relocated to a line passing further east, connecting through Coon Rapids, Cambridge, and Brook Park. Service on the
line declined as a result, with luxury passenger cars being replaced with ordinary coaches in 1908, the U.S. mail route
being lost in 1930, and passenger service terminated altogether in 1952. Freight service was discontinued between
Princeton and Milaca between 1972 and 1973, and between Elk River and Princeton in 1976.

Source: www.abandonedrails.com
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