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  About the Reviser


  


  Mike Whye developed his wanderlust as a member of a military family that moved often from when he was born until he graduated from high school. Although he did not plan to be a writer-photographer while earning a bachelor’s degree in architecture at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln, he sold his first story and photos in 1974 to the Magazine of the Midlands, published by the Omaha World-Herald, during his junior year. He continued freelancing on the side while working on a master’s degree in journalism at Iowa State University and then administering the public relations for a 150-person engineering-architecture firm.


  Since becoming a full-time freelancer in 1985, he has supplied stories and photos, mostly about the upper Midwest, for publications including the Omaha World-Herald, Des Moines Register, AAA World, and Motorcoach magazine. In 2005, he also became a part-time instructor teaching journalism and photojournalism at the University of Nebraska at Omaha. He and his wife, Dorie, live in Council Bluffs, Iowa, where they raised their children, Graham, Meredith, and Alex. He has been a member and officer of Midwest Travel Journalists Association and its predecessor, Midwest Travel Writers Association, since 1989. Read more about Mike’s works at mikewhye.com.
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  I especially want to thank Lisa Meyers McClintick for providing a terrific base to work with in revising this book.



  

  
    Northeastern South Dakota

  


  By a fortunate accident of nature, the northeastern area of South Dakota, also known as the Glacial Lakes Region, features prime boating and recreational areas, with 16 state parks and two national wildlife refuges. Serendipity appeared in the form of glaciers some 20,000 years ago, and more than 120 lakes and miles of prairies were left when the glaciers retreated. This area is referred to as the Young Drift Plains by geologists, but residents simply call it the Lakes Region. For the most part, the area is swampy plain, dotted with lakes and marshes. The notable exception is the wide, flat valley of the James River. I-29, which runs north–south, and US 12, which runs east–west, help keep travel and commerce flowing from Sioux Falls, in the southeastern corner of the state, to Rapid City, in the west.


  Aberdeen Area


  

  We’ll begin on US 12 in the northwest corner of the James River Valley, anchored by Aberdeen, which was first settled by the Arikara, who introduced farming to the region. Established Americans from the East Coast and newly arrived pioneers from Scandinavian countries, Germany, Russia, and the British Isles were to follow by train and wagon and on foot.


  [image: NORTHEASTERN SOUTH DAKOTA]


  Established in 1881 near the Milwaukee Railroad, the town was named for Aberdeen, Scotland, the hometown of Alexander Mitchell, president of the railroad. Aberdeen soon became known as the Hub City in recognition of the rail lines that converged here—at least nine of them in 1890—like spokes on a wagon wheel. These days the community has more than 1,400 businesses and more than 28,000 residents, making it the third largest city in South Dakota. Agriculture and manufacturing still anchor the economy, while the city provides a regional hub for services and education. Northern State University, a public university established in 1901, and Presentation College, a small four-year Catholic college, bring history, higher learning, and the arts to the Aberdeen area.


  You can wander through the whimsical world of Wizard of Oz author L. Frank Baum’s imagination at Aberdeen’s Storybook Land on US 281. It includes Land of Oz with Dorothy’s farmstead (complete with special effects to simulate a tornado), a petting zoo with farm animals, a Yellow Brick Road that leads to Munchkin Land (a small cornfield that is planted and harvested annually), the Scarecrow’s and Tin Man’s homes, the Haunted Forest and Lion’s Den, and the Wicked Witch’s Castle. The Wizard Balloon Ride offers a view of the park from about 32 feet in the air.


  Other larger-than-life exhibits at Storybook Land were inspired by fairy tales and nursery rhymes, such as “Jack and Jill Went Up the Hill,” “Cinderella,” “Jack and the Beanstalk,” and “Humpty Dumpty.” Kids can climb aboard Captain Hook’s ship, ride a 30-horse carousel, slide down the Tin Man’s giant metal legs, crawl through a tunnel to watch prairie dogs at the zoo, and explore a medieval castle. The zoo includes buffalo, elk, sheep, deer, and geese.


  
    BEST ATTRACTIONS IN NORTHEASTERN SOUTH DAKOTA

  


  
    Bramble Park Zoo


    

  Children’s Museum of South Dakota


    

  Dacotah Prairie Museum


    

  Fort Sisseton State Park


    

  Gladys Pyle Historic Home


    

  Ingalls Homestead


    

  Redlin Art Center


    

  South Dakota Art Museum


    

  South Dakota State Fair


    

  Storybook Land & Wylie Park


    



  Admission to Storybook Land is free, although rides have fees, including a trip aboard the scale-model replica of the 1863 C. P. Huntington that chugs and whistles its way around the park. The Visitor Center stays open 10 a.m. to 9 p.m. between Memorial Day and Labor Day weekends, with shorter hours in the spring and fall (roughly Apr 15 to Oct 15). Call the park at (605) 626-7015 for more information or go to aberdeen.sd.us.


  
  rollthroughthepark

  

  

  If you’re seeking a whimsical way to get around the sprawling Wylie Park, Rollout Bike Rentals provides choppers, surreys, traditional bikes, tandem bikes, pedal go-karts, and John Deere Tractor bikes . Call (605) 226-1773 or go to rolloutbikerentals.com for details.




  Surrounding Storybook Land, you’ll find Wylie Park, with 200 acres of recreation that includes a lake, picnicking, paved trails, and golf. With Thunder Road (605-225-8541; thunderroad.info) you can race go-karts, play in the Lazer Maze, or minigolf past a volcano spewing flames. Events are held throughout the year, including Haunted Forest the third weekend in October. Visitors are guided through 13 spooky scenes led by ghoulish guides. A matinee walk-through is available for younger children, who are invited to wear costumes and collect candy at every scene. Visit aberdeenhauntedforest.org for more information.


  Lake Minne-Eho, Wylie Park’s man-made lake with more than 1,000 feet of shoreline, features an unsupervised swimming area and is stocked each year for those under age 16 to try their fishing skills. You can rent paddleboats or canoes to get onto the water. On a few Saturdays in the summer, you can catch the Aqua Addicts Ski Shows. Check the Parks and Recreation guide at aberdeen.sd.us for specific times.


  Kids craving a cooler destination on sizzling summer days can shoot down a 350-foot-long lazy river, 280-foot raft slide, a 215-foot body slide, 30-foot-tall water slide tower, or an enclosed 125-foot slide at the outdoor Aberdeen Aquatic Center. The large complex includes a 50-meter, 8-lane lap pool, diving boards, and a lazy river. Day passes are $5.75 to $7.75. Call (605) 626-7015 or go to aberdeen.sd.us/aquatics for more information.


  Wylie Park Campground offers paved roads and camp pads, 105 RV campsites, 17 tent sites, 15 camping cabins, 2 larger cabins, and a 3-bedroom deluxe cabin that sleeps 8 and has kitchen and bathroom facilities. For reservations, call (605) 626-3512 or toll-free (888) 326-9693.


  You can learn more about author L. Frank Baum and about life in Brown County at downtown Aberdeen’s free Dacotah Prairie Museum, tucked into an 1880s bank building rising grandly from Main Street. Walk through the luxurious brass-ceilinged, velvet-curtained Pullman passenger car, watch model trains chug through old Aberdeen, peek into an Arikara earth lodge and a Lakota tipi, and marvel at a 7-ton African elephant in the wildlife gallery. If you have kids in tow, print out a scavenger map before your visit. Museum galleries are open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tues through Fri and 1 to 4 p.m. Sat and Sun. Visit brown.sd.us/dacotah-prairie-museum/home or call (605) 626-7117 for more information.


  
    The Man Behind The Wizard of Oz


  The area’s best-known resident was L. Frank Baum, author of numerous children’s books including a 12-book “Oz” series that inspired The Wizard of Oz, one of America’s all-time favorite Hollywood musicals. The Wizard of Oz movie debuted in 1939, 20 years after Baum’s death, and his stories are still influencing popular culture with Oz the Great and Powerful hitting movie theaters in 2013.


  L. Frank Baum moved to Aberdeen from New York in 1888 and opened a variety store called Baum’s Bazaar that fall. Unfortunately, he was lacking the necessary business skills and had a track record of barely supporting his wife, Maud, and their sons. The daydreamer who loved to act and entertain didn’t always please his formidable mother-in-law, Matilda Josyln Gage, a famed suffragist.


  While Baum often bounced between jobs in his younger years—and he stayed in Aberdeen only until 1891—South Dakota was where he found a way to let his writing skills flourish. After closing the store, he bought the town newspaper. He renamed it the Aberdeen Saturday Pioneer and proved to be a top-notch journalist. Baum’s stories were witty, satirical, and sometimes controversial, but the town’s happenings were always reported with great passion. Writing let Baum tap the storytelling skills he would use with his boys at bedtime and lean on his love of playwriting and acting.


  By 1896 and at the age of 40, he was writing Mother Goose in Prose and Father Goose, His Book and on his way to becoming America’s first successful children’s author. By 1890, when his first “Oz” book was published, it became an instant hit. Scholars suggest that the populist prairie might have inspired the Land of Oz, a fairyland where the common man and woman become hero and heroine and self-reliance saves the day.


  He died in 1919, leaving the world a legacy of Yellow Brick Roads, ruby slippers, winged monkeys, and a dreamy land somewhere over the rainbow.




  From April 15 to October 15, the museum also opens the Granary Rural Cultural Center, where you can look at artwork in the 1928 granary and walk the grounds where sculptures and interpretive signs tell about life in the fertile valley where the James River squiggles across the landscape. To reach this historic farm, which also includes a 1912 town hall, head west on Highway 12 and north on Highway 10 until you reach 128th Street. It’s about 20 miles northeast of Aberdeen. For more information on the granary and Dacotah Prairie Museum, call (605) 626-7117 or go to dacotah-prairie-museum.business.site.


  If you love history, leave time to stroll the Highlands Historical District, on North Main Street between 12th and 15th Avenues, encompassing 17 homes built between 1907 and 1969. The district earned the lofty title of Highlands because it rose 3 feet higher than the commercial sector, which was located in a slough. When the first houses were built, only prairie grass covered the area, so young trees were brought up from along the James River and transplanted here to line the sedate streets. Many architectural styles have melded in the district over the years, and the result is a fascinating study in both modern and classical structures. Call (800) 645-3851 or go to visitaberdeensd.com for more information.

  
  
  aninsidelookatfarms

  

  

  If you can plan ahead and travel in a group of 10 or more, Aberdeen’s Convention and Visitors Bureau puts together special tours of wheat farms, cattle ranches, a pheasant farm, sculptor Ben Victor’s studio, or a chance to visit the area’s Hutterite Colonies, a self-sustaining rural community that has changed little in more than 400 years.




  When you reach the dead end of 2nd Avenue Northwest, you have arrived at an isolated, strangely ominous home called Easton Castle. Drive by and inspect the Jacobean revival architecture that was popular in England in the 1830s. Multiple windows, peaked roofs, and gables distinguish this style. Samples of the home’s French-made wallpaper, which remains intact, have been documented in the Cooper Hewitt Smithsonian Design Museum.


  If you visit Aberdeen in the fall, you’ll be in good company as pheasant hunters flood into eastern South Dakota and roam across its rich grasslands with bird dogs at their side. The Aberdeen area alone has more than 350,000 acres of public and private hunting lands with several counties that estimate more than 200 pheasants per square mile. Hunters who bag one of 100 specially banded birds can win prizes from $100 to $1 million—like a feathered lottery. If you’re new to the sport, you can find many outfitters to ease you into it and find the best hunting locations. Call (605) 645-3851 or go to huntfishsd.com for more information.


  While you’re downtown, be sure to leave time to browse Aberdeen’s Main Street, peppered with shops, restaurants, and the 1926 French art deco Capitol Theatre, which hosts new movies, Aberdeen Community Theatre productions, and the annual South Dakota Film Festival. The Red Rooster Coffee House at 218 South Main St. also provides night life by hosting local musicians playing everything from old-time jams and bluegrass to cover bands and rock. The coffee house also has an art gallery, hot sauce shop, and fair-trade gift store, and serves croissant sandwiches, soup, bagels, hummus sandwiches, nachos, and baked goods. Visit redroostercoffeehouse.com for information or call (605) 225-6603.


  
    Aberdeen Railway Station Canteen


  Aberdeen cemented its reputation as Pheasant Capital of the World and Home of the Pheasant Sandwich with a simple intention to support soldiers during World War II. The town set up a canteen in 1943 at the 1911 Milwaukee Depot (later renamed Burlington Northern) as thousands of troops flowed through it and arrived hungry. Red Cross and USO volunteers served what was available, and soon soldiers were raving about the pheasant sandwiches. Word spread quickly, demand skyrocketed, and the railroad fueled the fame by advertising these sought-after sandwiches in national magazines.


  Aberdeen-area volunteers put in 24-hour shifts making and serving sandwiches, and locals gave up their own wartime rations for items such as butter to feed the troops. Others in the region and across the state helped with supplemental pheasant hunts, and a local meat locker kept up to 1,000 birds stashed and ready for soldiers. The canteen fed an average of 500 soldiers a day with a record number hitting 1,500 on its busiest day. The canteen operated through March 1946, serving an estimated 586,000 troops and forever linking pheasant to local hospitality.


  You can view a documentary on the canteen at the Depot, which also houses the Aberdeen Area Convention and Visitors Bureau, at 10 Railroad Ave. SW, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Fri.


  Aberdeen’s famous pheasant sandwiches:


  Finely chop 3 cups cooked pheasant, 2 hard-boiled eggs, half a medium onion, and ½ cup celery. Add 2 grated carrots and 2 teaspoons pickle relish, plus salt and pepper to taste. Stir in enough mayonnaise or salad dressing to blend nicely and spread the mix onto bread.


  —Courtesy of the WWII Pheasant Canteen




  As you head east or west of Aberdeen on US 12, take a little time to ponder this route’s rich history as one of the country’s first transcontinental highways, dubbed the Yellowstone Trail. J. W. Parmley, known as the “Father of the Yellowstone Trail,” bought his first automobile in 1905 and spearheaded the idea of connecting rural communities from Minneapolis to Yellowstone National Park with “one main good road.” That idea then expanded to one good road “from Plymouth Rock to Puget Sound.”


  Parmley lived just west of Aberdeen in the cozy burg of Ipswich. You can learn more about him and local history at the J. W. Parmley Museum at 319 4th St. Like other notable South Dakotans, he had a thing for geology and showcased his family’s eccentric array of rocks, shells, and minerals collected during his family’s travels when he built the two fireplaces in their home. An iron fence post, allegedly from a fence around Sitting Bull’s grave when his remains were buried at Fort Yates, forms part of one fireplace. Another quirk of the 1919 home: Mr. Parmley considered himself a practical man (and lost his previous home to a prairie fire), so this one was built mostly from concrete, including floors and bathtubs. For more information call (605) 426-6580 or visit ipswich-sd.com. The home, along with Parmley Western Land Office, is open Memorial Day through Labor Day, Sun from 1 to 5 p.m.


  
  airboatrides

  

  

  You don’t have to be in the Everglades to experience a unique way to zip across marshes and shallow ponds. Ken’s Airboat Service at (605) 530-2430 can take up to six passengers into this area’s remote and beautiful wetlands.




  Ipswich, platted in 1883, boasts some of South Dakota’s finest fieldstone architecture. Check out its First Baptist Church, the community library (a charming Hansel-and-Gretel-like stone structure), and on its lawn the mysterious Prayer Rock, a giant boulder with handprints supposedly carved by a Native American medicine man. At the city park, you’ll also find Memorial Arch that once arced over the Yellowstone Trail. It was reconstructed after a storm and like Parmley’s fireplaces boasts an eclectic collection of stones from all 50 states, calcite crystals from the Badlands, fossils, and even stones brought back from World War II by soldiers stationed on Pacific Islands.


  If traveling the Yellowstone Trail gets you in the mood to road-trip, take advantage of the Dakotas’ excellent birding in the prairie pothole region.


  
    South Dakota Hunting Seasons


  Pheasant (traditional)


  mid-Oct to early Jan


  (preserve)


  Sept to Mar


  Prairie Chicken


  mid-Sept to early Jan


  Dove


  Sept to early Nov


  Waterfowl


  Early Oct to late Dec (varies by type with non-residents having shorter seasons)


  East River deer (firearms)


  mid-Nov to early Dec


  (archery)


  Sept to early Jan


  Turkey


  Fall and Spring




  
    BEST ANNUAL EVENTS IN NORTHEASTERN SOUTH DAKOTA

  


  
    JUNE


  Arts in the Park


  Aberdeen


  Aberdeenareaartscouncil.com/events/arts-in-the-park/


  (605) 226-1557


    

  Laura Ingalls Wilder Pageant


  De Smet


  desmetpageant.org


  (800) 776-3594


    

  JULY


  Storybook Land Festival


  Aberdeen


  aberdeen.sd.us/sblfestival


  (605) 626-7015


    

  SEPTEMBER


  Northeast South Dakota Celtic Faire and Games


  Aberdeen


  nesdcelticfaire.com


  (605) 228-1206


    

  South Dakota Film Festival


  Aberdeen


  southdakotafilmfest.org


  (605) 725-2697


    

  South Dakota State Fair


  Huron


  (800) 529-0900


  Sdstatefair.com


    



  About 40 miles northeast of Aberdeen, Sand Lake National Wildlife Refuge boasts 21,498 acres of wildlife and waterfowl in grasslands, forest, lake, and marsh. The area surrounding the refuge was once vast, rolling grassland interrupted only by the slow-moving curves of the James River. Settlers arrived in 1887 and brought sweeping changes to the landscape. Farming and grazing depleted essential wildlife habitat, causing waterfowl to dwindle to alarmingly low numbers by the 1930s.


  Congress established Sand Lake in 1935 to preserve critical habitat for nesting and migrating waterfowl, and it was also designated a Wetland of International Importance in 1971—one of only 39 such sites in the US. Today millions of ducks, geese, and other wildlife make Sand Lake their home. In fact, 266 species of birds have been recorded at the refuge since 1935, including white pelicans, snow geese, and western grebes, which are known for their almost comical mating dance that has them skittering upright across the water.


  Most people choose to drive through the refuge. A nicely illustrated, self-guided auto-tour guide is available. Along the 15-mile route there are 12 numbered stations, which correspond to symbols and text in the brochure. Station Two, for instance, affords an overlook where two important duck-nesting habitats can be seen. Station Eight is perfect for birders. Great horned owls occasionally roost here, and mallards, pintails, and the smaller blue-winged and green-winged teal also can be seen. If you’re craving more of a bird’s-eye view, climb the 108-foot observation tower built by the Civilian Conservation Corps in 1936. Another good observation point is the Sand Lake Overlook in the Columbia Day Use Area.


  To reach the refuge from Aberdeen, take US 12 east to CR 16 (Bath Corner, 7 miles east of Aberdeen). Drive 20 miles north, through Columbia, to the refuge entrance. You can tour the Wildlife Drive 7 days a week, from daylight to dark, between Apr 1 and mid-Oct. The visitor center and main office are open Mon through Fri, 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. and some additional weekends depending on the availability of volunteers. Visitor center restrooms have access 24 hours a day. For more information, call (605) 885-6320 or visit fws.gov/refuge/sand_lake/.


  
    Let’s Play Ball


  If you continue east on US 12, you’ll find the birthplace of American Legion baseball in Milbank, home to 3,133 people on the South Dakota–Minnesota border (about 47 miles northeast of Watertown). American Legion baseball began at a 1925 convention of that organization in Milbank. A historical marker commemorating the birth of American Legion baseball is located near the community baseball field. Former American Legion players include Yogi Berra, Johnny Bench, Jim Palmer, Frank Robinson, Greg Gagne, and Jack Morris.


  Baseball fans should also consider a trip to tiny Lake Norden (pop. 476) about 27 miles south of Watertown, following Highway 81 and heading east on Highway 28. It’s home to the South Dakota Amateur Baseball Hall of Fame, 513 Main Ave. It chronicles 100 years of amateur baseball with photos and mementos of its best players. It’s open 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. daily Apr through Oct. For more information, visit sdbaseballhalloffame.com or call (605) 785-3553.




  If you drive about 50 minutes west of the Sand Prairie National Wildlife Refuge, you’ll find another excellent spot for birding at Samuel H. Ordway Jr. Memorial Preserve. At 7,800 acres, it’s the Nature Conservancy’s largest tract of preserved prairie in South Dakota. You can find it about 8 miles west of Leola, a small town that sits at the intersection of Highways 10 and 45. Look for a parking area just off Highway 10. Trails include a new self-guided lichen trail with more than 30 species identified, along with the chance to see spring and summer wildflowers, granite boulders and potholes left by glaciers, tipi rings, and a ruined homestead. You may also be able to see some of the conservancy’s herd of 250 bison from the fence in the nature trail area. There are no facilities, so bring sunscreen, plenty of water, and bug repellent. Call (605) 439-3475 for more information or visit nature.org/en-us/get-involved/how-to-help/places-we-protect/samuel-h-ordway-jr-memorial-preserve.


  Only an hour’s drive from Aberdeen (take SD 45 south from Ipswich, then go west on US 212) is the Pickler Mansion in Faulkton, a friendly town of 725 people. John A. Pickler served four terms as South Dakota’s first US representative-at-large, and his wife, Alice W. Alt Pickler, campaigned for the suffrage cause. Fellow suffragette Susan B. Anthony was one of the more famous guests in the home, and some of her original letters found here are on display.


  The home, a 20-room Victorian house on the prairie, is complete with a secret room and a 2,550-book library that features Civil War and congressional sections. Called the Pink Castle (its distinct pink color was chosen by pioneer artist Charles T. Greener in 1894), the mansion is open daily from Memorial Day through Labor Day from 1 to 4 p.m. and at other times by appointment. Call (605) 598-4285 for a guide. Admission is $8 per person.


  Faulkton is called the Carousel City because it is home to the state’s only electrically operated permanent 1925 Parker carousel. The carousel features 19 original aluminum-cast horses. Located on 9th Avenue South, the Happy Times Carousel can be enjoyed for free Wed 7 to 9 p.m., and from 3 to 5 p.m. and 6:30 to 8 p.m. Sat and Sun during the summer season. Call (605) 598-6515 for more information.


  One thing that visitors to Faulkton cannot miss seeing is a mural painted on three sides of the 110-foot-tall grain elevator that dominates the town and the surrounding plains. Said to be South Dakota’s third largest public art project, following Mt. Rushmore and the Crazy Horse Memorial, the photo-realistic black and white image of a young boy and girl handing western hats to each other shows every fold in their clothing to every hair on their heads. The super-large art project got its start when David Hedt, an Australian transplant who manufactures farm equipment in Faulkton, arranged to have a fellow Aussie, muralist Guido van Helten, visit the town in 2016. Van Helten, who painted the mural in about a month after power-washing away the elevator’s original paint, has painted large murals from Portugal and Wales to India and Iceland and places in between. To facilitate visitors, three viewing platforms have been built around the grain elevator complex.


  Sisseton Lakes Area


  

  If you travel 53 miles east of Aberdeen on US 12, you reach Webster, which sits on the cusp of an area dense with glacial lakes. Start with a visit to the Day County Museum, 214 Eighth Ave. West, in the basement of the Day County Courthouse. Artifacts include Native American bow and arrows, spears, arrowheads, beautiful beaded items, stone tools, a drummer’s stick, and three beaded war clubs. Among the farm equipment used by early-day settlers are cow and sheep bells, single and double oxen yokes, an iron hoe, and a hand corn planter. One of the more unusual items is a hair wreath made in 1865 from human hair, which was either crocheted, knitted, or wound around cardboard to make flower petals. The free museum is open 2 to 5 p.m. Mon, Wed, and Fri. For more information, call (605) 345-3765.


  For an utterly eclectic museum experience, Webster also has the Museum of Wildlife, Science & Industry. The assortment of 23 buildings includes a shoe-shaped one housing a shoe collection, farmhouses, a jail, church, post office, and oddities such as the world’s largest hairball. Open daily mid-May through mid-Oct. Call (605) 345-4751 or check sdmuseum.org for more details.


  If you head 10 miles east on US 12 and turn north on 444th Avenue, you can find the Blue Dog State Fish Hatchery at 44437 139A St. in Waubay. Considered the largest hatchery in the state, the 53-acre facility produces 60 million fish a year. Stop at the visitor center and aquarium to learn how they harvest eggs, incubate them, and rear northern pike, walleye, yellow perch, large and smallmouth bass, bluegill, and crappie to stock the state’s lakes. They also raise cold-water species, such as trout and Chinook salmon in the winter. Stop by between 8:30 a.m. and 4 p.m. Mon through Fri. Check gfp.sd.gov/bluedog/ for details.


  If you head back to Webster and follow Highways 25 and 17 to the north for about 23 miles, you’ll reach Fort Sisseton State Park, which is in the countryside southwest of Lake City. Here, you can step back into the western frontier at this 1864 site originally called Fort Wadsworth. To see it truly come to life with the bang of muzzleloaders, a whiff of black powder, and the clip-clop of cavalry horses, catch the annual Fort Sisseton Festival the first weekend in June. There also are a visitor center and museum, plus a self-guided tour of the buildings, open the weekend before Memorial Day through September. The park offers camping, cabins, boating, canoeing, hiking, and fishing. Call (605) 448-5474 for details on hours and other information or visit gfp.sd.gov/parks/detail/fort-sisseton-historic-state-park.


  Two other notable state parks within 30 miles also are worth exploring. Roy Lake State Park at 11547 Northside Dr. in Lake City is only 20 minutes from Fort Sisseton State Park and offers a large, nicely shaded lakeside campground and camping cabins. With canoe and kayak rentals, hiking, a boat launch, beach, disc golf, and fishing, it’s an ideal pick for a weekend of family camping. It is also a good option for skiing. For information, check gfp.sd.gov/parks/detail/roy-lake-state-park/ or call (605) 448-5701.


  Worth noting: Families have been sharing meals along this shore since AD 1300 or earlier, according to burial mounds and artifacts found nearby. Call (800) 710-2267 or visit campSD.com for site reservations at either Fort Sisseton or Roy Lake.


  
  birdingtip

  

  

  If you’re going birding, bring binoculars, a good camera, and a helpful guide such as the Northeastern South Dakota Glacial Lakes Birding Guide. If you cannot find a copy at tourism offices, download one at gfp.sd.gov/userdocs/glacial-lakes-birding.pdf.




  If you follow winding CR 10 east of Highway 10 (a good map will help), you’ll reach Sica Hollow State Park. Sica, a native word pronounced “shecha,” means evil or bad with Dakota lore telling of reddish bogs thought to be the blood of their ancestors and of other mysterious happenings. These days, the Trail of Spirits is a nationally designated trail and considered a scenic hike into the woods, along waterfalls and through patches of wildflowers. You can find campsites here as well, along with snowmobile trails and cross-country skiing in the winter. The 900-acre park has 8 miles of horse trails. Check gfp.sd.gov/parks/detail/sica-hollow-state-park or call (605) 448-5701 for more information.


  One of the most pleasant ways to enjoy the gorgeous scenery of this region and its coteau topography is to take a trail ride with Prairie Sky Ranch, 44370 109th St., about 6 miles southwest of tiny Veblen. It’s a gorgeous view and fantastic experience to spend a night in one of their cabins on the coteau—even with a storm rolling in and offering Mother Nature’s sound-and-light show. Like most private South Dakota ranches or bed-and-breakfasts, hunters are their main customers. Your best bet is to make reservations before those seasons open. Call (605) 738-2411 or go to prairieskyranch.com for more information.


  
    Coteau des Prairies


  The often overlooked but beautiful National Natural Landmark known as Coteau des Prairies (“hills of the prairie”) is a wedge-shaped plateau that rises more than 2,000 feet above the flat prairie of South Dakota, stretches 100 miles in width, and runs 200 miles, crossing into both southwestern Minnesota and Iowa.




  The Coteau des Prairies is the highest point between Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada, and the Gulf of Mexico, and the Appalachians and the Black Hills. Lewis and Clark referred to it as the “mountain of the prairie” on their 1814 expedition maps. Today it’s best known as an area where wind turbines spin across the horizon and take advantage of coteau-influenced winds, especially in the southeast portion in Minnesota.


  
    Traverse Gap


  From the Sisseton exit, 232, on I-29, head about ten miles to the east and south on South Dakota Hwy. 10 which leads toward Browns Valley, Minnesota, less than a half mile east of the border between the two states. In this area, a shallow valley links the south end of Lake Traverse, to the north, with Big Stone Lake, less than five miles to the south. Called the Traverse Gap, this valley is the southernmost point of the drainage basin that empties into Hudson’s Bay more than 800 miles to the north in Canada, while conversely, the waters in the southern end of the valley usually go to the Gulf of Mexico, more than 1,100 miles to the south. However, with everything here at practically the same elevation–897 feet above sea level–the waters of the two lakes move between each other on windy days or during floods.




  From Sica Hollow State Park, head back to Highway 10 and head east toward Sisseton. About 3.5 miles west of town you’ll see the Joseph N. Nicollet Tower and Interpretive Center, which is dedicated to the French mapmaker who could very well be a sort of real-life Lieutenant Dunbar from the Academy Award–winning movie Dances with Wolves. (The Kevin Costner movie, by the way, was filmed in South Dakota.) Nicollet spent 1838 and 1839 creating the first accurate map of the vast area between the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers. He was trained as an astronomer in Paris, and he took highly accurate notes in his journals that recorded more than his precise mathematical calculations. Like those of the fictional Dunbar, Nicollet’s journals also illuminated a love for the prairies and respect and understanding of native people. He wrote in 1839 of the Coteau des Prairies:



   May I not be permitted to introduce a few reflections of the prairies? ... Their sight never wearies ... to ascend one of its undulations, moving from wave to wave over alternate swells and depressions; and finally to reach the vast interminable low prairie, that extends itself in front, be it for hours, days or weeks, one never tires; pleasurable and exhilarating sensations are all the time felt.... I pity the man whose soul could remain unmoved under such a scene of excitement.




  Today, the 75-foot observation tower with three floors affords a breathtaking view of the great valley carved by glaciers some 40,000 years ago. On clear days you should also see North Dakota and Minnesota. The “mother map” of the Midwest is displayed at the foot of the tower. Nicollet was the first person to create maps that showed elevations and topography changes. He also included many of the Native American names for rivers, lakes, and other natural features, many of which are still used today. He presented the map to the US Senate in 1841. Original artwork by nationally recognized wildlife artist John S. Wilson is displayed in the Interpretive Center, as are paintings depicting the Dakota people Nicollet described in his journals. The tower is open May through Oct, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Fri, and 1 to 4 p.m. Sun. Call (605) 698-7621 for more information.


  While you’re in the area, stop by the Stavig House Museum at 112 First Ave. W in Sisseton. The museum follows the lives of Norwegians in the area through many walks of life, from entrepreneur to humble fisherman. During the summer, the three-story 1916 Victorian home is open from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Thurs through Sat, 1 to 4 p.m. Sun. Open by appointment and for special events in the winter. A guided tour costs $5. Call (605) 698-4561 for more information and check sissetonmuseum.com/stavig-house.


  From Sisseton take US 12 east to I-29 and go south until you reach the crossroads of I-29 and US 212. It is here that you will find Watertown. Known as the Lake City, Watertown quite naturally lives up to its name; the town is situated along the Big Sioux River and is bordered by Lake Kampeska and Lake Pelican. Originally called Kampeska, the settlement owed its initial boom to the railroads. These days it’s a mostly agriculture-based community (population 21,995), diversified in small grains, row crops, and livestock.


  
    The Legend of Sam Brown


  The Dakotas are rich with legends great and small. One such hero is Sam Brown, who in 1866 was chief scout for Fort Wadsworth, now known as Fort Sisseton. He was told of an approaching Dakota war party, and Sam sent a warning message to a fort farther north. Sam mounted his horse and set off to scout a camp 60 miles west. When he arrived, he discovered that the war party was simply several Dakota delivering word of a new peace treaty. Sam knew that to prevent bloodshed, he must intercept his warning. Struggling through the freezing rain and snow of a ruthless spring blizzard, he managed to reach the fort by morning. But as he slipped from his horse, exhausted and half frozen, he was unable to stand. Sam Brown’s heroic 150-mile ride cost him the use of his legs. He never walked again.




  No Watertown traveler can miss seeing its best-known attraction—the Redlin Art Center—with its grandiose hilltop location and 24 massive granite columns that make it visible for miles. It may be tempting to skip if you think you’ve seen enough of artist Terry Redlin’s work on Boy Scout tins, calendars, and puzzles, but the several floors inside tell a touching tale of a humble artist from Watertown who poignantly captured scenes of everyday midwestern life that he called “romantic realism.”


  
  b&binthecountry

  

  

  The Dakota Bed and Breakfast, 45587 177th St., offers a pastoral country setting with grazing sheep and big-sky views that would fit right in with a Terry Redlin painting. The house built in 2008 includes four guest rooms and three bathrooms, six miles from Watertown. Call (605) 520-2521 or go to dakota-bed-breakfast.business.site.




  You can view Redlin’s entire collection of more than 150 original paintings—from early sketches and wildlife scenes to the stirringly patriotic America the Beautiful. His “An American Portrait” series depicts a single home through several decades starting when the family’s son was young and climbing trees to when a military officer arrives with news of the young man’s death. There’s a reason they keep a box of tissues near the video about those paintings. The center is also home to a collection of artifacts from Langenfeld’s Ice Cream and Dairy, owned and operated by the family of Terry’s wife, Helene. The center closes on major holidays, but its sprawling grounds make it a popular spot for watching Watertown’s Fourth of July fireworks. The art center is open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Fri, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sat, and noon to 4 p.m. Sun, with longer hours in the summer months. Admission is free. Call (877) 873-3546 or visit redlinart.com for more information.


  Don’t miss a trip into Watertown’s sizable historic downtown. Besides numerous secondhand shops, there are several places worth checking out. The Watertown Confectionery, 116 E. Kemp Ave., features addictive chocolate-covered crushed jalapeño potato chips and other sweet treats, but it has become an even bigger draw for home brewers, winemakers, and even soda pop fans who come for classes, kits, and ingredients to make their own beverages, from a foamy stout and frothy root beer to special-occasion wines. For more information, call (605) 753-5249 or visit watertownconfectionery.com.


  
  pheasantsgowild

  

  

  The Bramble Park Zoo was started in 1912 as a display of pheasants and waterfowl donated by Frank Bramble. Bramble also was instrumental in getting South Dakota to put 250 pairs of Chinese ringneck pheasants into the wild in 1911. They—obviously—thrived and have become a key part of South Dakota’s culture.




  Across the street, Birchtree Gallery and Framing (605-881-0626; watertownartglass.com) offers stained glass, mosaic, and lapidary art classes, along with a nice variety of local artwork. You can also admire paintings and catch local musicians at the elegant Goss Opera House just down the block at 100 E. Kemp Ave. Lovingly restored, this historic building’s main floor offers an elegant, eclectic spot for drinks, coffee, ice cream, and date-night dinners. Be sure to ask if you can take a peek at the 1889 opera house upstairs. It features lakeside murals and a Pied Piper leading a line of children. Call (605) 878-4677 or visit gossoperahouse.com for more information.


  Pop into the Codington County Heritage Museum in a former Carnegie Library at 27 First Ave. SE, if you’re interested in local history. Exhibits are heavy on war memorabilia, plus Native American, pioneer, and railroad artifacts. It’s open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Fri in the summer and 1 to 5 p.m. in the off-season, along with 1 to 5 p.m. Sat. Admission is free; donations are accepted. Call (605) 886-7335 or visit cchsmuseum.org for more information.


  If you meander into the residential area on the north side of town, you’ll find more history at the Mellette House, 421 5th Ave. NW. Arthur C. Mellette, was appointed governor of the Dakota Territory by President Benjamin Harrison and later was elected governor of the new state of South Dakota. Free guided tours offer insight into South Dakota life in the 1880s as seen through one of its leading families. Artifacts in the Victorian-era rooms include Maggie Mellette china painting, crazy quilts made by the maid, and Native American beadwork and sashes. The home is open May 1 through Oct 1, Tues through Sun from 1 to 5 p.m. Call (605) 886-4730 or visit mellettehouse.org.


  
    Buffalo Ridge


  Buffalo Ridge Resort, 45 miles southeast of Watertown and near the Minnesota border, ranks among South Dakota’s more intriguing places to stay. The centerpiece is the 19-room Herrick Hotel, a classy and art-filled transformation of the former South Dakota’s first School for the Blind and Visually Impaired that opened in 1900. The resort opened in 2009 on the edge of Gary, population 225. The shaded, peaceful setting makes it a destination wedding spot and business retreat—especially for people in the wind industry that thrives in this region. The property includes more than 30 campsites and a tipi, walking trails, trout fishing at Lake Elsie, and the Rock Room Bar and Grill. Call (605) 272-7777 or go to buffaloridge.com for more information.




  If you’re traveling with children, don’t miss Bramble Park Zoo, 800 10th St. NW, which brings you face-to-face with playful lemurs, a white Bengal tiger, and black bears among more than 500 mammals, reptiles, and birds from around the world as well as those native to the Great Plains. The zoo’s small size keeps it relaxed and easy to get close to animals, especially free-roaming birds such as a scarlet ibis and peafowl that trail you like hungry shadows. Indoors, the Terry Redlin Environmental Center includes dioramas with mounted animals and a variety of aquariums. On weekends in the summer, zookeepers offer special talks. The zoo is open year-round, weather permitting, from 10 a.m. to 7 p.m. in the summer, and from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. in the winter. Admission ranges from free for ages 2 and under to $10 for adults. Call (605) 882-6269 or visit brambleparkzoo.com for general information and special events.


  If you take I-29 south from Watertown for 44 miles, you’ll reach the state’s largest university, South Dakota State University, in Brookings, home to 23,938 people. The university enriches the community in many ways, from ice cream to an art museum, from gardens to college games that thrum with Jackrabbit pride.


  It also boasts one of the state’s best family attractions: The Children’s Museum of South Dakota at 521 4th St. Even if you don’t have kids or grandkids along or a few hours to explore its locally inspired exhibits, it’s worth stopping by to see this inspirational and clever reuse of a historic school built in the 1920s. You can grab a hot or frozen coffee or a full meal (including a playful grilled cheese that looks like an owl) at the museum’s Coteau Cafe in an open and airy atrium added onto the school in 2010. The many windows offer an entertaining view of the prairie-themed outdoor play area. Summer’s definitely the best time to visit because you can watch kids fishing in a pond, splashing in a river, going through the prairie grass maze, and digging up dinosaur fossils. The big hit for most: a baby T-rex and his mama, who both pack a roar and move realistically enough to send some kids scurrying. The museum’s open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tues through Sat and noon to 5 p.m. Sun. Admission is $8 a person, but you can dine here without going into the museum. Call (605) 692-6700 or visit prairieplay.org for more information.


  Across the street at 424 5th St. is another example of the town’s creative architectural transformations. What was once a 1958 bank with drive-through lanes is now home to a boutique and the Old Market Eatery and Bar. The drive-through area was enclosed in glass to become a heated porch that’s perfect for dining on balmy summer days when the breeze wafts through and the sun shines in. Try one of their citrusy salads, hand-cut market fries, fragrant hummus made with basil, and desserts such as tangy rhubarb upside-down cake. Open Mon through Sat 11 a.m. until bar closes; Sun closed. Call (605) 692-5757 or visit oldmarketeatery.com for more information.


  While downtown, take a stroll to admire the colorful summer landscaping. The community’s support of gardening shouldn’t be a surprise when it’s home to McCrory Gardens and State Arboretum, at 631 22nd Ave. With 20 acres of formal display gardens and 45 acres of arboretum, it’s called the prettiest quarter section in the state, and a visitor center built in 2012 makes an impressive entrance. No wonder that McCrory Gardens is among the top 10 small botanical gardens in the nation. Visitors can wander 14 formal theme gardens and a rose garden with more than 30 varieties, an herb garden, a sensory garden, a children’s maze, a historic gas station renovated as a garden cottage, and a memorial to Governor George S. Mickelson. You can check out what’s up and coming in the trial garden for All-America seed selections and explore a “green” building constructed with straw bales for insulation and crowned with sedum on the living roof. Admission is $6 ages 8 to 64; $4 ages 6 and 7, military personnel, and SDSU employees; free for children under 5 and SDSU students. Call (605) 688-6707 or visit mccrorygardens.com for more information.


  
    Old-fashioned Hamburgers and Malts


  For a blast from the past, don’t miss Nick’s Hamburger Shop at 427 Main, a local institution since 1929. Their burgers were priced at a nickel and haven’t gone above $2.19. That means even money-strapped college students should be able to hop onto one of the red vinyl bar stools and splurge on fries, homemade pie, or a thick shake to go with it. They’re open 11 a.m. to 7 p.m. Mon through Fri, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sat. Call (605) 692-4324 or go to nickshamburgers.com to learn more.




  You’ll find several good stops at South Dakota State University’s campus along Medary Avenue. The South Dakota Art Museum, at the intersection of Harvey Dunn and Medary Streets, features permanent galleries, changing exhibitions featuring national and international artists, lectures, workshops, guided
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