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North Mississippi
Walk & Talk Self-Guided Tours

Immerse yourself in the outdoors and enjoy the 
sights along the banks of the Mississippi River, hidden 
beyond the I-94 freeway wall in North Minneapolis. 

Activity Level: 1.5 mile round-trip walk on paved park trails.

 Carl W. Kroening Nature Center and Nature Playscape – 
The Carl W. Kroening Nature Center is a gateway for visitors 
of all ages to deepen their understanding of and connection 
with the outdoors. Kroening Nature Center serves the 
community with programming for preschoolers through 
adults and is a destination for schools in Minneapolis and 
beyond to come for field trips and have hands-on experiences 
outdoors. The LEED-certified nature center opened in 2002 
and includes the use of recycled and sustainably sourced 
wood, solar panels, low-flow plumbing, and a passive 
solar design. A new permanent exhibit titled “Nature in the 
City” was unveiled in 2021, as well as an outdoor Nature 
Playscape designed to encourage open-ended discovery 
and creative play in a more natural environment. 

A. Prairie Restoration and Mississippi Courts – The “North 
Prairie” is a special spot in the park to visit, where visitors 
strolling the paths have the chance to see a diversity 
of native prairie plants as well as wildlife. A housing 
development addressing post-WWII housing shortage 
once stood here. However, it was demolished in 1986 
due to disrepair and the construction of I-94. In 2005, 
the site was restored with prairie species and carefully 
landscaped to provide wildlife habitat. Special rock-lined 
pits were constructed to provide habitat for garter snakes 
and curving depressions were made to form temporary 
wetlands that could host frogs, dragonflies, and wetland 
birds. Land managers with the Minneapolis Parks use 
controlled fires every few years to keep the prairie healthy.

B. Eagle Nest – Across the river from this point is an active 
bald eagle nest. (For best viewing, stand along the river wall 
in front of the Eagle picnic pavilion; from this vantage, the 
nest is just to the left of the water tower.) Bald eagles build 
the largest nest of any bird in Minnesota, averaging 5-6 feet 
across and several feet tall, and can weigh over at ton. Pairs 
return to the same nest year after year and typically begin 
nesting in March. Eagles often perch on large cottonwood 
trees along the river, so look for them there. A particularly 
large cottonwood stands along the path between the prairie 
and the river. Despite its size, the cottonwood is likely just 
halfway through its expected lifespan.

C. Beach and Paddle Share – The beach is an important 
access point for people to connect to the river. In 2016, 
Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board partnered with 
Three Rivers Park District and the National Park Service 
to offer Paddle Share, a kayak rental program. Using a 
self-serve model, the public can rent and return kayaks at 
each of several rental hubs located on the stretch of river 
between Brooklyn Park and downtown Minneapolis.

D. Heron Island – Heron Island, also known as Olson’s Island, 
used to be home to a nesting colony of over 100 great 
blue herons. However, on May 22, 2011, an EF1 tornado 
tore through North Minneapolis, killing two people and 
displacing hundreds more. Its path can still be seen in 
the absence of canopy trees along the tornado’s route. 
The storm also displaced the herons of North Mississippi 
Regional Park; all three dozen nests were destroyed and 
almost every tree on the island was toppled. The surviving 
adults quickly rebuilt further downstream on an island near 
Marshall Terrace Park. That rookery is still active today. 

E. Follow the trail North to make your way back up to the 
Kroening Nature Center.

Your support helps us produce free programs 
like this one. Learn more, suggest a topic, or 
donate at MplsParksFoundation.org.
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About Your Guide: Rachel 
Putnam has a Ph.D. in 
Ecology and is a life-long 
naturalist who studied 
science and environmental 
education in both classroom 
and outdoor education 
settings. Rachel is currently 
a naturalist at North 
Mississippi Regional Park’s 
Kroening Nature Center.
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