July 16, 2010 – Minnehaha Falls Trail Run
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Overlooking the Mississippi River, Minnehaha Park is one of Minneapolis’ oldest and most popular parks, attracting over 850,000 thousand visitors annually.   Today it was the setting for a short run as I visited the Minneapolis area and was happy to find a scenic place to run.   I headed down the trail and some stairs to the floor of the gorge below the waterfall.   The 193-acre park features a 53-foot waterfall, limestone bluffs and river overlooks. The cool morning air felt good as I ran amidst oak, elm, silver maple, basswood, hackberry and cottonwood trees.   The park was officially named Minnehaha State Park when it was purchased by Minneapolis for the state of Minnesota in 1889.   The name Minnehaha comes from words in the Dakota language that mean waterfall.   The ‘Song of Hiawatha’ by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow includes many references to Minnehaha in the poem.
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The trail varied from smooth and easy to rough with many roots and ruts where much attention was required to avoid tripping and taking a nasty fall.   I didn’t mind as this added to the trail running experience and was similar to what I am familiar with in many parks and wilderness areas.   It was neat to be running in one of the oldest state parks in the nation.   New York and Minnesota were the first states to begin accepting donated lands and purchasing parcels of land for public use and enjoyment.   I’m sure glad they did as I trotted along.   Every bend in the trail held something new – even a pile of logs and branches in the stream that looked like a home for beavers!
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Parts of the trail that bordered the creek must have been too wet and muddy for park guests in the past as a boardwalk had been built.   It was somewhat uneven and showed the stress of years of flooding along with the freezing and thawing cycles of the frigid Midwest winters.   Rain from the previous day pooled in low spots of the boardwalk as I ran along easily, listening to the sound of my footsteps on the wooden surface.   I took extra care as sometimes wood can be slippery from a buildup of mold or other surface dirt and substances.   I was in no hurry as this had turned into a sightseeing and picture-taking run.
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When the creek widened into a small lake it signaled time for me to cross a small bridge and to begin the trip back toward where I started and the Minnehaha Falls.   There was another stone bridge that reminded me of bridges in the North Carolina mountains where I spent six years pursuing Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees at Appalachian State University.   Bridges built of stone blend so nicely into the landscape compared to concrete and steel and are at home in nature settings.
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Another welcome sight that greeted me on this run was a multitude of bright flowers along the stream banks.   There were varied types of flowers with different colors, but the yellows stood out in the shaded valley.  I think the bright hue can’t help but make one smile as the flowers greet you to start the day.   It was nice to run along alone with these thoughts as the only sounds I heard were some chirping birds singing their morning songs while water rushed over rocks in the creek.   I thought of the tens of thousands of people in their motorized metal boxes hurrying to work who were missing this.
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There were some big boulders in the water and I imagined them breaking off from the land above years ago and rolling down the steep hillside into the water where ten of thousands of gallons rush over them daily.   I enjoyed my run along the river, but now it was time to ascend several dozen steps as I approached Minnehaha Falls.   My leg muscles worked as I took two steps at a time until, breathing heavily, there were the falls.   Just as they have for an untold number of years, Minnehaha Falls dropped fifty plus feet to a pool of water below with a pleasant sound.   I sweated, stretched a bit and took in the beautiful panorama.   What a perfect way to start the day – a trail run in a setting provided by the citizens of Minnesota – free of charge to anyone who takes time from their fast-paced life to enjoy the laughing waters of Minnehaha Falls.
