
Stories along the 

Great River Road
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In May 2002, the America’s Byways Resource Center, in cooperation with the Mississippi River Parkway Commission, sponsored a two-day workshop in St. Louis to discuss interpretation along the 10-state Great River Road corridor.  Many individual states, communities, nationally designated byways, federal agencies, and private organizations already work to interpret the Mississippi River and the Great River Road.  This was an effort to unify and coordinate these efforts.  

Attendees included representatives from each of the 10 MRPC states, byway leaders from nationally designated scenic byway segments of the route, and resource people and interpretive specialists from private and public organizations.

The workshop resulted in the identification of an overall theme and 11 related major themes for telling the stories of the Great River Road.  These themes were approved by the MRPC at its national meeting in August 2002.  
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 Overall Theme: 

The Mississippi River is the flow of life 

shaping land and peoples.

To assist in utilizing the overall theme and the 11 major themes, examples of stories in each category also were developed.  These examples are not exhaustive or definitive, but may be helpful in triggering other ideas.  They are meant ONLY as ideas and examples.  Each state, as well as each attraction along the Great River Road, will think of other stories that can be told within these broad themes.   

While the overall theme and the 11 major themes convey important messages, they are not necessarily in a style and format that will appeal to specific audiences or lend themselves to slogans and marketing statements.  Those involved with interpretation are encouraged to consider the background and interests of their audiences, and to present their interpretation in lively, dynamic formats that touch the public.

Theme 1:  The Mississippi River is a ribbon of life for people, plants and animals.
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The Mississippi River system hosts vastly diverse habitats, including sloughs, side channels, and oxbow lakes, which support a wide variety of plant and animal species comprising a significant component of the continent's bio-diversity.  Congress recognizes the Upper Mississippi as a nationally significant ecosystem.
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Prior to settlement by Europeans and hydrologic modification, the Mississippi River flooded approximately 21 million acres, depositing rich alluvial sediments that supported millions of acres of forest wetland.  Today fewer than 5 million acres of these forests remain as important sources for timber and wildlife habitat.  The rich alluvial soils support agricultural production.
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The Mississippi River is home to many rare, threatened, and endangered species, including both state-listed and federally listed species.  Federally listed species are bald eagle, peregrine falcon,  Louisiana black bear, pallid sturgeon, Mississauga rattler, and two freshwater mollusks: Higgins eye and fat pocketbook.

[image: image8.png]




d. The Mississippi River has international importance as a migratory corridor for mid-continent water-fowl populations.  The river corridor is also important for maintenance, conservation, and preservation of diverse mid-continent fish and wildlife populations.

e. Development and change in the Mississippi River, during and immediately after the last glacial advance and retreat, have influenced the location and character of the present river, including the deposit of "Ice Age" loess soil.

f. The Mississippi River is a dynamic system involving sedimentation, erosion, channel changes, floods, and droughts.

g. The Mississippi River's watershed - about 1,250,000 square miles - extends from the Allegheny Mountains and drains parts of two Canadian provinces and 31 states.

h. The natural history of the Mississippi River, including it geography, geology, flora, fauna, and ecology, is a vital component in the river's importance and relationship to the entire United States.

i. The origin, character, and development of the river's landforms affect human use of the river corridor.

Theme 2:  As the river has influenced people, people have influenced the river.
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Local, state, and federal agencies regulate, protect, preserve, and enhance natural resources.  State-of-the-art resource management and environmental engineering approaches in both the upper and lower Mississippi River restore wetlands.  A large portion of the upper river corridor is a federally designated refuge.
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Individuals and private and interagency groups (such as the Upper Mississippi River Conservation Committee, the Izaak Walton League, GREAT, and Environmental Management Programs) have played pioneering roles, especially on the upper river, in protecting the welfare and integrity of the river environment for future generations to enjoy.
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c. Many areas along the river are relatively pristine and isolated despite the environmental transformation caused by historic and contemporary human activity.

d. Sedimentation alters fish and wildlife habitats, impedes commercial and recreational navigation, increases frequency of dredging, and can contribute to degraded water quality conditions.  Historical erosion and displacement of rich topsoil of the Midwest have had negative effects on Midwest agriculture and way of life, but have helped create and maintain the delta in Louisiana.

e. Exotic plant and animal species pose severe threats to the river's natural inhabitants and municipal, industrial, and recreational activities on the river.

f. Pollutants from a number of sources, including spills, continue to degrade Mississippi River water quality.  This results in fish consumption advisories, non-attainment of water quality standards, algae blooms, nutrient enrichment, high turbidity, and decreasing populations of intolerant aquatic species.

j. The cumulative effects of recent human intervention in the Mississippi River natural system are many: channel modifications have altered erosion cycles, channel bed stability, and sediment loads. 
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The Mississippi River is a major recreational resource.  The river's easy access and diverse resources attract millions of people annually, but the increasing number of people using the river creates problems and concerns among different user groups.

Theme 3:  The Mississippi River has nurtured prehistoric and historic cultures.
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A great diversity of cultures existed in pre-European times beginning around 12,000 years before the present (B.P.), with the Paleo-Indian hunters of the mammoth and mastodon.  Archaic hunters and foragers of 9000 B.P. followed.  Then the Woodland Mound builders of the Hopewell culture came.  Later, the Misssissippian and Oneonta cultures with prosperous farms flourished in the half-century before the time of Columbus.
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From the earliest settlement, patterns of economic exchanges and alliances facilitated by the Mississippi River system influenced cultural developments in the Midwest and Old Southwest that distinguished these regions from their counterparts on the East Coast.
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c. The most sophisticated prehistoric Indian civilization north of Mexico, centered at Cahokia Mounds, established a regional center for Mississippian culture at the primary confluences of the Mississippi, Missouri, Illinois, and Ohio Rivers.
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d. Human inhabitants of the Mississippi River Valley have adapted to its rich biotic resources; these adaptations, which involve hunting, fishing, and resource-gathering techniques, a great variety of watercraft and water-related material culture, and centuries of folk wisdom, constitute an essential unit of Mississippi River ecological analysis.

Theme 4:  The Mississippi River inspires a variety of folk life, literary, fine art, and musical forms.
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The indigenous music of the Mississippi River includes folk, gospel, blues, jazz, rock, country, and folk songs of traditional river people.  An interweaving of Creole, Cajun, Anglo-Celtic, and African-American musical traditions inspired these unique sounds.
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The Mississippi River Parkway Commission has formed a national network of regional museums
and interpretive centers along the Great River Road to help visitors learn about and better
experience the river valley and its vital role in history. The complete list of national and regional
Great River Road Interpretive Centers is published below with convenient map locators ( /\ ).
Each center has received this special designation because of its important contribution to

the interpretation of significant historical and cultural aspects of the Mississippi River. We hope
you will visit many of them as you travel the Great River Road.




The Mississippi River Valley nourished a rich oral tradition that contributed to a distinctive regional literature and nurtured and disseminated regional linguistic diversity.

c. The fluidity of populations in "golden era" river towns (before lock and dam) gave the settlements a diverse and boisterous character.  Long-lasting stereotypes of "river rat" behavior and character emerged, furnishing never-ending fuel for literary imaginations and contributing to the American frontier's mythology.
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d. The Mississippi River has served as a channel for the movement of ideas, and the dissemination and diffusion of material, folk, and popular culture can be traced both east and west from the Mississippi River, as well as along its north-south course.

e. A wealth of intricate traditional knowledge regarding the Mississippi River survives among the few people whose livelihoods still depend on the river.  While river people have adapted this knowledge to modern times, it still shares much with what the pilots of Mark Twain's time knew, connecting river users through the ages.

f. The Mississippi River Valley has a multicultural history, with many ethnic peoples playing significant roles and contributing to the arts, letters, music, historic events, and traditional culture.
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Theme 5:  The Mississippi River has profoundly shaped American history.
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The historical Mississippi River fur trade merged Indian and European cultures.  Native people, trappers, and the parent trading companies interacted to have an impact on European settlement, regional economic growth, European American and American Indian culture, and American Indian/European  American relationships.  As the fur trade moved up the Missouri River, the trans-Mississippi west opened to American settlement.

b. The central story of post-Columbian American Indian history in the Mississippi River valley is the process by which European and American settlers displaced native tribes and disrupted their cultural base.

c. The history of the Mississippi River is significant not only to Americans but to Europeans, as the river was an important border zone between rival colonial powers and played a major role in opening the continent to French, Spanish, British, and American exploration trade, and settlement.

d. The Mississippi River system (including the Ohio and Missouri Rivers) provided access to the interior and southern outlet for surplus goods, linked the eastern states with the west instead of with Europe, allowed for political unity via the Louisiana Purchase, supported the spread of the southern cotton economy and slavery-based labor system, and sustained a distinct American culture.
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e. Slavery became a significant political, economic, and social issue in American history because of its expansion into the Mississippi River Valley.  The river was central to the operations of the plantation and the creation of a planting "aristocracy" in the antebellum South, which dominated political, economic, and social affairs in the lower Mississippi River Valley.  The river also served to transport enslaved people downriver and offered a route north to freedom for escaping fugitives.

f. By providing growth and opportunity, the Mississippi River Valley supported an American democracy composed of individuals with strong beliefs in social ideals, responsibility, and populist reform.

Theme 6:  The strategic importance of the Mississippi River has resulted in conflict between nations and peoples.
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The Mississippi River has played a central role in American Indian, American, and international military history.  The river was a prize of war and a boundary in treaties.  It also served as home to Civil War presidents and generals, and became key to the Civil War's outcome.  Later, it supported mobilization in World War II.

Theme 7:  Mississippi River architecture reflects distinctive styles affected by cultural and natural resources.
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Architectural styles in Mississippi River towns were affected by climate, topography, natural resources, ethnic culture, and construction dates.
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[t’s a river of stories.

From the headwaters in Minnesota to the delta in New Orleans,
the Mississippi River stretches over 2,300 miles. This incredible
expanse of flowing water sustains our peoples, our wildlife and our
way of living. The mighty Mississippi has connected people from
north to south, and has also been a barrier to movement from east
to west. More than a ribbon of water woven through the fabric of
our nation, the Mississippi River offers a gathering place for stories

that reflect our country’s heritage.

Stories that reach back thousands of years about Native Americans,
explorers, settlers, merchants, river boatmen, lumbermen, and
travelers who followed this route.

Stories about the rich history, culture, natural resources, and scenic
beauty found along the enduring “father of waters.”

The Mississippi River’s collective stories describe the flow of life
that shaped, and continues to shape, this land and its people.

Stories ready for telling...
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Consistent architectural styles in Mississippi River towns reflect rapid communication and flow of ideas along the river, the rapidity with which the river was settled, the cultural backgrounds of the first immigrants to make permanent settlements, and a deep cultural and communicative gap between river people and inland farming people.
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c. Vernacular architecture along the Mississippi River reveals many ethnic influences.

d. Surviving river town architecture represents the boom years of wealth along the river, wealth generated through transportation and other river-based commercial activities.

e. The ethnic diversity of the small river towns provides international visitors with shared architecture, language, cultural events, and history.

Theme 8:  The Mississippi River is one of the world's great rivers noted for its beauty, grandeur and diversity.

a. The richness and beauty of much of the Mississippi River corridor remain one of the nation's "best-kept secrets."  Scenic resources along the Mississippi River are many and varied, offering majestic bluff vistas as well as tranquil, low-lying views.

Theme 9:  The history of Mississippi River transportation is a dramatic story reflecting the river’s economic and commercial importance.

a. The Mississippi River is a vital interstate trade route linking North and South, and through its tributaries the Missouri, Illinois, Ohio, and Arkansas rivers, linking East and West.

b. Mississippi navigation has evolved from the transportation of goods in dugouts, pirogues, rafts, bateaux, flatboats, and keelboats to the heyday of the steamboat era to establishment of the present inland waterway system with its towboat and barges.

c. Eastern attempts to reach the Mississippi, the interior river of commerce, resulted in internal improvement such as canals, turnpikes, bridges, and railroads.

d. Evidence of historic river transportation is preserved in the numerous documented and undocumented shipwrecks that are recorded for the Mississippi River channels and its backwaters.

e. The Mississippi River plays an important role in bulk commodity transportation and world trade and provides the nation's most inexpensive means of transportation.

f. The Mississippi River System is a federally designated navigation channel, providing economic benefits to river communities and the region.

Theme 10:  Mississippi River towns and cities reflect mid-19th century life.

a. For most towns, the river was the location and site factor in economic development before the 1870s.  Only limited, capital-intensive conventional economic development has ensued, but the river now offers important opportunities for tourism development.

b. The physical layout of river towns provides access to the river and to adjacent lands, securing an economic and cultural advantage over inland towns.

c. Navigation and flood control improvements on the Mississippi have changed the river's landscape to such an extent that both the upper and lower Mississippi River today differs markedly from the natural river viewed by Indians, explorers, and early settlers.

Theme 11:  The Mississippi River is a working river sustaining many industries.

a. Many industries depend on the river for water power and transportation and use the river for its natural resources.

b. Historic river-based industries, including commercial fishing, pearl button, ice lead, and timber, have given way to the present-day oil, cement, limestone, grain, and coal industries.  Other industries, including milling and hydroelectric generation, have spanned the decades.
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Great River Road

Great River Road Visitor Profile

The National Interpretive Plan for the Great River Road includes strategies based on the recognition that most visitors to the Great River Road are traveling the route by automobile.  Additionally, most visitors are driving only a section of the route, rather than the entire length of the route.  These assumptions are reaffirmed by recent studies, including a Mississippi River Parkway Commission Travel Survey Questionnaire, conducted by the Environment and Recreation Committee, and a conversion study conducted through the University of Minnesota.  These studies provide the following Great River Road visitor profile:

· Travels by automobile/RV/camper/truck

· Averages two people per party

· Travels for two days

· Top Attractions/Activities

· State/Local/National Parks

· Scenic Views, including the Mississippi River

· Historic Sites, Museums and Historic Districts

· Antiquing

· Local crafts

· Casinos

· Fishing

In addition to this overview of general travelers along the route, Visitor Profiles for different types of travelers are provided in the Tool Kit section to assist states and local attractions in tailoring their messages to their specific audiences.  

The Tool Kit also includes a listing of popular interpretive methods, along with some advantages and disadvantages of each and some considerations for deciding which methods to use.  Interpretive methods chosen for individual sites will depend on a number of factors, including the type and location of the attraction, the types and needs of visitors, the information to be conveyed, and the financial resources available for interpretation.

National Interpretive Strategies

This section sets forth specific interpretive methods utilized by the National MRPC in telling the stories of the Great River Road and the Mississippi River Valley.  It includes methods currently in place, as well as proposed methods. 

This national plan does not take precedence over, nor should it limit, interpretive plans that already are in existence locally, regionally or statewide.  In fact, to be effective, the national plan must be complemented by the interpretive efforts of states, regions, communities, organizations and individuals acting within their areas of impact.  Interpretive activities described in this section are only those that can and should be accomplished nationally.  It is presented with the recognition that much, if not most, of the interpretation of the river and the road needs to happen at the state and local level.

Network of Interpretive Centers

More than 50 museums, parks and other attractions throughout the 10 states on the Great River Road have been selected as participants in a national network of interpretive centers.  Sites are chosen based on their significance in interpreting important aspects of the river and the Great River Road.  The Mississippi River Museum and Aquarium at Dubuque, Iowa, serves as a lead center for the upper river, while Mud Island at Memphis, Tennessee, serves as a key center for the lower river. 

In addition to telling the stories of the river and the Great River Road, the interpretive centers provide information about other attractions along the route and direct visitors to related stories of interest.   

This network resulted from a National Park Service recommendation more than 10 years ago.  The Culture and Heritage Committee of the Mississippi River Parkway Commission met twice annually for five years to develop criteria for selection and inclusion.  State historical societies, preservation officers and tourism officials were contacted to nominate sites.  These sites, along with brief information, are included in a brochure available to visitors and on the Great River Road website.  


Goals for the Network of Interpretive Centers include:

· Full-time staff to coordinate the network and work with state MRPC chairs to maintain communication among Interpretive Centers, the MRPC Culture and Heritage Committee, state Scenic Byway coordinators, state and local tourism officials, state and local historic preservation offices, museums, and others.   

· Ongoing communication with the Interpretive Centers to include a website, e-mail, a monthly newsletter, and regular individual and telephone contact.  

· Expansion of the network to include emerging centers, research repositories, and other sites of interest not currently included in the network, thus linking planners, interpreters, historians, naturalists and others who are collectively telling the stories of the Mississippi River.

· Placement of signage at all centers in the network to provide an interpretive element, identify the center as a member of the Great River Road network, and assist visitors in finding their way along the route.  

Interpretive Brochures


The Mississippi River Parkway Commission currently utilizes a brochure that provides a map of the Great River Road and a listing of the names and locations of the Interpretive Centers.  To complement general information, an interpretive brochure, or a series of brochures, will be developed to focus on specific major themes along the route.  Interpretive materials should be designed with the input of participating interpretive centers.

Virtual Tours

Recognizing that most travelers will not drive the entire route in one trip, stories related to the major themes will be developed for inclusion on the Great River Road website (www.mississippiriverinfo.com), thus offering travelers a virtual experience at sites not visited in person.  States, communities and individual sites and attractions will be linked to the interpretive site.  Topics to be included in the Virtual Tour include historical sites, architectural gems, wildlife refuges, recreational sites, Native-American sites, ethnic and cultural sites, agricultural features, scenic locations, geological features, historical cruises, unusual features, and the changing nature of the river.

National Magazine 
A national magazine is recommended to generate awareness of the Mississippi River Parkway Commission, the Great River Road, and the Mississippi River. The quarterly magazine, with approximately 60 pages, should highlight major events, the MRPC interpretive plan and interpretive themes.
National Traveling Exhibit

Traveling exhibits on the Great River Road should be created in conjunction with existing museums to tell the stories of the Mississippi.  These exhibits could be available at interpretive centers and museums along the river.  They could even travel as crated panels, as a discover truck or van, or even as a floating exhibit.

Tours and Cruises

Special tours and cruises should be considered to focus attention on the stories of the Mississippi River.  These might include cruises on the Delta Queen, American Queen, or Mississippi Queen; RiverBarge Excursions with educational programs; motor coach tours to selected museums and sites; canoe regattas with speakers; antique car trips to historical locations; or other special tours designed to interpret the river.
Audio Tapes

Audio tapes or CDs should be developed to tell the history and culture of segments of the Great River Road.  These could be marketed through information centers, interpretive centers, and museums.  They could be sold or rented, with the loaning institution refunding a portion or all of the sale price when returned.
National Conference 

A national conference should be held along the Great River Road to present important issues relating to the history, culture or interpretation of the River.  Such a conference could be in coordination with the MRPC annual meeting, but marketed to the general public or to historians and museum personnel in the region.  This could also assist other organizations in conducting such conferences in their region.

National Media Production

Television or radio features should be created on the history or culture of the Mississippi River and Great River Road.  These can be supported by grants and sponsoring foundations for presentation on Public Television, The History Channel or other channels.
Maps and Signage

Maps should include interpretive information that makes them more interesting to read.  Wayside signage, typically the responsibility of each state, should be considered at the entry to each state or for special sites along the route.
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Branding the

Great River Road Route
This section includes design standards and guidelines adopted by the MRPC that enhance interpretation of the river and resources along the Great River Road.  The standards and guidelines aim to enhance the traveler’s experience by creating a sense of place that draws upon the intrinsic qualities of the river corridor.  Through consistent use of the Great River Road logo and other design guidelines, visitors will have a more seamless experience and can be assured that they remain on the route as they travel from state to state.

In general, signs and markers along Great River Road streets and highways shall conform to standards in the Manual on Uniform Traffic Safety Control Devices for Streets and Highways (MUTCD).  Signs, markers and exhibits for use at scenic parks, turnouts and other locations off the through roadways should be designed as required and provided where needed to best describe and interpret the Great River Road. Character and placement of these devices should be accomplished in accordance with sound and accepted principles of design, safety, protection, interpre​tation, and maintenance.

The Pilot’s Wheel Logo

The Great River Road logo, approved by the Mississippi River Parkway Commission in 1958, consists of a pilot’s wheel with the words “Great River Road” at the top and either the name of the state at the bottom or “Canada to Gulf” in the same style and size letters.  Lettering is in Modified Barnum Alphabet.  Approved colors are forest green (interstate green) and white on a white background.

The size of the logo may vary according to its use.  When used as a guide sign or route marker on an interstate, federal, state, or county road, its size and location shall be consistent with route markers in use in the state in which it is located and as recommended in the MUTCD. 

When incor​porated in the design of signs, markers, and exhibits other than guide signs, its size and position should be governed by sound and acceptable principles of design and composition. 

Great River Road segments that have achieved National Scenic Byway status are encouraged to display this recognition in conjunction with the pilot’s wheel. This display should be consistent from state to state and in accordance with national scenic byway guidelines and the MUTCD.  

Way-finding Signage 
Many Great River Road travelers have not previously driven the route and require a driving experience that is safe, predictable and clearly marked.  Travelers will not find interpretation of interest if they are lost, unsure they are still on the Great River Road, or cannot find sites where stories are told.  Therefore, directional and informational signage can set the stage for good story telling by directing the traveler to the story.  In addition, as the miles go by, a recognizable family of way-finding signage is part of the pallet that creates a sense of place along the byway.  Development of customized mile markers that reflect the Great River Road can reduce the need for additional signs while forcing this sense of place.
To guide travelers on the Great River Road, the approved logo and color scheme should be used along the route and junction assemblies and on all roads and bridges connecting to sections of the Great River Road.  Other directional and informational signs along the route shall follow the MUTCD, which standardizes the color, shape, and wording of guide signs for quick and positive recognition.  

Way-finding signs, markers and exhibits in off-roadway locations should be designed to include, when possible, the logo and color scheme.  As often as possible the text should use the upper and lower case letters and numerals of a Modified Barnum Alphabet.  

There is the potential for numerous guide signs along the route.  Some segments of the Great River Road have received National Scenic Byway designation, while other segments have been designated as the Mississippi River Trail, a bicycle route along the Mississippi River.  The Mississippi River Trail also has been designated as a National Millennium Trail.  In addition, the National Audubon Society has utilized the Great River Road as the means to follow a Great River Birding Route.  Placement of these signs is largely determined by the MUTCD.

Efforts should be made to avoid a proliferation of route designation signs that inherently serve the same purpose, yet result in traveler confusion, resource degradation, and increased installation and maintenance costs.  Cooperation and coordination between groups working to promote, preserve and enhance the Mississippi River is critical to provide a safe and enriching experience. 

Interpretive Signage

An interpretive sign, marker or exhibit is a device erected in scenic parks, turnouts or other off-road areas along the Great River Road to assist in telling the significant stories along the route.  

These devices vary from simple signs with brief texts marking a particular site or feature to more complex devices conveying a fundamental concept or philosophy of the natural or human history of the Great River Road. Signs should be in keeping with the site and should include the Great River Road logo where possible. All interpretive signs, markers, and exhibits should be located as follows:

1. Select examples of sites, objects, features or structures that tell part of the Great River Road story or contribute to an important supplementary theme or story.

2. Select sites that meet obvious needs for information or interpretation, but avoid overuse. If several locations are available, select the one having the greatest visitor appeal.

3. Locate the device in a manner that will quickly identify the feature being interpreted. Placement should be done so that the text can be read and the object of interpretation seen without requiring the visitor to change position.

4. Make the device prominent enough to serve its purpose but not dominate the feature being interpreted.

5. Locate the device where it may be reached and used with the least physical effort. The position selected should not require visitors to stoop, stretch or exert themselves unduly in climbing.
6. Place the device where it can be easily seen and readily used by the visitor. The subject should be quickly recognized.  The site should interpret the feature with clarity.

7. Avoid the following dangers to visitors and devices: 

· Natural hazards

Slides and rockfalls

Floods

Wind damage

Overhanging cliffs and steep grades

Dangerous walks that are slippery when wet

· Traffic and other manmade hazards 

Blind curves

Inadequate parking space

Inadequate warning or approach signs

GPS Coordinates

To reduce the need for extensive wayfinding signage, GPS coordinates for interpretive sites and attractions along the route should be identified and entered into an MRPC database.  These coordinates can be utilized to pinpoint sites through print, broadcast and/or electronic media, allowing travelers to customize trip planning.  



Interpretive Icons and Slogans
The MRPC should undertake efforts to classify and interpret resources according to the six intrinsic qualities recognized through the National Scenic Byway program:  archeological, historic, natural, cultural, scenic and recreational.  These qualities have readily identifiable icons that can be utilized to lead travelers to resources that match personal interests. These icons can be utilized on forewarning signs, interpretive panels, maps, the Internet or at the site.


The MRPC also should undertake to classify resources and attractions according to the major themes identified for the Great River Road.  To assist in packaging and promoting these thematically based Great River Road interpretive resources, it will be important to supplement the use of the Pilot’s Wheel logo with appropriate promotional slogans and other theme identifiers.   

Site Design

Design features such as art, overlooks, binoculars, etc. enhance the storytelling for the traveler.  Design elements that travelers can relate to personally or experience with their senses remain with them long after the trip is over.  

Many other design features can be utilized to connote and reinforce the stories and context of the river for the traveler.  Some do not require travelers to leave their cars, such as bridges, walls, lighting, railings, paving, landform, plantings and vegetation management.   

New planting designs should strive to specify native vegetation.  Opportunities to explain the difference between native and non-native species, riverine plants and their function, the flood pulse or habitat created can be created with interpreted plantings close to the visitor at rest areas, overlooks, etc.   

Highlighting natural features such as rock, river views, and man-made features such as historic buildings or districts, farms and crops, railroads, lock and dams, levees, etc. into the traveling experience can help tell the story.  Focus on those features that are unique to the river experience.

While design standards help create a sense of place, keep the driver on the right path and direct travelers to resources that fit their interests, it is important that these guidelines be adapted to the local context, thus adding flavor and diversity to the route.  

Context Sensitive Highway Solutions

Many Departments of Transportation are utilizing context sensitive solutions when scoping and developing road and enhancement projects.  It is vital that the MRPC be involved in this process to assure that Interpretive Plan guidelines are implemented in all future projects along the Great River Road.  Application of these guidelines requires extensive relationship development and ongoing communication between the MRPC and resource managers along the Great River Road.


The Great River Road should blend into the surrounding topography and existing natural environment as much as possible to minimize the impact of the improved roadway.  Enhancements such as rest areas, overlooks, scenic easements, bikeways, pedestrian walkways and signing should be incorporated into the Great River Road to the extent possible and appropriate.

The following context sensitive guidelines were adopted by the MRPC Technical Committee in 1981 and remain appropriate today:

1. Horizontal and vertical curve alignment is an integral characteristic of parkway-like facilities such as the Great River Road.  Special considerations during the construction and preconstruction phases will achieve an alignment that molds itself to the land with natural support instead of cuts and fills.  Monotony can be prevented and scenic value enhanced by avoiding long tangents through changes in elevations and by revealing a succession of attractive local scenery.

2. Adequate right of way is to be acquired to permit proper grading and to allow for landscaping. Contoured grading and drainage should fit the road to the topography. Rounding at the top and bottom of cuts and fills, and careful transitions from cut and fill sections, crib or other retaining walls should also be considered.  The right-of-way corridor, if wide enough, can also provide as a protective buffer. This use of right-of way acquisition will reduce the need for scenic easements, zoning, and access control for corridor protection.



3. Vegetative cuts due to maintenance, construction and realignment should be done with sensitivity. Excessive cutting should be avoided, except where safety requires it or when it is done to open views. Edges between clearings, grasslands or croplands of vegetative stands should appear as natural-like as possible. Variation and indentations of the tree line, along with the transition of plant material height will also help accomplish a natural appearance. Where feasible, trees deemed unique or significant should be preserved.

4. Bridge and drainage structures should be integral elements throughout the roadway and should complement their environment in mass, form, color, texture, and material.  Views to the river should be increased through reconstruction or new construction, if possible, by lower bridge railing heights or by more visual penetration through the railing design.

5. Restoration of those roadways abandoned due to realignment is integral to a parkway.  These abandoned alignments should be restored to a natural-like appearance or to one that is complementary to adjacent land use.  They may also be appropriate for reuse as a part of the Mississippi River Trail.

6. Guardrails and roadway lighting, as well as all other highway hardware, are deserving of design attention.  They can be integrated into an attractive design and yet allow the element to perform its designated function while reflecting the context of the river where possible.

7. Utilities, including power lines and telephone cables, should be removed, placed underground or screened, wherever possible, to mitigate their negative impact if they occur on the highway’s right of way.  Utilities’ visual obstruction is not compatible with a scenic and recreational highway corridor.



8. Instructions should be given special consideration as to safety, configuration, landscaping, and architectural elements.  A direction change in the Great River Road at a three-way or four-way intersection should be reflected in the design of these elements and easily identified.


9. Recreational amenity sites—rest areas, overlooks, river access, and day use parks need special design considerations of their provisions.  It is recognized that each site is unique and deserving of individual attention.  However, consistency of such elements as picnic facilities, comfort facilities, lighting, signing, and plant material would all aid in promoting the parkway concepts.

10. Landscaping is an essential component of a parkway-like facility.  Plantings may be utilized to prevent erosion of the roadside slope.  Landscaping material should also be used to screen existing views that detract from the driving or site experience.  In these areas, a free-formed design would be used to achieve a natural-appearing landscape.  Landscape materials are to be used at recreation amenities to aid in achieving a parkway-like environment.  Plants should also be used to delineate roadway junctions or to indicate a direction change of the designated route.  Application of these design concepts may reflect a normal planting choice; material used is to be a species native to the area whenever possible.



DO NOT COPY THIS PAGE.  IT IS HERE SINCE A DIVIDER WILL BE PUT IN ITS PLACE.

Conclusion

Conclusion

This Interpretive Plan shall be distributed to all MRPC commissioners and all official Interpretive Centers, as well as being made available on the MRPC member website (www.mrpcmembers.com).  It is anticipated that commissioners in each state also will share this plan with participating attractions along the route.

The printed plan is in loose-leaf notebook format to make it easy to update as necessary.  At minimum, the Culture and Heritage Committee will review interpretive strategies annually, and the Transportation Committee will review branding strategies annually.   These committees will provide reports to the full commission regarding progress toward goals and established timelines.  The entire plan is subject to reevaluation and approval every five years by the entire Mississippi River Parkway Commission in conjunction with the renewal of the five-year Strategic Plan.  

For this national MRPC plan to be effective, much work must be done over the next five years to translate the adopted overall theme and 11 major interpretive themes into promotional niches that can be utilized to entice visitors.  These promotional themes and accompanying promotional slogans, along with the familiar pilot’s wheel logo, should be utilized to link the Great River Road with the Mississippi River in the minds of travelers.  To aid in accomplishing this, the 10-state resource inventory should be updated, with resources classified according to major themes.  Thus, stories can be told across state lines and resources can be packaged to appeal to special niche groups.  

Recognizing that the most effective interpretation efforts take place at the state and local levels, it is important for each state to develop its own interpretive plan.  These plans will supplement the national plan.  State plans currently available are included as an Appendix, and other state plans will be added as they are completed.  
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