Mississippi River Journey: From Ice Shanties on Medicine Lake to Mardi Gras Beads in New Orleans


The annual Art Shanty Project on Medicine Lake came to an official end on Valentine’s Day. Closing festivities included an accapella singing group, a scavenger hunt, poets, a bIcycle race and, of course, karaoke. Among the artistically inspired shanties that decorated the lake in Plymouth for over a month, one could find an ice shanty made of paper tubes, a ship-in-a-bottle shanty, a knitting shanty, a three-story shanty and even a pair of Biff shanties (a necessity for any decent lake). 



At the same time that parka-clad Minnesotan’s were singing Valentine’s karaoke on ice, residents of Jefferson and St. Tammany Parishes in New Orleans were enjoying not just one, but eight Carnival parades organized by groups like the Mystic Knights of Adonis and the Crewe of Pontchartrain. The frenzy of activity begins throughout Louisiana on the Feast of Epiphany, January 6, and grows in intensity throughout the weeks until it finally culminates on Fat Tuesday, the day before Ash Wednesday, which this year landed on February 24. 


Minnesota may lay claim to Lake Itasca, the birthplace of the Mississippi River, but we share its banks with nine other states – Wisconsin, Iowa, Illinois, Missouri, Kentucky, Tennessee, Arkansas, Mississippi and Louisiana. The reach of the Mississippi is even greater than that, however. Its watershed drains nearly 40% of the United States, including all or part of 31 states and 2 Canadian provinces. From the rocky streams on cattle ranches in western Montana to the outlet pipes of steel plants in Pittsburg, all of the water that runs off the land within this vast 1,837,000 square mile watershed eventually travels down the Mississippi River and ends in the Gulf of Mexico.  


Like a Russian doll, the Mississippi River watershed breaks down into smaller and smaller parts, each with its own cultural identity and unique natural resources. Within the East Ravine Subwatershed in Cottage Grove, one can find the Cottage Grove Ravine Regional Park, as well as the newly built Washington County South Service Center. On a warm summer evening last year, a group of parents and young children could be found dipping plastic containers into the park’s marshy lake, catching tadpoles and dragonfly nymphs, while a nearby group of teenagers dangled fishing rods from the dock. Along with an eco-friendly building, the South Service Center also features a series of colorful raingardens, designed to capture and filter runoff from the parking lot before it drains to the street, the park, and its lake. 



The East Ravine Subwatershed is one of five subwatersheds that together comprise the South Washington Watershed District (SWWD). The South Washington Watershed drains entirely to the Mississippi River and a five-member board of managers governs the district with funding from property tax assessments paid by residents of the watershed. Further north along the Mississippi, the Ramsey-Washington Metro Watershed District (RWMWD) covers an area that includes parts of Woodbury, Oakdale, Maplewood, North St. Paul, St. Paul and several other communities. Like the SWWD, RWMWD’s board of directors directs flood prevention and water quality improvement projects within the watershed, with funds from its taxing levy. 


Traveling from Afton to Stillwater, Taylor’s Falls and north to Hayward along the Namekagon River, the rolling hills and fertile farmlands of the St. Croix River watershed point toward the St. Croix River, whose water flows southward until it meets the Mississippi down in Hastings. The Minnesota River links the corn and soybean fields of western Minnesota to the Mississippi, the two rivers reaching a confluence near Fort Snelling in St. Paul. The Missouri, Ohio and Arkansas Rivers, all mighty in their own right, carry water to the Mississippi River from streets, streams, wetlands and farm fields, connecting urban cities and sleepy small towns to one another, the river and the Gulf of Mexico. Whether bundled in wool sweaters or festooned in Mardi Gras beads, we all own a piece of the Mississippi River. We are its beneficiaries, its stewards, its users and its friends. The journey of the Mississippi River tells our story and in our hands, we hold its fate. 
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