TO TRAVEL THE PAUL BUNYAN SCENIC BYWAY in the fall
is to see countless shades of the rainbow in the scenery,

outdoors

from the blue of the lakes and rivers to the endless hues in

Bunyan Scenic Byway connects to the Paul Bunyan Trail,
the two are separate entities.
The creation of the byway was due in part to the Paul

the changing leaves. While the byway lives up to its name

Bunyan Trail, though. After the trail was created, visitors

as “scenic,” travelling it is a chance to explore the area’s

and residents began making their way to the trail by foot or

recreational opportunities, historical tales and legends, and

bike from resorts and cabins around the Whitefish Chain—

experience the wildlife of the woods.

but there were no bike paths or shoulders on any of these

It’s difficult to categorize the byway as one thing, because
it encompasses so many: birding, biking, history, hiking,

55-mile-per-hour roads.
“Since the railroad track got converted to the Paul Bunyan

wildlife and more. While it is a collection of roads, the sights

Trail, from that moment on there had been a lot of concern

and stops along those roads paint a picture of the life and

from resorts, and people generally, that people on bikes were

culture of the community.

becoming more plentiful, and there were no shoulders then,”

Comprised of several county roads generally surrounding
the Whitefish Chain of Lakes north of Brainerd, the Paul
Bunyan Scenic Byway has both state and national byway

With both state and national designation,
the Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway lives up to
the title of “scenic,” especially as fall brings
changing leaves.

said Lynn Scharenbroich, resident and owner of Black Pine
Beach Resort in Ideal Township.
As safety concerns grew within the community,

designation. That means it’s recognized as a roadway with a

Scharenbroich said community members were told again

story to tell not only to Minnesotans but to the nation as

and again that there were no available funds for paved
shoulders. Fundraisers were held, but the money raised

a whole.
The Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway is not to be
confused with the Paul Bunyan Trail, the bike
trail bearing a similar name. While the Paul

simply wasn’t enough.
Scharenbroich ended up meeting up with Explore
Minnesota Tourism. It was there that she learned that if the
area formed a byway, it would have a higher likelihood of
receiving funds for paved shoulders.
Long story short, the byway was formed and today there
are 8-foot wide shoulders on all of its 63.6 miles. Just as
those shoulders helped in the creation of the byway, they
continue to act as a backbone to recreation in the
area. Not only are the shoulders a safer place
to bike or walk, they’re also a safe way
to get to trails, historic sites, towns,
restaurants and more.

W R I T T E N A ND P HOT OGRAP HE D BY
K AT E P E RKINS

The Byway at a Glance
WHAT:
A series of connecting, scenic roads
dotted with informational kiosks and sites
to visit.
WHERE:
Surrounding the Whitefish Chain north
of Brainerd, connecting Pine River,
Jenkins, Pequot Lakes, Breezy Point and
Crosslake, as well as many townships.
More information:
www.paulbunyanscenicbyway.org
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Pamphlets that are available at chamber offices and other
locations across the Brainerd lakes area detail the best sites
for birding, and list when and where many species can

Comprised of nearly sixty-four miles of roadway, scenery along the Paul
Bunyan Scenic Byway includes rivers, lakes, forests and farmlands. Photo by
Mary Plein

be found.
Thrill seekers who want to get above the trees will enjoy
the Pequot Lakes Fire Tower, a relic of the 1920s and ‘30s
that is still in use today. It’s a brief hike to the base of the
fire tower, and then staircase after staircase leads climbers
to the top. During high fire risk the tower is often manned;
otherwise the cab stays locked. Even without entering the
cab, though, the view from the top of the stairs goes on for
miles. It makes for a spectacular view of fall colors.
The Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway was partially responsible
for keeping the fire tower open to public use. It was closed
by the DNR for some time, but the byway was able to raise
money, work with the DNR and find a way to keep the tower
open to the public.
The byway association’s next project is the Linda Ulland
Memorial Gardens. Ulland was a main player in the creation
of the byway who passed away after a battle with cancer.
The gardens will be located at the Army Corps of Engineers
Crosslake Recreation Area, which is partnered with the
byway. The gardens will include a butterfly garden, “house”
The Veteran’s Walking Trail is often visited by hikers or birdwatchers. One of
the many stops on the Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway.

The Uppgaard Wildlife Management Area is a welcoming stop on the Paul
Bunyan Scenic Byway, with 110 acres waiting to be explored.

While it was created in part to help fund biking
shoulders, the byway has become more than that. It’s a
unifying force among several separate but neighboring
communities. That’s Scharenbroich’s favorite part about the
byway: that it connects many places into one community.
Since helping to found the byway, Scharenbroich has been
a member of the Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway Association, a
board of directors that manages the byway and its activities.
Scharenbroich sees the byway as an umbrella over the
communities in the area and the many activities that go
on there.

Scenic Byways in Minnesota’s Lake Country

“It can become a unifier, and say hey, look at all this
stuff. Join us and be a part of it. What do you love most
about your township? Tell me and let’s do something about

garden with birdhouses, bat houses, frog houses and more,

it. Let’s do something that celebrates you.”

and a “school lunch garden.” Scharenbroich believes the

Scharenbroich said.

gardens will become an attraction for the community.

To help celebrate communities, the byway association

Other stops along the byway include an historic log

created a series of kiosks along the roadside that tell the

village, walking trails, osprey nests, geological features,

history of a particular spot—as well as a little bit of folklore.

and more. Maps of the Paul Bunyan Scenic Byway are

Each kiosk highlights the “truth and lore” of the spot,

available at chamber of commerce buildings in Pequot Lakes,

weaving in Paul’s tall tales with fascinating tidbits of

Nisswa, Pine River and Crosslake, as well as at every byway

local heritage.

kiosk. They show the byway roads, the many stops along

In addition to the kiosks, the byway association was

the byway and the location of every informational kiosk.

partially responsible for the creation of the Veteran’s

Additionally, the byway’s website,

Walking Trail, one of the many stops along the byway. The

www.paulbunyanscenicbyway.org, is loaded with

trail includes a boardwalk over a bog to “Whiskey Island,”

information for both visitors and residents. The website has

named for the illegal stills that were operated there

maps, photos, tales of truth and lore, project and program

during prohibition.

updates, and even podcasts with local history and stories.

The area is popular among birders, who enjoy observing

Byway roads and sites are marked with square signs

wildlife from the benches along the trail. One of the Paul

with black borders, proudly displaying Paul, shouldering his

Bunyan Scenic Byway’s programs is Birds of the Byway.

ax, with Babe the blue ox alongside.
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Lake Country Scenic Byway
Where: From Detroit Lakes to Walker on Hwy. 34, and from Park Rapids to Lake Itasca on Hwy. 71
Scenery: Pine-hardwood forest, numerous lakes, meadows and farmland.
Attractions: Itasca State Park, Heartland Bike Trail, Tamarac National Wildlife Refuge.
Otter Trail Scenic Byway
Where: Byway makes a loop, travelling through Pelican Rapids, Dent, Perham, Battle Lake, Vining,
Urbank, Dalton, Fergus Falls, Phelps and back to Park Rapids.
Scenery: Rolling countryside dotted with lakes, stands of woods and farmland.
Sights: Maplewood and Glendalough State Parks, Inspiration Peak scenic overlook, historic 1889
Phelps Mill, metal sculptures in Vining.
Great River Road
Where: A whopping 575 miles in length, the byway starts at Lake Itasca and follows the Mississippi
River all the way to LaCrescent.
Scenery: The Mississippi River, as it transforms from a small wilderness stream into a wide river
flanked by tall, wooded bluffs.
Sights: In the northern region, Itasca State Park, Grand Rapids’ Forest History Center, Charles
Lindbergh’s boyhood home in Little Falls.
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