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RED WING, Minn. – Gazing out the fourth-story windows of the St. James Hotel, I spy at least a dozen eagles lazily circling over massive Barn Bluff. Out on the Mississippi River, Charley the tugboat chugs his way north, no doubt to latch onto a barge and help it navigate the curve. 
I grew up in Minnesota and never once visited this picturesque port city that lies an hour southeast of Minneapolis. 
What was I thinking? 
But I know what I think now: Red Wing rocks. 
I'm not the only one who thinks so. Red Wing has been chosen one of the Dozen Distinctive Destinations for 2008 by the National Trust for Historic Preservation. Vacation destinations are selected annually for their successful commitment to preserving and restoring historic buildings and cultures. 
"This is a city that knows history matters," said Richard Moe, president of the national trust. "With its historic river charm, Red Wing has sensitively preserved its heritage and natural resources to create a thriving and vital community that has much to offer residents and visitors alike." 
It's possible the term "Minnesota nice" originated here. Everyone seems way too cheerful for this dreary late spring day that promises snow. 
But why not? 
Wide streets, wonderfully preserved 1860s architecture, tidy parks, tree-clad bluffs and the always impressive Mississippi River make Red Wing a visually appealing town of nearly 17,000 residents. 
Of shoes and shipping 
Everyone's heard of the shoes, of course. 
Red Wing Shoes are worn all over the world. But they're made right here, a part of Red Wing since 1905. You're thinking work boots? Yes, but also other footwear, including dainty ladies' sandals. 
Downtown also has a small shoe museum showing the history, right next door to a store where you can buy your footwear. No synthetics here and definitely not made in China. The company even has its own tannery, which supplies the leather used in its footwear. 

Red Wing also is known for its pottery and stoneware, collectibles for some, dinnerware for others. Red Wing Pottery has been in business 140 years and has been owned by the same family for three generations. Visitors can watch the pottery being thrown on a wheel or decorated before it goes into the kiln. They also can buy other kinds of pottery, from the locally made stoneware to the nationally popular Fiesta Ware. 
At Red Wing Stoneware, you can get a tour of the operation and see how crockery is made. 
A short way from downtown is Hobgoblin Music, where Stoney End harps are crafted and shipped all over the world. The store has all things stringed, from dulcimers (which it also makes) to guitars, plus a line of harmonicas and accordions. 
Ice skaters also know Red Wing -- Riedell Skates are made here. 
Shipping is a big industry in Red Wing, naturally. The river narrows in this part of Minnesota and takes a sharp turn south, so boats of any size may require some assistance. 

But lest you think this watery crick in the creek is too daunting, be aware that American Queen steamboat cruises come through here regularly on their way to St. Paul. 
Minnesota is farm country, and trucks regularly line up at the docks to offload their corn, soybeans and flax. The length of the lines is proportionate to the current price of grain. 

While away a day 

Summer is a shorter season in Minnesota than in much of the Midwest, but it's a great time to visit Red Wing. 
To get a good sense of the city's history, take a self-guided walking tour (look for maps all around town) of buildings that date to the 1860s, including Red Wing Iron Works (1866), the imposing St. James Hotel (1874) and the 1905 Chicago-Milwaukee-St. Paul-Pacific Depot, which now houses an art gallery and the visitors bureau. 
Fishermen can battle the resident bald eagles for fish from Pool 4, as it's known in fishing circles, rich with such tasty catch as walleye and bass or another of the 52 species of fish in the river. 
"It's some of the best fishing on the Mississippi," says Kathy Silverthorne, executive director of the Red Wing Visitors and Convention Bureau. Fishing tournaments are a common sight. 
In summer you can catch a ride on the Maggie, an open boat that takes tours from Levee Park with Captain Bob, a storyteller who knows the river like Mark Twain. The Treasure Island Casino also offers lunch, dinner and other cruises on the Spirit of the Water, July through October. 
Hike or ride the 20-mile paved bike trail along the river, or head up Barn Bluff for more of a challenge. The bluffs also offer rock climbing opportunities. 
If you like hiking with a purpose, play a few rounds at one of the local golf courses. Wherever you play, don't be surprised to run into deer or wild turkeys. 
Or shop. You can find unusual items at local retailers such as the Uffda Shop, where Scandinavian goods are sold, or at the Pottery Mall, which is full of locally made crafts. Some of the best shops in town are on the main level of the St. James Hotel. These are the leave-your-wallet-at-home kinds of stores ... pricey and extremely tempting. 
The Red Wing Artists' Association & Gallery in the old depot features local art of all kinds. Art lovers also may visit the Anderson Center, where artists retreat to work on everything from poetry to sculpture. The center offers exhibits, talks and demonstrations by its visiting artists. 
In summer be sure to visit Falconer's Winery just outside of town. It's a jewel of a setting, and the grapes are specially engineered by the University of Minnesota to do well in this climate. This year they'll harvest their first Marquette grapes for a Pinot Noir-style vintage. 
In the evening, live music is scattered around town, as well as frequent offerings at the historic Sheldon Theatre. 
Staying there 

Campgrounds and RV sites fill up in nice weather so make reservations if you're heading this way. There are plenty of motels in the area, as well as some very cool little bed-and-breakfast inns. But for a real taste of Red Wing, book a room at the historic St. James Hotel. 
I've seldom found that the words "comfy" and "historic" go hand in hand when describing lodgings, but in this case, it works. Each room is distinct, decorated with antiques. Yet every comfort is addressed, from spa-quality amenities in the bath to triple-sheeted beds. 

For the crème de la crème of local dining, try the Port restaurant on the lower level of the hotel. Diners at the next table raved about the walleye – and they were Minnesotans. You betcha they know their walleye. 

Whether you stay for a day exploring its blue-collar history or indulge in a week on the river in a houseboat, it will soon become apparent why Red Wing was named one of 2008's distinctive destinations. 
I just wish I'd visited sooner. 
***

Red Wing is in southeast Minnesota, about 60 miles southeast of Minneapolis. From Kansas City, it's about a 450-mile drive. 
Round-trip, restricted airfare between Kansas City and Minneapolis recently started about $280. 
Where to stay 

Try the St. James Hotel, 406 Main St., for history. Rates start at $169. 800-252-1875, www.st-james-hotel.com. 
A newer hotel is the Nichols Inn, 1750 U.S. 61 North. Rates start at $83. 651-388-6633, www.nicholsinn.com/ redwing. 
The Hay Creek Valley campground and RV Park is on the edge of town, on Minnesota 58. About $30 a night. 1-888-388-3998. 
A few bed-and-breakfast inns, such as the Golden Lantern (721 East Ave., 651-388-3315, www.goldenlantern.com) and the usual variety of chain motels also can be found in the visitors guide. 
Where to eat 

The St. James Hotel probably has! the best food in town in its various restaurants, particularl! y the Po rt for dinner. 
Oar D'oeuvre, 433 Main St., is known for its creative cuisine as well as its whimsical name. 651-388-2155, www.greatfoodin redwing.com. 
Also popular with locals are Marie's, 217 Plum St. (651-388-1896), and Liberty's, 303 W. Third St. (651-388-8877, www.libertysonline.com). There are a lot of local mom-and-pop restaurants as well as some chains. 

Tours 

Red Wing Shoe Co. factory tours are available only for bus tour groups and can be arranged through the Red Wing Visitors & Convention Bureau. 
Red Wing Stoneware Co., 4009 Moundview Drive, offers three daily factory tours. Call 800-352-4877 for times. 
Brochures for a self-guided history tour of downtown may be picked up at various locations around town, including the Visitors & Convention Bureau, 420 Levee St. 

To learn more 

Contact the Red Wing Visitors & Convention Bureau at 800-498-3444 or www.redwing.org. Ask for a free visitors guide! 
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