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Winona, Kellogg, Wabasha, Lake City and Red Wing, Minn. – Near La Crosse, the highway dips into the Mississippi River Valley and offers views of sky-reaching bluffs and flowing blue waters. 
Striking scenes of cattle in the hills, boats on the river and yellow bluff rock bearded in greenery dot a path along U.S. Highway 61, which connects Wisconsin and Minnesota. The vista is an enjoyable alternative to a route that typically includes the more snooze-inducing, dead animal-laden flat I-94. 
Those who make the drive between the two states probably don’t consider the Mississippi River route, because it does make the drive longer. For example, a trip from Milwaukee to Minneapolis/St. Paul is a bit more than five hours using I-94, but it’s more like seven hours when traveling on I-90 in Wisconsin and then following a long stretch of Minnesota’s well-known Great River Road. 
But with such awe-inspiring scenery — really, drivers may find themselves frequently saying "Wow" while winding along the north-south Highway 61 — the route is worth the extra time. 
"It’s a really beautiful part of the country," said Tonya Webber, a Corpus Christi, Texas, resident visiting Minnesota for the first time this month. "I was amazed as we drove up along the Mississippi River." 
The route also offers a few more options for some extended leg-stretching. Cities such as Winona, Kellogg, Wabasha, Lake City and Red Wing are home to an array of museums, hiking trails, bluff-top lookout points and comfortable places to soak in views of the river. Antiques, pottery, stained-glass making, shoe manufacturing, bald eagles and toys are also a part of the area’s culture that make it a neat spot for seeing sights in an hour or less — just about the amount of time you might need for a break from driving. 
Winona Brochures and Web sites for Winona, one of the larger cities drivers coming from Milwaukee will reach after La Crosse, tout such spots as the Minnesota Marine Art Museum and the Polish Cultural Institute. But what tourism literature doesn’t capture is Winona’s bustling little attitude. With three colleges — Winona State University, Saint Mary’s University of Minnesota and Minnesota State College-Southeast Technical — the town blends cool, youthful quirkiness with its rich history. 
Two spots that portray the town’s personality are Mugby Junction coffee shop and Acoustic Café. 
The Huff St. location of Mugby Junction, less than a mile off Highway 61, is a combination coffeehouse and literary shrine. Functioning under Alfred Tennyson’s phrase "Drink to the lees," the spot is like a comfy cottage, with lounge areas, a table for checkers or chess, a piano and a stocked bookshelf. It sells all-organic, fair trade coffee, including the Pickwick House Blend, inspired by Charles Dickens’ "Pickwick Papers" and Pickwick, Minn., which is the home of Mugby Junction’s founders. 
Wander into downtown and have a meal at Acoustic Café, where unforgettable hoagies served on warm bread are king. The restaurant’s slogan: "Let no one hunger for lack of a better sandwich." The restaurant plays a sweet mix of tunes and the staff roasts coffee beans with a roaster that stands as a centerpiece in the dining area. 
Both Mugby Junction and Acoustic Café offer free wireless access. 
In the process of getting to Mugby Junction or Acoustic Café, you’ll discover sights that reflect another Winona tidbit: It’s considered the "Stained Glass Capital" of the United States and is home to several generations-old art-glass makers. Their work can be seen in such buildings as the Central Lutheran Church also on Huff St., and Merchants National Bank and Winona National Bank, both in the same neighborhood as Acoustic Café, which is on Lafayette St. 
After coffee, a sandwich and an impromptu stained-glass tour, head to the Garvin Heights overlook, a spot on the bluffs that’s highly recommended by several locals. 
"If you had only one-half hour to an hour, you have to go up to Garvin Heights," said Leanne Greenquist, a barista at Mugby Junction. "It’s a great place to see the whole city." 

Indeed. A short tree-lined path guides you to a wide circular stone platform where you get a panoramic view that includes the city, the river and portions of Wisconsin as far as the eye can see. 
Kellogg and Wabasha 
Unless you’re familiar with these parts, you may have heard little about Lark Toys. The 22,000-square-foot complex of all-things-old-fashioned sits just off Highway 61 in Kellogg. 
"It’s an under-known treasure," said Ron Gray, who owns the family-friendly facility with his daughter, Miranda Gray-Burlingame. The family bought it in January. 
Founded as the Lark Toy Co. in 1981 by two teachers, the lively spot includes a café, a fudge counter, miniature golf, a carousel and a bookstore with a wide range of items such as paper doll books and old-school fairy tale tomes. There are also a number of antique and pop-culture toy displays, which include a collection of wooden nesting dolls with the painted likenesses of Michael Jordan, Bill Gates, the Clinton family and Monica Lewinsky. 
"A half-hour here could turn into a whole day, if you’re not careful," Gray-Burlingame said. 
A better known, but no less worthy, spot to stop with the family is the National Eagle Center in nearby Wabasha. The 14,000-square-foot center rests on the banks of the Mississippi River near one of the bridges that connect Minnesota and Wisconsin. The bridge and surrounding area are prime spots for bald eagle sightings. Last winter, nearly 100 eagles a day were spotted flying above the area or resting in trees, according to the center. 
Inside the center, visitors can see and take photos of Angel, Harriet and Columbia, rehabilitated eagles that serve as feathered ambassadors and help with the center’s education efforts. Other activities include feeding times with the eagles and interactive displays that offer details about the strength, vision and physical makeup of eagles. 

"It’s always a lot of fun here," said Emily Glomski, 15, who won a naming contest for Harriet in 2000. Then a first-grader, Emily said she named the eagle after civil rights icon Harriet Tubman. 
"I like to come back and see her when I can," said Emily, who now lives in Saudi Arabia and happened to be at the center on the day of our visit earlier this month. 
Lake City 
Move northwest along Highway 61 to Lake City, a resort town on Lake Pepin. It’s the birthplace of waterskiing, a factoid that came to be in 1922 when 18-year-old Ralph Samuelson decided that "if you could ski on snow, you could ski on water," according to a historical marker at a rest spot on the highway. The spot, near a marina, provides an expansive lake view that characterizes why the town is a prime spot for river walks, fishing, boating and other water sports. 
Lake City, a bit quieter and even more relaxed than some neighboring towns, is also home to a chapel in the woods of Hok-Si-La Park. Carved out of a tree-covered spot in the 160-acre park, the chapel is a simple place with a steeple and stained-glass cross and wooded benches. When it’s not being used for weddings or other special events, it’s available to anyone who wants a few moments of peace and meditation. It’s an almost perfect place for finding solace and releasing the burdens of road travel. 
Red Wing
Driving into Red Wing, you feel the antique and pottery haven’s comfy, cozy appeal, a sensation created in part by the city’s geographic location. The city, also the home to the Red Wing shoe factory, is tucked into a sharp bend of the Mississippi River with bluffs sort of serving as its walls. 
Places such as the Falconer Vineyards Winery, the restored Sheldon Performing Arts Theatre and the Red Wing Arts Association Art Gallery inside the Red Wing Depot give it an eclectic feel that makes even a simple stroll through town feel refreshing. 
Stop by the historic St. James Hotel for a meal on the rooftop patio at the Veranda restaurant or pop into the Uffda Shop, a Scandinavian gift shop with a name that pays homage to the well-known Norwegian exclamation that means "drat," "oops" or "ouch," according to folks at the shop. 
Or head to Memorial Park for another breathtaking view of the Mississippi River and the city of Red Wing. 
"It’s a great place to show people what the town looks like," said Barbara Rankin, a Red Wing resident who was with family at the park’s lookout point. 
IF YOU GO 

• Acoustic Café: Open 7:30 a.m. to 10 p.m., Monday through Thursday; 7:30 a.m. to 11 p.m. Friday; 9:30 a.m. to 11 p.m. Saturday; 9:30 a.m. to 9 p.m. Sunday. 77 Lafayette St., Winona, Minn. (507) 453-0394. www.theacoustic.com 
• Mugby Junction: Open 6:30 a.m. to 10 p.m. Sunday through Thursday; 7 a.m. to 6 p.m. Friday and Saturday. 451 Huff St.,Winona, Minn. (507) 454-4140. www.mugbyjunction.com. 
• Lark Toys: Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. weekdays; 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. weekends. 171 Lark Lane, just off Highway 61 in Kellogg, Minn. (507) 767-3387. www.larktoys.com. 
• Hok-Si-La Park: Open 8 a.m. to 10 p.m. for day use. Park season is mid-April to mid-October. 2500 N. Highway 61 in Lake City, MN.(651)345-3855. www.ci.lake-city.mn.us. 
• Memorial Park: Open sunrise to 10:30 p.m. Accessible from E. 7th St. in Winona, Minn., spring through late fall. 
• National Eagle Center: Open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. 50 Pembroke Ave., Wabasha, Minn. $6 for adults; free for children, 3 and younger. (651) 565-4989. www.nationaleaglecenter.org 
• Eagle sightings: The optimum time of year to see eagles is February and March. An average of nearly 100 migrating eagles a day were seen flying above and around the Mississippi River and Lake Pepin in Minnesota last winter, according to sighting counts from the National Eagle Center. The state has one of the highest populations of eagles in the continental United States. 
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