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“I think about how people try to farm... but we really 
need the whole ecosystem in order to do that. We can’t 
just grow these things individually or in isolation. This 
capitalist way of thinking about the self and the individual 
is also about containment and control. There’s the idea 
that if we can understand something, if we can just go 
deep enough, eventually we’ll be able to understand it and 
contain it and control it.” 

-Robin Wall Kimmerer
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This research seeks to ask open-ended questions in order to imagine new 
futures rather than draw conclusions. This project should be seen as a 
proposal rather than a guide for a specific outcome. This work is meant to 
encourage discussion and add to  growing conversations surrounding food 
sovereignty environmental justice, land acknowledgment and environmental 
recovery.

As a non-indigenous designer working on a subject that it is so closely 
connected to Dakota and Ojibwe culture and spirituality in ways I will 
never understand, I venture to humbly approach the extents of what I can 
design: An invitation for wild rice to return, a call for space and access, but 
never a recommendation for final proposals.

A Note On This Research

Notes6 • 7•

Land Acknowledgment:
This project is located on traditional, ancestral, and contemporary lands 
of Indigenous people. The Twin Cities is on Dakota land ceded in the 
Treaties of 1837 and 1851. This place has a complex and layered history. This 
land acknowledgment is one of the ways in which we work to educate the 
community about this land and our relationships with it and each other. 
 
Resources:
Local Dakota Land Map — downloadable visual and audio Dakota land 
maps of Minneapolis, St. Paul, and surrounding areas by local artist Marlena 
Myles

Why Treaties Matter — a comprehensive and thoughtful exploration of 
treaties and land theft in Minnesota. For our area, we recommend you 
begin by reading about the 1837 land cession treaties with the Ojibwe and 
Dakota, and the 1851 Dakota land cession treaties

Where We Stand: The University of Minnesota and Dakhóta Treaty Lands 
— a discussion on land acknowledgments by Čhantémaza (Neil McKay) and 
Monica Siems McKay, published in Open Rivers

The On Being Project Land Acknowledgment Resources — a whole host of 
resources dedicated to Native American culture and history in Minnesota, 
as well as on the practice of land acknowledgment   

Developing Land Acknowledgments — “You need to be able to do the work. 
Otherwise, I don’t know if there’s meaning behind it”: Indigenous leaders 
from the University of Alberta share their thoughts on Acknowledgments

Bdote Memory Map: https://bdotememorymap.org/

Land Acknowledgment
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Introduction

In what is now Minneapolis/St. Paul, 
wild rice - Zizania palustris, manoomin, 
psin - once thrived within the Mississippi 
River. This natural grain provided a 
significant and stable food source for 
Dakota and Ojibwe people and was a 
symbol of a healthy ecosystem. But this 
grass no longer grows along this stretch 
of the Mississippi. Here, Wild rice is 
a memory. With western colonization 
came commodification of the land. The 
river was channelized, dammed, and 
dredged; and exploitation overcame 
care. This project looks to wild rice as 
the pinpoint of change. An indicator 
of time and place, of climate change, 
culture, and ecology. This natural grain 
can be understood as a way to get to 
know a place, to understand different 
cultures and perspectives - both 

human and more than human - and to 
understand possible futures. Can wild 
rice be welcomed back to the urban 
Mississippi River?

This project will look to understand 
wild rice as a way to interface between 
issues of food justice and industrial 
agriculture. It will explore the problems 
of commodification of land and water. It 
will serve as a medium to ask questions 
surrounding culture, climate, and 
ecology. 

Can we overcome our exploitative 
ideas  of commodification? Can we cede 
control and invite wild rice back to this 
stretch of the Mississippi river?

Introduction10 • 11•Ceding Control; Inviting Care
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Food Sovereignty
The right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced 
through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right 
to define their own food and agriculture systems. It puts those who 
produce, distribute and consume food at the heart of food systems 
and policies rather than the demands of markets and corporations. It 
defends the interests and inclusion of the next generation. It offers a 
strategy to resist and dismantle the current corporate trade and food 
regime, and directions for food, farming, pastoral and fisheries systems 
determined by local producers.

Food Justice
Food justice is a holistic and structural view of the food system that sees 
healthy food as a human right and addresses structural barriers to that 
right. The movement draws in part on environmental justice

Environmental Justice
The fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless 
of race, color, national origin, or income, with respect to the development, 
implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, 
and policies.

Keystone Species
A species on which other species in an ecosystem largely depend, such 
that if it were removed the ecosystem would change drastically.

Key Definitions

13•Ceding Control; Inviting Care



A Midwest Farming Perspective

Introduction14 •

I come from a family of farmers, 
who have farmed for as long as we 
can trace back in history. We are a 
part of the tightly knit agricultural 
community of South Central 
Minnesota, where farm families 
know and support each other and 
cultivate this land with the purpose 
of providing food for the world and 
financial support for their families and 
local communities. 

We are also  a part of the larger 
agricultural machine that has 
dramatically altered this former 
tallgrass prairie landscape. The 
application of pesticides and 
herbicides, the tiling and tilling of 
fields, and the general nature of 
mass monocultural farming practices 
has led to the dramatic decline of 
ecological health in the region, and its 

impacts are far reaching. 
This leads me to ask a key question. 
How can we feed the world without 
exploiting and commodifying the 
land? To explore this question I look 
to new perspectives, seeing this as an 
opportunity to learn and grow while 
also sharing my own perspectives and 
knowledge. I am seeking to find new 
ways of seeing and knowing. How can 
the cultivation of food be giving rather 
than exploitative? How can we feed 
people without destroying the land 
in which these people live, work, and 
play?

15•Ceding Control; Inviting Care



Farming and Rivers 

Rivers have also had a dramatic 
impact on my life. I grew up fishing 
on the Minnesota River just several 
miles from the farm I was raised on. 
I came to know every bend and snag 
along a small stretch near New Ulm, 
MN. It was here that I fell in love with 
nature - with water and sky, plants 
and animals. 

It was also here that I began to see 
how farming directly impacted natural 
systems. In my life I experienced 
several 100 year flood event, seemingly 
increasing in occurrence. I came to 
learn that the land where we grew 
corn and soybeans was intricately 

connected to the river; that everything 
was a part of a larger system. Practices 
like tiling and compacting of the land 
had lead to greater contaminated 
water and soil runoff into channels 
and streams . The river health suffered 
as a result. 

Introduction16 • 17•Ceding Control; Inviting Care



Mississippi River Drawdown

Introduction18 •

normally covered by the Mississippi River 
waters. In addition to the resurfaced historic 
infrastructure, visitors also came to see the 
debris that had been dropped in the river 
over the years. 

This return to a free flowing river brought 
people out amid a pandemic to embrace 
and learn about the river. The extended 
shoreline made the river more accessible, 
and it opened up so many questions about 
what our relationship with the river could 
be if it we allowed it to once again flow 
unrestricted. What could we learn? How 
could we recreate? What could we grow? 

In early October of 2020 thousands of people 
gathered at the Mississippi River in downtown 
Minneapolis during a rare drawdown of the 
pool just below St. Anthony Falls. 

For those who were able to check it out, a 
glimpse of a less-engineered Mississippi 
River was available in Minneapolis, when 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers lowered 
water levels below St. Anthony Falls by 
12 feet. People explored the river floor, 
temporarily visible under the Stone Arch 
Bridge, and enjoyed a much closer experience 
to river wildlife and other hidden mysteries. 

Thousands of visitors were climbing down 
the river bank to see the exposed bridge 
footings, the exposed foot of St. Anthony Falls 
and historic remains of old river structures 

19Ceding Control; Inviting Care •
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Centering Interests: 
Wild Rice Perspectives

21•

For me, wild rice is at the center of all of these interests. Its at 
the center of a complicated river history. It’s a food source for 

people and animals. It’s a way to get to know a place, 
to understand different cultures and perspectives, 

and to understand possible futures. As a 
farmer, a lover of rivers, and a designer 

with a strong desire to learn more 
about the complicated history of 
the land I live on and design for; 

understanding the perspective 
of wild rice became critical.

Ceding Control; Inviting Care



Design Opportunities

This project is a medium to ask question about numerous complex issues 
surround people, place, and ecology. Ultimately, state, city, and indigenous 
stakeholders all have ideas of what should happen in this key river corridor. 
It is important to bring together stakeholders over shared interests. Some of 
the potential stakeholders would be the Dakota people and larger indigenous 
community of Minnesota, community Members, tourists, ecologists, city 
planners and designers, and recreational fishers, foragers, canoers and kayakers. 
Understanding the perspectives of each group of people is important, and this 
project is a medium to explore these perspectives. 
 
Secondly, this project addresses ideas of recreational and memorial value by 
adding to already popular destinations such as Cold Water Springs Park,  Hidden 
Falls Regional Park, and Minnehaha Regional Park. Through these additions this 

Introduction22 •

This project looks to ask questions 
surrounding the relationship 
between nature and culture, 
the ways we live with dynamic 
waterways, and the ways that we 
grow food in urban environments. 

23•

01 Bring together 
stakeholders

Examine flexible 
infrastructure

Design connections 
to the river

Design novel and 
healthy ecosystems

Rethink 
environmental policy

Rethink local food

02 03

04 05 06

project addresses the potential of adding a number of interpretive docks aimed 
at increasing public access to the river. This capstone also looks at the processes 
of construction and deconstruction, asking how the river infrastructure can 
embrace the idea of change. 

This project is also about calling attention to a lost species, a lost relative, and lost 
source of food, and a lost piece of an intricate ecosystem.  Most importantly this 
project is about increasing reciprocity with the river. This project serves as an 
invitation for rice to return to this area, and with that all that was lost with it. It is 
a small gesture that can hopefully create larger outward ripples. 

Research Prompt Goals

Ceding Control; Inviting Care
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https://sacredland.org/bdote/ • http://bdotememorymap.org/memory-map/#

Historic Context26 • 27•

“The point where the rivers come together 
here, the Bdote, is the center of the earth. It 
is, we are taught by the Bdewakantunwan, 

where the Dakota people began.”
-Bdewakantunwan Dakota

Dakota Origin and Exile
The confluence of the Minnesota and 
Mississippi rivers is one of the most 
historically significant landscapes in 
Minnesota, known to many Dakota 
people as Bdote. It is a place where 
rivers and people have come together 
for at least 10,000 years. Bdote, means 
“where two waters come together.” 
Bdote can be any such confluence, but 
to the Dakota people, this Bdote is the 
most significant.

Fort Snelling, a former military outpost 
and concentration camp, sits on the 
bluff at Bdote. This fort was and is still a 
representation of control over the land, 
the water, and the indigenous people  
who call this place home. The Bdote area 
consists of many locations of historic 
and contemporary Dakota significance, 
such as Taku Wakan Tipi (Carver’s Cave), 
Mni Owe Sni (Coldwater Spring), and 
Oheyawahi (Pilot Knob). The area also 
includes federally operated buildings, 
urban development, a national cemetery, 
and a state park.

The Dakota people are part of the 
Oceti sakowin, or Seven Council Fires 
(historically also called the Sioux, or 
Great Sioux Nation). Oceti sakowin 
tradition tells how the people came to 

be, and provides teachings that all land 
and water are sacred, and describes 
that human beings hold responsibilities 
to one another, to the land, and to the 
water at places such as Bdote.

As the city of Minneapolis draws 
international attention condemning 
the murder of George Floyd by the 
police, let us also focus our attention on 
centuries of unresolved conflict over the 
Dakota peoples’ sacred landscape that 
surrounds and underlies the place where 
Mr. Floyd was killed. The racism and 
violence confronting Black Americans 
and Native Americans have converged in 
a cultural landscape of deep historic and 
spiritual importance. 

Arrogance, technology and the ongoing 
domination of nature and people 
continue to threaten humanity’s survival 
like never before. A new and more 
complete understanding of history is 
essential to finding a way forward. 
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Mississippi River Timeline
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Ford Dam

Minehaha Creek

Fort Snelling

Coldwater Spring

Hidden Falls Regional Park

31•

River Edge 1890

Crosby Farm

Pike Island

Bdote

River Edge 2010

Much of the changes to the Upper Mississippi River 
become obvious when two outlines of the same river 
are compared. One river shown in white, is as the 
Mississippi appeared in 1890, depicting a number of 
islands, side channels, and a rougher meandering edge. 
The other River shown as a black outline depicts the 
river as it is today, straightened and channelized to 
meet specific industrial functions. Damming and 
dredging have made this river nearly 
unrecognizable to what it once 
was, and those changes 
have had devastating 
impacts on ecology 
and culture. 
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£)akota presence in tine K iver Valiet)

The Minnesota and Mississippi river valleys 
have been home to the Dakota for hundreds 
of years, and the existence of our ancestors 
was sustained by their relationship with the 
earth and their surroundings. For generations, 
Dakota families fished from the rivers, 
gathered rice from area lakes, and hunted 
game on the prairies and in river valley 
woodlands. Along the riverbanks, leaders of 
the Eastern Dakota, including SAKPE, CASKE, 
MAZOMANI, WAMBDITANKA, HUYAPA, 
TACANKU WASTE, and TAOYATEDUTA, 
established villages. From these home sites, the 
Eastern Dakota traveled for hunting, gathering, and 
meeting with other bands of Dakota. Our ancestors 
lived in harmony with the world around them, and 
Dakota culture flourished.

The "Dakota Presence in the River Valley" 
mapping and database project demonstrates 
the strong presence of the Dakota and other 
native groups in the Minnesota and Mississippi 
river valleys. This is an ongoing project of the 
Shakopee Mdewakanton Dakota Community 
that will tap into various sources of information 
including elders, manuscript collections, 
archaeological data, survey notes, and map 
collections. The map and database are continuously 
updated to reflect the additional material we 
have uncovered, including differences in names, 
spellings, and site locations.

KAPOZA (Little Crow's Village)
Village Chiefs: CETANWAKANMANI

WAKINYANTANKA (Big Thunder) 
TAOYATEDUTA (Little Crow)

± MAHPIYA HOTAWITA 
v (Grey Cloud Island)

MILES

For more information about this project or to comment, please contact us at: Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux (Dakota) Community, 

Cultural Resources Department, 2330 Sioux Trail NW, Prior Lake, MN 55372, E-mail: culturalresources@ccsmdc.org

© 2002 Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community 

Printed for Learning from the Dakota Curriculum Guide.

OHANSKA (Long Avenue Village or Black Dog's Village) 
Village Chiefs: WAMBDI TANKA (Big Eagle)

SUNKA SAPA (Black Dog)
MAZA HOTA (Gray Iron)

COKA HANSKA 
(Black Dog Lake)

.  BUR)AL/EARTHWORK SITES 

» DAKOTA VILLAGE SITES

■ PRECONTACT SITES/SACRED SITES 

♦ DAKOTA/EUROPEAN CONTACT SITES

TINTA OTONWE (Chief &AKPE'S Village)

TEWAPA (Eagle Head’s Village) 
Chief: HUYAPA (Eagle Head)

> INYAN CEYAKA OTONWE (Little Rapids Village) 
■r Chief MAZOMANI (Iron Walker)

Pond-Dakola 
Mission Park

Bloomington 
Ferry Mounds

HAHA MDOTE (Fort Snelling and 
Dakota Concentration Camp 1862-63)

Location of the Mendota Treaty Signing (1851) 
(Pilot Knob)

Pig's Eye Village

MDOTE (Meeting of Waters)

Burials associated with 
OHANSKA (Long Avenue Village)

IYUTAPI NAPCINWANKA 
(Nine Mile Creek)

HUYAPA (Eagle Creek

Pond Mission

Pond Mounds

TITANKA TANINA (Penichon's Village) 
Chief: TACANKU WASTE

TAKUWAKANTIPI

MNI SNI 
(Cold Water

WITA TANKA 
(Big Island) ;

Pike Island (1805 Treaty)

OHEYAWAHI

Mounds Park

Historic Context32 • 33•

This is a map of the river valley made by the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux 
community. It is important to understand that all land is sacred here, and that the 
work designers do within this city must always recognize this. 
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Indigenous Perspectives It is vital that we work to understand the perspectives of the Dakota and other indigenous people by 
giving our time and attention to their perspectives. It is essential that we listen. While I was able to 
talk with those holding these perspectives, this resource called the bdote memory map was a vital one. 
Here, there are many great stories told by Dakota people, stories of loss, others of gratitude. Each one 
is important and I would encourage anyone doing work in the Twin cities to explore this resource.

Ceding Control; Inviting Care



Wild Rice Commodified
The treaties signed with indigenous 
tribes help reaffirm indigenous 
rights. Specifically, the White Earth 
Nation has used treaties to “affirm the 
rights of wild rice, holding the United 
States government accountable in its 
relationship with indigenous people.” 

Two treaties, the treaty of 1837 and 
1854, are particularly important as they 
guarantee, in writing, Ojibwe water and 
land rights.

Article 5 of the 1837 Treaty notes, 
“The privilege of hunting, fishing, and 
gathering the wild rice, upon the lands, 
the rivers and the lakes included in 
the territory ceded, is guaranteed to 
the Indians, during the pleasure of the 
President of the United States.” 

Article 11 of the 1854 affirms that all 
Ojibwe people “shall have the right 
to hunt and fish therein, (in the lands 
ceded to them) until otherwise ordered 
by the President.” 

In 1974, Ronald L. Phillips, a Genomics  
professor at the University of Minnesota-
Twin Cities started thirty years of 
research on wild rice. Because the grain 
of natural wild rice is easily damaged and 
ripens at uneven rates, it is not able to be 
mechanically harvested like cultivated 
paddy rice. Because of this, the main 
goal of the research project was to create 
a strand of wild rice that ripened evenly 
while being strengthened enough to be 
harvested on an industrial level. The 
ultimate goal of the project was to create 
a new cash crop which Minnesota could 
use to increase wild rice production 

and profits. University researchers took 
dozens of samples from various wild 
rice germplasm pools across Minnesota 
and Canada to begin genetic alterations 
of the crop. “This outraged indigenous 
people across Minnesota, who worried 
about permanent damage and genetic 
contamination to the integrity of wild 
rice as their relative and as a crop. In 
1999, when the University announced 
a study to map the wild rice genome, 
tensions escalated.”

“The refusal of the University of 
Minnesota to halt genetic research on 
wild rice infringes upon Native Food 
Sovereignty.” By undermining Native 
relationships to the landscape and to 
wild rice, genetic research threatens 
Native Food sources and income.

The patenting of Wild Rice has the 
potential to disrupt Dakota and Ojibwe 
tribes and traditional wild ricers both 
culturally and economically. “The 
ownership that patents over wild rice 
disregards indigenous relationships to 
wild rice.” Patenting also compromises 
tribes’ access to economic resources. 
By flooding the market with cheap, 
patented, mechanically harvested wild 
rice, traditional wild ricers struggle 
to produce capital and have to charge 
higher prices due to the nature of the 
work. 

Citation:
Climates of Inequality. “Climates of 
Inequality — ‘The Rights of Manoomin’ 
(Wild Rice).” Accessed May 3, 2021. 
http://climatesofinequality.org/project/
the-rights-of-manoomin-wild-rice-2/.
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Readying for a fight against a proposed oil 
pipeline, Minnesota’s largest indigenous 
tribe, the White Earth Band of Ojibwe,  
passed a tribal law granting wild rice its 
own enforceable legal rights, much like 
those enjoyed by American citizens. 
They include the rights to “flourish, 
regenerate, and evolve.” A similar law 
has been adopted by the 1855 Treaty 
Authority, a tribal group representing 
beneficiaries of an 1855 land pact the 
Chippewa tribes made with the U.S. 
government.

The laws make it illegal for any busi-
ness or other entity to violate the 
plant’s rights.

It appears to be the first time in the 
United States that a plant species 
has been granted legal personhood, 
although in 2020 the Ponca Tribe in 
Oklahoma passed what’s believed to be 
the first law to codify the rights of nature 
as a whole. 

Mathew Hall claims that “A worldview 
in which everything revolves around 
human wants and desires ultimately 
rests on the idea that we should only 
show moral concern for human beings. 
Humans alone possess the ‘advanced’ 
characteristics deemed worthy of respect, 
such as intelligence, language, and 
reason.” He states that when taking this 
view, the natural world is not a focus of 
ethical behaviors. Instead, it is “relegated 
to a footnote, cast as a passive collection 
of resources for us to use as we wish in 
the ongoing drama of human society.” 
The issue with this anthropocentrism, 
as many leading environmental thinkers 
have pointed out for decades, is that 
it drives our society’s disregard for 
nature and the widespread and ongoing 
degradation of natural ecosystems.
(hall, xxiv)

Legal Rights for Wild Rice
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Wild rice is a plant in transition 
from the ancient wild to the modern 
domesticated form. Wild rice was once 
plentiful in central North America, but 
maintaining the traditional habitat of 
wild rice in Canada and the USA has 
been challenging (Desmarais 2019). 
Barton (2018) reported that Michigan 
State has less than 5% of the 212 
historical wild rice sites in the 1980s, and 
Texas wild  rice, once plentiful is now an 
endangered species (Poole and Bowles 
1999; Biesboer 2019). Since 1950, wild 
rice has been in the process of becoming 
a domesticated crop in the USA, which 
is being grown commercially (Oelke et 
al. 1982). The commercial cultivation of 
wild rice begun to supply the increased 
demand. Wild rice was commercially 
cultivated in the late 20th century (Hayes 
et al. 1989; Oelke and Boedicker 2000). In 
the USA, wild rice is currently cultivated 
primarily in California and Minnesota, 
under a paddy-crop management system 
(Oelke and Porter 2016)

Wild Rice in Minnesota
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Lower Sioux’s Tribal Historic Preservation Office has conducted numerous 

interviews will Dakota elders and spiritual leaders over the past decades capturing oral 
interviews, community histories and landscape/site knowledge. After assessing the 
responses pertaining specifically to where Lower Sioux/Mdewakanton harvested wild 
rice most elders replied, “historically, the Dakota of Lower Sioux went north until they 
reached the furthest south lake and harvested from there.”  

Overtime the advancement and progression of industry and agriculture resulted 
in many southern MN waterbodies being drained or tiled, presumably destroying 
historic-Dakota ricing areas. 

Lower Sioux Indian Community is concerned about the potential impact of 
infrastructure development on the natural resources we depend on for medicinal, 
cultural, and economic purposes. These concerns extend to proposals and/or permits 
that might have long-lasting impacts on LSIC’s resources.  

LSIC wants to prevent environmental degradation and environmental harm in all 
areas of our ancestral homelands.  We do not support projects or policy that risk 
traditional foods being demolished, poisoned or altered.  Wild rice areas (water 
tributaries, water bodies and adjacent streams) should remain protected and pristine 
for future access, harvest and establishment.  

A Study of Wildrice in Minnesota.  Edman, Robert F.  Minnesota Resource Commission (1969) 

Inviting Wild Rice44 •

Wild Rice - Twin Cities 

This historic map shows where wild rice 
was in what is now the Twin Cities. It 
shows the trails of Dakota people going 
right through the river confluence where 
the site of this project is located. 
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Where does wild rice want to be? 

47•

These aerial photographs from Northern Minnesota streams and Rivers show the places that wild 
rice grows. Along the edges and in the shallows, protected but fully rooted in the moving water. They 
don’t typically grow as individuals but rather they grow in stands.
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Wild Rice: A Keystone Species
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food source + 
cultural significance

binds sediment

cover, food, 
and loafing sites

improves water quality

cover + food source

cover

49•

Wild rice is a key species because it provides food for humans and animals. It provides 
habitat and food for birds and fish, binds sediment and purifies water. It is a species 
that holds ecosystems together, and when disrupted has the potential to set in motion 
a disruptive chain of events. When the river lost wild rice, 
it lost all that comes along with it.

Ceding Control; Inviting Care



Timeline

Water level

Sediment

Wild Rice: Life Cycle

01 02 03

Germination
mid-late April

Submerged Leaf
late May - early Jun

Floating Leaf 
mid Jun

Inviting Wild Rice50 •

6’-8’

1’-3’

04 05 06

Aerial Shoots
late Jun-early Jul

Ripening
Aug-Sep

Decomposition
Nov

51•

With all that wild rice gives, it requires a very special niche in the ecosystem in return. 
Wild rice is an annual, meaning it has to grow from seed each year. This annual life 
cycle is highly specialized, requiring a need to be submerged in water, somewhere 
between 6” and 3’ deep. It needs clean and clear water, preferably moving at a speed 
of 1-mph. It also needs waters that are resilient to flooding. 

During its transition from a submerged plant to one that emerges out of the water it 
is extremely vulnerable to flooding. At this state it can either be uprooted from the 
ground due to its now floating leaves, or it can literally drown. The alterations made 
to the Mississippi are exactly the reason this plant cannot survive here any longer. 
Addressing each of these specific needs is vital if rice is to be invited back.
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Wild Rice as a Site

Ford Dam

Existing Trail
Existing Road
1890 River Edge
Seeding Area
Proposed Dock

Minnehaha Creek

Key

A

B

Ford Dam + Island

Flood Plain Inlet

Minnehaha Regional Park Shoreline

Boat Launch

Boat Launch

Flood Plain Inlet

Hidden Falls 
Regional Park Entrance

C

D

A

B

C

D

Here is a map of the project site along the 
Mississippi river between Minneapolis and 
Saint Paul. Where does wild rice want to be? In 
today’s conditions, nowhere looks particularly 
great. But if conditions were to drastically 
improve it would want to be in places like 
those highlighted in pink. Parts of the river 
with slower moving water, places where the 
topography of the river is flatter and shallow, 
and places generally on the inside of the river’s 
curves where less erosion is happening. Here 
is where we will begin design interventions.
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The Ford Lock and Dam and Lower Saint Anthony Falls 
Lock and Dam will be removed.

Inviting Wild Rice54 •

What Does Wild Rice Need to 
Thrive Again?

02

03

Water Quality of the Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers will 
be improved.

The Mississippi River is reconnected to its floodplain.

55•

Three major changes need to take place for wild rice to return to the urban Mississippi 
River. While these requirements are outside the scope of this project, they remain vital 
for rice to be invited back. Those three needs are the removal of the Ford Lock and 
Dam and Lower Saint Anthony Falls Lock and Dam, improved water quality, and a river 
reconnected to its floodplain. 
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Wild Rice Need 01
Dam Removal
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“If rivers are circulatory
systems, then dams are

blood clots”

Dam Removal as a Catalyst
There are 903 dams spanning the 
Mississippi River, making it the most 
damed river in the world. Although 
the dams serve a purpose allowing the 
shipping of grains and other goods while 
also being used for flood control, they 
pose an enormous ecological threat to 
the river and all life that depends on it. 
In Minneapolis and St. Paul Minnesota, 
two of these dams have uncertain futures. 

The dams in the Mississippi River 
Gorge were built to support an industry 
vision from the 1800s. Although these 
dams currently produce hydropower, 
their capacity is tens of thousands of 
kilowatts below the national average, 
and their actual production is even less. 
Keeping the dams in place would require 
millions of dollars annually to safely 
maintain the rigid infrastructure, some 
of which is a century old, all while the 
river’s ecosystem continues to degrade.

Now, some organizations such as 
American Rivers are petitioning for 
the removal of the Ford Lock and Dam 
in St. Paul, and the Lower St Anthony 
Falls Lock and Dam in Minneapolis. 
This removal would allow for the release 
of an enormous amount of sediment that 

has been backed up behind the dams for 
decades. Although this sediment release 
poses a challenge to successful ecological 
recovery, a free flowing river will be able 
to deposit this sediment and allow for 
the return of certain species cast out 
long ago.  One of the most important 
of these species is Zizania palustris, or 
wild rice. This native grass is of major 
spiritual and cultural importance to 
local indigenous people, and its growth 
hasn’t been recorded on this stretch 
of the Mississippi in decades due to 
the massive infrastructural control we 
have subjected the river to. Even if this 
petition fails, it is only a matter of time 
before these century old structures are 
removed.

So what happens if and when these two 
locks and dams are removed? Who will 
have a say on what the future holds for 
the river? Using wild rice as a key species, 
we can define a new future where we 
celebrate the free flowing waters of the 
river. If we release control, we can invite 
care and help foster reciprocity between 
humans, plants, animals, and the river 
that supports us all. 
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The Ford Lock and Dam and the Lower Saint Anthony Falls Lock and Dam 
are currently being evaluated for further use, or removal. These two dams 
could be gone as early as the 2030s. 

Existing Dams
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FORD DAM

UPR ST. ANTHONY 
FALLS DAM

LWR ST. ANTHONY 
FALLS DAM

MINNEAPOLIS / ST. PAUL

Capitalizing on this movement is vital in order to create a culturally inclusive 
renaturalization of this stretch of the Mississippi River. 
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Pre-colonization Exploitation

Before the construction of dams in the 
upper Mississippi River, Indigenous 
people used to grow food in the flood 
plains. Wild rice was harvested within 
the floodplain, fish were caught in 
abundance, and plentiful wild animals 
roamed the area of  what is now the 
Twin Cities. Back then the water was 
free flowing and much shallower 
allowing for a plentiful edible river 
system.

The construction of Locks and Dams 
in Minneapolis first started in 1907. 
The dams provided the water depth 
necessary to maintain a 9 1/2-foot 
channel from St. Paul to Minneapolis 
while also supplying the city with 
renewable hydropower. The creation 
of these dams drastically changed the 
hydrology of the river and consequently 
forced dozens of plant, invertebrate  
and fish species out of the area. Without 
these Dams,  Minneapolis and St. Paul 
would not have had the economic 
success that made them the cities they 
are today, but it is hard not to wonder 
what the true cost of this action was.

Mississippi River History: Dams
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Potential Retreat New Opportunities

There is now a rare opportunity to 
restore part of the Mississippi River and 
bring back fish and wildlife that were 
pushed out a century ago. The U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers is currently 
studying Lower Saint Anthony Falls 
Lock and Dam, and Lock and Dam 1, 
to determine if it is in the taxpayers’ 
best interest to continue paying 
for maintenance and operation of 
the structures. This study will also 
determine if other federal, state, local, 
non-profit and private entities are 
interested in future ownership of the 
dam properties. Upon completion of 
the study, the Army Corps will submit 
recommendations to Congress on 
the fate of the infrastructure. This 
study provides a rare opportunity 
to influence the future of the Urban 
Mississippi River and the local human 
connections within the river corridor.

With the removal of these dams, 
the Mississippi River Gorge would 
once again become free flowing. This 
is an opportunity to form a new 
relationship between people and the 
Mississippi River, one that no longer 
exploits the river as a commodity, but 
instead forms a reciprocal relationship 
between people, the river, and the 
living beings that would be welcomed 
back after 1oo years of forced exile. This 
project seeks to facilitate building this 
new relationship.
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Wild Rice Need 02
Improved Water Quality
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Minneapolis 2040 Plan
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https://minneapolis2040.com/goals/

67

For improved water quality I cite the Minneapolis 2040 plan. In this plan are actually 
many things that support the goals of this project, but the most important one for wild 
rice is the one that highlights a clean environment. The plan looks at addressing the 
problem at all scales, from urban streams and pollution to contaminants entering the 
stormwater system. 
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Wild Rice Need 03
Reconnect to the floodplain
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Reconnecting to the Floodplain

Ford Dam

1890 River Edge
2021 River Edge

Minnehaha Creek

Key

Boat Launch

Flood Plain Inlet

Hidden Falls 
Regional Park Entrance

Hundreds of islands, some forming and 
others being cut away, once divided the 
natural river, dispersing its waters into 
innumerable side channels and backwaters. 

But by dividing the river, islands limited 
the water available to the navigation 
channel and therefore its depth.

The River and Harbor Act promoted drastic 
changes to the Mississippi River within 
Minnesota for the first time. Between 1866 
and 1867 this act allowed the river to be 
altered in order to allow ferry’s and other 
shipping vessels to navigate the Upper 
Mississippi River. 

One major outcome of this act was 
disconnecting the Mississippi from its 

floodplain. The river was cut off from its 
side channels in order to increase water 
velocity and deepen water levels. While 
this allowed ships to navigate more easily, 
its effects have been devastating and long 
lasting to the river ecologies. 

This major change in river morphology 
decimated plant and animals species and 
populations, and dramatically increased 
shoreline erosion due to increases in 
velocity, depth, and flooding. 

For wild rice to ever return to this stretch 
of the Mississippi River, it is essential 
that the Mississippi river reconnect to the 
floodplain once again.
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DESIGN PROPOSAL04

In the face of all these barriers it can 
feel overwhelming to try and propose a 
solution. For these reasons I wanted to 
design something that can exist within the 
conditions we have today, but that can be 
adapted to changes long term. This project 
explores a series of interpretive docks that 
provide access to the river in new ways, 
while encouraging the growth of wild rice. 

To invite back wild rice to the river in 
its current state will require human 
intervention. We must finally give back to 
the river rather then take from it. To do 
this the design intervention will need to 
be adaptable. It will need to be resilient to 
flooding and erosion, and able to change 
with the seasons much like the wild rice 
itself.



Site Context 
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Ford Dam + Island
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The proposed locations for the 4 docks are shown 
as the black radiating circles. They will connect to the 
existing trails of Minneahah and Hidden Falls regional parks. 

The first dock lies within the shadow of the dam itself, on a man-made 
island remnant often visited by kayakers. Here water moves slowly as it’s 
protected by the lock and island. It is also a good test site for reseeding if 
the dam were to ever be removed. It could be used as a gauge for river recovery. 

The second dock location will be near the mouth of Minehaha creek. The topography 
of the river is encouraging and its proximity to a popular trail makes it a great spot 
to provide access to people. 

The third dock location will be at the mouth of floodplain inlet. This is the only 
connection to the old floodplain at this part of the river, and this location will serve 
as a good test site for reseeding if floodplain reconnection ever happens. 

The final dock location would be at the existing hidden falls boat launch. The water 
is shallow and slow moving here, and the proximity to parking makes it a great 
access spot for canoers or kayakers to load and unload. 
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Why a Dock?
This dock is designed to assist rice by floating with fluctuating water levels. The docks provides 
access for ricers and everyone else. The low impact design works with seasonal cycles and is easily 
constructed and deconstructed allowing for change over time. It is made for ease of monitoring and 
harvest, but also for interpretation. This is a space for community, for learning, and for access. Most 
importantly this is a space for wild rice.
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The deck boards sit on dock floats and are 
secured to low impact pilings that are footed into 

the ground using an auger head. The deck is large 
enough to host small events or ceremonies lofted 

just above the moving river water

These piling can easily be 
pulled out seasonally, or 

left in longer term.

Attached to the floating dock is a planting bed 
that is submerged 18” below the water. 

The benches have angled ends to create layable 
surfaces so that users can face the warm sun as 

the rice also reaches for it. The larger angled 
bench lifts up 29” so that a person standing can 

see just over the top of the mature rice.

The dock floats ensure that the 
dock fluctuates with flooding 

conditions, allowing the 
planting bed to always 

remain just below 
the water surface.

A foot rest wraps around 3 sides of the dock, 
leaving room for canoe access on the 4th, and sits 

just below the surface of the water, inviting people 
to dip their toes in to join the rice roots.

Foot Rests

Foot Rests

Dock Surface
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01
Seed. 
Grab the bottom of your roots (feet) and 
go dormant. Compress your body as 
tightly as possible. Close your eyes. 1-2 
min+

CHOREOGRAPHING GERMINATION

02
Animate.
While keeping you body tight, begin to 
wiggle your roots (toes), seperating 
them at all times. Let them search 
curiously. 30 sec.

03
Tap Root.
Hold tight until you can’t any longer. 
Release one root (foot) and allow your 
wiggling roots (toes) to slowly stretch 
your tap root (leg) away from your 
center. 1 min

03
Orient.
Fight to roll over until you are 
oriented roots down. Never stop 
wiggling those root hairs (toes).
30 sec.

05
Grounding.
Let your roots (toes and legs) slowly 
wiggle and spread out, gounding and 
stabalzing your stalk (body). 
1-2 min.

06
Breaking Through.
Feel the weight of the soil on you, arch 
your back and uncoil yourself upright 
forcfully yet slowly. 1 min

Myers, Natasha. “Conversations on Plant Sensing.” NatureCulture, 2015, pp. 35–66. 

Bean Time-Lapse - 25 Days | Soil Cross Section, GPhase, 7 Mar. 2018, www.youtube.com/watch?v=w77zPAtVTuI. 

07
Leaf Out.
Begin to relax your stalk (body) and 
allow one stem (arm) and leaf (hand) to 
release and go where it wants. Keep 
this stem and leaf moving slowly at all 
times. 1 min.

08
Find the Sun.
Release your other stem (arm) and 
leaf (hand) and relax your whole 
self.Allow everything to rest and 
move gently yet purposefully.  Your 
done! Grab a drink of water! 3-5 min.

This exercise first attempted in Karen Lutsky’s “Vegetal Imaginaries” course allowed me to try 
to view the world from the perspective of the wild rice plant. This would eventually inform the 
furniture design and foot rests. Below are a series of instructions for the exercise.

Choreographing Plant Perspectives
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Project Phasing 
The dock structure itself is also constructed cyclically to withstand the freezing river while also 
responding to the wild rice’s life cycle. Additionally this construction and deconstruction can 
respond to a changing shoreline over time. The process of construction is fairly simple, and can be 
part of an annual community build.
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Dormancy

In the Fall, the seeds drop off the plant 
and sink rapidly into the sediment near 
the mother plant. The seed remains 
dormant in the mud until spring 
when warming water and low oxygen 
conditions stimulate germination. 

Although most seed will usually 
germinate the first spring, some may 
remain dormant for five or more years. 
This extended dormancy allows wild
rice to survive occasional crop failure.
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The planting bed of the dock is the only part of the structure that must remain throughout 
all seasons, as the dormant rice needs to remain wet and be able to feel the freeze thaw for 
germination.
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Floating Leaf 

By mid-June the wild rice plant is in 
the floating leaf stage, when ribbon-like 
leaves lay flat on the water’s surface. 
This is generally considered the most 
critical stage; the plant is buoyant and 
high winds or a rapid increase in water 
levels can uproot or drown entire beds. 
Additionally, during this stage, the rice 
undergoes a physiological change. Pre-

viously, when the rice was wholly sub-
merged under the water, it was exchang-
ing gases with the water column, but 
now, it begins to exchange gases with 
the air. If the rice is then re-submerged  
like in a flooding event, the plant could 
drown.
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In the spring, as the rice comes to life the dock is built out for monitoring purposes and light 
access for boaters. This is the most delicate phase so keeping large groups away from the 
planting bed has importance
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Aerial Leaf  to Ripening

By the end of June one or more aerial 
shoots have begun to develop. These 
shoots will continue to grow into August, 
reaching a height of 2-8 feet above 
the water. Multiple shoots, up to 10 
or more, are most common where the 
water is shallow and the plant density 
is low. As early as late July, flowering 
begins. Both male and female flowers 
develop on the same stalk, the female 
above the male. The female flowers open 
first, followed 3-4 days later by the male 
flowers. The pollen is wind-borne. This 
timing difference in flower opening 
promotes cross pollination. 

In August and September the seeds 
develop and mature. Seeds on a single 
stalk reach maturity over a 10-14 day 
period, with the highest seeds maturing 
first. Ripening is also affected by 
sediment type, water depth, weather, and 
other factors. Ripe seed drops into the 
sediment, unless harvested by humans 
or wildlife. An acre of good rice beds 
can yield over 500 pounds of seed. This 
gradual, uneven ripening means rice 
can be harvested repeatedly during the 
season, which may extend for up to 3-4 
weeks on a particular lake or stream. 
Different water bodies will also ripen 
at slightly different times, so the harvest 
season may last six weeks if fair weather 
holds.
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As the rice reaches above water in the late spring the dock is built to its full extents, inviting 
people and groups out for events or just to access the river. 
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Decomposition

When the plant dies, the stem and leaf 
litter is deposited on the sediment during 
late fall and begins to decay when the 
sediments warm the following spring. 
The previous year also produces a large 
number of seeds that are germinating; 
the seedlings that emerge from the seed 
need a lot of nitrogen in a hurry to supply 
their growth. But the nitrogen which is 
locked up in all that litter is not being 
release in synchrony with the timing of 
nutrient demand by the next generation 
of seedlings. Starved for nitrogen, many 

of the seedlings die and the population 
crashes to a low level that year and only 
a small amount of seeds and new plant 
biomass are produced. The following 
year, the large previous crop of litter is 
now well-decomposed and the nitrogen 
is being released for the next generation 
of plants. Seedling survival and growth 
are greater, and so productivity begins to 
recover. The delay in nitrogen release 
from each year’s litter causes the 
population to cycle from generation to 
generation.
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As the rice becomes ripe in the early fall the docks are deconstructed to allow for the rice 
seeds to reseed fully into the water. For now none is collected by humans. The plant stocks 
decompose into the river.
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Change Over Time 
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The idea of the dock is that it doesn’t just 
change with the seasons, but also over longer 
timescales. The dock can serve as a monitor 
for river health. Maybe in 2071 the dam was 
removed, the water quality improved, and 
the floodplain reconnected. If so the rice has 
potentially reseeded itself into the river bed, 
leaving behind the controlled home of the 
floating planting bed. Maybe these things will 
never happen, and if so the docks continue to 
tell the story of a grass that once thrived here 
but does no longer because of us. Even so each 
year we try by reseeding and reseeding. This 
proposal is about caring enough to try.
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Dock Condition - 2021

Dock Section

Dam & Dock Section
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This first section shows the northernmost 
dock and its relationship to the Ford Dam. 
Due to impeded sediment and changed river 
morphology the rice is constricted to the dock. 
The ground is barren and sediment is held 
back

Water Flow

Water Flow

Lock

Dam
Impeded Sediment
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Dock Condition - 2021Dock Condition - 2071
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Dock Section

Dam & Dock Section

The second section shows the shore condition 
post dam removal, floodplain reconnection, 
and after water quality improvements. After 
the seasons of dropping seeds into the mud 
the rice has finally taken to the river bottom 

as sediment is now free flowing again. This is 
also a good opportunity to explore the spatial 
dimension of the rice itself, and how the 
elevated bench structure lifts a person to the 
height of the rice.

Water Flow

Water Flow
Flowing Sediment

Flowing Sediment
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Change Over Time

Dock Condition - 2021
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Dock Condition - 2071
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DISCUSSION05



Discussion

Discussion100 •

01
This project is about learning new ways of seeing. The 
education is a lifelong endeavor but trying to understand 
and listening is important.

02

03

04

Every project, built or theoretical, takes place on sacred 
land. What is the role of designers when every place is 
spiritual to someone?

Finding common ground is worthwhile. For me this was 
wild rice and rivers, but for you it may be something 
else entirely. Can design be the medium to speculate on 
contested futures?

What if landscapes were approached as a way to help 
invisible people and places, plants and animals be seen? 
What if landscapes were made to help us all live with 
dignity?

101•

Whether or not wild rice ever returns unassisted 
to this stretch of the river is outside the scope 
of this project. I only hope to imagine new 
futures - and ways of seeing things long term 

rather than short term. Today we can build to 
imagine tomorrow, and hopefully inspire a more 
ecologically and culturally connected future. 
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