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The Trail and the Root River are
definitely the top attractions in
the area - our secret shoppers
felt that the trail would make

it worth their while to spend

a couple of days biking and
canoeing the area.

The challenge is that Rushford
is just one of many towns along
the river and the trail. The city
would benefit from finding a
way to set itself apart from the
other communities along the
Root River - giving travelers
areason the spend time in
Rushford over competing
communities.

Houston says they're “the best,’
Peterson touts their museum
and campground, Lanesboro
promotes their history, and
claims to be “deep in culture and
beauty.” Preston claims to have
the best B&Bs, and Harmony
says they are a “nice place to
visit, and an even better place
to live” But none of these
statements and slogans really
sets any of them apart from the
others, offering little reason to
spend time there. These generic
marketing messages could fit
nearly every town in the state of
Minnesota.
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What does Rushford have that | followed the trail, which took me right back to where | started - At
sets it apart from the other the museum.

communities? What can be
enhanced or developed that
would make Rushford stand
out? Find your niche, and then
promote it!

Consider developing a plan to
guide your efforts -- a to-do list
of actions to achieve your goals.

Remember that history isn't a
point in time. Today is the day
you start creating new history
for Rushford.

It starts with a small handful
of committed local citizens.
Consider the following - a few
of our favorite quotes.

Success Begins With a Good Architect Keep up the great work!

The rule of Planning

“Never doubt that a small e For daily tips, tricks & ideas
group of thoughtful, committed i :

people can change the world. fa “ Follow Roger on Twitter at
Indeed, it is the only thing that y \! ' f i wwwi.twitter.com/Roger_Brooks

ever has."-Margaret Mead

“If you think you're too small
to have an impact, try going

to bed with a mosquito in the : @ Intarnations
room. -Unknown / nternationa

“Nothing great was ever
achieved without enthusiasm.”
-Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Rushford, MN Distance Marketing Assessments

The following few pages contain assessments by
our secret shoppers, who researched the area from
a distance, reviewing marketing materials to see if
they could find the area, and if the materials were
convincing enough to make them want to visit.

Distance Marketing Assessment #1

Imagining why | would be traveling through
southern Minnesota and avoiding the big cities
and well-know northern lakes country, | decided
for purposes of this assessment that it is summer
and my family is traveling by car across the country
to visit friends in Madison, Wisconsin. Our aim on

a cross-country car trip is to find fun things to do
together along the way, but still have ample time at
our final destination.

Examining Google Maps, it seems Highway 16
generally follows the Root River, so “Root River”
was the first Google search | did. And “Southeast
Minnesota’s Root River Trail” site, rootrivertrail.org,
offered an interesting glimpse of the 60 paved mile
trail long the bluffs. Since my husband, 13 year old
daughter, 9 year old son and | all enjoy bicycling
together, | was immediately captivated by the idea
of biking across this part of the state. This non-
profit trail organization’s website offers a great list
of lodging, amenities and activities sorted by the
towns along the trail.

Following this notion of a bicycling adventure
within our cross-country car trek, | can imagine that
we would be able to entice our Madison, W friends
to meet us at the end of the trail and ferry one of

us back to our car. They might even want to join
us in the adventure. So, feeling like the logistics of
ditching the car for a few days is plausible, | delved
further into the web site.

From Highway 16, Preston would be a logical
starting point. 1'd probably want to spend the night
at our trailhead town to pack our stuff into panniers
and get local expertise to inform our planned
cycling adventure. I'm not sure if we'd rent bikes
there or bring our own - that all depends on what
we planned to do in the earlier portions of our road
trip. The RootRiverTrail.org site lists eight places

to stay and as many places to eat in Preston (with
phone numbers and addresses), offering us lots of
options. The links page offers connections to each
of the websites of the towns along the trail. The
link to Preston, prestonmn.org, shows only four
places to stay, but there are web links so chances
are I'd start my accommodations search there. | love
biking, but am not up to camping while biking, so
B&Bs, inns and motels are all options depending on
price, amenities and availability.

The next morning after breakfast and after
purchasing food for a picnic lunch, we'd take off on
our bikes, with the goal of riding about 20 miles
each day. From Preston we'd probably make it to
Lanesboro for day one, 14.8 total miles. Unless we
had been taking previous biking side trips on this
cross country trek, it's best to make the first day

a little shorter. | also like to allow for time to deal
with any equipment issues that might crop up on
our first day. | deduced the mileage from the map
| downloaded from the trail site. This map from

Findings & Suggestions @

the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
includes a description of different parts of the trail
and parking information.

According to the trail website, in Lanesboro there
are art galleries and theatre in addition to river
access for canoeing and kayaking. The town's 2004
designation as a“Top 20 Dream Town" by Outside
Magazine suggests to me that we'll find plenty

to do there, making it worth the overnight stop.
There’s a slew places on the trial site’s lodging list
with web links to many of them, plenty to choose
from. Under Recreation | find “Root River Outfitters”
where we could get canoes for an afternoon river
trip, and their restaurant on the river looks like a
great place to land for dinner after we've returned
the canoes. | can envision an early evening of
walking around the town and maybe taking in any
cultural offerings. If for some reason it was hard

to get accommodations in Lanesboro, it’s good to
know that just 5 miles further down the trail there
are a few options in Whalan. The link from the
trails site to Lanesboro takes us to Lanesboro-mn.
gov which is not a tourist friendly site. A better link
would be to Lanesboro.com where | learned a little
about the local Amish community. However, | don't
think there’s enough time in our bicycling itinerary
to make an Amish exploration a priority.

Our destination for the next day would be
Rushford or Peterson, depending on availability
of accommodations. Neither town offers much to
do outside of the trail, but with biking, the journey
is the entertainment and recreation. While I'd like
to make the distance to Rushford by days end,
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there are more places to stay in Peterson. Yet,
according the trail site, there are more places to

eat in Rushford. The latter’s generally fast-food fare
would not be a disappointment to the kids, so my
husband and | would consider it a money-saving
dinner. And South Rushford would likely have back-
up offerings as needed.

Houston is the end of the trail, so it's our final day’s
destination. The map indicates there are some
steep hills between Rushford and Houston, best
saved for the end. The trail site indicates that there
are breathtaking views on this section of the trail.
So, much of our day would be spent climbing and
resting at viewpoints. The trail site also mentions
the Houston Nature Center at the terminus of the
trail. There are half a dozen places to eat and a few
places to stay if we were so inclined, but aside from
the Nature Center there doesn’t seem to be much
to do in Houston. So, we would probably plan to
retrieve our car back in Preston and either drive

to Lanesboro for the night, or more likely keep
heading towards our final eastern destination.

| was disappointed not to have a number to call

or email contact from the rootrivertrail.org site

for more information. But, they did have a link to
bikeeverywhere.com touting the Bicycle Vacation
Guide — Minnesota and Wisconsin. Looking at the
sneak peek of the book, | could tell that it had some
great detailed information. Curious that | made

up a Madison, WI destination for this assessment,
found the Root River Trail so appealing, then found
a book that shows me how to take bike trips across
both states! | would order the book immediately if
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truly planning this trip. Still looking for a little more
detailed data, | decided to make a call.

Since Lanesboro is larger than the other towns

on the trail and advertised as an outdoors mecca,

| called the Lanesboro Chamber of Commerce,
having found the phone number on the Lanesboro.
com site. Their representative was one of the most
helpful people | have talked to in a long time
regarding tourist activities. | told her my family
was planning a cross country car trip on I-90 to
Madison next summer, and that | was researching
diversions along the way to break up the drive. |
further told her | had learned about the Root River
Trail, then fired a bunch of questions at her (e.g.

It seems like it's really crowded in the summer,

is that true? Do you have to reserve a place to

stay ahead of time? Is there a way to go just one
way on the trail? What else do | need to know?)
Colleen answered every question and provided
more helpful information. She confirmed what |
had read -- that the trail is well-used by people of
all ages — great for a family bike trip. She told me
that getting reservations for a party of four would
be advisable in the summer, even for a weekday, to
get the type of accommodations we prefer. Then
she explained how their online reservation system
worked. But she also offered to help on the phone
with reservation information if | preferred that. She
explained that most people do a round trip bike
excursion, but said that Ken at The River Rats did
provide a pick-up service and she provided the
phone number. If we wanted to rent bicycles, she
told me which part of their web site to peruse and

also gave me the names of the two who were right
in Lanesboro, saying they were both great (Little
River Outfitters, Root River Outfitters). | asked if we
could get on the river for a couple of hours or just
the afternoon if we were riding into town around
lunchtime. She said “yes!” and the second outfitter
could rent canoes for as short a time as 2 hours. In
closing Coleen told me that Lanesboro does not
have franchises, so | wouldn't find a “Super 8," but
rather lots of B & B’s (she proudly said they are
considered the B & B capital of MN), some great inns
and family run motels. She encouraged me to call
back with more questions as | continue to plan my
trip.

One final Google search on “Bluffs Minnesota” led
me to National Scenic Byways Program, byways.
org. covering the same route prescribed in this
assignment and suggesting a three hour drive time.
When examining the “Overview”| was reminded
that | had become so engrossed in the trail from
Preston to Houston, that I'd failed to look before

or after that segment. The mention of Forestville
prompts me to Google the town and | land on
Minnesota Historic Sites, mnhs.org, which looks like
an educational trip into the past. If timing allowed,
on our way to Preston we would stop in Forestville
to see the town at a minimum. Looking to the more
Eastern end of the route at La Crescent, | don't see
anything per the Chamber of Commerce site or the
city web site to indicate that there’s much in the
way of accommodations or dining, so | don't see
any particular reason to linger in La Crescent.



If the bicycling adventure had not caught my
imagination as it did, and | was making this trip by
car alone, my only “must see” would be Lanesboro
where I'd want to have lunch and see the town. The
Chamber representative was wise to tell me the
town was franchise-free, leaving the impression in
my mind that Lanesboro is something out of the
ordinary and worth a visit. If the timing were right
in my cross-country trek, | would spend the night
and maybe try a little biking and canoeing close to
town. But, being so close to my chosen destination
of Madison (and presumably eager to get there),

I would not insist on an overnight in Lanesboro
based upon what | know.

In the end, it’s the slow pace of bicycling on the
Root River Trail that would keep me in the area
longer, spending my tourist dollars.

Distance Marketing Assessment #2

The first website | visited was Explore Minnesota
http://www.exploreminnesota.com/.

This opening page is great with rotating
professional photographs—and they're large
enough that you can really get a feeling for the
beauty, sites, solitude, and fun to be had. The
selection and variety of photos are also very well
chosen, showing city life, country, water shots,
commerce (shipping), culture, families and smiles,
and great catchy captions—well done!

| clicked on Geographic Regions and learned the

area | was looking for is a sub-region of southern
MN called Mississippi Bluff Country. | phoned

the toll free number, was put on hold for a travel
counselor, was rung through, then cut off so |

had to call back. The second call | waited eight
minutes, then talked to a knowledgeable guy who
recommended the second week of October as a
great time to visit southern Minnesota to witness
fall colors. He also told me that this area will be
warmest in fall since it’s furthest south. | requested
information on the Hwy 16 route and Mississippi
Bluff Country. A huge packet of information
arrived in just 4 days, sent in a flat rate Priority Mail
envelope (cost $4.95).

A search for Rushford, MN brought up the town’s
newspaper website first—the Tri County Record
http://www.rushford.net/ --not much for travel
information here... Second was the city office
rushford.govoffice.com/. The tag line on this site
says “City of Parks, Trees and Trails.” | clicked on
Things to Do and saw City Views, the Burr Oak Tree,
and Northend Campground, but nothing about
parks, trees and trails.

The City Views link has three very small aerial
photos placed on a large page with lots of white.
This page would be an ideal place to place some
larger photos, including some shots of appealing
landscapes and sites—think about the variety

of shots used on the Explore Minnesota site and
capitalize on what you have in Rushford to portray
a feeling with photos. Still no information on travel
here.
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Way down the Google search list for Rushford

near the bottom of the second page, appeared a
website titled Rushford Minnesota Tourism taking
me to Historic Bluff Country www.bluffcountry.
com/rushford.htm. In looking at the View Source
for these three websites (newspaper at the top,

city website second, and this site way down the

list) you will find that the newspaper site has meta
tags and keywords focused. Rethink your keywords
and compare or even copy some of those from

the newspaper site to get your site up to the top

of the Google search list. The keywords on your
bluff country tourism website are very broad (se
Minnesota dining, se Minnesota tourism, fishing,
etc.)—competing with all of MN for tourism doesn’t
seem like a worthwhile use of keywords here.
Include some meta tags for distinctive places in the
Rushford/Bluffs area that people might search for,
and—add a meta tag for Mississippi Bluffs.

| phoned the toll free number on the www.
bluffcountry.com website. | asked what kinds of
attractions were around the Rushford area and was
told about one of the top ten caves in the country,
and Amish tours—both of which sound interesting
enough to make the stop in Rushford (capitalize
on these!). | requested some information on the
area and received the same Historic Bluff Country
Back Roads brochures that Minnesota Tourism

sent me. This brochure also arrived in just 4 days,
however the front cover of the brochure was almost
completely torn off as it was mailed with just one
sticky tab holding it shut. Maybe two tabs would
at least deliver your brochure intact so the farm
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photo on the front is still viewable. See last page for
comments about the brochure.

Back to the Bluff Country website. | thought the
opening sentence for Rushford was interesting—
“Visit Rushford’s Historic Railroad Depot and

get some ideas of what Rushford offers visitors
and residents” When | visit a tourism website |
am looking for reasons why | should visit. This
statement leaves me confused like I'm supposed to
figure that out but only after | travel there to learn
the reason. Further into the paragraph plenty of
alluring activities are mentioned but the opening
is vague enough that | could move on quickly
without wading through the paragraph to see
what Rushford really has. What makes Rushford,
Rushford? Tell me what I'll feel, see, smell, touch,
hear—when | visit Rushford’s Historic Railroad
Depot and other sites.

When | searched for Mississippi Bluffs, | ended up on
a St. Louis real estate website first, and second to an
article about your MN Mississippi Bluffs in Midwest
Living Magazine http://www.midwestliving.
com/travel/interest/scenic-drives/minnesotas-
mississippi-bluffs/—what a great article to link to
from your own website—15 “pages” with highlights
about every town along Hwy 16 plus more side trips
along the way! Anytime you can show that well-
known national magazines are featuring your area,
it can only help. Use their ideas, pull the highlights
this writer saw and pass those along through your
websites and brochures.

The article mentions biking an old railbed over
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converted trestles and through tiny villages,
Lanesboro’s “haunted houses,” Mystery Cave, and
driving through fruit-laden orchards atop soaring
bluffs, all of which sound like attractions that would
entice me to visit the area. The bike trail alone
would bring me to the Rushford area, especially
when | found the Root River Trails Map—definitely
worth exploring!

Another result of Mississippi Bluffs further down
the search list was Explore Mississippi Bluffs http://
www.exploremississippibluffs.com/. This site is
cleverly done with old-fashioned suitcases as the
icons for several cities along the way. But, oops!
Rushford isn't one of them even though Rushford is
right on this route! You might want to get a piece
of this action even though their website could use
some improvements. The click through to each city
listed brings you to some very basic information or
a few events, no photos. If/when you do decide to
connect with this travel partnership, suggest that
they add some good, distinctive photos for each of
the towns featured.

One more website | spent some time on was www.
rushfordchamber.com. | only found this site from a
link on http://www.bluffcountry.com/rushford.htm.
With a little work, the Rushford Chamber website
could be a great resource for visitors and locals
alike. The Visitor Page has a variety of options there,
but the print and photos are too small to really see
what they are. Consider spreading these photos
and captions to two or three pages, or group them
into categories—historic sites/museums, shopping,
recreation, lodging, with links to each group on the

Visitor Page—and include quality photos of your
area. If the intent of the Chamber site is mainly for
local businesses, put a link to the www.bluffcountry.
com website for Visitor Information, and work with
that group to improve the offerings of that website.
| stumbled on the website for the Root River Trail
http://www.rootrivertrail.org/index.php on one of
the B & B websites. Make this link prominent on all
of your websites. But consider whether you want
the City of Rushford to be the link on this site (under
Links) rather than your tourism or chamber sites.

I noted that the Chamber website includes a
Destination Workshop link promoting Destination
Development’s workshop with Roger Brooks—and
a link to Destination Development under Links
tab. This collaborative effort among community
members can be the change you are looking for if
you continue to encourage many participants to
this process. Buy in from your community will help
word of mouth advertising more than anything—
and word of mouth advertising is something you
can't buy.

So, would | visit Rushford—absolutely, even with
the little information | have uncovered. The Hwy
16 route adds only 3 miles more than taking the
interstate—and so much more character! Highway
16 and the Rushford area have a number of draws
that would bring me to the area for at least a long
weekend of floating, biking, exploring the bluffs.
All of the accommodations listed on the Chamber
website look clean and comfortable. Late summer
or early fall should be a good time to travel here,
with temperatures not quite so hot for biking, but



still warm enough for a tube float.

Mississippi Bluff Country brochure from www.
bulffcountry.com:

This brochure has tons of information but didn’t
particularly draw me in. It was hard to wade
through all that text—more photos would be
welcome. Unless | knew exactly what | wanted to
look up, | probably wouldn't spend much time with
this guide. It might be a good reference for folks
more familiar with the area but for a newcomer, it’s
a little overwhelming. | need more help showing
me the highlights when | visit a new area, rather
than digging for them.

Distance Marketing Assessment #3

What is between Dexter and La Crescent? If you
Google Dexter, there is not a specific tourism
listing, so | try Mower County, which is listed first
maybe there will be a link so some tourism and the
government site (http://www.co.mower.mn.us/).
There are no tabs for visitors, perhaps on the Links
tab, but | strike out as they don't even list the state
tourism website.

I'll try Googling La Crescent, and the Chamber
site is the second listing. Calling, | speak with a
representative who couldn’t have sold the Scenic
By-way better! She said, “It is the most beautiful
drive with a winding road, streams, brooks and
bluffs” She told me that Lanesboro has most the
tourist attractions but is not touristy, they have

more galleries and accommodations. Spring

Grove has an interesting Norwegian museum and
Harmony has lots of little shops. She recommended
the Commodore Supper Club in La Crescent as one
of their better restaurants.

I'm hoping for some great pictures as | click on the
Apple Blossom Scenic Drive, but no — a picture is
worth a thousand words, and to encourage people
to take a scenic drive you need to show them just
how scenic it is. There is no Visitor tab, so | find

a lodging list in the membership directory and |
can tell there are no hotels/motels there. Clicking
around this website, it is apparent that they need
some help with direct links and pictures, pictures,
pictures.

With the mention of Lanesboro why not give

them a call, and | easily found their number at the
top of their C of C website, which was listed first

on Google. | like the pictures on the home page,
downtown looks very quaint. The type is very tiny
and they could use a bit more white space, however
the red underlining of major tourist attractions and
the direct links are super helpful and quick! Who
knew you could get an Amish package including
lodging??? Lanesboro has won many awards and
one link takes you to Outside Magazine's review of
the town, which is glowing and gives more links. If
| was answering calls at the C of C | would be sure
and let people know how many awards Lanesboro
has won, especially being named one of the 100
Best Small Art Towns.

| dial them up and have a rather brief chat with a
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monotone-voiced woman. She says Lanesboro is
very pretty, good restaurants and that everything
is right downtown including canoe rentals. She
mentioned the Aroma pie shop in Whalen, and
asking about Dexter, she said it is an interstate
interchange with a gas station. | asked about
lodging availability over the Labor Day weekend,
and she said she still had some vacancies. The tone
of her voice made it all sound very boring, perhaps
she was just having a slow day.

Using my AAA Road Atlas, Highway 16 is marked as
a scenic by-way and | quickly go to the AAA website
(http://www.aaa.com/) to see if they list it as one of
their drives for the Central Region, and they do not!
| can’t find any mention of highway 16.

Searching for Preston, MN on Google, and the
second listing is the Historic Bluff Country Visitor
Info. Love that their 800 number is at the top of the
page! The woman on the other end of the line is
superb at her job. She claims, “Your family will have
the most relaxing, fun and interesting time if we
drive on our by-way." She extols the beauty of the
Root River and that we can rent bikes in the hub of
Lanesboro where there are lots of unique shops.
Whalen has a great pie shop, Peterson a wonderful
mom and pop restaurant called Judy’s, Forestville
State Park has great paths and Harmony has the
largest Amish community in the state along with

a Farmer’s Market on Saturdays. We can also take a
one hour tour of the Niagara Cave and see a 60 foot
waterfall and the wedding chapel all 200 feet below
the surface. She suggests stopping in La Crescent to
get the Back Roads Travel and Tour Guide to enrich
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our trip. We should also consider stopping Spring
Valley to go to the Laura Ingalls Wilder Museum.
Finally, she suggests the Green Gables Inn in
Lanesboro or the Country Trails Inn in Preston.

Laura Ingalls Wilder! Of course | have to call the
museum and double check hours, and ask if we
should travel the by-way. | was a bit surprised by
the response of the woman answering my question
about the by-way “not necessarily unless you want
to see flowers in the ditches.” Also, it will take you
about thirty minutes longer than the freeway she
informed me. She wasn't very talkative.

Moving on to the lodging suggestions, | find the
Country Trails Inn & Suites number on the Historic
Bluffs website. The front desk person “highly
recommends” taking the by-way and the valleys
and bluffs are “so beautiful”. We can go on Amish
tours, rent bikes, explore caves and eat at the
Branding Iron Supper Club or the local bowling
alley for breakfast or lunch.

Green Gables Inn was not listed on the Historic
Bluffs lodging page but found them and called. The
hotelier gave glowing reviews of their picturesque
valley and said that Lanesboro was, “the center of
by-way and preferable place to stay”. She described
it as a mom and pop town with no franchises and
the advantage of being able to rent bikes, canoes,
kayaks, rollerblades, inner tubes to enjoy the path
along the river. The rooms are reasonable. The
website is a bit plain, but easy to read. The rooms
look clean and the surroundings are certainly

pretty, they took pictures on a gorgeous spring day.
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A quick look back at the Historic Bluff Country
website and while all their info is up front and
they have friendly people answering the phone,
they need a little upgrade of the website. Clicking
on the Byway Experience and the first picture is
boring, they need something a bit more lush and
interesting. Also, there were empty boxes where

I think pics of the Root River are supposed to be.
What will the Photo Album tab reveal? Not bad,
but | think a lighter (not navy blue) background
could really help the photos, and, naturally, bigger
is better. | also think some photos of people using
the river and on the bike path would make it look
inviting.

| decide to just investigate some of the smaller
towns, Googling Peterson and Whalen | am not led
to any tourism sites, just a fun website talking about
the pie shop in Whalen.

Houston County Tourism & Economic Dev. is listed
first on Google, and | click on “Exploring Our Area”
tab, and | am off to the SE MN Tourism’s Historic
bluff Country, which looks different from the one
mentioned above, but has the same phone number.
| realize that the Historic Bluffs site sends you to

the above site when you search for specifics like
lodging, etc. The Bluff Country site is very clearly
laid out and very patriotic. It could benefit from
some pictures and a graphic update, currently it has
an institutional look. | do like easily locating a town
and then click on whatever info | need, Attractions,
Camping, Shopping, etc. | could spend hours at this
site, clicking around to each of the tiny little towns.
Houston shows me The Bunkhouse Ranch and the

Houston Nature Center; Rushford needs some more
links; Preston offers a link to Visit Preston; Caledonia
appears to be very small and not on the river, they
need a link to show off their Historic Downtown.
Clicking on Spring Grove, | visit their city site and
am pleasantly surprised with a very modern home
page with numerous photos, and this continues as
you click through the site.

| am curious as to what the state thinks of this little
corner. Listed number one on Google and then one
of the direct links to Explore Minnesota is Scenic
Byways. Surprisingly, there are 22 designated
byways! Clicking on the icon for Historic Bluff
Country, | land on a very dull page, with too much
white space, small text and pictures--the state
needs to work on their site. Of course they offer a
link to the Bluff Country state. | leave a message
with a trip counselor at Explore Minnesota, but in
24 hours | have not heard from them.

So after lots of clicking and talking, | think | would
take the scenic byway along Highway 16. | would
definitely stop at the Laura Ingalls Wilder museum,
I would go to Lanesboro, and weather permitting
rent either bikes or kayaks for a bit of exercise. |
would probably spend the night there, maybe at
the Green Gables. | would do a bit of shopping
around Lanesboro and maybe pop down to
Harmony. | think | would go to a Supper Club to
see what that is all about. | might go to the caves
(Niagara or Mystery) if there is time and no bats. |
suppose if you lived within two hours you could
make a weekend (fall or spring) of poking around all
the little towns and exploring. It sounds relaxing to
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me, sort of like Napa without the wineries. My only
hesitation, is there really enough to keep you busy
if the weather isn't pleasant?
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