
[Revitalization of an Urban 
Lakeshore Environment 
with a Tourism Approach] How can a waterfront design in 

a small, dense, urban city unify a 
fragmented pedestrian corridor?

How can this design move forward 
utilizing tourism practices to better 
support the interest of the community?

Problem
Statementt

Sustainable Lakeshore Tourism
Lake Minnetonka

Big Island Amusement Park 
(1906-1911)

 The 65-acre park was built 
by the Twin City Rapid 

Transit Company to 
attract passengers for the 

streetcar line out of the 
Port of Excelsior. The 25 
cent admission included 
a boat and rail ticket from 

Minneapolis to the island. For 
2 years, as many as 12,000 

passengers attended a day. It 
later closed due to a deficit of 

$250,000.
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Excelsior, MN



1852

The Excelsior Pioneer 
Association,” was 
formed in New York 
City on November 12, 
1852 by a tailor know 
as George Betram. 
He arrived in South 
Lake Minnetonka 
to purchase and 
develope the fruitful 
land.

The city of Excelsior 
was incorporated as 
a village on June 14, 
1878; the oldest of 
the Lake Minnetonka 
communities, it was 
settled in the early 
1850s and platted in 
1855; its post office 
began in 1854. 1878

Rev. Charles Galpin was the surveyor that ultimately layed out 
the townsite and set asside a strip known as the “Commons.”

1896

1912

Hotel Donaldson:
Completed in 1885 on Corner/
Lake Street by George H & L.B. 
Stetson.
1891 it became Hotel DeGroods
1896 Hotel Belle Alto
1908 Hotel Bay View
1910 Torn Down

Sampson House:
Completed in 1885 by Leroy 
Sampson. 
1893 it burned down
1895 it was Rebuilt thriftly 
using lumbar from an old barn in 
Wisconson.
1960 it was closed and torn down. 
Attracted lots of sportsman and 
vacationers.La Paul Hotel:

Completed in 1896 by Dr 
George LaPaul.
1918 it became the Goodrich 
house
1920 Excelsior Bay Hotel
1928 it Burned down.

The White House:
Completed in 1912 by W.F. 
Sanderson Properties.

Was located on Lake/Water St. 
where Haskells is currently.

  Big Island Amusement Park
1906-1911 The 65-acre park was built by the Twin City Rapid Transit Company 
to attract passangers for the streetcar line. (25 cent admistion from Minneapolis. 
Express, Excursion, or Ferry boats carrying up to 1,000 passengers. For 2 years 
as many as 12,000 passengers a day. Deficit of $250,000.

1926 Minnehaha and other 70-foot express boats 
“Yellow Jackets” 
were sunk.

Excelsior Amusement Park 

Officially went into operation from 
1924-1974

There was a Roller Coaster, 
Caterpillar, Tilt-a-worl, carousel, & 
Ferris Wheel.

1974

Basic Charter • $500
-90 minute charter around 
Lake Minnetonka
- Up to 25 people
-Great for small events! See 
the lake in a whole new way! 

Historical Charter • $1,500
-2 hour charter around Lake
-Up to 75 people (additional 
fee for additional passengers)
-Narrated, historical tour of 
Lake Minnetonka

1980

Minnehaha was raised from the bottom of the lake.

Restoration Begins

1996

First Public Cruise of Minnehaha Steamboat.

the Steamboat Minnehaha departs from the Excelsior Bay dock 
(in front of BayView Restaurant) in Excelsior.
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http://www.steamboatminnehaha.org/

In 1853 Bertram and builder Robert 
McGrath, began to construct homes 
and businesses in what is now the 
city of Excelsior. The origin of the 
city’s name is thought to come either 
from Longfellow’s popular poem 
“Excelsior,” meaning “Ever Upward.”

Demographics

Commuting to Work 
(Average Commute is 25 mins)

Occupancy Status
(1254 Housing Units)

Since the majority of Excelsior’s 
population travels to work toward 
the minneapolis area, there is 
an excessive consumption of 
fossil fuels. The possiblity of 
implementing a mass transit 
system is not out of the question 
given that the former TCRT 
streetcar rail system emerged 
into what is now the Lake 
Minnetonka Regional Trail 
(LRT) which provides 27 miles 
of biking, walking, jogging, etc. 
Some of the former streetcar rails 
are now Highway 7. While the 
former corridor is now used for 
recreational purposes, the right-of-
way could eventually be used for 
mass transit.

The Metro Transit also runs right 
along Water Street with two bus 
routes (670 and 671)

Graphs done in Excel
www.americanfactfinder.com

http://elmhs.org/

http://elmhs.org/

1925

1906 1924 Population
Trendline

Inventory Map: 
Estimated Property
Value

Total Estimate Market Value
$0 - $143,000
$143,001 - $346,000
$346,001 - $604,800
$604,801 - $1,056,000
$1,056,001 - $1,741,000
$1,741,001 - $2,710,000
$2710,001 - $4,517,000

Year Built

1853 - 1900
1901 - 1920
1921 - 1940
1941 - 1960
1961 - 1980
1981 - 2000
2001 - 2006
No Data

Inventory Map: 
Estimated Year Built



How can a waterfront design in a small, dense, urban city unify a fragmented pedestrian corridor?
How can this design move forward utilizing tourism practices to better support the interest of the community?

The analysis reveals a poor environmental interaction and design methodology used on valuable 
lakeshore land due to the heightened growth for prime real-estate and money-sucking structures like 
the neigboring community Wayzata. Sustainable design is an advanced approach to create a lasting 
environment or entity.  It will prove to be the stability factor combining a tourism atmosphere as with high 
expense livability along these precious coastlines.

Problem Statement

Excelsior is just south of one of the most popular distination points by boat known as Big Island. Excelsior’s population is 
estimated at 2,188 residents History is important to Excelsior. Colonists from New York founded the city in 1853 and It has 
served as the focal point of the South Lake Minnetonka area. The small downtown and historic ambiance sets Excelsior 
apart from other suburban communities given its vibrant atmosphere. Even a bit of that history is preserved in the recently 
restored steamboat, “The Minnehaha,” which during the summer takes passengers round trip from Excelsior to Wayzata 
and back. There is also a restored streetcar and a museum, all preserving part of the city’s history. Currently, the Excelsior 
parks and open space system is comprised of approximately 21.8 acres. In addition, 9.4 miles of sidewalks, walking and 
biking trails throughout the community are maintained by the City. The Lake Minnetonka LRT Regional Trail also bisects the 
community for a 1.1 mile segment of its total 27 mile course. 

Lake Minnetonka

Site Location
(Park Commons & Lake 

Excelsior MN

Claim

Excelsior is becoming more aware to sustainable design which is now a common initiative world-wide; however it has yet 
to become a common understanding, especially for developers and tourists. Sustainable planning will maximize social 
and economic benefits for the local community of Excelsior furthermore enhancing cultural heritage and reducing negative 
impacts on the precious coastal land directly relating to storm outalls that drain into the lake.

Lake  Minnetonka,                
located 20 miles due 
west of Minneapolis, 
St. Paul is more of 
a collection of 16 
interconnecting lakes 
with about 23 named 
bays and areas. The 
lake was formed by 
glacial melting during 
the last Ice Age. At 
14,500 acres (22.6 
sq miles) it is the 
10th largest lake in 
Minnesota. 

Inventory Map: 
Estimated Property
Value

Total Estimate Market Value
$0 - $143,000
$143,001 - $346,000
$346,001 - $604,800
$604,801 - $1,056,000
$1,056,001 - $1,741,000
$1,741,001 - $2,710,000
$2710,001 - $4,517,000

Inventory Map: 
Estimated Year Built Site Context



Area of Focus
Proposed Waterfront Connection
Regional Railway Trail
Collector Streets
Arterial Road
Restaurant

July 4th fireworks near private docks

Existing kiosk and port entrance sign

Site Photos

Trolley concession stand

One of the 1906 charter boats built by the Twin Cities Rapid 
Transit Co. It was refurbished in 1980 after being sunk.

The ‘Minnehaha’

Existing Site Views

Urban Runoff Erosion 
Control & Rip-Rap

Municipal Dock 
Parking

Regional Trail

Outside Maynards & Bayside 

Northern most point of ‘Park Commons’ Hot summer July day at the park. A 5K race begins and ends in Excelsior.



Swimming 
Beach

Park Building
Changing Rooms

Picnic Area & 
Swing Set

Park Building
Concessions

Band Shell

Softball Practice 
Backstop

Benches

Art Sculpture

Residential Docks

Playground

Basketball & Tennis 
Courts (Lighted)

Trolley Concession 
Stand

Terraced Softball
Seating

Sidewalk/Trail

Pier

Comercial 
Transit Docks

New Garden Pavilion 
with Kiosk

Softball Field
(Lighted)

Residential District
Downtown Commercial District
Commercial & Retail
Condos & High-Density

Vacant Lot on Lake & Water St.
This property can potentially 

serve as a staple to the 
community due to its prominent 

location at a major node right 
on the corner of Lake and Water 
St. Being the first feature when 
boats dock at the pier, it should 

serve that greater purpose of 
an inviting focal landmark to 

excelsior.

Schematic Plan

Old 
Dominos 

Pizza

• Disconnect to water: Need for reactivation of waterfront
• Poor access to Excelsior Bay
• Traffic congestion throughout the City, Downtown in particular
• No clearly defined waterfront destinations except park beach
• There is a need for sidewalk trail linkages and connections
• Traffic speed
• Pedestrian/bicycle crossings on Water Street and throughout the 

community.
• Appearance of private/public parking lots
• Streetscape improvements Downtown
• Public dock space on Lake Minnetonka

Transportation Issues

Existing Conditions Inventory Map:
Land Use Issues

• Disconnection from downtown to waterfront and Municipal Charter docks
• Lack of waterfront trails and connection to existing trails
• Under utilized historic districts
• Lack of available boat and Park Commons PARKING (Parking ramp)
• Lost sense of place or identity. Need for preserving historic character of city
• Maximization of the amount of green space in development/redevelopment
• Control of mass, scale, and building height of structures

This property can potentially 
serve as a staple to the 
community due to its prominent 
location at a major node right on 
the corner of Lake and Water St. 
Being the first feature when boats 
dock at the pier, it should serve 
that greater purpose of an inviting 
focal landmark to excelsior.

Economic Vitality

Northwest beach lifegaurd chair.

Municipal Dock boat parking meters.

Private residence docks.



About the Park

The Town Green plaza along Main Street will provide a relaxing setting for daily park activities.  Another distinct 
feature of the park is the peninsula, which will be a great spot to experience the lake or host a small event. 
 
The band shell went through an extensive design development process that included the study of various con-
cepts and architectural styles.  Through multiple revisions the design molded to a subtle and simple form.  The 
architectural theme of the band shell canopy meeting the sky is meant to have multiple associations with nature: 
an abstract grove of trees, the delicate and curved maple seedpod, and clouds.  The 105-foot wide white con-
crete canopy is supported on six narrow concrete columns and gently arcs toward the sky in an acoustically-
formed shape. At night even, there are reflected lights on the underbelly of the canopy creating a very lively 
atmosphere when there are late movies or shows . Excelsior’s ‘Commons Park’ can and should further develop 
some of their community gathering spaces. The current status of their bandshell is simply a 4 sided geometric 
wall that could possibly use some revamping after 15 years of usage.

http://www.ci.maple-grove.mn.us/content/155/7397/7400.aspx

Background 
Park Research

http://www.ci.excelsior.mn.us/

Maple Grove

Case Studies
What is the Town Green?
A brand new urban park connected to the Hennepin County Library 
provides a distinctive community gathering place with it’s sole purpose 
of entertainment and performing art shows. The iconic shelter drawing all 
the attention is an immaculately built bandshell with a dramatic wing-like 
canopy located on the water’s edge.

The three pavilions include a concession space, rest rooms, and a rentable 
meeting room for small gatherings or parties. 

Town Green, Maple Grove, MN



Mixed-Use Development with Infill 
Opportunity

Further City & Road Development 
Planning

Pedestrian & Regional Railway 
(Boardwalk Waterfront Connections)

Stormwater Management & Runoff

Park and Bandshell Renovations

Enhance Port as 
City Gateway

Update Park and Create 
Thoroughfare meshing 
the built environmental 

landscape with 
the residental and 

commercial. Introduce 
boardwalk and mulit-use 

lakeside restaurants.

New public docks
Paver Round

-A-bout

Lakeshore condos
Country Club

Haskell’s Spirits

Starbucks Coffee

Excelsior Cinema

Upper Public
Parking Ramp

Lower Private
Hotel Parking

Parking Ramp

Proposed Bayview Hotel
(Undergroung Parking)

Apartment Complex

Implemented Medians
due to heightened pedestrian traffic

Boardwalk

Infill Opportunities
due to new parking ramp

Infill Opportunities

New 
Retail

Regional Railway
Connection

Pergola

Existing
Information

Kiosk
Sculpture Park

Boardwalk connection to Maynard’s 
(.2 miles) & Bayside Grill (.3 miles)

Symbolic to nautical
north arrow

74 Spaces

Proposed Bayview Hotel
(Undergroung Parking)

M A S T E R   P A R K S ,  T R A I LS ,   A N D W A L K W A Y S   P L A N 

Excelsior Master Parks, Trails, and Walkways Plan 2009 
Page 37

A more detailed plan of the Port of Excelsior is found on the following page.  Schematic 
diagrams of what the restroom/concessions and service building could look like are 
found below.  The building design reference is taken from the structures that were found 
on the Excelsior Amusement Park grounds. 

Existing Baseball Diamond

Renovated Bandshell

Built in terraced seating

Open turf Continued 
boardwalk

Boardwalk 
bump-out 
for private 
interaction

Bluff

Lake St.

Connection to Public BeachCatalyst
 Active Park

Master Planning (Preliminary Stages)
 

Opportunities Urban 
 Waterfront hub

Master Planning (Site Detail)
Schematic diagram of what the 

restroom/concessions and service 
building could look like. The building 
design reference is taken from the 
structures that were found on the 

Excelsior Amusement Park grounds.



Master PlanSwimming 
Beach

Park Building
Changing Rooms

Picnic Area 
& Swing Set

Park Building
Concessions

New 
Band 
Shell

Benches

Art Sculpture 
Exhibit

Residential
 Docks

Basketball & Tennis Courts 
(Lighted) Terraced Softball

Seating

Sidewalk/ Linkage to 
Regional Trail

Pier

Comercial Transit 
Municipal Docks

Baseball Field
(Lighted)

EXCELSIOR BAY

New public docks

Upper Public
Parking Ramp

Proposed Bayview Hotel
(Undergroung Parking)

Private Interaction 
space

New crosswalk 
medians to for 

increased foot traffic

Lakeshore condos
Country Club

Haskell’s Spirits
Excelsior Cinema

Pergola

Boardwalk

Apartment Complex

Existing
Information

Kiosk

W
ate
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t.

Lake St.

Pavillion

0 50’ 100’ 200’

New Retail

Inlet Cut

New 
Amphitheater

Topo Regrade

• Plaza
• Pergola with harboring shade trees
• Terraced Patio with material studies
• Public event seating for lake charters
• Informational Kiosk
• Interpretive waterfront boardwalk
• Connection to Regional Trail
• Pedestrian friendly median 

implementation
• Streetscape redevelopment
• Mix-use Infrastructure (Hotel & Retail)

Urban 
 Waterfront hub

• Entry Pavilion Plaza into the park
• Public art display and Sculpture Park
• Opportunity for monthly or yearly gathering hub 

for farmers markets and events
• Relaxed earth mounded seating grouped with a 

knee wall fosters conversation and interaction
• New social epicenter for the public 

neighborhood 
• A reestablished greenspace that was once 

under utilized

Market 
 Pavilion

• New public dock access
• Integrated bandshell with boardwalk
• Amphitheater and terraced seating for 

events
• Secluded private lake connection space
• Interaction with water (Swim)
• Increase Habitat Diversity
• Revamp Park Commons community space

Catalyst
 Active Park

Lake Street should be redesigned to allow for a more pedestrian 
friendly access path along the lake. It will further allow for the possibil-
ity of a widened boardwalk connecting to some multi-use, high-density 
living along with a necessary hotel. This could parallel the historic hotel 

that once existed there known as the Excelsior Bayfront hotel which 
burned down in 1945.

There has always been an issue with local dock parking. Recently 
Excelsior installed dock meters to alleviate this issue however there is 

still a limited amount of space for yachts 30 feet or longer.

12’-0” 12’-0” 10’-0” 12’-0” 24’-0” 8” 8” 8” 20’ (Varies)

Urban Plaza Section Elevation

Design Concept
The design focus must extend beyond the 
park’s boundaries and that is why a site 
analysis is necessary to be done before 
any design considerations are put into 
place. A few questions that one could ask 
are, will the proposed park development 
cause flooding? Will it cause traffic to back 
up into residential collector streets? Will 
the arrangement of new facilities (like the 
rundown bandshell) replace the pleasant 
view of undeveloped land?

This is where I ran into an instance that 
there was a large vacant lot in the works to 
be made into a possible hotel by the City 
of Excelsior. That being said, this changes 
the entire dynamic of the docks and port 
area. The rendering to the right shows the 
new development of the hotel along with 
green streets and a newly renovated patio 
and pergola waiting area for the charters. 
It is now a natural hub and this design 
should alleviate some of the poor traffic 
flow paired with some obvious downtown 
parking issues stated earlier.

Master 



Urban 
 Waterfront hub

• Plaza
• Pergola with harboring shade trees
• Terraced Patio with material studies
• Public event seating for lake charters
• Informational Kiosk
• Interpretive waterfront boardwalk
• Connection to Regional Trail
• Pedestrian friendly median 

implementation
• Streetscape redevelopment
• Mix-use Infrastructure (Hotel & 

Retail)

   Weclome to Downtown Excelsior

Downtown Water Street looking NW towards pier

Design Concept
This rendering to the right simply shows the in-fill possibility 
present if the elevated parking structure is built on the vacant 
lot. The two red buildings are currently parking lots but could 
eventually close up the fragmented block. Above is the charter 
node along the boardwalk.

Perspective on the corner of Water Street and Lake Street looking NW



People need visual refreshment and mental exercise 
when biking or driving, and the Park Commons is 
just that place that would catch anybody’s attention. 
There are framing trees along the pavilion that create 
a natural line out towards the lake along with rolling 
bluffs or mounds that semi-mimic waves. The grassy 
protrusions provide the ideal place to grab a bite to 
eat and catch some rays before heading to the beach 
on the north side.

Design Concept

Boardwalk planking

Sand

Water

Gravel drainage

Drain Pipes 
& reinforcing

in footing

Plexi-fish finder

Fountain Reed
Grass

Pagoda
Dogwood

Proper bell-shaped 
footing

Section Cut Detail

Soil

Market 
 Pavilion

• Entry Pavilion Plaza into the park
• Public art display and Sculpture Park
• Opportunity for monthly or yearly gathering hub 

for farmers markets and events
• Relaxed earth mounded seating grouped with a 

knee wall fosters conversation and interaction
• New social epicenter for the public 

neighborhood 
• A reestablished greenspace that was once 

under utilized The key word to focus on is the ‘establishment’ of ide-
al relationships, which essentially is the only purpose 
of design in order to meet the public’s needs. The 
rendering to the left simulates an entrance pavilion 
into the heart of the Park Commons. Not only does it 
provide an articulately chosen pallet of materials and 
textures meshed cohesively together, but it is a natu-
ral destination point to house smaller day trip visitor 
events such as Farmer’s Markets or Socials. 

Existing bench 
from site

Perspective just off of Lake Street looking South East



Design Concept

Catalyst
 Active Park

• New public dock access
• Integrated bandshell with board-

walk
• Amphitheater and terraced 

seating for events
• Secluded private lake connec-

tion space
• Interaction with water (Swim)
• Increase Habitat Diversity
• Revamp Park Commons com-

munity space

People are the benefactors of any park development, however some designs are evaluated by their suc-
cessfulness in how well they meet the demands of machines and equipment. 

To the right are two renderings showing possible seasonal activity. It is a very engineered amphitheater 
that would require weekly maintenance due to the shallow holding pond. The bandshell would again bring 
in large crowds during events like the 4th of July.

Summer Bandshell

Winter Bandshell



Ampitheater Section Cut

30’ 10’ 10’ 10’ 10’

16”16”16”16”16”

60’ Materials
Used

Concrete Form 4x8

Sandstone

Sandstone Pavers

Rocky Mountain Juniper

Crushed Aggregate Sand

Cedar Deck Cladding

Asphalt

Regular Brick Pavers

Questions??

20’ 20’ 20’





