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Introduction



One of my favorite Iowa stories happened several years ago on a trip to another region of the United States. I was at a conference and found myself seated next to a woman from Germany. She was elegant and sophisticated, and I learned she had a position as an executive in her home country.


“And where do you live?” she asked.


When I said I was from Iowa, her face lit up.


“Iowa is my second home!” she said. “I love Iowa.”


She went on to say that decades before she’d been a high school exchange student in a small town in eastern Iowa. She had been a spoiled and difficult teenager, she recalled, but when she arrived on the farm owned by her host family, her life changed dramatically. The family had four children, and everyone pitched in to help. She was immediately treated as a member of the family and warmly welcomed into the community at the small local high school. She was even voted homecoming queen during her year in Iowa.


“I try to come back to visit my Iowa family every year,” she said. “Iowa changed my life. I wouldn’t be who I am today if it wasn’t for my time there.”


I can’t promise all Iowa visitors such a life-changing experience, but I love what that story says about my home state. There are rich treasures here—in the landscape, in the culture, and in the people. And if you allow yourself to stay awhile, to visit, explore, and immerse yourself, you, too, may find that some of Iowa rubs off on you.


Iowa isn’t nearly as much of a well-kept secret as it was when the first edition of this book came out in 1991. While you can still find the occasional misguided person who mistakes Iowa for Idaho, you can also find many Americans who have come to view Iowa as a place that produces poets and writers as well as corn, a place of unexpected beauties, surprising strengths, and even (thanks to the movies Field of Dreams and The Bridges of Madison County) a touch of romance.


While Iowa’s tourism industry has grown, what hasn’t changed, thankfully, are the traits and values that have long defined the state. Here you’ll still find generous and friendly people, wonderful small towns, dynamic cities, fascinating museums and historic sites, and beautiful nature areas. If this is your first visit, you’re in for a treat. And if you’ve been here before, venture farther afield this time to discover even more of the state.


As with previous editions, this eleventh edition has been substantially revised and updated. I’m grateful to Tracy Stuhr, who assisted with previous editions of this book, and to my husband, Bob Sessions, who helped with the research and updating of this one. Jessica O’Riley of the Iowa Tourism Office has been a great help with this project, as well as with many others relating to Iowa.


On my travels through Iowa, I have found many things to cherish and admire. Everywhere the land, its people, and its landmarks are finding new ways to survive and prosper. Prairie is being replanted, historic buildings have been restored and rededicated to new uses, and bike trails are being created. I’ve been particularly impressed by the large number of heritage museums and historic restorations. No county and hardly a single town are without some remnant of the past that has been saved, in one form or another, for the wandering traveler to explore.


Another major development in Iowa has been the growth of farmers markets and the sustainable agriculture movement. A quiet revolution is occurring in this agricultural state, mirroring the growing national interest in organic and locally grown foods. Iowa has some of the best soil in the world, and an increasing number of farmers, gardeners, cooks, and restaurateurs are using it to work culinary magic. You really haven’t lived until you’ve tasted a freshly picked Iowa heirloom tomato, sampled a bit of Templeton Rye whiskey, or nibbled on a piece of Maytag Blue Cheese. If you’re traveling through Iowa during the months between June and October, stop by a farmers market on a Saturday morning. And at any time of year, you can patronize the growing number of restaurants that make use of seasonal, locally grown produce.




Fun Facts about Iowa




	Iowa leads the country in pork, beef, corn, soybean, and grain production.


	Iowa averages thirty-four tornadoes annually.


	More than 25 percent of the nation’s best crop soil is found in Iowa.


	Iowa is the only state name that starts with two vowels.


	One Iowa farm grows enough food to feed 279 people.


	Iowa boasts the highest literacy rate in the nation (99 percent).


	After the Civil War, Iowa was the first state to give the vote to African Americans.


	Iowa has more golf courses per capita than any other state.


	Iowa is home to the World Food Prize, an international award recognizing the achievements of those who advance human development by improving the quantity, quality, or availability of food in the world.


	Iowa is the only state whose east and west borders are formed by water (the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers).


	Iowa’s weather ranges in temperature from below zero in winter (with wind chills dipping into negative double digits) to more than one hundred degrees in summer. Temperatures can fluctuate by as much as fifty degrees in one day.









Famous Iowans


President Herbert Hoover: thirty-first president of the United States


First Lady Mamie Doud Eisenhower: wife of President Dwight D. Eisenhower


Bix Beiderbecke: jazz musician


Johnny Carson: comedian and television talk-show host


Carrie Chapman Catt: suffragist leader


Buffalo Bill Cody: frontier scout and Wild West showman


Norman Borlaug: Nobel Peace Prize winner and father of the Green Revolution in agriculture


Grant Wood: regionalist painter


John Wayne: movie star


Ashton Kutcher: film and television actor


Elijah Wood: star of the Lord of the Rings film trilogy


Glenn Miller: big band musician


Simon Estes: opera singer


Donna Reed: star of the film It’s A Wonderful Life


James Van Allen: space physicist


Famous Fictional Iowans 


Radar O’Reilly: M*A*S*H; born in Ottumwa


Captain James T. Kirk: Star Trek; born in Riverside







Although many new entries have been added to this edition, this book does not, by any means, provide a complete list of attractions in the state of Iowa. But it does provide a diverse sampling of the interesting sites and activities Iowa has to offer travelers. While much of the text has remained the same, some of it has been updated to reflect current hours and prices. I’ve also added new sidebars to include some personal perspectives and reminiscences, as well as to highlight a selection of each area’s attractions, events, and stories.


As you use this book, you’ll note that each section features a list of New Deal murals in the area. Grant Wood and his Stone City Art Colony received federal funds through President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal program. The money was given to artists to paint murals depicting life “in their own backyard.”


The work was commissioned to grace the public building projects that were being built as part of the effort to get Americans working again during the Great Depression of the 1930s. More than fifty murals were painted in Iowa between 1934 and 1942, and many of these wonderful paintings can still be found across the state. While they vary in style and subject matter, most favor the Regionalist style of painting that Grant Wood had helped to popularize.


A few pointers on this guidebook: Keep a state map in your glove compartment as you travel because many of these attractions are off the interstates, and you may find yourself lost without a good map. I also recommend that you call ahead to verify hours and prices. Though all were correct at press time, they change frequently. Restaurants are described as inexpensive (entrees less than $20), moderate ($20 to $35), and expensive (more than $35). Lodgings have a similar rating system: inexpensive (less than $125 per night), moderate ($125 to $175), and expensive (more than $175).







FOR MORE INFORMATION




For more information on the state of Iowa, contact the following:


Iowa Tourism Office
(800) 345-IOWA
traveliowa.com


Eastern Iowa Tourism Association
(563) 875-7269
easterniowatourism.org


Central Iowa Tourism Region
(515) 832-4808
iowatourism.com


Western Iowa Tourism Region
(712) 662-7383
visitwesterniowa.com


Iowa Department of Natural Resources
(515) 725-8200
iowadnr.gov


Iowa Department of Transportation
(800) 288-1047 or 511
iowadot.gov or 511ia.org


State Historical Society of Iowa
(515) 281-5111
iowahistory.org


Iowa Bed & Breakfast Guild
(800) 743-IOWA


Iowa Bicycle Coalition
(515) 309-2867
Iowabicyclecoalition.org








From the limestone bluffs bordering the Mississippi River to the Loess Hills flanking the Missouri, from the picturesque lakes in the north and across the rolling central plains to the southern border, Iowa is, above all, a place to savor, to enjoy, to visit, and to revisit. Welcome—and happy exploring!




—Lori Erickson










Bluffs and Valleys





Northeast Iowa is a land of thickly wooded hills, steep bluffs, secluded valleys, and scenic vistas—countryside that in many places seems more like that of New England than the Midwest. From river towns rich in history to immigrant enclaves where old-world traditions remain strong, northeast Iowa offers a host of unique treasures.


River Region


Begin your tour of northeast Iowa in Dubuque, one of my favorite destinations in the state. Much of what makes the city so appealing relates to its long and colorful history as a Mississippi River town. The city is named after Julien Dubuque, a French-Canadian fur trader who received permission in 1788 from the Fox Indians to work the lead mines in the area. The territory was opened to white settlement in 1833, and soon hundreds of new residents—many of them immigrants—were pouring into the new town. The next century saw a decline in mining and the growth of the lumbering, boatbuilding, shipping, and meatpacking industries. As the city grew rich, its citizens filled its streets with magnificent homes and buildings, structures that stand today as eloquent reminders of the city’s past.
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The crown jewel of Dubuque is its waterfront, which has a complex of sites celebrating the historical, environmental, educational, and recreational majesty of the mighty Mississippi. Begin your explorations at the National Mississippi River Museum & Aquarium. An affiliate of the Smithsonian Institution, the museum is the best place in the nation to explore the cultural and natural history of the Mississippi River. Its William Woodward Discovery Center contains large freshwater aquariums, live animals (including alligators, otters, turtles, fish, and snakes), touch pools, stream tables, living-history demonstrations, and the National Rivers Hall of Fame. Here you can “pilot” a steamboat, touch stingrays from the Gulf of Mexico, see a simulated flood, and marvel at massive catfish and peculiar longnose gar (fish with long, rodlike noses).


The adjacent Fred W. Woodward Riverboat Museum is the city’s original museum, located on the site of a boat works that once manufactured some of the largest boats and paddle wheelers in the nation. Inside are displays that bring to life the history of the river, including exhibits on Native Americans, river explorers, the lumber industry, and recreation on the river.


Outside you’ll find more attractions, including the William M. Black. The Black is a large dredge boat (almost the size of a football field) that once roamed the waters of the Missouri River digging up tons of mud and muck in order to make the channel safe for navigation. Today visitors can tour the boat and even (for an additional fee) stay overnight in the crew’s quarters.


The harbor area outside the museum also features a wetlands walk with a Native American wickiup home and a boatyard area featuring steamboat artifacts, boatbuilding demonstrations, and a children’s play area. The Depot Café, located in the restored Chicago Burlington Northern Railway Depot, sells inexpensive snacks, sandwiches, and refreshments.





AUTHOR’S FAVORITES




Effigy Mounds National Monument


Seed Savers Heritage Farm


Hayden Prairie


WW Homestead Dairy


World’s Smallest Church


Fenelon Place Elevator


Waverly Midwest Horse Sale


Backbone State Park








The National Mississippi River Museum & Aquarium is located in the port area of downtown Dubuque. It’s open daily from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. (during the winter months 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.). Admission is $21 for adults; $15 for youth. Call (563) 557-9545 or visit river museum.com for more information.




thegreat mississippi







The Mississippi River is the second-longest river in North America, passing through ten states as it winds 2,350 miles from its headwaters in northern Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico in Louisiana. The river serves as a water source for more than four million people and drains 40 percent of the continental United States. It is also a major flyway for migratory birds.





The Grand Harbor Resort and Waterpark, located adjacent to the museum, is a great family destination. The resort overlooks the river and features 193 guest rooms, and its 25,000-square-foot indoor water park has enough slides, tubes, waterspouts, rope ladders, water cannons, and wading pools to keep children entertained for hours. You can visit the water park even if you’re not staying at the hotel. For more information, visit grandharborresort.com or call (563) 690-4000.


Other parts of the waterfront complex include the Alliant Energy Amphitheater, which features special events and live entertainment, the Mississippi Riverwalk, and the River’s Edge Plaza. The Riverwalk is part of a 44-mile trail connecting the Mississippi River to the Field of Dreams in Dyersville, another popular Iowa attraction that is described later in this section. The River’s Edge Plaza serves as a docking site for the Delta Queen Company riverboats and other large excursion vessels.




AI Capone’s Hideout


During the Prohibition Era, Al Capone was a frequent guest at the Hotel Julien, and there’s evidence that at one time he was actually part owner of the hotel. Local lore says that Capone and his entourage would come to Dubuque when things got too hot for him in Chicago. He used a nearby underground garage to hide his cars and would take over the hotel’s entire top floor for weeks at a time. Conveniently, the location provided an excellent view of the bridge that led to Illinois, so Capone would have warning if federal authorities or rival gangs came looking for him.


Today the hotel’s Capone Suite recalls the hotel’s most notorious guest. Located on the second floor, it includes two bedrooms, a living room, and a kitchen, all decorated in a luxurious style that likely would have pleased the gangster.







TOP ANNUAL EVENTS




JUNE


My Waterloo Days
Waterloo, June
(319) 291-2038
experiencewaterloo.com


Strawberry Days
Strawberry Point, second weekend
in June
(563) 933-4482
strawberrypt.com


Sturgis Falls Celebration
Cedar Falls, last full weekend in June
(319) 268-4266
sturgisfalls.org


JULY


Nordic Fest
Decorah, last full weekend in July
(563) 382-3990
nordicfest.com


SEPTEMBER


German Fest
Guttenberg, fourth Sat in Sept
(563) 581-6149
guttenbergiowa.net


OCTOBER


Fall Arts & Crafts Festival
McGregor, first and second weekends in Oct
(563) 873-3795
cityofmcgregoriowa.com


NOVEMBER


National Farm Toy Show
Dyersville, first weekend in Nov
(800) 533-2727
toyfarmer.com








Two more riverfront attractions are the Diamond Jo Casino (which offers gaming year-round) and the Celebration Belle, an 800-passenger, four-deck non-gaming riverboat that cruises between Dubuque and the Quad Cities. The boat is the largest luxury excursion boat on the Upper Mississippi. For information on its cruises, call (309) 764-1952 or visit celebrationbelle.com.


Thanks in part to the rebirth of the riverfront, downtown Dubuque has also undergone a renaissance. The area known as Lower Main includes fine restaurants, galleries, coffee shops, and stores, attracting locals and visitors alike.


Built in 1913, the Hotel Julien at the corner of Main and Second Streets is a historic gem as well as a luxurious lodging place. After declining into shabbiness by the early 2000s, a multimillion-dollar renovation made it into the city’s showplace.


Thankfully, a treasure trove of artifacts had been saved from prior restorations, from Victorian-era mirrors and vintage art prints to original wrought-iron tiles. A design team scoured drawings, blueprints, and photographs to re-create the interior furnishings, using original materials when possible and installing artisan-crafted reproductions when necessary.





“Going up?”


Dubuque’s most unusual attraction is the Fenelon Place Elevator. Described as the “world’s steepest, shortest railway,” the elevator connects downtown Dubuque with the residential neighborhoods on top of a steep bluff. It was built in 1882 by J. K. Graves, a businessman who worked downtown but liked to return home each day for lunch and a nap. The problem was that it took him a good hour to drive his horse and buggy there and back again. To solve the problem, he commissioned a small cable car modeled after those he had seen on trips to Europe and had it installed on the bluff near his home. Now he could easily fit in both lunch and a nap, and he returned to work each day a happy man.


Then Graves’s neighbors started asking permission to use the elevator, and soon it had become a fixture of the city. In the intervening years, the cars and support structure have been rebuilt several times, so even if it seems like you’re going to tumble to the ground as you’re riding it, rest assured, the cars are safe. The elevator is even listed on the National Register of Historic Places—quite an honor for a machine designed to give a businessman time enough for a nap.


The Fenelon Place Elevator is located at 512 Fenelon Place. It is open Apr 1 through Nov 30, from 8 a. m. to 10 p. m. Round-trip rates are $4 for adults and $2 for children. (And while you’re in the area, browse through the Cable Car Square shopping district at the foot of the elevator, an area of renovated homes and buildings that now houses gift shops, antiques stores, and boutiques.)





While the Hotel Julien remains true to its historic roots, it also offers the latest in comfort and amenities to its guests. The Riverboat Lounge offers a retreat just off the lobby for drinks and conversation, while Caroline’s Restaurant, located in the hotel’s lower level, serves American cuisine with a gourmet twist and is open daily for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The hotel’s Potosa Spa offers pampering in a dimly lit, soothing oasis. For information visit hoteljuliendubuque.com or call (563) 556-4200. Prices are moderate to expensive.


For a delicious meal head to Pepper Sprout, which specializes in seasonal, locally raised ingredients prepared in creative ways. It’s one of eastern Iowa’s finest restaurants and well worth every penny. You’ll find it at 378 Main St. For information call (563) 556-2167 or see peppersprout.com.


A lovely place to stay in Dubuque is the Hancock House, a magnificent Queen Anne mansion with a spectacular view of Dubuque and the Mississippi River valley. The house, which is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, features 9 guest rooms, some with whirlpools and fireplaces. A full breakfast is served each weekend morning. The Hancock House (563-235-0000; thehancockhouse.com) is at 1105 Grove Ter. Rates are moderate to expensive.


During the growing season, visit the Dubuque Arboretum and Botanical Gardens. The gardens showcase many different plant and tree collections, including a Japanese garden, woodland wildflowers, lily ponds, and one of the largest public hosta gardens in the United States. You will be accompanied by the sound of trickling waterfalls and on Sunday by musical concerts. All of this was developed by volunteers from the community, and admission is free. The arboretum is located at 3800 Arboretum Dr. Call (563) 556-2100 or see dubuquearboretum.net for more information.


For evening entertainment in Dubuque, two performance centers in the downtown area offer a variety of shows in elegant settings. The Five Flags Theater was built in 1910 and was modeled after the great music halls of Paris. Today it has undergone a plush restoration that will make you think you’ve gone back a century in time. A few blocks away is the Grand Opera House, a hundred-year-old stage where Ethel Barrymore, George M. Cohan, and Sarah Bernhardt once performed. After years of service as a movie house, it is once again home to live community theater. And according to its resident acting company, the venerable old building is haunted—literally—by the spirits of actors who once performed here. “Where else would old actors go once they died?” asks one performer who’s heard the ghostly voices. “It seems logical they’d go back to the place they’d loved best.”


Regardless of whether ghosts make an appearance during a performance, you’re likely to enjoy a show at either one of the stately old theaters. Five Flags Theater is located at Fourth and Main Streets; (563) 589-4254; fiveflagscenter.com. The Grand Opera House is at 135 Eighth St.; call (563) 588-1305 or see thegrandoperahouse.com for more information.


St. Luke’s United Methodist Church has a splendid collection of stainedglass windows designed by Louis Comfort Tiffany. Its Good Shepherd window was created for the Columbian Exposition of 1893, and Tiffany is said to have considered it his finest creation in glass. The Good Samaritan window, installed in 1916, is another masterpiece, created with deep purple and lavender shades. It shows the Samaritan tenderly cradling the injured man, wrapping his cloak around him for protection.


St. Luke’s was founded in 1833, making it Iowa’s oldest congregation. The present Romanesque building was finished in 1897 and included 5 large and 90 small Tiffany windows. Two more windows were added in 1916 and another two in the 1930s. Between 1999 and 2002, the church spent nearly $1 million to restore the sanctuary’s eight largest windows—money well spent. St. Luke’s is at 1199 Main St.; call (563) 582-4543 or visit stlukesdbq.org to arrange to see the windows.


For more information on what to see and do in the city, call Travel Dubuque at (800) 798-8844 or see traveldubuque.com.


Five miles south of Dubuque on US 52 is the Crystal Lake Cave. This incredible natural cave was discovered accidentally in 1868 when some miners were drilling for lead and happened upon it. In 1932 one of these miners christened it and opened it to the public. Tours through the cave wind along a 3/4-mile track, and the temperature hovers around fifty degrees, so you will want to dress accordingly. You will see anthodites—otherwise known as cave flowers—a rare form of aragonite crystals, as well as large formations of brown onyx, which only take about a million years or so to form. There are delicate hollow “soda straw” stalactites through which water flows and a crystal “chandelier” formed of still-growing, active stalactites. The cave is open from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily from May through Aug; the rest of the year the hours vary. Call (563) 556-6451 or see crystallakecave.com for more information.


Ten miles northwest of Dubuque on CR C9Y is an Iowa dining landmark that you shouldn’t miss: Breitbach’s Country Dining in the small town of Balltown (563 Balltown Rd.). Breitbach’s likes to boast that it’s the only restaurant in the world to be visited by both the outlaw Jesse James and the actress Brooke Shields, but that’s not the restaurant’s only claim to fame. Breitbach’s has been refreshing the palates of weary travelers since 1852, making this the oldest bar and restaurant in continuous operation in Iowa history.




didyouknow?







One dairy cow produces seventy-two glasses of milk a day.


One cow hide provides enough leather for twelve basketballs.





Breitbach’s has endured through adversity. On Christmas Eve 2007, its historic building was totally destroyed in a fire, after which the local community rallied to help sixth-generation owner Mike Breitbach and his family rebuild. Just ten months later another fire destroyed the new building. Mike wasn’t certain he had the strength to rebuild yet again, but once more loyal patrons and friends came to his aid. The restaurant was rebuilt, and today it draws patrons from a wide region. The key to Breitbach’s longevity is simple: homemade, delicious food, reasonable prices, and a welcoming and cozy atmosphere. The restaurant has won an America’s Classics Award from the James Beard Foundation, which is given to only a handful of restaurants each year—a well-deserved accolade for an Iowa treasure. Breitbach’s is open for breakfast, lunch, and dinner (closed Mon from Nov through Apr). For information call (563) 552-2220 or see breitbachscountrydining.com.


Before heading north along the Mississippi, you may want to take a short detour east to the small town of Dyersville. One of its attractions is the National Farm Toy Museum, a facility housing more than 30,000 rare and  antique farm toys as well as miniature farm replicas that reflect the agricultural heritage of the nation.


The National Farm Toy Museum is located at 1110 Sixteenth Ave. Court SE; (563) 875-2727. Hours are 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. Mon to Sat and 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sun. Admission is $7 for adults and $5 for children (under six free). For more information see nationalfarmtoymuseum.com.


Dyersville has become known as the Farm Toy Capital of the World, not only because of the museum, but also because of the fact that three major farm toy manufacturers are located here: TOMY, Scale Models, and SpecCast. Each November the town hosts the National Farm Toy Show, an event that attracts thousands of toy collectors and exhibitors.


Another attraction in Dyersville is the Basilica of St. Francis Xavier, one of the finest examples of Gothic architecture in the Midwest. The church has a main altar of Italian marble and Mexican onyx, a pulpit of butternut, and twin towers that rise to a height of 212 feet. It was given the title of basilica in 1956 in recognition of its outstanding architecture and spiritual significance and is one of only fifty-three basilicas in the United States.


Visitors are welcome to visit the church at 104 Third St. SW. Information packets are available at the main entrance for self-guided tours. The basilica is open daily from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. For more information call (563) 875-7325 or see xavierbasilica.com.


Doll lovers won’t want to miss the Dyer-Botsford Doll Museum, home to a collection of more than 2,000 dolls plus rare Christmas ornaments. The Victorian-era structure was once the home of Dyersville’s founder and is open daily from May through Nov. The museum (563-875-2414; dyersvillehistory.com) is at 331 First Ave. E in Dyersville.


Three miles northeast of Dyersville is the Field of Dreams Movie Site. Field of Dreams, filmed here in 1988, tells the story of an Iowa farmer who plows up his field to build a baseball diamond so that “Shoeless” Joe Jackson and his fellow players can return to play (the men were banned from baseball for allegedly throwing the 1919 World Series). Since then, thousands of fans from as far away as Japan have visited the diamond, which still remains among the cornfields. Visitors can sit and dream on the bleachers, walk the bases, and toss a few baseballs. The baseball diamond is open free of charge 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. From Dyersville take IA 136 to the north edge of town and follow the signs to the farm. The address is 28995 Lansing Rd. For information see fieldofdreamsmoviesite.com or call (563) 875-8404.


From Dyersville head north for 25 miles on IA 136 and US 52 to the Mississippi River port of Guttenberg. Lovely scenic overlooks are on both the north and south ends of town on US 52. While you’re here, you can enjoy Guttenberg’s 1-mile river walk or visit its charming historic district. For more information about the mighty Mississippi that flows by the town, tour the Guttenberg Fish Aquarium and Hatchery, which is operated by the Iowa Department of Natural Resources. Inside its tanks are many of the species that inhabit the river and local streams, from northern pike and catfish to turtles. You’ll find the aquarium (which is open daily May through Oct) at 331 S. River Park Dr., south of Lock and Dam 10. Call (563) 252-1156 for information.




Toys ’R’ dyersville


Dyersville’s first toy factory was founded after World War II by Fred Ertl Sr. During the war all metal toy production had stopped, and after the conflict ended there was a tremendous demand for toys (think of all those newly hatched baby boomers). Ertl started making toy tractors in his basement to earn some extra money, and soon it became his full-time business.


Over the next four decades, the Ertl Company grew to become the world’s leading farm toy manufacturer. In 1999 it merged with Racing Champions, a maker of die-cast collectibles, to become RC2 (now TOMY). While the company now makes its toys overseas, its Dyersville plant continues to serve as a sales and distribution center.


Fred’s son, Joe Ertl, meanwhile, carries on the family toy-making tradition at Scale Models, a Dyersville company he founded in 1971. The company’s employees make farm toys in a wide variety of designs, tiny models of the huge machines made by companies like John Deere, Massey Ferguson, and Allis-Chalmers.





West of Guttenberg, visit the charming town of Elkader, the only town in Iowa named for a Muslim leader. Abd el-Kader led the fight for Algerian independence in the nineteenth century. His revolutionary spirit so impressed the town’s founders that they named the new settlement after him.


Schera’s Algerian-American Restaurant at 107 S. Main St. is owned and operated by two men inspired by that story. Brian Bruening, a native of New Hampton, and Frederique Boudouani, who is of French-Algerian descent, opened the eatery in 2006, naming it after Scheherazade of 1001 Arabian Nights. The restaurant serves delicious and moderately priced Algerian, North African, and Mediterranean dishes. Call (563) 245-1992 or see scheras.com for information.


The Elkader Whitewater Park was created in 2013 on the Turkey River that flows through the town. Its main feature is the Gobbler, a 22-foot-wide wave of varying difficulty, depending upon water levels. In the middle of the river, Boulder Island provides a great place to rest—or, if the river is high enough, it creates a high-flow wave that challenges even advanced whitewater paddlers. For information see elkaderwhitewater.com or call (563) 245-2098.


Spend a delightful (and informative) hour or two at the Osborne Nature Center, 5 miles south of Elkader at 29862 Osborne Rd. Set on 300 acres of diverse and well-maintained grounds along the Volga River, the Osborne is an educational treasure, with live animals, nature exhibits, a pioneer village, and hiking trails. Call (563) 245-1516 for more information or see claytoncounty conservation.org.


North of Clayton is McGregor, a river town that’s one of the loveliest in the state. The explorers Marquette and Joliet passed through here in 1673, followed by Zebulon Pike in 1805. Pike lent his name to the 500-foot bluff that towers above the town (though the peak he later climbed in Colorado would gain greater fame). The scenic spot—one of the most beautiful along the entire Mississippi River—is part of Pike’s Peak State Park, located 2 miles southeast of McGregor on IA 340. Nearby are hiking trails and picnic and camping facilities.


In 1837 an enterprising fellow named Alexander MacGregor came to settle here. The son of Scottish immigrants, MacGregor established a ferry business that transported furs and other goods between the new settlement of MacGregor’s Landing on the west bank of the river and Prairie du Chien on the east bank. The town bustled with steamboat traffic and commerce, and by 1865 the town’s population had grown to more than 5,500.


The nineteenth century saw a number of memorable characters pass through the town. The best known of early residents was the Ringling family of circus fame. The five Ringling brothers spent part of their childhood in McGregor (the “a” having been dropped from its original name) and staged their earliest shows here before leaving for larger venues. Diamond Jo Reynolds was another larger-than-life resident. He operated a thriving riverboat business from a building that still stands at 123 A St.




Iowa Whitewater Parks


You don’t have to go to the mountains to experience whitewater rafting, thanks to some creative engineers who are making Iowa’s rivers more attractive to paddlers. Whitewater parks in Elkader, Charles City, and Manchester are great places for beginners to learn how to whitewater raft. Side chutes allow for a quick exit from the rapids and make them easy to run over and over again. But these rivers also appeal to more advanced rafters, who come for special competitions and events as well as practice. The artificially constructed courses are free and are suitable for kayaks, rafts, canoes, tubes, and paddleboards.


The whitewater parks have other benefits as well. They replace low-head dams that are dangerous for swimmers and boaters and improve fish habitat by aerating the water downstream and creating “ladders” that allow the fish to move more easily upstream.









A Haven for Wildlife


The Mississippi River and surrounding shoreline near McGregor are part of one of the nation’s ecological treasures: the Upper Mississippi River National Wildlife and Fish Refuge. Established in 1924, the refuge stretches from Wabasha, Minnesota, to the Quad Cities and is the longest wildlife refuge in the lower forty-eight states. It encompasses more than 240,000 acres of water, wetlands, wooded islands, forest, and prairie along 261 river miles.


Hundreds of species of birds, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, and fish make their home here. The refuge is critically important because of the reduction of habitat elsewhere throughout the Midwest. Natural lakes are increasingly scarce, bottomland forests are vanishing, and more than half of the wetlands have been lost.


More than one hundred bald eagle nests are present in the refuge, which also provides a vital migratory bird corridor for thousands of waterfowl, songbirds, and raptors each year. You can also see muskrat, mink, beaver, otter, weasel, fox, raccoon, and jackrabbits.


The best way to see the refuge is by paddling its secluded backwaters. For more information on this national treasure, see fws.gov or stop by the visitor center on US 18 North just outside of McGregor.





The decline of the steamboat era brought a decline in the town’s fortunes as well, with the population eventually dwindling down to a few hundred people. But through the next century McGregor attracted a faithful cadre of residents who treasured the slow pace of life along the river. Visitors came to the area as well, people drawn to the beauty of the Mississippi and also to the town’s many antiques stores.


The most recent chapter in the town’s history began about three decades ago, when a new generation of residents began to revitalize McGregor’s fortunes. The area’s beautiful scenery is still the primary draw, especially in the fall when the surrounding hills are full of color. McGregor holds a popular arts and crafts festival on two weekends in October, but increasingly it’s a year-round destination as well, with a number of fine stores and restaurants.


The Old Man River Restaurant and Brewery is a microbrewery and restaurant located in the 1880s building once owned by Diamond Jo Reynolds at 123 A St. Quench your thirst with a dunkel lager; then try the Sleepy Old Man burger with the ale-battered onion rings. Call (563) 873-2002 for information.


Another bright spot in the downtown is Paper Moon, a bookstore and gift shop owned by the mother-and-daughter team of Jennifer and Louise White. The store’s resident cats draw nearly as much attention as its whimsical range of merchandise, which includes household accessories, jewelry, and books. Paper Moon (563-500-1994; papermoonbooks.com) is at 206 A St.


A few miles north in Marquette, visit the Driftless Area Wetlands Centre (563-873-3537; driftlessareawetlandcentre.com) at 509 Highway 18. This environmental education facility has a visitor center, wetlands, prairie, wildlife displays, and animals native to the Driftless Area (the term refers to the hilly, scenic region in northeast Iowa and southwest Wisconsin that was spared the leveling effects of the last ice age). The facility’s wetlands are home to ducks, turtles, frogs and other species, while inside the center you can learn about topics that include geology, birding, and prairie restoration. Young children will especially enjoy the interactive stations along the outdoor nature play trail here, which has balance beam logs, stepping-stones, and willow huts that double as wildlife blinds. The visitor center is open Tues through Sat, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., April through Oct, and Tues through Fri the rest of the year. Admission is free.




Sandhill Cranes


Sandhill cranes migrate to and from their winter campground in Florida over a large portion of the upper Midwest in the spring and fall. Spring is a more popular time to watch for them because their fall migration is much more relaxed and leisurely than the businesslike one they make in the spring. This is because they have to make accommodations for their young that cannot fly either as fast or as far. They may fly as much as 300 miles a day at an altitude below 5,000 feet. You can recognize them by their appearance during flight—long necks stretched out in front, longer legs trailing behind—and their bugling calls can be heard for miles. During migration the birds “paint” themselves, preening mud into their gray feathers for camouflage. When you see them in the Midwest, they will appear to be brown.


Younger birds form “bachelor flocks,” feeding and nesting together until they settle down. Males and females mate for life at about four years of age. Their nests are adequate yet plain (just a bunch of marsh plants piled on the ground), but they seem content. Sandhill cranes are most active just before sunrise and just after sunset.


Listen for their unison calls during these times, the one-noted male and the two-noted female singing together. The female usually lays two eggs in April or early May, and incubation takes about a month. When one bird leaves the nest to forage, the other takes over incubation duties. Unison calls, I am told, are particularly loud at this time. Cranes, like people, have difficulty deciding what to have for dinner.


The International Crane Foundation sponsors the Midwest Sandhill Crane Count every year. Volunteers take to the fields on a designated morning in April to count cranes. If you are interested in participating, contact the foundation at savingcranes.org. What a great way to learn about some fly-by-night neighbors!





Next head to Spook Cave, 9 miles west of Marquette near the junction of US 52 and US 18. Here you can take what’s billed as “America’s longest underground boat tour.” Bring your sweater (the temperature is usually forty-seven degrees) and take a half-hour guided cruise. The tour is the perfect activity for a hot, Iowa summer afternoon.


Spook Cave tours are $16 for adults and $11 for children. The cave is open from 9 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. daily May through Oct. Call (563) 539-4114 for more information or see spookcave.com. The site also has a campground and cabins.


Five miles north of McGregor, you’ll find one of northeast Iowa’s premier attractions, Effigy Mounds National Monument. This 1,500-acre area preserves outstanding examples of more than 2,000 years of prehistoric Indian mound building. Within its borders are nearly 200 known burial mounds, 29 of which are in the shape of bears or birds (most of the rest are conical or linear in form). The Great Bear Effigy is one of the most impressive mounds, stretching 70 feet across the shoulders and forelegs, 137 feet long, and more than 3 feet high. The mounds are all the more impressive when you realize that their builders didn’t have the ability to see the giant shapes from the air but instead worked out all the shapes from ground level.




The Mysteries of the Mounds


High on the bluffs above the Mississippi River in northeast Iowa, a chain of mysterious mounds stand as mute reminders of a civilization that flourished here more than a thousand years ago.


The first animal-shaped mounds were built around AD 650. Each was constructed by digging up soil from the forest floor and clay from the riverbank and then depositing it inside an outline drawn on the ground, a laborious process that likely took hundreds of trips.


While conical-shaped mounds were usually used as burial places, most of the effigy mounds appear to have been used solely for ceremonial purposes. Perhaps they acted as territorial markers or totems for the people who built them, visible symbols of a spiritual tie to the land. Burnt residue indicates that fires were set on the head, flank, or heart regions of the animal effigies.


Effigy mound building ended here around 1300, for reasons unknown. As white settlers began moving into this region in the early 1800s, many of the mounds were destroyed by farming, road building, and logging. Others were plundered for grave offerings such as stone tools and pottery. Out of an estimated 10,000 mounds that likely once existed in the region, fewer than 1,000 remain today.


Fortunately, local groups recognized the priceless value of these northeastern Iowa mounds and worked to protect the site. Their efforts resulted in the establishment of Effigy Mounds National Monument in 1949.





The visitor center at the monument has exhibits explaining the mounds and the artifacts found within them, plus a film on the culture of the Indians who lived here. The center is open daily and admission is free. Call (563) 873-3491 or see nps.gov/efmo for information.


From Effigy Mounds continue north on the river road (IA 76 and IA 364) through the towns of Waukon Junction and Harpers Ferry. A few miles north of Harpers Ferry, the scenic river road takes you to one of the loveliest spots in the state, the tiny Wexford Immaculate Conception Church. Inside the exquisite stone building covered with ivy are simple wooden pews, a floor of colored mosaic tile, and an altar of lovely murals and statues. The church was built in the 1860s by a group of immigrants who journeyed here from County Wexford, Ireland. On the back wall of the church is a framed photocopy of the passenger list from the boat that brought the Wexford immigrants over the ocean, their names written in a beautiful flowing script. A peaceful cemetery surrounds the building, and just north of the church there’s a shrine with a statue of Mary surrounded by blooming flowers.


Continue north on CR X52 to the town of Lansing, where you can enjoy a lovely view of the Mississippi from Mount Hosmer, a city park perched atop a high bluff.


Six miles north of Lansing off IA 26 are the Fish Farm Mounds, a smaller cousin of Effigy Mounds to the south. The site includes at least twenty-eight mounds overlooking the Mississippi River. The mound group is one of the few sites that remains of the many that once dotted bluffs and terraces along the Mississippi River.




Immigrant Heritage


From Lansing take IA 9 west for 35 miles to Decorah, a picturesque community that is likely the most Norwegian-American town in the United States. Settled by Norwegian immigrants in the 1850s, it has long taken great pride in its Norse roots. Throughout the town you’ll see evidence of Decorah’s ethnic past, from the Norwegian nisse(gnomes) peeking out of windows to shops decorated with rosemaling, a type of Norwegian flower painting. Each year on the last full weekend in July, the town celebrates its heritage with Nordic Fest, a three-day festival featuring parades, ethnic foods and music, historical displays, and arts and crafts demonstrations.


To learn more about Decorah’s past, visit Vesterheim National Norwegian-American Museum, which tells the story of Norwegian immigrants from their lives in Norway to their assimilation as Americans. The name means “home in the west,” and throughout the facility you’ll see the clothes, tools, household objects, and everyday items used by the immigrants, as well as replicas of homes and displays on the arduous sea crossing the settlers endured. There are also many examples of Norwegian folk crafts on display, a gallery of paintings by Norwegian-American artists, and an extensive outdoor exhibit area. This is regarded as the largest and most comprehensive museum in the United States devoted to a single immigrant group, so plan to spend several hours touring the entire complex.


To immerse yourself more fully in Scandinavian traditions, sign up for a class through the Vesterheim Folk Art School. Classes are offered in a wide range of crafts and are taught by master teachers from throughout the United States and Scandinavia. Learn how to carve wooden spoons, dye and weave cloth, cook Norwegian specialties, and much more. Both online and in-person classes are offered.




Foodie Heaven


When it comes to food, the northeast Iowa town of Decorah used to be best known for its Norwegian specialties, including lefse, a soft flatbread made from potatoes, and lutefisk, a fish dish that can best be described as an acquired taste.


But today, Decorah and the surrounding region draw foodies from a wide radius. The Decorah area has a long tradition of small-scale, sustainable agriculture, and the produce from those farms is helping fuel growth in the quality and size of the restaurant scene.


When you dine out in Decorah, there’s a good chance that much of what you’re eating and drinking was grown, raised, or crafted within a few miles of the restaurant. Local farms here raise a cornucopia of products that include shiitake mushrooms, microgreens, rare vegetable varieties, artisan cheeses, and humanely raised meats. In the hands of skilled chefs at restaurants that include La Rana and Rubaiyat, the ingredients become a feast for the palate and the eye.


The Oneota Food Co-op (312 W. Water St. ; 563-382-4666; oneotacoop.com) is another good place to take the pulse of the town’s food scene. Its shelves stock a wide variety of locally raised and artisan foods, and visitors can enjoy a casual meal in its light-filled atrium.


A block away, the Decorah Farmers Market hosts vendors from May through Oct. Held on Saturday mornings and Wednesday afternoons, the market has freshly picked vegetables and fruits, homemade jams, local honey, eggs from free-range chickens, and an array of baked goods.





Vesterheim is located at 520 W. Water St., Decorah, and is open daily. Admission is $12 for adults, with reduced rates for children and senior citizens. For more information visit vesterheim.org or call (563) 382-9681.


Another Decorah attraction is the Porter House Museum (401 W. Broadway St.; porterhousemuseum.org), an 1867 Tuscan-style villa that was home to Adelbert Field Porter and his wife Grace Young Porter. Bert, as he was commonly called, was a gentleman naturalist and photographer who traveled the world. The museum showcases his impressive collections of rare butterflies, rocks, and other artifacts. The Porter House is open daily from June through Aug, weekends in May and Sept, and a small admission is charged. After touring the museum, take a stroll through the nearby Broadway-Phelps Park Historic District, an area of lovely homes and stately trees.


While you’re in Decorah, walk the lovely campus of Luther College, which is one of the most scenic in the Midwest. The Decorah area also has many fine parks, including Dunning’s Spring, which has a beautiful waterfall, and Phelps Park, which offers hiking along a network of trails. The Upper Iowa River, which runs through the center of town, is popular with canoeing enthusiasts. National Geographic Explorermagazine named it one of the “world’s top one hundred adventures.” The area also has many well-stocked trout streams.


The Hotel Winneshiek is a boutique hotel with historic roots. Built in 1904–5, the brick structure was extensively renovated three decades ago. A three-story octagonal lobby with a stained-glass skylight serves as the hub for thirty-four luxurious rooms and suites. The downtown hotel is at 104 E. Water St. (563-382-4164; hotelwinn.com). Rates are in the expensive category.


Decorah’s Trout Run Trail is an 11-mile, paved recreational trail that encircles the town. Along the way you’ll pass limestone bluffs, blooming prairie, and bucolic farms. You can get a trail map by calling (563) 382-3990 or at visitdecorah.com.


One of the stops on the trail is the Decorah Fish Hatchery, site of the Decorah Bald Eagle Cam. Since its launching in 2011, the eagle’s nest video cam has racked up millions of views, making it one of the most-watched live wildlife streams on the Internet. During nesting season, viewers can watch in real time as the birds nurture their young. Visitors to the fish hatchery can peer upwards at the nests in cottonwood trees (the bald eagle pair has two nests, both of which are observed by cameras). The Decorah Fish Hatchery is at 2325 Siewers Spring Rd.
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