

  [image: image]




  
IowaCURIOSITIES





  [image: image]




  [image: image]




  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  Every effort has been made by the authors and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published— establishments close, phone numbers change, hiking trails are rerouted, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be made better and be kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  Globe Pequot Press




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  P.O. Box 480




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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    The prices, rates, and hours listed in this guidebook were confirmed at press time. We recommend, however, that you call establishments to obtain current information before traveling.
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  introduction




  Oddity is in the eye of the beholder.




  I traveled out east a few years ago in a 1997 Geo Prizm with Johnson County, Iowa, plates. Not long after crossing into New Hampshire on I-95, I noticed a father and son on a motorcycle pulling up alongside us to pass. Even though I was paying close attention to the road ahead, my hands at ten and two o’clock on the wheel, knuckles just the slightest bit pale (East Coast driving can be a little more demanding than Corn Belt driving), I couldn’t help but notice that the pair was passing us very, very slowly. What’s more, I had that uncanny but unmistakable feeling that I was being watched. Sure enough, when I looked to my left, both pop and progeny were staring at us from behind the visors of their helmets with a wide-eyed curiosity that made me feel a bit like an exhibit at the zoo. “I saw them staring at us from way back,” my companion told me. “I think they were looking at our Iowa plates.”




  And so it was that by driving 1,127 miles east, my companion and I, our small black sedan, and its license plate with the gray outline of a farmyard beneath the vague silhouette of a city skyline and a patch of baby blue sky, had become Iowa curiosities. “I hope you got a good close look, son,” I imagined the father saying at their next rest stop. “That couple in the Geo, they were from Ohio.” And I imagined the son looking up at his father and asking, “Isn’t that where they grow all those potatoes?”




  If you’ve spent much time on either coast, you know that for most Americans Iowa is more a hazy idea than a reality, more symbol than actual state. When it’s not confused with Idaho or Ohio, two other states with what my Connecticut friend likes to call “skewed vowel-to-consonant ratios,” Iowa means small towns, farms, corn, covered bridges, and not a whole lot else. In fact, it seems to come as a bit of a shock to coastal denizens that people, real people, actually live here. “Iowa?” the Californian will bellow incredulously when he meets you, as if Iowa is another Timbuktu. “Who lives in Iowa?” Or worse, a New Yorker might ask you in earnest, “Why do you live in Iowa?” with more than a hint of pity in her voice, as if settling in West Des Moines were akin to living on a Russian space station.




  I’m not complaining, though, at least not too loudly. After all, one of the main reasons Midwesterners travel in the first place is to be strangers for a while, to make our ordinary selves a little more exotic than we have a right to be, and then pleasantly or not so pleasantly bump up against the ways we’re misunderstood. Being an Iowan in New York City or in Paris feels different than being an Iowan in Cedar Rapids, and it’s partly that unfamiliar way of being ourselves that we travelers seek out.




  Mostly, though, we hit the road in search of the new, the strange, and the extraordinary in this great big world. We leave home to discover something our neighbors haven’t ever seen before, take pictures of it, and bring the evidence back home for show-and-tell. We head out to be impressed. And although some people think you need to cross whole continents and wide blue seas to see things you’ve never seen, or even imagined, while researching this book we discovered that oddity is a lot closer to home than you might think.




  So what curiosities did we find in our own backyard? How about a life-size concrete pink elephant wearing a top hat? Or a Guinness-certified world’s second-largest collection of salt and pepper shakers (more than 14,000 and counting)? And what about a man who turned a grain silo into a five-story house, or a contest where the players throw cast-iron skillets at scarecrows, or a Trappist monastery where the monks build coffins for their daily bread? In the next county over, maybe even just across town, down a dirt road you’ve never taken, you’ll find all the oddity you’re looking for and more.




  So here’s to quirkiness close at hand. Here’s to all the ways we can be surprised by what we thought we knew just by driving a little farther and taking a closer look. Seeking out the unfamiliar isn’t for the faint-hearted. It takes courage to leave the couch and say hello to a stranger, particularly a stranger who’s on the strange side. And the world’s biggest anything can be scary, even if it’s something as seemingly harmless as an overpuffed Cheeto. Dear readers, fellow travelers, soon-to-be strangers, we know you’re up to the challenge. Enjoy!




  —Eric Jones
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  Northeast




  If you’re from out of state, you’re probably expecting Iowa to be flat, like Kansas or a pancake. The Northeast section of the state is a good place to derail that expectation: There are hills all over, and, generally speaking, the more northeast you go in the Northeast, the hillier it gets.




  One of the most devastating losses in the Northeast’s history occurred between the book’s 2005 edition and this one: the flooding of nearly 10 square miles of Cedar Rapids in June of 2008. The Cedar River crested at 31 feet, more than 10 feet higher than the crest during the Great Flood of 1993, which some experts had called the single biggest natural disaster in U.S. history. The rebuilding from the 2008 flood goes on.




  On a happier note, the mini replica of the Statue of Liberty in Cedar Rapids is a favorite new addition. There are replicas of Lady Liberty all over the state, but this one takes the cake, especially because she sits right over the Cedar River but somehow made it through the flood just fine. Iowa’s largest fryin’ pan is just off the road in Brandon; you can down your lutefisk really fast at Decorah’s Norwegian Fest and not hurt Grandma Bjornsen’s feelings—first one done’s the winner in a lutefisk-eating contest; and finally, Breitbach’s up in Balltown, the oldest bar and restaurant in Iowa, burned down not once, but twice in a little under a year. They’re rebuilding again, and scheduled to reopen before this edition goes to print. Go eat there. Seriously. And give Mike Breitbach and everyone in town who volunteered to help rebuild not once, but twice a great big pat on the back.




  Play Prisoner for a Day Right Beside 1,200 Inmates




  Anamosa




  Iowa’s own version of Alcatraz is the Anamosa State Penitentiary, a maximum-security facility housing more than 1,200 inmates. Built in 1872 from local limestone, the prison is an architectural manifestation of deep depression: Fortress-style stone walls the color of over-cast sky rise up, and up, and up, high enough to contain four tiers of barred cells, one on top of another, in open cell blocks as long as football fields. As tantalizing a place as it sounds, you can’t tour the penitentiary building without either a good reason or a heavy debt to society, but you can visit the Anamosa State Penitentiary Museum to get a taste of life in Anamosa’s big house over the past century and a half.




  Located beside the penitentiary in a converted outbuilding that once housed a cheese factory, the Anamosa Museum is a small treasure trove of information about the prison’s construction, famous and not-so-famous inmates, guards, and prison life. One highlight is a replica of an old prison cell: Step inside, slam the door, and try not to scream when someone says “life sentence.” Truth be told, the real penitentiary with its living, breathing inmates may be a bit too close for comfort to take much pleasure in playing convict—a sign alongside the prison driveway even asks visitors to lock their car doors before they enter so that escaping inmates can’t make an easy getaway.




  The museum has archived loads of information about some less-than-savory characters, including Wesley Elkins, an eleven-year-old boy who served a life sentence at Anamosa for murdering his parents in 1889, first shooting his father in his bed and then, unable to find wadding to reload the rifle, bludgeoning his stepmother to death with a club. And do you remember John Wayne Gacy, one of the most notorious serial killers in U.S. history? Convicted in 1980 of murdering thirty-three young men, Gacy spent two years at the penitentiary in the 1960s and was reportedly a model prisoner.
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  A big house with surprisingly cramped rooms.




  It may not be the most cheery weekend activity, but a visit to Anamosa’s prison museum will delight crime and punishment fans and history buffs alike. Just be sure to check the backseat before you leave the parking lot.




  Open Friday, Saturday, and Sunday from noon to 4:00 p.m. Other times are by appointment. The museum’s phone number is (319) 462-2386 or visit www.asphistory.com.




  5,300 Hats (and Counting) and a Money Pit




  Arlington




  Faith Mitchell, a local farm wife, began collecting hats decades ago and over the years acquired hundreds upon hundreds of caps, bonnets, and fedoras from places as far-flung as Spain, Germany, and China. In 1987 she and her family, owners of Mitchell’s House of Hats, donated her vast collection to the Castle House Preservation Society, or CHPS, a local nonprofit working to preserve and restore a local Queen Ann–style home with a castlelike clapboard turret in serious disrepair. So serious, in fact, that in between the last edition of this book and the current one, CHPS had to cry uncle and sell their beloved painted (and peeling very badly) lady and relocate Mitchell’s wonderful collection to a vacant storefront on Main Street.




  Still, it was the collection and not the house that was the thing, and the sheer variety of hats is astounding. Bertha Schuchmann and a few other CHPS volunteers indexed and affixed labels to a good many of the hats, which range from simple bonnets and classic top hats from the late nineteenth century to wild, flowery affairs that would have done any 1920s Chicago flapper proud. Racks and racks of hats fill the space, with manufacturers and designers including Christian Dior, Alice May of Fifth Avenue, and Montgomery Ward.




  People keep donating hats to the collection, so if you’re looking for baseball caps, you’ll find some of those, too, as well as a cap affixed with a beer-can holder at each temple and two curled straws intended for the hat-owner’s mouth. But, surely, this was a recent addition—judging from the bulk of the collection, Faith Mitchell had far more refined tastes in headwear.




  Since the collection’s location could change again, call either Bertha Schuchmann at (563) 633-3385 or Alice Miller at (563) 633-5492 to make an appointment and get directions. (Both serve as tour guides, and both knew Faith Mitchell personally.) Arlington is located on IA 187, about 5 miles north of IA 3.




  Where Diners Outnumber the Locals Four to One




  Balltown




  Food-savvy travelers know a good test of any wayside restaurant is whether or not the locals eat there. See only out-of-county plates in the lot, and you may want to keep hunting for native diners—unless you happen to be in Balltown, that is. Perched on a bluff high above the Mississippi and offering truly spectacular views of the river valley below, Balltown has a population listed at approximately sixty-four people, or twenty families, about the size of your average high school football team. Even if half the town dined out for every meal, they wouldn’t be so easy to track down.




  Not to fear. There’s only one restaurant in town, and the food there is very good. Breitbach’s, which lays claim to the title of oldest bar and restaurant in Iowa, has seating for four times Balltown’s population. On the busiest days, owner Mike Breitbach says, “We can serve more than thirteen, fourteen hundred people.” And trying to find the locals in a crowd like that is a whole lot harder than finding Waldo.




  Jacob Breitbach, Mike’s great-great-grandfather, purchased the 1852 tavern in 1891, and it’s been in the Breitbach family ever since. (Mike and his wife, Cindy, are almost always at the restaurant to greet you and invite you to sign the guest book.) The restaurant used to contain some real treasures from great-great-grandpa Breitbach’s day, including a horse blanket left in the livery stable by one Frank James, Jesse James’s clearly forgetful brother. Jacob actually had the foresight to take a picture of the James gang when they stopped in at Breitbach’s back in 1876, and the old photograph used to hang on the wall. Two recent fires, one on Christmas Eve of 2007 and the second on October 24, 2008, destroyed the restaurant twice, along with the many antiques and collectibles that once lined the walls, including my personal favorite, a Depression-era mural depicting the same splendid view of the Mississippi you can see just out the back door, painted by a wandering gypsy named Alberto in return for food and lodging.




  Breitbach’s is scheduled for a midsummer 2009 reopening. At this point, wall decorations haven’t been chosen, but with not one, but two devastating fires in ten months, who could blame Mike and Cindy Breitbach if they forgo the antiques and collectibles and simply festoon the walls with hundreds upon hundreds of fire extinguishers?




  Take US 52 out of Dubuque to Sageville and then follow the Great River Road into Balltown. Breitbach’s will be on the right. During the summer season Breitbach’s is open for breakfast, lunch, and dinner seven days a week. In the winter it’s closed Monday. For information and reservations, call (563) 552-2220.




  The Geyser Downtown




  Belle Plaine




  For better or worse, towns usually don’t get to choose their claims to fame. Sure, it’s nice to be home to a famous athlete, or Nobel Prize winner, or even a politician, in a pinch, but all towns can’t be so lucky. Belle Plaine’s moment (or months) in the international spotlight arrived on August 26, 1886, when an artesian well dug by William Weir & Sons spouted water 53 feet in the air and kept on flowing unchecked for the next fourteen months. News reports from the time claim the well was “vomiting out a stream as large as the fore wheel of a wagon,” and though we’re not sure how big a fore wheel is, we know it’s got to be a whole lot bigger than a breadbox, but maybe smaller than the back wheel of a wagon.




  One thing is certain about the well, aptly christened Jumbo: It sent a whole lot of water into Belle Plaine. According to experts, Jumbo Well spewed more than 5 million gallons of water daily, or about 3,500 gallons per minute, which, in case you were curious, calculates to about 60 gallons a second. (Try taking a sip from the flow, and the phrase “a stiff drink” would gain a whole new meaning.)




  And as the water kept on flowing, Belle Plaine’s fame grew. Tourists from around the country and around the world came to see Jumbo, bought postcards of the gusher (now only 6 or 7 feet high, at least in the postcard we saw) and commemorative Jumbo Well rocks, and did whatever else one did in nineteenth-century Belle Plaine.




  In spite of the benefits of the friendly visitors and their greenbacks, Belle Plaine’s citizens still wanted their five-million-gallon-a-day spigot shut off, so they brought in experts from Chicago and beyond to help, but no one was successful. Ultimately, a local company, Palmer Brothers Foundry, capped Jumbo on October 6, 1887, using a contraption composed of two metal pipes, one inside the other, and a whole lot of gravel and concrete. (Don’t ask us how it worked; we’re not engineers.)
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  You wouldn’t know it now, but this quiet corner was once home to a very stubborn geyser.




  The place where Jumbo Well once gushed is now a quiet, shady street corner in a residential neighborhood a couple of blocks from downtown Belle Plaine, with the well site marked by a large boulder and plaque. The town also honors its artesian heritage with a yearly fall festival called Jumbo Days, featuring a cemetery walk (more festive than you might think), a Fly-In Breakfast at the local airport, and a hot-air-balloon liftoff. And though a gusher that bubbled on and on and on is not a terrible thing to be famous for, a movie-star daughter or an astronaut son would have been a lot less of a headache.




  The Jumbo Well boulder and plaque is located on the corner of Eighth Street and Eighth Avenue in Belle Plaine. Jumbo Days is held the last weekend in September. For more information, contact the Belle Plaine Historical Society at (319) 434-6093.




  A Pit Stop at Your Great-Grandfather’s Gas Station




  Belle Plaine




  The Old Lincoln Highway, the first transcontinental roadway in the United States, began in New York, ended in San Francisco 3,331 long and dusty miles later, and passed right through little Belle Plaine along the way. If you want to get a good feel for what it was like to make a pit stop for gas along the Lincoln Highway some eighty years ago, take 21 North about three blocks out of town, put your right-turn blinker on, and ease the old jalopy into George Preston’s gas station and garage. No brightly lit convenience store filled with 3,000 kinds of confectionary delights, no pay-at-the-pump convenience here, just a one-bay wooden garage and, next to it, the tiny office with two old gas pumps out front, all looking pretty much the way they did back in the 1920s, save for a little graying and weathering to let you know it’s all real, not some museum reproduction.
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  You can’t fill ’er up here, but take a gander at those signs. Catherine Cole




  The old gas pump is worth the visit all by itself—towering almost 10 feet into the air, it looks something like a miniature lighthouse with a long black hose attached—but George Preston has also covered his station walls with hundreds of oil and gas signs from the last century. In addition to the more familiar Shell, Pennzoil, Texaco, and Mobil logos, there are signs for Red Crown (picturing a brilliant red crown, of course), Wadhams, and Nevrnox gasoline. They’re a collector’s fantasy and a credit to Iowa honesty and uprightness that they haven’t been taken under cover of darkness and auctioned off on eBay.




  Be sure to stop inside the office, too. There’s an old register, fifty-year-old unopened oil cans on the shelves, newspaper clippings featuring George grinning wide for the camera beside his station, actual chunks of the old highway on the windowsill (the labels stuck on with duct tape), a poster listing the hundreds of towns the Old Lincoln Highway passed through, and even more signs, ones offering cheery road advice such as “Dim your lights behind a car, let folks see how bright you are.” Stop for five minutes and spend half the afternoon, as we did. Just don’t blame us if you feel deep twinges of nostalgia for the good old days the next time you fill ’er up on the interstate.




  Preston’s gas station is at the intersection of Fourth and Thirteenth Streets, Belle Plaine.




  Read ’Em, Weep, and Call the Movers




  Bellevue




  Although this decidedly upscale bed-and-breakfast, located on a nine-acre wooded bluff overlooking the Mississippi, has a lot to recommend it, including a breathtaking view, twelve beautifully appointed guest rooms, and more Jacuzzi tubs than a California spa, its most notable charm is its checkered past.




  When a wealthy land developer named Seth Luellyn Baker built the home in 1893, its unique architectural feature was a round third-floor tower room, accessible only by stepping onto the roof of the building and then climbing through a hatch. The room’s purpose? High-stakes, invitation-only, illegal (because transpiring on land) poker matches, conducted safe from the intrusions of the local authorities.




  Mont Rest quickly grew infamous for its late-night gambling, and it was in one of these heavyweights-only poker matches in 1895, just two years after the home was built, that Seth Baker, short of cash, called a $6,000 bet with the deed to his house. Oh, and did I mention Seth Baker had a wife, a woman who probably considered the house hers, too? After his opponent lay his cards on the table, Mr. Baker is reported to have excused himself, climbed out the hatch, then walked across the roof and down the stairs to tell his beloved they had two weeks to pack up and move out. (Do you think they had couples therapy back in 1895?)
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  Does anyone know the number for Gamblers Anonymous?




  The gambling room underwent a conversion of sorts in the early twentieth century, when an eccentric owner named Frank Weinshank set up an altar and heard daily Mass in the tower from a local priest. One of Weinshank’s more eccentric acts, in a lifetime filled with kookiness, was filing a lawsuit against Bell Telephone for religious persecution for refusing to lay a transatlantic phone line from Mont Rest to the Vatican in Rome so that he could have a direct line to the pope. You don’t need to be a Supreme Court justice to know his case had a few holes in it.




  To top it all off, from the fifties until the late seventies, Mont Rest and the Tower Room, as it’s now called, stood abandoned: Animals took up residence, vandals smashed windows, and the woods encroached on the property. As recently as 1979, the Des Moines Register ran a story about the so-called Haunted Castle of Bellevue, which loomed on the north bluff overlooking town.




  Today Mont Rest is arguably one of the most luxurious bed-and-breakfasts in the region. Guests can reserve the Tower Room if they’re looking for privacy, a sweeping view of the river, rich history, a double shower, and just outside on the roof where gamblers once strode, a seven-person hot tub. Seth Baker, even when he was on the winning side of the table, probably never had it so good.




  Bellevue is located midway between Clinton and Dubuque on US 52 (the Great River Road). Mont Rest’s address is 300 Spring Street, right on the bluff three blocks north of downtown. Christine Zraick, the innkeeper, can be reached toll-free at (877) 872-4220 or (563) 872-4220, or visit www.montrest.com.




  A Pan for the Masses




  Brandon




  After a vacation in Canada, former Brandon mayor Ron Boyer came home with a big idea. Or, to put it more precisely, he came home with the idea of something big. He just wasn’t sure what that something big should be.




  On their northern travels he and his wife happened to pass the world’s largest buffalo, a 26-foot-tall concrete sculpture with its least flattering side to the highway, in Jamestown, North Dakota, and started thinking seriously about getting the tiny little town of Brandon something very big to call its own.
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  Where’s the oversized spatula?




  But what? Inspired by example, the couple started brainstorming about a giant locally appropriate animal, along the lines of Albert, Audubon’s towering bull, or Nevis, Minnesota’s world’s largest muskie. Since Iowa is the hog capital of the world, why not a giant hog? they thought. But for some reason, a concrete pig towering Godzilla-like over his neighbors’ rooftops didn’t seem quite right to Mayor Boyer, and that’s when inspiration hit: Why not give Brandon its own jumbo kettle in honor of the town’s twice-annual Cowboy Breakfast fund-raiser? The kettle soon became a frying pan for ease of execution, and the only thing left for Boyer to do was to round up seven or eight local volunteers to help him hammer (and cut and weld and paint) out the details.




  Boyer and his cohorts cut the pan out of an old 5,000-gallon steel chemical tank that he had been planning to fill with manure, using a little 10-inch fryer as a model. The end result, after what Boyer reports was “quite a bit of welding,” is a pretty darn authentic-looking frying pan standing over 10 feet tall and weighing in at 1,040 pounds with the words BRANDON, IOWA painted in white across the front. Little Brandon had gotten its own very big thing.




  People come from all around to see the pan and stand up close for a picture, which is pretty much the whole point behind a small town building an oversize anything, whether it be beast, fish, or culinary tool: to convince people who are busy trying to get someplace else (maybe even anyplace else) to stop and take notice. When I asked Boyer just how many people the pan brings in, he said, “Now I’m not really bragging, but on summer weekends almost every time you drive by there’s a different car stopped with people looking at it and taking pictures.”




  The high traffic is thanks in part to a slam-dunk marketing campaign out on I-380. “I had some land along the interstate and a friend had land on the other side, and we found out that if we zoned 50 square feet commercial each, we could put signs up for the pan,” Boyer said. Exits for small towns are easy to miss, but the signs proclaiming Brandon home to Iowa’s largest fryin’ pan really do coax the masses into town, if only for a brief visit and a fill-up at the Kwik Stop. “I’ve driven all around the country, and you don’t really see signs like that along the interstate,” Boyer told me. I had to agree: Interstate signs advertising very large pans are indeed quite rare. But now it really did sound as if he were bragging just a little.




  Brandon is midway between Cedar Rapids and Waterloo on I-380. After you see the above-mentioned signs, take exit 49 and head approximately 1 mile west into town. Of course, it should go without saying that you can’t miss the pan.




  The Secret Is in the Sauce




  Cedar Rapids




  Whether he was maintaining journalistic objectivity or not, a reporter from the Chicago Sun Times once noted, “Searching for the best soul food in Iowa is like looking for a square dance in Harlem.” Well, he obviously didn’t look too hard in Cedar Rapids, because Al & Irene’s has long been the place to go in eastern Iowa for anyone seeking a soul-food fix.




  Al and Irene Quarterman claim their family barbecue sauce dates back more than seventy years; they slather it on chicken, pork, back ribs, spareribs, beef ribs, and even turkey, and then they serve it up right, with a healthy dollop of coleslaw. Save some room for dessert, too—they make their own delectable pies from scratch. So where exactly did you say that square dance was in Harlem?




  Al & Irene’s is located east of I-380 near Blair’s Ferry Road at 2020 North Towne Lane NE. Hours of operation are Tuesday through Saturday from 11:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m., Sunday 11:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., and Monday 11:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. For more information, call (319) 393-6242.
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  Barbecue this good will make you feel like you’ve died and gone to Chicago.




  A Little Bit of Liberty Never Hurt Anybody




  Cedar Rapids




  Drive around Iowa long enough looking for weird stuff, and you’re sure to notice that miniature replicas of the Statue of Liberty are popular civic statuary, posted on pedestals in town squares and in front of county courthouses all across the state: Burlington, Cedar Falls, Davenport, Des Moines, Dubuque, and Fort Dodge all have a mini Lady Liberty, as do Independence, Mount Pleasant, Muscatine, Sioux City, and a score of others. They stand about 8 feet tall and bear a striking resemblance to the original (who measures a whopping 151 feet from tip of toe to top of torch), though some people point out that the faces of the replicas look doughier and more childlike than the original, perhaps to suggest that they’re the Statue of Liberty’s offspring on a 1:20 scale.
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  A little lady to make us all proud. Will Jennings




  All told, there are over 200 of these little daughters of liberty all around the country (with one even as far away as Guam, the little adventurous wanderer . . .), but with more than twenty-five to call its own, Iowa has more than its fair share. It’s as if the little gals were given a choice where to live and a sizable number picked Iowa, which, we’re told, can be confused with heaven. (At least during the four weeks out of the year when the weather is just right.)




  Manufactured in Chicago and sold through the Kansas City Boy Scout office to commemorate Scouting’s fortieth anniversary in 1950, the copper statues cost $350 plus freight, base not included. Towns simply had to pick a spot, construct a base, and, voila, they had their very own French-designed symbol of American freedom and democracy.




  Cedar Rapids’ pint-size Liberty might just be the best of the lot, not because she’s any different (she’s not), but because she stands with her tiny torch upthrust on the First Avenue bridge crossing the Cedar River, overlooking the city’s municipal buildings on May’s Island. (Cedar Rapids claims the unique honor of being the only city in the world other than Paris to have its municipal buildings on an island in the city’s center.) During the flood of 2008, the bridge itself was completely submerged, but somehow little Liberty made it through.




  Of course, water is the perfect backdrop for the Statue of Liberty’s copper robes and gleaming torch. And even if a small Lady Liberty on a little bridge over the brown and placid waters of the Cedar River is a far cry from New York Harbor, it’s still enough to make you feel more than a little proud that this vision, or something like this vision, is what greeted immigrants to America for generations.




  The Statue of Liberty replica is located in downtown Cedar Rapids on the First Avenue bridge.




  How Strange, a Prairie in Iowa




  Chester




  It may seem strange, but in a place that used to be nothing but prairie, people can now live their whole lives without ever seeing one. The flowers and prairie grass that at one time blanketed the state grew so high that, as one nineteenth-century soldier-explorer said, you could tie the stalks together over the back of a horse.




  In the prairie’s stead, of course, we now have hundreds of thousands of acres of corn, soy, and oats that eventually end up in everything from breakfast cereals to soft drinks to internal-combustion engines. But as beautiful as those rows and rows of corn can be—the way the gaps between the stalks suddenly open into slivers of shadow and then just as quickly close as you’re driving by—the prairie is the Iowa countryside’s wilder, more extravagant incarnation.
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  Bet you never thought you’d see a real prairie in Iowa.




  If you’ve never seen a prairie, be sure to visit 240-acre Hayden Prairie, one of the largest in the state. The parcel of land is really the size of a single small farm, but it’s big enough that if you walk far enough out into the tall grasses, the gravel roads and fences disappear from view, and you can easily imagine what it was like here 160 years ago, when pioneers started the backbreaking work of turning prairie into farmland. Though the countless varieties of flowers and grasses blooming and growing—from big bluestem to purple prairie clover to yellow star grass—will vary with the season, the prairie is profligate, and wildly beautiful, from early spring to autumn. Just a word of caution from our lawyers, though: Tying prairie grass around a horse’s back is not recommended by the authors, as serious injuries, and grass stains, could result.




  Hayden Prairie is a few miles south of Chester on CR V26.




  A One-Horse, Two-Tractor Town




  Clermont




  This small town, population 716, is blessed with not one, but two famous (at least by Iowa standards) tractors. Both sit conveniently on Main Street about one block apart in small, simple wooden buildings with large plate-glass windows facing the street for easy viewing. There’s no admission charge, no lines, and the night we visited, not a single other adult downtown, just three kids playing tag in the middle of the quiet street.




  The first, and perhaps most famous, tractor is the green 1966 John Deere riding lawn mower and absurdly large attached trailer (complete with a small set of antlers up front) featured in the 1999 David Lynch film, The Straight Story. (The real, original Straight tractor is in Laurens. See “A Lawnmower Ride with Friends” in chapter 5.) Based on a true story, the film chronicles the adventures of Alvin Straight, a seventy-three-year-old retiree from Laurens, Iowa, who, having lost his driver’s license because of poor eyesight, decides to drive his lawn mower more than 240 miles across two states to visit his estranged and ailing brother in Mount Zion, Wisconsin. Along the way he meets a pregnant runaway, a fellow World War II vet, and a priest, among others, and there’s plenty of heartwarming straight talk between Alvin and his fellow Iowans. When someone asks why he’s driving a tractor, at a top speed of 5 miles per hour, all the way to Wisconsin, he says simply, “My eyes are bad. I can’t drive. I don’t like someone else driving. And I’ve got to get out to my brother.” Spoken like a true Iowan.




  The second tractor, though less famous, is still impressive. It’s a 1927 Hart Parr manufactured in Charles City, Iowa. The rusting machine sits on a faded purple shag carpet (a keepsake from the tractor’s 1970s disco phase?) looking exactly like what it is: a very old tractor. The manufacturer of the machine, Hart Parr, is famous for having coined the term tractor when the company shortened the old name for the machines, gasoline traction engines. The information posted beside the tractor kindly explains that it has a two-cylinder, four-cycle, horizontal valve in-head engine, and if you know what that means, then you’re either a farmer or a good candidate for a very old tractor repair school.
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