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  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, 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 improved and 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 author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  



  The 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 trails!
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Introduction





  


 

  “Let’s go hiking in Iowa.”




  “Really . . . where?”




  That’s the reaction most people have to the suggestion they might enjoy walking around our presumably flat state. Their impression of Iowa is one founded on underestimation of its landscape. Taught to judge scenic beauty by the grandeur and enormity of landforms, they have no gauge to measure the subtle beauty of Iowa.




  Granted, the state has no Rocky or Smoky Mountains, no raging coastlines or basalt-framed coulees, and frighteningly little of its native ecosystems. What it does have, though, are fragments of what once was, an ecological puzzle with a bunch of missing pieces. When still intact, the images captured in the puzzle must have been some of the most splendid scenes a person could conceive.




  Pursuit of Iowa’s missing pieces, or fragments of them, involves a change in attitude. It means adopting a new interpretation of seasons, another way to judge wilderness and beauty, and then using those new senses to seek out hidden treasures. The best way to explore any terrain is on foot, and the state’s many parks, forests, preserves, and recreation areas virtually beg your legs to get busy.




  In order to understand the visible landscape—all that appears above the crust of the earth, it’s best to start by understanding what lies beneath. When referring to Iowa’s general placement, geologists say it’s part of the Stable Interior; laypeople often call it Flat as a Pancake. Both representations are revealing, for Stable Interior was derived from the relatively undisturbed sedimentary bedrock that lies horizontally across the region. Moreover, Iowa is anything but flat, with glacial till and loess atop its bedrock that have been sculpted into hills and valleys. Even though we see the impact of our state’s glacial history every day, it tells only the last several million years of the story. It’s best to start earlier, before the limestone pancakes were deposited.




  What we know of Precambrian Iowa comes directly from core and well drilling, for our geologic basement is made up primarily of banded metamorphic and igneous rocks that lie several miles beneath the earth’s surface. Beginning more than two billion years ago, the underlying metamorphic rocks were formed below a massive belt or belts of mountains, which were at some point leveled by erosion. Because the successive creation of mountains usually forms along active tectonic plate boundaries, it’s thought that Iowa was once a hotbed of crustal movement.




  Some of the igneous rocks, the basalts and granites, were deposited about 1.1 million years ago, when central North America’s crust was spread apart by magma pushing to the surface. The Midcontinent Rift System once stretched from Lake Superior to Kansas, crossing through Iowa in a zone of volcanic activity. This gaping tear was later filled in by lakes similar to those in the Great Rift Valley of eastern Africa, followed by deposits of red-colored sand and mud known as red clastics.




  From roughly 550 to 250 million years ago, Paleozoic Iowa was located close to the equator, as the coastline of a huge shallow sea migrated back and forth over the Midwest. Limestone, dolomite, shale, and sandstone were deposited either as mud on the seafloor or sand on coasts and river deltas; within these rocks are fossils of both marine and terrestrial organisms. Ordovician (475 to 430 million years ago) limestone has preserved fossils of brachiopods, bryozoa, crinoids, snails, and nautiloid cephalopods, with the most impressive outcrops found in northeast Iowa. Brachiopods, corals, crinoids, and early fish dominate exposures in the 375-million-year-old bedrock of the Devonian Fossil Gorge north of Iowa City.




  As the oceans and inland seas advanced and retreated, Iowa was situated above sea level during several long periods. Within that span, 80 million years during the Mesozoic era (230 to 65 million years ago) are missing from our rock record. The Permian strata that make up the rim of the Grand Canyon and the Triassic exposures of the Petrified Forest in Arizona are all but missing from underneath us. Directly after the erosion of those layers, sandstone, shale, and lignite were deposited when Cretaceous inland seas covered the state. North of Sioux City in western Iowa, a gap of 1.5 billion years exists where Cretaceous rocks, our youngest, lie directly atop the state’s oldest exposed rocks, Sioux quartzite.




  During the nearly 600 million years of the marine invasion of Iowa, the continent was slowly inching northward, setting the stage for the advance of water once again, except this time in the form of the glaciers’ icy grip. Beginning roughly 2.5 million years ago, because of the earth’s wobbling axis or variations in the energy of the sun, an uncountable series of advances and retreats of ice sheets slowly began its tenure here. Three distinct periods of glaciation, the Pre-Illinoian (500,000 to 2,500,000 years ago), Illinoian (300,000 to 130,000 years ago), and Wisconsinan (30,000 to 10,500 years ago) gouged out and removed tremendous amounts of underlying bedrock, while the glacial till and loess that we walk on today were left behind. North-central Iowa was occupied by the Des Moines Lobe, the last ice sheet to retreat from Iowa some 10,000 years ago. Evidence of the landscape’s veritable youth lies in its large glacial lakes—Spirit Lake, Lake Okoboji, and Clear Lake—and the pothole marshes that dot areas near them.




  Rising global temperatures and the subsequent receding of glaciers brought enormous amounts of meltwater that thundered through our river valleys, widening and deepening them while also creating entirely new drainage networks. Loess was brought from the north by way of the rivers, deposited on the banks, and lifted by the wind to blanket most of Iowa. Along the Missouri River in western Iowa lie the deepest deposits of loess in the Western Hemisphere.




  Because of the excessively long timeline behind and below us and the relatively short lives we live, our human eyes see very minute geologic changes: the flux of a shifting river channel, the leaching of minerals and nutrients from topsoil, erosion and gully creation from heavy rainfall, and the removal of groundwater from our ancient aquifers.




  
Weather




  




  The four distinct seasons that annually grace Iowa are wonderfully individual expressions of its placement in the Upper Midwest. Many Iowans are concerned with weather because of their agricultural pursuits, as they try to forecast, bet, or conjure the dates of the first fall and final spring frosts, which delineate the growing season. Our winters and summers contrast starkly, and while spring and fall have their own eye-opening differences, they serve mainly as transitions between very cold and very hot temperatures. Prairie vegetation tends to “green up late,” and though certain plants bloom in early spring, wildflower forays are best done during the heat of the summer, as long as you wear a large sunhat and carry a supply of water. The summer months, June to August, tend to be blisteringly hot and humid. Luckily, 70 percent of our annual precipitation falls between April and September. Once temperatures hit more than 100 degrees, your only hope is for a thunderstorm with its whipping winds and cooling rain. Normally you can’t “get caught” unintentionally in these storms, for their thunderheads—dark rolling cumulonimbus clouds—are always visible as they approach. However, should the sky turn an eerie purplish-green cast, you’ll want to find a basement to huddle in as soon as possible. Between twenty and a hundred tornadoes and countless funnel clouds historically roll through Iowa each year, sometimes accompanied by violent hailstorms. With wind speeds of 100 to 500 miles per hour, they can cause destruction of property, injury, and even death.




  As summer comes to an end and the cool of autumn arrives, prairie grasses turn rich gold and auburn, and changing leaves swirl into a spectrum of orange, amber, russet, and garnet. Although fall is beautiful everywhere in the state, northeast Iowa’s forested bluffs offer an especially gorgeous palette of autumnal splendor. Hiking trips during fall usually elicit a strong feeling of nostalgia, causing many to love autumn in a special way. When crisp fall breezes turn into icy northwesterly winds, winter has only begun. Snow constitutes only 10 percent of our annual precipitation but can blanket the state in a fluffy dreamland or fall on an ice-encrusted, subzero polarscape. Estherville’s local newspaper, the Northern Vindicator, claims to have first used the term “blizzard” to describe one hellacious snowstorm that blew through Emmet County in March 1870. Many of us keep our fingers crossed for as much snow as the sky will give, for cross-country skiing along the trails you hike during summer is the best way to spend winter.




  As is the case throughout most of the northern temperate zone, spring’s arrival is welcomed when it rolls around. Warming temperatures bring an array of spring wildflowers that bloom in the forests from April to June. Migratory birds begin heading north during this time, and a May morning spent looking at trout lilies and wood warblers is a real treat. Hiking is at its best during this not-too-hot, not-too-cold interval and should be enjoyed to the maximum extent.




 
Flora and Fauna




  




  Iowa’s lowest point (480 feet) lies in its southeast corner, which consequently receives more rainfall than anywhere else in the state. In the rising plains of the northwest corner is our high point (1,670 feet), situated in the driest part of the state. It’s no mystery, then, that forests dominate the southeast, while prairie once covered the northwest.




  Iowa contains the westernmost extent of the deciduous forests of the East and the easternmost margin of the great plains of the West and before settlement was the heart of the tallgrass prairie. When Euro-American settlers arrived, three predominant ecotypes covered the state: about 80 percent prairie, 12 percent forest, and 8 to 11 percent wetland. The edges of these biomes were somewhat hard to define—wet hill prairies, marshy openings in forest, and oak savannas/grasslands were often interspersed.




  The tallgrass prairies of Iowa are composed of three main plant families—Poaceae (grasses), Asteraceae (asters, or composites), and Fabaceae (legumes), with hundreds of others, from moonworts to orchids, filling in the dense maze of vegetation. Grassland birds and butterflies are entirely dependent on prairie grasses and wildflowers for food, nesting material, and breeding grounds. Goat prairies, which are forest openings or rock outcrops covered in prairie vegetation, are common in the eastern part of the state, as are sand prairies, which support prickly pear cactus, a surprising sight in Iowa to most people.




  The deciduous forests of the Northeast begin to peter out in density as one crosses the Mississippi River into Iowa. Our woodlands, most widespread in the eastern part of the state, are for the most part undergoing a large-scale succession after having been logged entirely during the 1800s. Upland forests are dominated by oaks and hickories, while silver maple, basswood, and green ash grow in moist lowland sites. Twenty-one species of oaks live in Iowa and provide food and shelter for more than seventy forest-associated animals. Riparian corridors are framed by willows, cottonwoods, and sycamores, which provide nesting habitat for many bird species, from wood warblers to bald eagles and great blue herons.




  Due to the karst topography of the northeast corner, many holdovers from colder, glacial times are present. The most remarkable is the Iowa Pleistocene snail, a smaller-than-a-shirt-button snail thought to have been extinct for 10,000 years—until it was found eating birch leaves in northeast Iowa 25 years ago. Spring-fed trout streams meander through canyons dominated by balsam fir, eastern white pine, and yellow birch trees that grow over bunchberry and twinflower, plants with typically northern affinities.




  Iowa’s Loess Hills provide habitat for plants and animals typically found in western states: yucca, cowboy’s delight, ten-petaled mentzelia, blue grosbeak, black-billed magpie, prairie rattlesnake, and prairie skink. During the past 150 years, these once prairie-covered hills have succumbed to forest invasion, and expanding woodlands have pushed the ranges of some forest birds northward. In contrast, populations of many prairie and savanna species have declined sharply and in some cases have disappeared altogether.




  During spring and fall, the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers serve as flyways for extraordinary numbers of migratory birds. Many of them—ducks and geese, shore-birds, and songbirds—stay to nest. The backwaters, sloughs, and islands in the Upper Mississippi River National Fish and Wildlife Refuge are veritable treasure troves of diverse freshwater and riparian organisms.




  Recent glaciation of the north-central lobe left vast pothole marshes that serve as breeding grounds for countless thousands of waterfowl, as well as homes for amphibians and unusual aquatic plants. Bogs and fens also dot the state, and growing in their calcium-rich seepages are some curious plants: grass of Parnassus, bull sedge, upright sedge, swamp saxifrage, sensitive fern, and fringed gentian. In one spot near the Minnesota border, you can even find a fen that features the carniverous sundew plant and a sphagnum moss mat.




  Somehow, a large number of organisms manage to make their homes in fragmented young forests and croplands within the state. The “edge effect” has provided habitat for coyotes, white-tailed deer, and wild turkeys, whose populations are all soaring. Many species of birds tend to congregate around edges as well, and you’ll be surprised at the diversity to be found in something as simple as a fencerow.




  Public Land




  




  Iowa has a total of seventy state parks, four major state forests, 340 state wildlife management areas, ninety state preserves, six national wildlife refuges, one national monument, two national historic trails, and one national historic site, in addition to hundreds of County Conservation Board parks. However, with more than 97 percent of its 56,276 square miles in private ownership, the percentage of publicly owned land is one of the lowest among the fifty states.




  The mission of the Department of Natural Resources was molded by the vision of some of the state’s most intrepid conservationists. Iowa’s “dean” of conservation, Professor Thomas MacBride, once said, “The park shall set us free.” He and his colleagues Louis Pammel and Bohumil Shimek, as well as other academics and naturalists, created the Iowa Conservation Association (ICA) in 1917, and by 1920 Backbone and Lacey-Keosauqua State Parks had already been dedicated. During the 1920s, Iowa’s park system was one of the most progressive in the nation, and by 1926 it included thirty-three sites managed by the ICA.




  Completed in 1933, the state’s twenty-five-year conservation plan was drafted by many conservationists. Some of the more famous were J. N.“Ding” Darling, Margo Frankel, Ada Hayden, and J. G. Wyeth. The plan called for action on a number of issues, including preservation of prairie remnants, cleanup of polluted waterways, and conservation and restoration of habitat for wildlife. Iowa’s state agencies have seen significant change since that earlier time, but the spirit of those revolutionary conservationists lives on in today’s DNR staff.




  In 1955 the Iowa legislature enacted a law allowing voters to establish county conservation boards, which were meant to reduce the stress on state and federal agencies and to provide local residents with the option to preserve land. Today, each of Iowa’s ninety-nine counties has its own conservation board. Some hold large tracts of land, support nature centers, and even manage state parks and preserves; others care for small remnants or undeveloped parcels. Many county parks aren’t as heavily used as state-owned land and boast hiking trails and free camping. The Iowa Association of County Conservation Boards publishes a park directory that can be ordered from the Web site, http://george.ecity.net/iaccb, which includes links to individual county conservation boards.
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  A Note about the Maps A technique called hypsometric tinting has been used on the maps to separate terrain into elevation zones using varying shades of gray. Each gray tone represents an elevation range, which is shown on the scale bar that appears with every map. The darker tones are lower elevation, and the lighter grays are higher elevation. These maps will give you a good idea of elevation gain and loss for each hike and the slope of a terrain. For example, the narrower and more closely spaced the bands of grays, the steeper the terrain; wider bands of gray indicate areas of more gradual slope.






   

  
Paleozoic Plateau





  In her book Landforms of Iowa, geologist Jean Prior observed that,“... if you had to divide Iowa into two different regions, one would be the extreme northeast corner and the other would be the rest of the state.” The Paleozoic Plateau, as this area is known, is bound by the Minnesota state line to the north, the Mississippi River to the east, and a landform called the Silurian escarpment to the west and south. Whereas most of Iowa is covered by a thick blanket of loess and glacial till, northeast Iowa’s bedrock is much closer to the surface, dominating the landscape. Spring-fed streams meander through narrow canyons framed by the towering blocky cliffs of Paleozoic strata—the limestones, dolomites, sandstones, and shales deposited 300 to 550 million years ago. Sinkholes, ice caves, and algific (cold-air) slopes can be found, characteristic of the karst topography of the area. This is the one truly rugged part of the state and the most densely forested. It’s home to many boreal plant species on their southernmost margin and the only place in the state to find native populations of brook trout.




  Until quite recently, the eastern part of Iowa’s Paleozoic Plateau was once lumped with parts of southwestern Wisconsin, southeast Minnesota, and northwest Illinois known as the “Driftless Area.” This name represents the area’s position as a supposedly unglaciated island within the ice-scoured Midwest. Indeed, Iowa’s section of the island was bypassed by the glaciers of recent times. However, 500,000-year-old Pre-Illinoian glacial drift has been found on isolated ridgetops. Although missed by recent glaciers, the Paleozoic Plateau was affected by their proximity. Ancient streams slowly eroded the narrow canyons, and glacial meltwater thundered through drainages, carving its way to the Mississippi River. Today the entrenched valleys of the Volga, Turkey, Yellow, and Upper Iowa Rivers are some of the most scenic and heavily canoed waterways in Iowa.




  Almost all the parks in the Paleozoic Plateau are located within the labyrinth of hidden valleys. Pikes Peak State Park is located on the tallest bluff overlooking the entire length of the Mississippi River. Driving north on the Great River Road, you’ll find Effigy Mounds National Monument, which harbors the largest congregation of bird- and bear-shaped mounds in Iowa, sculpted 1,400 to 750 years ago by hunter-gatherer peoples who lived along the Mississippi River and its major tributaries. Yellow River State Forest—Paint Creek Unit is home to the Backpack Trail, 25 miles of loop trails that wind through the valleys and bluffs overlooking the Big and Little Paint Creeks. The Maquoketa River’s wanderings have carved a narrow 0.25-mile-long ridge from which Backbone State Park got its name. The dense forests and wide floodplains of Frog Hollow Creek and the Volga River are protected in the Volga River State Recreation Area, with 17 miles of multiuse trails. Maquoketa Caves State Park encompasses the most concentrated cave system in Iowa, a treat for spelunkers and a home to the endangered Indiana bat. Mines of Spain State Recreation Area, just south of Dubuque, encompasses the first white settlement in Iowa and the grave of Julien Dubuque, for whom the town was named. Bellevue State Park is located on bluffs overlooking the Mississippi and has the largest planted butterfly garden in the state.




  Besides hiking the bluffs and canoeing the rivers, driving on the scenic byways of northeast Iowa is another great way to meet the landscape. The Great River Road, part of a ten-state scenic byway, follows the Mississippi River. The River Bluffs Scenic Byway traverses Clayton and Fayette Counties, and the Driftless Area Scenic Byway passes through Alamakee County.




 



  
1 Yellow River State Forest—Paint Creek Unit





  



  When you tell Iowa outdoor-lovers you’re going backpacking in the state, most assume your destination is Yellow River State Forest. With 25 miles of trails that wind through deep river valleys and over huge bluffs, happen upon overlooks with stunning vistas, and stop along the way at four “backcountry” campsites, it’s truly the place for a wilderness experience in Iowa.




  




  



  Distance: 25-mile trail system




  Approximate hiking time: Day hike or long weekend




  Total elevation gain: Varies with trails selected




  Trail surface: Dirt paths and some road-hiking




  Seasons: Year-round




  Trail users: Hikers, mountain bikers, equestrians




  Canine compatability: Dogs permitted on leash




  Hazards: Poison ivy, ticks




  Land status: State forest




  Nearest towns: Harpers Ferry, Marquette




  Fees and permits: Backcountry campsites are free; modern campsites are $9.00 per night during summer, $6.00 per night off-season.




  Schedule: Heavily used by backpackers in spring and fall, by equestrians during summer. Cross-country skiing is allowed on many of the trails during winter.




  Maps: USGS quad: Harpers Ferry; topo maps available at headquarters




  Trail contact: Yellow River State Forest, 729 State Forest Road, Harpers Ferry, IA 52146; robert.honeywell@dnr.state.ia.us




  Finding the trailhead: From junction of County Road X52 and County Road X42 in Harpers Ferry, drive 1.75 miles west on CR X42. Turn left (southeast) onto Forest Road B25 for 2 miles. The backpack trail trailhead is on the west end of the unit at Yellow River Headquarters. DeLorme: Iowa Atlas and Gazetteer: Page 23 F7–8




  




  The Hike




  




  The general view of Iowa is that it’s a flat expanse of cornfield stretching as far as the eye can see. While agriculture does encompass many millions of acres of land in the state, Yellow River State Forest doesn’t fit the stereotypical Iowan landscape (although you will encounter food plots in which corn is grown). The Paint Creek Unit, where the Backpack Trail is located, is dominated by rugged forest-covered bluffs that you can satisfyingly walk up, over, and around for days on end.




  The best thing to come equipped with is an open mind. If you’ve spent time backpacking outside Iowa, you may be somewhat disappointed by our so-called wilderness area. You can hear cows mooing, farm dogs barking, and cars chugging from anywhere in the forest, but it’s still worth it. Make up for the unwanted noise by catching a brown trout in Little Paint Creek (stocked weekly), collecting a handful of chanterelles (summer-fall fruiting), and whistling your way up to Heffern’s Hill campsite, where you can cook your dinner over a fire.
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     Little Paint Creek is a trout angler’s paradise.




  THE BIG CHILL One common trait of the entire Driftless Area (glaciated or not) is the presence of algific (al-ji-fick) talus slopes, which provide habitat for some of the most curious organisms in Iowa’s biotic community. In spring fractures and joints in the sedimentary bedrock are infiltrated by water, which freezes underground amid the cold rocks. Air is drawn down from the surface through sinkholes, flows over the ice-laden bedrock, and emerges from vents in the slopes. During summer average temperatures around these cold air vents hover from just above freezing to minus fifty-five degrees. In 1989 the Driftless Area National Wildlife Refuge was created to protect the algific slopes and two very special organisms. The Iowa Pleistocene snail (Discus macclintocki) was known only from fossil records. It was thought to be extinct for the past 10,000 years until a specimen was found in the collections of Bohumil Shimek, a professor at the University of Iowa from 1890 to 1937. In the late 1970s Shimek’s collection sites were sought out, and live snails were found. The Iowa Pleistocene snail is listed as a federally endangered species. Thirty-seven colonies of the 0.25-inch snails have been found, and many are protected within the refuge. Northern wild monkshood (Aconitum noveboracense), a federally threatened member of the buttercup family, also grows on algific slopes, and 75 percent of the colonies in Iowa are protected. Other plants such as balsam fir, Canada yew, yellow birch, golden saxifrage, and a host of mosses are associated with these cool slopes and are not found anywhere else in Iowa.




  In 1932 Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) funds were used to purchase land at the mouth of the Yellow River on the Mississippi. In 1949 the land was transferred to the National Park Service to create Effigy Mounds National Monument. Land was bought along trout-bearing Big and Little Paint Creeks, and the CCC began planting and harvesting native and nonnative softwoods on the previously cultivated land in order to control soil erosion and provide lumber for projects on other state lands.




  Though many plantations exist, native upland forests are anything but row crops: Dry south- and west-facing slopes are dominated by red, white, and bur oaks as well as shagbark hickory. North/east-facing slopes consist of sugar maple, bass-wood, white ash, and elm, with cottonwoods and willows surrounding the marshes and creeks. On the overlooks and rock outcrops, you’ll find prairie plants like big and little bluestem, leadplant, Indian grass, and jeweled shooting star, an endangered species in Iowa.




  Of the 25 miles of trail in the forest, 13 miles are also open to mountain bikers and equestrians, although I’ve frequently found bike tracks and horse scat on “hikers
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  only” trails. If you plan to spend several days at Yellow River, be prepared to do a little road-hiking—it’ll be necessary to complete a full loop around the park. The quality of trails is varied because of their history and multiuse status. They’ve evolved from fire breaks built by the CCC in the 1930s and 1940s, and many have severe erosion problems caused by heavy horse and bicycle traffic. There are several steep sections, and some people gripe about the lack of switchbacks. I say, “What good is a backpacking trip without dramatic altitude fluctuations?”




  Yellow River has four primitive campsites: Glen Wendell, John Shultz, Brown’s Hollow, and Heffern’s Hill. Each site is set in a spacious opening in the forest with at least one firepit, where ample wood has been cut and stacked for your modest usage. There are creeks near John Shultz and Brown’s Hollow and a pond at Glen Wendell, but unless you have a pump filter, it’s important to carry all the water you’ll need for the trip. I always fill up at the spigot behind headquarters.




  If you are planning a multiday trip within the forest, stop by the forest headquarters on the west side of the unit before leaving. You’ll be able to chat with the seasoned head forester and look at a larger map (or pick up one of their color-coded topographic maps). Day hikes at Yellow River State Forest are also quite satisfying, and the trail-running can be great as long as you avoid the heavily used equestrian trails. Ramble here for a few hours or a few days to fit your mood and your stamina.




  Hike Information




  




  



  Local Information




  Waukon: www.waukon.com




  Lansing: www.lansingiowa.com




  Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin: (800) 732–1673, www.prairieduchien.org




  Events/Attractions




  Spook Cave, 13299 Spook Cave Road (between Monona and McGregor); (563) 873–2144




  Museum of River History, 61 South Front Street, Lansing; (563) 538–4641




 Seed Savers Exchange, 3094 North Winn Road, Decorah; (319) 382–5990, www.seedsavers.org




 Laura Ingalls Wilder Park and Museum, 3603 236th Avenue, Burr Oak; (563) 735–5916, www.lauraingallswilder.us




 Winneshiek Farmers’ Market, City Park, Decorah; (319) 382–8123; May through October, Wednesday 3:00 to 6:00 P.M., Saturday 8:00 to 11:00 A.M.




  Allamakee Farmers’ Market, Allamakee County Fairgrounds, Waukon; (563) 568–6345; June through September, Monday 4:00 to 7:00 P.M.




  Accommodations




  Cedar Valley Lodge/Cabin, Harpers Ferry; (563) 586–2200




 Houlihan House Bed & Breakfast, Harpers Ferry; (563) 586–2639 or (563) 586–2255




 Ion Inn & The Natural Gait (camping and cabins at native seed nursery), Harpers Ferry; (800) 291–2143 Primitive and modern camping on-site at Yellow River State Forest




  Restaurants




  Mulligan Brothers Grill Pub, 610 Rossville Road, Waukon; (563) 568–5118




 Gus and Tony’s Pizza and Steak House, 508 West Main Street, Waukon; (563) 568–6015




  




  



  
2 Effigy Mounds National Monument—North and South Units





  



  Traversing the bluffs that overlook the confluence of the Mississippi and Yellow Rivers provides one of the best cultural history lessons to be found in Iowa. After a day spent wandering among the earthen sculptures of bird and bear, you’ll undoubtedly return. Of 10,000 mounds thought once to have existed in northeastern Iowa, 191 known mounds lie within the monument, 29 of which are shaped like animals. Two units include 13 miles of trails that navigate the forested bluffs, pass through prairie remnants and reconstructions, and pause at the overlooks where the remarkable mounds rest.




  




  



  Distance: North Unit: 7.0 miles out and back; South Unit: 5.5 miles out and back




  Approximate hiking time: 5 to 6 hours




  Total elevation gain: North Unit: 1,781 feet; South Unit: 949 feet




  Trail surface: North Unit: mulched forested footpath; South Unit: several sections of graveled roadbed




  Seasons: Year-round




  Trail users: Hikers




  Canine compatability: Dogs permitted on leash




  Hazards: Poison ivy, ticks, steep bluff edges




  Land status: National monument, owned by National Park Service




  Nearest towns: Marquette, McGregor




  Fees and permits: $3.00 day-use fee; free tours led by NPS staff




  Schedule: Open year-round during daylight hours




 Map: USGS quad: Prairie du Chien




  Trail contact: Effigy Mounds National Monument, 151 Highway 76, Harpers Ferry; (563) 873–3491; www.nps.gov/efmo




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of U.S. Highway 18 and Highway 76 in Marquette, take Highway 76 north. You’ll see a DAY USE sign (South Unit) just before the road curves westward. Just after the curve you’ll see the visitor center on the north side of the road. DeLorme: Iowa Atlas and Gazetteer: Page 23 G8




  




  The Hike




  




  The Effigy Moundbuilders inhabited the Upper Mississippi River Valley in Iowa, Illinois, Minnesota, and much of Wisconsin 750 to 1,400 years ago. This complex culture lived in campsites along river valleys in summer and in rock shelters on uplands during the harsh winters. They made lightweight, cord-impressed pottery; harvested a bounty of wild edibles; and hunted with bows and arrows. What they’re best known for, though, are their complex religious ceremonies and burial traditions, expressed through the earthen effigy mounds they sculpted.




  The first recorded evidence of the mounds was produced by Major Stephen Long’s expedition to the Upper Mississippi River in 1817. Excavation of the mounds began soon after, and many ideas surfaced as to their origin. A popular myth was that they had been built by the Lost Tribe of Israel, whose early, civilized society had been annihilated by migrating Indians. During Iowa’s settlement that belief was used to justify extermination of the Indians, theft of their ceremonial objects, and destruction of the mounds.
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    An old and gnarled eastern redcedar clings to Hanging Rock.




  Present-day understanding of Effigy Moundbuilder culture developed from the work of archaeologists and surveyors during the late 1800s and early 1900s. It is now
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  believed that the effigy mounds were constructed to honor the land’s sustaining benevolence, as well as to venerate the Moundbuilders’ relation to the cycles of life.




  In 1949, in accordance with the American Antiquities Act of 1906, President Harry S Truman declared Iowa’s Effigy Mounds a national monument. Because they constitute an ancient burial ground and are considered sacred by many, these lands must be treated with utmost respect and honor. It is a federal criminal offense to alter a mound or to take any organic material from within the boundaries of the monument.




  In the North Unit, the Hanging Rock Trail departs from behind the visitor center, passes three 2,000-year-old conical mounds at the base of the bluff, and ascends in a series of switchbacks. At 0.5 mile, take a right onto the trail toward Fire Point. You’ll pass Eagle Rock, where in winter bald eagles fly around their roosts at the mouth of the Yellow River. During summer look for leadplant, spiderwort, and blue-eyed grass on this sunny opening, or “goat prairie.”




  A half mile later you’ll arrive at Fire Point, named for charred clay found during excavation of the mounds that sit atop this overlook. Follow the series of mounds west to 80-foot-long Little Bear Mound and 137-foot-long Great Bear Mound, the monument’s largest.




  On the way to Hanging Rock, you’ll pass through prairie just before two eastbound trails lead to Twin Views and Third Scenic View. These overlook the backwaters of the 260-mile-long Upper Mississippi National Wildlife and Fish Refuge, a migratory corridor for birds and critical habitat for fish, mammals, and aquatic plants.




  The trail drops steeply into several forested valleys and heads east toward the Mississippi River. At 3.5 miles, six conical mounds and several old bur oaks fringe the bluff’s edge, a perfect spot for lunch. Continue 400 feet up and onto Hanging Rock, where you can catch your breath as you gaze across the Mississippi before returning to the visitor center.




  Hike to the South Unit’s Marching Bear Group and Nazekaw Point overlook by carefully walking 0.6 mile south along Highway 76 from the visitor center to the marked gate on the west side of the highway. For drivers, a parking lot is located across the highway. Step around the gate and walk up the steep road to the top of the bluff, where a 0.25-mile trail branches to the right (north) toward Nazekaw Point. Backtrack south and follow the old military road south along the ridge, passing through forests last logged in the 1940s.




  At 1.25 miles you’ll walk through a prairie remnant that erupts in color when cup plants, butterfly milkweed, blazing star, and several types of coneflowers are in bloom. A trail branches to the left toward an extraordinary feature: a 470-foot compound mound, and, with its 212-foot wingspan, the monument’s largest bird effigy. Head back to the prairie remnant and walk south another 0.6 mile to the Marching Bear Group, also known as Walking Bear. This group of effigies—an astounding ten bears and three birds—is the largest group in the monument.




  
Miles and Directions




  




  North Unit




  0.0 Begin on the boardwalk that leaves from the north side of the visitor center.




  0.2 Take a right onto the Eagle Rock–Fire Point Trail.




  0.4 From Eagle Rock look down onto the Yellow River marshlands and Buffalo and Bluegill Ponds.




  0.5 Fire Point’s top layer is burned clay, which was carried to the ridgetop from the banks of the Mississippi. Here you can see Pikes Peak State Park to the south and Prairie du Chien across the river.




  0.65 Pass trail to the right to view Little Bear mound, which has been outlined with rock for viewing purposes. Turn around and continue north.




  0.75 Arrive at Great Bear just before passing through reconstructed prairie.




  1.0 Turn off to Twin Views to the east, where an interpretive sign explains the bedrock that formed the bluff you’re standing on.




  1.3 Turn right (north) back onto the trail to Hanging Rock.




  1.6 Turn off to Third Scenic View.




  1.8 Third Scenic View; from here you have a perfect view of Hanging Rock to the north.




  2.0 Turn right, back onto Hanging Rock Trail.




  3.5 Arrive at Hanging Rock Mound Group and the outcrop itself. Turn around and walk back the way that you came, staying straight at the turnoff to Fire Point and Eagle Rock.




  7.0 Arrive back at the visitor center.




  NOTE: Be sure to stop in at the visitor center, where there is a museum with artifacts collected from excavations that stopped in the late 1970s. A large array of books for sale about the Mississippi River, American Indians, and traveling in Iowa.




  South Unit




  0.0 Start at the gate; walk through the gate and up the steep hill on dirt road.




  0.6 At the top of the hill, turn right (south) onto the trail to Nezekaw Point.




  1.0 Arrive at Nezekaw Point, overlooking the mouth of the Yellow River, and then backtrack to the top of the hill.




  1.4 Arrive back at the road and continue straight (south) along the ridgetop’s old military road.




  2.1 Turn right (east) onto the trail that leads to the Compound Mound Group.




  2.8 Arrive at the Compound Mound Group, and then backtrack to the old military road.




  3.5 Arrive at the old military road and turn left (south).




  4.2 Arrive at the Marching Bear Group; once you’ve explored, backtrack on the old military road northward.




  4.9 Arrive at the top of the hill; turn right (east) and walk down the steep hill.




  5.5 Arrive back at the gate and parking area.




  
Hike Information




  




  

     

  Local Information




  McGregor-Marquette Chamber of Commerce, (800) 896–0910, www.mcgreg-marq.org




 Waukon: www.waukon.com




 Prairie du Chien, (800) 732–1673, www.prairieduchien.org




  Events/Attractions




  HawkWatch Celebration (at Effigy Mounds National Monument), September; (563) 873–3491, www.npw.gov.efmo




 Allamakee Farmers’ Market, Allamakee County Fairgrounds, Waukon; (563) 568–6345; June through September, Monday 4:00 to 7:00 P.M.




  Accommodations




  Eagles Landing B&B, 82 North Street, Marquette, (563) 873–2509




  Pike’s Peak State Park; (563) 873–2341 Primitive camping available at several Clayton County Conservation Board Parks; (563) 245–1516




  Restaurants




  66 Cafe, 609 Rossville Road, Waukon; (563) 568–5019




 Wildflour Bakery and Confectionary, 208 North Street, Marquette; (563) 873–3100




 Marquette Bar and Cafe, 87 First Street, Marquette; (563) 873–9663




 Other Resources






  A Guide to Effigy Mounds National Monument, Dennis Lenzendorf (Eastern National)




  Iowa’s Archeological Past, Lynn Alex (Bur Oak Books Series, University of Iowa Press)




  




  



  3 Pikes Peak State Park




  



  Though Iowa’s Pikes Peak shares its name with the better known 14,110-foot peak in Colorado, Lieutenant Zebulon Pike encountered the grand bluffs rising above the Mississippi River long before he came to know the Rocky Mountains. In comparison, our Pikes Peak rises a meager 500 feet above the floodplain. However, the view of the Upper Mississippi River National Wildlife and Fish Refuge and the mouth of the Wisconsin River is almost as majestic as its western counterpart. Trails begin at Pikes Peak and travel up and down several forested ravines to Point Ann at the park’s northern tip.




  




  



  Distance: 10.1 miles round-trip




  Approximate hiking time: 3 to 5 hours




  Total elevation gain: 2,147 feet




  Trail surface: Forested footpath




  Seasons: Year-round




  Trail users: Hikers, mountain bikers




  Canine compatability: Dogs permitted on leash




  Hazards: Poison ivy, ticks, steep bluff faces




  Land status: State park




  Nearest towns: McGregor; Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin




  Fees and permits: No fees or permits required unless you are camping




  Schedule: Open year-round 4:00 A.M. to 10:30 P.M.




  Map: USGS quad: Clayton




  Trail contact: Pikes Peak State Park, 15316 Great River Road, McGregor; (563) 873–2341; www.iowadnr.com/parks/state_park_list/pikes_peak.html




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of U.S. Highways 18 and 52 west of McGregor, take US 18 east. Turn east onto Highway 76 toward McGregor and then south onto Highway 340 (which becomes County Road X56 and is also known as the Great River Road). Look for signs to Pikes Peak State Park and turn east toward the campground and overlook parking area. DeLorme: Iowa Atlas and Gazetteer: Page 23 H8




  




  The Hike




  




  In 1673 Jacques Marquette and Louis Joliet left northern Michigan on an expedition in search of the “big river in the hidden valley,” which they hoped might flow into the Pacific Ocean. From Green Bay, Wisconsin, they came up the Fox River, portaged overland to the Wisconsin River, and floated down to its mouth on the Mississippi at present-day Prairie du Chien. Astounded by the sight of the tall bluffs (present-day Pikes Peak State Park) over the Mississippi, Marquette referred to them as mountains in his journal.




  Zebulon Pike explored the Upper Mississippi River in 1805, recommending to the U.S. Army that a fort be built at the top of Pikes Peak. Luckily, one was built in Prairie du Chien instead, and Iowa’s bluffs were left undeveloped. In 1837 Alexander McGregor established a ferry across the Mississippi and used the bluffs above the ferry landing as a family picnic ground. The land was passed down through his family until 1928, when it was donated to the federal government and then to the State of Iowa to serve as Point Ann and Pikes Peak State Parks.




  Begin the hike at the main overlook platform above the massive girth of the Mississippi where the Wisconsin River enters from the northeast. As you follow the boardwalk toward Crow’s Nest, stop at the Bear Mound, an effigy built by people of the Late Woodland Culture between A.D. 600 and 1100, one of many mounds within the park




  The boardwalk takes you past Crow’s Nest, a semiopen ridge that’s home to prairie grasses and wildflowers nestled between old eastern red cedars and chin-quapin oaks. Signs lead toward Bridal Veil Falls, where an unnamed creek tumbles over a dolomite shelf on its way down to the Mississippi several hundred feet below. An extremely precipitous trail leads down the creek to Sand Cave, one of the most beautiful sandstone outcrops in Iowa. Striking red, yellow, brown, and orange bands formed by iron oxide precipitates appear in the creamy St. Peter sandstone. The small footpath is slippery, steep, and fragile and should not be attempted unless you are a very strong hiker.




  The boardwalk ends at Bridal Veil Falls, and the rest of the trails in the park are wide paths that can get quite muddy when wet. Heading north toward Point Ann, you’ll hike in and out of the park’s three major ravines, all steeply dissected by small spring-fed streams. There are several ways to loop around to shorten or lengthen
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    The view from the Crow’s Nest, 500 feet above the Mississippi River.
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  your trip. (The westernmost trail in the park, from Homestead parking to McGregor parking via Point Ann, is the only trail in the park open to mountain bikers.) The oldest exposed bedrock in the area, Jordan sandstone is exposed at Point Ann and was deposited near the end of the Cambrian period, about 505 million years ago. This sandstone is a very important aquifer for southeast Iowa and provides water to wells for surrounding communities, as well as the state park itself.




  General Land Office surveys taken between 1837 and 1849 deemed Clayton County the most forested county in Iowa, with 70 percent “timber” coverage. Since those surveys, extensive logging has taken place surrounding the park, but the island of Pikes Peak remained relatively untouched because of previous owners’ insight and its transfer to public land status in the early 1900s.




  The mature upland forests are dominated by white and red oaks, shagbark hickory, sugar maple, and basswood, with small stands of eastern white pine scattered throughout. Because the Mississippi functions as a major flyway for migratory birds, forests in Pikes Peak along this corridor serve as perfect breeding areas for nesters or stopover sites for birds headed farther north to raise families. Look for cerulean, Kentucky, and blue-winged warblers; Bell’s vireos; yellow-billed cuckoos; and scarlet tanagers, among many others.




  The most special features of this place are the many spring-fed streams that tumble down steep gullies toward the Mississippi, many of them forming waterfalls. The water is somewhat cold, and although it’s definitely not suitable for drinking, a splash on the face or back of the head will do you well on a hot day.




  Miles and Directions




  




  0.0 Start at the Overlook parking area.




  0.2 Pikes Peak Overlook. Most people don’t go much farther than here. Good thing you have your hiking boots on today! Continue north on the boardwalk past the Crow’s Nest toward Bridal Veil Falls.




  0.5 Arrive at Bridal Veil Falls; continue toward Hickory Ridge.




  0.6 Atop Hickory Ridge you will see burial mounds extending toward the river.




  2.0 At fork, turn right (east). Going the other way will take you to the Homestead parking area and the shortcut to Point Ann.




  3.3 At fork, go right (north).




  4.5 Arrive at McGregor parking area. Turn left (west) on the road to connect to the Point Ann Trail.




  5.3 At both forks, turn right (east) for a quick jaunt out to Point Ann. When you return, take the first right fork for a shortcut or the second right fork for the long return. The mileage from here on out is via the long route.




  7.0 Arrive back at main trail, and take a right (south). At each of the two successive forks, stay left for the best route to the trailhead. At the third fork go right to return to the parking lot or left to revisit Bridal Veil Falls and the Crow’s Nest.




  10.1 Arrive back at the trailhead.




  
Hike Information




  




  



  Local Information




  McGregor-Marquette Chamber of Commerce; (800) 896–0910, www.mcgreg-marq.org




 Prairie du Chien; (800) 732–1673, www.prairieduchien.org




  Events/Attractions




  Eagle Watch Weekend; January, Lock and Dam #10, Wyalusing State Park (10 miles south of Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin); (608) 996–2261




 Kickapoo Indian Caverns and Native American Museum, Wauzeka, Wisconsin (15 miles east of Prairie du Chien); (608) 875–7723, www.kickapooindiancaverns.com




 Allamakee Farmers’ Market, Allamakee County Fairgrounds, Waukon; (563) 568–6345; June through September, Monday 4:00 to 7:00 P.M.
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