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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, facilities come under new management, etc.

			We would appreciate hearing 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 authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

			GPP

			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

			Iowa was once an area filled with native wildlife, vast expanses of tallgrass prairies, and scattered prairie wetlands. The many rivers and streams created thick woodlands and lowland forested wetlands. Those natural resources were quickly plundered by early settlers who plowed the prairies, cut down the forests, and ate or chased off the wildlife. Although Iowa is the state with the most changed landscape—the fewest remaining native ecosystems—in the nation, naturalists, state environmentalists, conservation organizations, hunters, birders, bikers, hikers, and others are working hard to reverse that. Iowa’s natural beauty is often misunderstood or ignored, but for the intrepid explorer, the state can be one of surprising enchantment. The state boasts fields of wildflowers, hidden caves, cliffs veiled behind towering trees, and miles and miles of unexplored rivers and wetlands.

			In typically modest fashion, Iowans under-appreciate their own backyard. Ask an Iowan where to go to get outdoors and you will probably get a blank stare or the suggestion of a local city park. Many walk in their own back 40, but as Iowa has been transformed into a state of corporate farms dotted by populated urban areas, Iowans are seeking outdoor opportunities beyond their own yards. Only 2 percent of Iowa is open to the public, however.

			Iowa once had thirty-six million acres of native prairie, forest, and wetlands that were healthier and offered more biological diversity than the Alaskan wilderness. Today only 30,000 acres remain, mostly in scattered patches of reintroduced prairie, newly planted forests, and threatened wetlands. Iowa is 93 percent agricultural land and 5 percent roads and cities. Only 2 percent of the state retains its biological integrity. All of Iowa’s old forests have been cut down.

		

		
			The hikes we take you on show a state in the early stages of healing after nearly a century of neglect and abuse. In the 1930s Iowa led the nation in establishing state parks, many of which still offer some of Iowa’s best outdoor experiences. Currently, however, Iowa ranks forty-eighth in state park creation. However, a resurgence in interest in the outdoors, coupled with a renewed appreciation of Iowa’s natural heritage, has engendered a boom in trail building within city, county, and state parks as well as between cities and communities.

			The area around Cedar Falls, Cedar Rapids, and Iowa City is among the most beautiful in the country, with rolling green hills, tree-filled valleys, meandering rivers, and precise farm fields dotted with red barns, tall silos, and farmhouses. East Central Iowa is Grant Wood country, the artist most renowned for his iconic painting American Gothic. The revelation that unleashed his unique style was Iowa’s distinctly American countryside—the “hard edges” of Iowa’s “cardboardy farm houses,” Wood said, were “especially suggestive of the Middle West civilization.” In turn, Iowa, in these hills and valleys, looks like a Grant Wood painting.

			Iowa, a leader in the rails-to-trails conversion with 1,200 miles of trails that link with larger and smaller trail systems, has a history of legendary trails including the Lewis and Clark Trail, the California and Oregon Trails, and the Mormon Trails. Iowa is also a hub for new regional and national trail systems including the Heart of Iowa Trail, Audubon’s Great River Birding Trail along the Mississippi River, and the coast-to-coast American Discovery Trail. Best Easy Day Hikes Cedar Rapids: Including Iowa City and Cedar Falls/Waterloo covers nineteen of the best hikes surrounding the three major East Central Iowa cities. If you complete all the hikes in this book, we guarantee that you will better understand the unique historical and natural history of Iowa.

		

		
			Writing this book was an exhilarating experience because it gave me a chance to reconnect with the Iowa I had thought lost. Iowans should take the time to thank the people who are working hard to restore Iowa’s wild side. Those on the front line include the county boards, the Iowa Department of Natural Resources, wildlife groups like the Nature Conservancy of Iowa, Iowa Audubon Society, and the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation. Iowans should be proud of the work their government and fellow citizens are doing to restore our very special natural heritage.

			Weather

			Iowa’s moody weather is well known, from blisteringly freezing winters to enervating, just-lie-on-the-couch summers. Many of these hikes lie within the Iowa and Cedar River Valleys, which were hit hard by the 2008 flood. While a little rain won’t hurt you, floods can. Stay away from floodplains, tributaries, dams, bridges, and rivers when storms rage. Trails can become slick and treacherous in the rain.

			Within eastern Iowa several weather-producing systems collide. Meteorologists call Iowa the “rain-shadow” of the Rocky Mountains because westerly winds originating in the Pacific Ocean have dumped their moisture over the mountains and continue to the midlands, only now they are hot and dry. All Iowans recognize the cooling summer or freezing winter cold fronts that come sweeping down from the Arctic through the Midwest plains. And we welcome the southern breezes that bring moisture and blessed rain up from the Gulf of Mexico.

			The confluence of these mega-fronts means that Iowa is often in the middle of a raging weather battle. We can get the one-two punch of severe flooding and prolonged drought, depending upon which front currently dominates the territory. Then, of course, we enjoy watching for out-of-the-blue tornados, dramatic flash storms, whiteout blizzards, sparkling ice storms, and suffocating heat. For many Iowans, weather is entertainment as much as survival.

		

		
			Critters

			Many of Iowa’s native species were extirpated within thirty years after settlers arrived in 1832, but historical accounts note that the prairies, rivers, and woodlands were filled with 450 species of vertebrates including buffalo, elk, black bear, white-tailed deer, beaver, wolves, coyotes, and bobcats. Otters, turtles, raccoons, beavers, and enormous flocks of pelicans, sandhill cranes, and “very fat ducks,” according to William Clark’s journal, played in the rivers. Large flocks of two native bird species that are now extinct, the Carolina parakeet and the passenger pigeon, hid within the woodlands.

			Within Iowa, forty-nine animals and sixty-four plants are endangered and another eighty-nine plants and thirty-five animals are threatened (search “threatened” at www.iowadnr.gov for a complete list). Wildlife biologists can’t restore extinct species, but they have begun to be successful in their efforts to reintroduce those chased out of Iowa. In the fall of 2009, wild river otters were seen frolicking under the bridge in the Cedar Valley Nature Trail oxbow and can be found throughout Iowa’s eastern rivers. Osprey, reintroduced from the Hartman Reserve, have three nests within Black Hawk County. Bald eagles may soon move off the endangered species list and can frequently be found catching fish below dams and rapids along the rivers, particularly from September through January. Sandhill cranes and trumpeter swans have established breeding nests. And there are reported sightings of bobcats around the Wildcat Den area. Look for their distinctive paw prints.

		

		
			Some animals are very common in Iowa. Expect to see deer nearly every time you get out and Canada geese along most urban waterways. Rabbits, muskrats, spotted skunk, red fox, raccoons, beavers, snakes, turtles, bats, and birds, including colorful scarlet tanagers, indigo buntings, cardinals, woodpeckers, wild turkeys, and the state bird, the bright yellow goldfinch, are possible sightings along the trails described in this book. Also keep an eye out for monarch and swallowtail butterflies, dragonflies, frogs and toads, eagles, hawks, and songbirds.
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