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The Devil's Backbone 

Each year nearly 200,000 persons pass over the 
ridge for which the Backbone Park was named. One 
question that these people may ask is "Why do they 
call this place the Backbone?" In order to answer 
this question the visitor must use his imagination. 

The ridge is long and stands prominently above 
the river valley; itt top is v~ry rough in places. 
We may then imagine that the ridge is a long verte
bral column; the rough places are the vertebrae in 
this stone backbone. 

Another question that enters the active mind of 
tho park visitor is "How was the backbone formed? 11 

In order to answer this we must begin at a period 
nearly 300,000,000 years ago. At that time the most 
of the State of Iowa was a soa bottom. Tho Niagara 
dolomite cliffs of the backbone were formed from 
sediments layed dovm by decomposing shells of sea 
animals which became cemented with the addition of 
minerals present in the sea w1.~ter. The most com
mon sea animal fossils found in the Niagara lime
stone is the Pcxtamnrus, their egg shaped forms with 
split ends may be seen in many places in tho park. 

This action of land building carried on by sea 
animals is not at n.11 unusual, a present day oxrunple 
of land building in the sea is the coral islands and 
reefs in the Pacific ocean. 

The observer will note that much rock is exposed 
in the park and that no natural sloughs and swales 
exist hero. The reason for this is the fact that the 
glaciers never covered tho Backbone proper. We know 
this bocauso no rubble or niggerhead stones are here. 
The Backbone stood as an island of dolomite o.nd lime
stone high above the surrounding limestone levels; 
all of the surrounding area was covered by glaciers 
except this area. 
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A crevice started in the dolemite thousands · of years 
ago and the Mo.quoket"a river followed this crevice and by 
shifting its course fron tirae t o tine a wide gulley was 
forned ; parts of rock walls t·umblcd down and the water 
of tho stroe.n dug holes under tho rocks and around the 
rocks to r.1a.1<:e the valley deeper. . Now this giant gulley 
nakes up the Maquoketa valley as we know it in the park 
today. 

As you walk the Backbone ·you will see the river on 
both sides of t he high ridge. The river na.kcs a horse
shoe bend just south of the ridge, thus ·we have a current 
of water eating out a steep valley on each sicle of the 
cliff . Since the doleni te in the Backbone ric1ge is very 
hCl.I'd, as cor.ipared with other rock i n tho area, it dicl not 
cut under very deeply, thus it left relatively vortical 
cliffs, t owers, _buttresses and chir.moys in a narrow rictge 
high above the rivor valley on .either side. -

What the Backbone Has to Offer ---- ---1. Fishing for the angler. 
2. Picnic areas -ancl tables for the use of thousanc:1. s 

of visitors. 
3. A Stat e l'rout liatchery containing -five kincls of · 

trout. 
4. A cave 300 feet long in the north ond of the park. 
5. Richnoncl Springs, one of tho largest spring s in 

northeast Iowa. They supply tho fish hatchery with water 
and food. snn.11 branch of the lfaquoketa river as well. 

6. A balanced rock, a large linestone boulder perched 
on~ pinnacle just .south of tho fish hatchery. 

7. Ca.bins, boatin6 and bathing beach on the lower 
end of Backbone Lake. 

8'. Backbone ridge; a unique riarrow ridge with an 
abundance of peculiar rock formations and scenery. 

9. Abundant wildlife, 30 narm:nls, 100 sun':'ler birds, 
2000 insects, 50 fishes, 75 trees and shrubs, nuoerous 
herbs, 15 ferns and nunerous other forns of life. 
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10. A Naturalist who will show the p1,1blic, :free of' 
chErge I the Eiany interesting plants I animals and. ·.features 
of the park. Self guided nature trails anct exhibits · are 
pre:videcl. by the Natural ist. 

Bird Lan~.age 
Those who take the Wedl1esday n orning 7: 00 o I c·lock .· 

bird h ikes r.iay learn the lai1guage of na:zy -of our . feath
ered f riends who are not oblig ing enough fci .g ive -the 
observer a long look at them • 

.As we follow the river valley we ua;{ he°'r --the -.· , , 
benutiful flute-like 11 twoedle-dee'n . of the. wo odthrus·h . 
thnt h i e.es in tho underbrush of t he r:apl e"'.""oc.s swood . 
tinbe r. On the oak covered ridge the · oven b ird. · answers 
ttteacher, teacher, teacher 11 when we approach the clear
i ngs a 'Jluejay cries out "thief, thieftt anc'. a crested · 
flycatcher on a dry branch on top of a ba sswood adds 
to the insult by crying 11 twirp, twirp, twirpn. - Fron 
the t op of a naple a woo~. pewee wails out a plaintive 
11pee'.trne n; a chickadee then denonstrates t he cOrr oct way 
to say 11pcweo" rio re Cl'Jarly _than the pewee ·can pr9nou..'!'J.CO 
it. As we pass a bouider in a sh::>.d.y dell a phoebe 
flies upon a dead twic and wit!:+ a wac of its , t a il _ic!.ent
ifies itself with_ a coarse t:phoben. Al ong tne· river 
pa th a kingfisher flies past with a lou~. rattiing ,. 
"rickei ty' ricl:i ty, ricki ty". Upon the ":i~ackbone ridgQ 
we hear a high pitched 11 cilipp, chipp" ane1. find t he. -
chipper to .be .. a snall blue fellow perched high on a . 
pine stub; he . is the indi go ":)untin£ . A towhee pe rches 
upon a pine stub and greets the hiker .with a 11 chewink, 
chip' chip towl;loell or perhaps II chip, chip towhee..:.he 11 • 

The swee t ascending an(. d.escenc.ing ITchoerup, che.erup 11 

in the oaples ·below the ridge is the -rose breasteii 
grosbeak. The. clucking · s ouncl follo~1ecl. by irkow, kow, 
kwop,kwop, kwop" is the yellow biliecl cuckoo; he flies 
fron o·ne napl e t o another as we look upon the tree tops 
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fron one p osition on the bluff. These voices and many 
others nay be heard in the ea rly norning . 

In t he evoning othe r b i r d v"oices r.ay be heo.rd . On 
the ec',ge of t he park where the open lands anct wo oa_s 
ne e t the fi eld. sparrows bict t he sun g ood by, with a 
s eries of not e s tha t sound like nsweet - sweet - swea 
- swea. - swea - e e 11 • Later the whip-p oor-will will re
peat its n~~o in c ontinuous syllables and nov e r seems to 
stop for breath for a period. of five ninutes or nore. 
As d.a.rkness descends the s ong of the whip-p oor-will is 
interrulJted by the we,il of the screech owl anc1. tl:.e deep 
voiced "who-hoo-ho o- h oo-00 11 of the great h orned owl. 

How We May RecoGnize Plan t Far.Hies 
1. The Mint Fanily 

Flowars wit::i. t 1::o lips, squ.c.~re stens, leaves. op:posite 
each other and usually ;J, pungent snell w:ien the leaves 
are crushed. Look for these characters on hor se _n int, 
catnip, self-hoa.l, P B;PlJ Orn int a nd. sp ea r ::::t i n t; t h ey Ede 
cenoers of this f anily. 

2. The Daisy Fanil;r 
Flowers arranged in l a r g e nunbers upon a platforn 

at tho end of a frui tir:g ste□, fl owers at the outer 
edgo of · the platforn appear to have lm-gcr single petals. 
Look at the clog fennel, dandelion, thistle, wild lettuce, 
ox-eye c'_aisy a ncl sunflower, they belong in this gr c't.1.p . 

3. The J3ea_n. or Logune Fa.nif~~ 
Flou crs are all she.peel noro or less like the swee t 

pea flower with a large top petal, two si cl e wi ng petals 
and the botton t"wo petals fused. tog ether i nn, boat 
shc::.pe. · The fruit is a bean peel. These l) lar..ts usually 
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have nodules on the ro ots whe r e bacteria a r e a t work 
t alc ing nitrogen fr on t he a ir and a dding tt t o tho _ 
soil i n the form of nitrates . Most of t hose p iants 
are vahiable i n s oil cons er vat i on ancl_ i n:n·ovenent. 
Lo ok f or t he s e cha ract ers on t he lc.cus t tree , f a lse 
indigo, beans, p eas, vetches, · clovers, and a lfalfa. 
The leaflets in this f ar:iily a r e either i n thr ee s at 
the encl of the leaf stalk or a rra ng ed i n a series 
opposite each other on a l eaf sta lk. 

4. ~he Rose Family 
Flowers usually _have five pe t a ls and five sepals 

( snall bua.r ds f ound \U.1Llo r each pe tal). A "bu.lJ shaped 
rece, tica l is f ound below the p etals. ~1he fruit 
grows 7::olow the p etals which f a ll off when tho fruit 
beg ins to fo r n . A hard. she lled s e ed is found either 
in or on the fruit. Menbers of this f amily are apples, 
ros es , cherries, i, luns, strawberries, r a spberries, 
hawt hor ils a nd nincba r k . 

5. T~1e Musta r d Fac. i::!..y 
Flowers have four peta l s ;•r r a nged in a foru of 

a greek cross. The fo..nily n.3r_~0 i s Crucifera l which 
refers to t he word cruc-ifix or cross shaped. The · 
seeds a re b orn in p od s called silicles. A ncnbrane . 
pass e s through t he center of the p od and tho seecls 
line up on b oth sides of tho ucnbrane. Some n enbers 
of this f amily a re r.mstard ; watercress, shepha rds, .. 
puree pepper tSrass, p enny wort a nct radishes. 

The July li!a turo Trai 1 

July 5 - The Lutheran Ministerial Association uenbers. 
enjoyed a hike t o the beaver . dar:i ., 30 trees and 
shrubs and g f e rns were seen on this h i ke. 

July 6 - In sp ite of record heat 55 persons took 
nature trails. A fleeting glimpse of a pileated 
woodpecker was seen by Miss Wilma Menold and Rev. 
Mcla in of Strawberry Point during a bird hike up 
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the Maquoketa valley. A woodcock was flushed but 
couldn't be found again on this hike. 

July 7 - Iowa Sta te Teachers College 6th & 7th grade, sum
mer _ school classes toured the park nature trails and 
visited the cave, spri.ngs and fish hatchery. The un
usual happened when a woodc~uck and 'a chipmunk both 
climbed the same tree so that 30 persons could observe 
them. 

July 8 - While looking for ruffed grouse in -~he park, 12 
ginseng pl ant.s were found. The g inseng is very scarce 
due to intensive digging for the chinese _herb ::narkets 
in years past. 

July 9 - 75 people were guided on nature trails, over 300 
people used the self guiding tr~ils and the small mam
mal exhibit attracted many Sunday visitors. 

July 10 - The second brood of phoebes hatched under t he 
roof of the park store shelter house. 

July 11 - A group of ant lion trnps was found under a 
ledge along a trail near the cabins by Mrs. Ebert, a 
visitor from Nebraska. These insects ,-rnre -so inter
esting that she spent nearly one half an hour catch
ing ants for the lions. 

July 12 - The ladies from the c~bins took a nature tour 
in the region west of tho central picnic. A yellow 
throated verio prothonotary warbler and a scarlet tana
ger were among the birds seen on the hike. 

July 13 - A tanager's nest was found along the trail 
leading from the fish hatchery to the mouth of the 
Spring Branch. 

July 14 - 31 Boy Scouts from Galena, Illinois took the 
self guided trails in the park. They were greatly 
interested in the native pines and yews growing in 
the park. 

July 15 - Melvin Hoffman reported seeing five beavers along 
the south shore of the Lake above the drun about 100 
rods. The mother beaver and young beavers live on the 
lake shore; dad beaver lives alone on the river during 
the summer. 
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July 16 ·:.. New netat signs to be placed on trees along · 
t 1:~e . nature trail s , in place of cards used on sone 

. trails; arrived today. ' Th0y a ra t o 'be pll\.ccd on 
···the Backbone, catacoo.os , Richmoncl Springs and 

Fish Hatchery trails. · . 

Schedule of ili.kes 
· . Daily hikes will bo t ckon fr on the n icr:.ic gr o1.mc''.s 

each day at 1:30 p ~n. except on Mondays. 
Each Wednesday at 7:00 a. n . ~lurin:::; Ju l ;y ancl. A11,c-;ust 

bird trips will be concluct ec'" fro:1 t ho ccntr .::.1.l p icnic 
area. 

Ea ch Frictay at 9: 00 a .r.:. d:u.ring J uly e .. nc7. ; .:u61.1st 
plant l:ikes will ·00 conduct ed. fr os L1e Ce:1tra l Picnic 
Area. 

SI)e cial hikes or t c,'J.rs r.10 .. y be arrm:ged with tho 
lfa h cral i s t • . 

Tho Iowa Wildlife School w:i:11 be at IvicGregor· July 
31 t o .A.l1.gust 11~ T.t:.. o sctJ.ool vl;· ill Do hCl 1:. at 3ack"b cno 
Stat o Park on AUr,;--ust 9. 
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11 Tho Iowa Sta-te Conservation ·Comni s s i on, and t he Works 
Progress .Ad.ministration - Division of Recrc .:..ction, in 
cooperation with t he Iowa State College, present this 
circula r for the i nfornation of the guests of Backbone 
Sta t e Park. 

11 It is prepar ed for your infornat ioE in orclor that tho 
recreational and educational opportunities of an un
spoiled primitive area nay be nore fully apprecia ted, 
utilized. ancl prot ected . 11 
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