A Story of Pine Hollow Creek
White Pine Hollow rests on the wild side of the line between gentle, farm-filled plains and rugged, forested hills. Crossing that boundary
brings a sudden transition from a domesticated landscape of roads, fields, and towns arranged predictably on a human plan of squares and
lines to a place where bedrock, rivers, and geologic time have shaped the land into a tangle of valleys, ridges, ravines and bluffs. Nestled in
an upper tributary of the Little Turkey River, cloaked with mature forest, and lightly laced with trails that quickly dissolve into deer paths,
White Pine Hollow is home to dozens of rare plant and animal species and is protected as a state nature preserve. It is one of the few places
where the word “wilderness” might be applied without eliciting jeers about Iowa having none left.
I have returned to White Pine Hollow, this time with Dr. Bill Norris, an ecologist from Iowa State University, to study the long-term
dynamics of old-growth forest. Stepping out of our car into a gravel lot surrounded by tall trees, I see our trail sloping away from the tiny
clearing, disappearing into the woods as it weaves toward the interior of the square-mile preserve. I once again sense that I am on the edge of
something big and wild, but turn my attention to help Bill pack paraphernalia for a daylong research outing: notebooks, measuring tapes, map,
compass, water bottles, lunch. We set out down the trail.
Our route slopes steeply downward and crosses Pine Hollow Creek. Clear water flows over the gravelly bottom of the stream, allowing me to
spot the furtive forms of chubs, darters and minnows as they scurry from our splashy landings on stepping-stones placed slightly too far apart.
After meandering nearly two miles through a bedrock-lined valley, the creek exits the preserve at its northwest corner and flows into the Little
Turkey River, which joins the Turkey River shortly above its confluence with the Mississippi. Fording this stream crosses a threshold into
one of the wildest, most natural places in Iowa. We labor up a hill and continue hiking along a ridge on increasingly fainter footpaths, finally
navigating solely by topography and occasional glimpses of Pine Hollow Creek far below, slowly feeling our way through a forest of big
oaks, maples, basswoods, and pines. Descending once again, we re-cross the stream on a high, fallen log, shuffling carefully across its
narrow, branch-studded bole. At the center of the span, I pause to enjoy an elevated view of the riverscape of pools, riffles, gravel bars, and
banks lined with riparian vegetation. On the far side, we find our bottomland study plots and spend the day identifying and measuring trees,
pleasant work for ecologists despite mosquitoes, nettles, and summertime humidity.
Trouble comes on the hike out. Fatigued from a hot, humid day of fieldwork, we have made our way back through the woods and are
approaching the ford of Pine Hollow Creek when a stench stops us in our tracks. We are bewildered by the anomaly of an overwhelmingly
foul odor in this manifestly natural setting. Something is terribly wrong. We step slowly down the trail, scanning for its source. As we top a
low rise above the ford, the stench intensifies. Staggering forward, hands cupped over our offended noses and squinting through an invisible
haze of stinging ammonia, we are shocked when we arrive at the stream – it is charged with gray filth and reeks of freshly spilled hog manure.
Trying to comprehend the magnitude of the corruption, I glance around wildly, spotting dead and dying fish – the chubs, minnows, and
darters that had sported among the cobbles this morning - washed up on the streambank. I suddenly feel sick. I begin to gag and Bill asks
apprehensively if I am okay. “Yes…,” I stammer, “I mean no, let’s get out of here!” We trot up the last hill and emerge into fresh air like
swimmers surfacing from deep, dangerous water. Several emotions wash over me: relief, anguish, disbelief, anger. There is a manure spill in

White Pine Hollow! Even as we watch helplessly from the hillside, the foul pulse is making its way deeper into the nature preserve. I yearn
to command the spill to STOP, but have no magic staff, no supernatural authority, no intercessional power to banish this invader.
We need to summon help, so I stride to the crest of the hill with my cell phone. Getting a weak signal, I dial the emergency number for the
state Department of Natural Resources office in Manchester and succeed in reaching a live human voice. Someone is on their way to us
promptly. When he arrives at sunset, he confirms the obvious – a manure spill is underway – and resolves to find its source the next day. But
the next day’s search is inconclusive: following the trail of dead fish upstream from the preserve, he traces the spill only to a fork in the
stream where the trail of dead fish vanishes. Maybe they washed away overnight, maybe raccoons consumed them, maybe there simply
weren’t any fish to kill above the fork. There are several independently operated hog lots above both forks of the stream - which one is
responsible for the spill? Impossible to say. The DNR contacts each of the local operators, but no one claims responsibility. As a concluding
action, the DNR issues a general reminder to all of the operators to manage manure sources properly. The investigation of the Pine Hollow
manure spill ends anticlimactically.
In the months following my experience, I learn of two additional spills violating the preserve. White Pine Hollow is remote and lightly
visited – how many others may have gone undetected? If our biggest, wildest nature preserve is not safe from ecological insult, what does
that portend for all the rest? And as “canaries in the coalmine” for our natural environment, what will preserves predict for us when they are
mistreated?
Pine Hollow Creek would give a discouraging answer.
John Pearson
Indianola, Iowa
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To its Water
The moon was full and red and perfect,
Hanging a man's height above the pond
From where I stood, belly deep
In the shallows, topcasting for bass.
Goatsuckers spun in their flights
Like kites on the strings of a madman.
My crank bait in the water popped
Spray and sound around the moon.
I got my strikes, a few bass danced
With the lure across the top. I watched,
The rod too often slack. The fish
Expelled the lure like a spent cigar.
Across the pit a couple were fishing,
Daughter and father. She hooked a bass,
Netted it, held it high against the moon,
Its flappings comic and desperate.
The father laughed, snapped a picture.
Fireflies by the tens of thousands
Flashed back: cold stars a foot off earth.
Beneath the moon a ewe called her lamb;
The father returned the fish to its water.
Dr. Steve Rose
Indianola, Iowa
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The River off Izaak Walton Road
Every day I sit at my desk in front of the window of this small cabin, facing the Iowa River. Days that are gray, like this one. Days when the
wind is almost visible, whipping around and through the channel, over the housetop, banging doors and carrying the red-tailed hawk, turkey
vulture, and gulls aloft in swirls. Days that are warm and cloudless, when the river is green-blue from the sky. Every day early in the fall,
whenever I looked up, great blue herons were there, stalking the opposite bank, flying low downstream, or perched motionless across the
river, half-hidden in a thicket.
One day I looked up and my eye was caught by first one then another very large bird lumbering out of the sumac on the opposite sandy bank.
I gaped open-mouthed, then realized they were wild turkeys. As the first reached water’s edge, others emerged one by one, and without a
pause, took flight heading not up but right at my window and me. I involuntarily ducked as they barely skimmed the roof. I turned quickly
and saw them all land in the drive and without skipping a beat, start walking into the grass, then the short undergrowth, then back towards the
woods and road, until finally they were gone.
I stood for a long time replaying what I’d just seen.
A few times but not often enough, I have looked up to find a wide V moving downstream. A muskrat, I think, or maybe a river otter. Without
binoculars at my side, it’s hard to tell.
One afternoon I am standing on the deck that hangs over the riprap and the river’s rocky edge. I am thinking about the day’s work ahead. Two
herons fly by at eye’s height, following the river, and as they pass, one then the next drops a glob of whitish, greenish excrement. I watch it
spread and drift, organic matter returning to fertilize or feed some other part of the river.
But every day also floating past me is crap. Right now, it’s dinner plate-sized patches of bubbly white sludge or mold—something unclean
and nasty. I have seen pop cans and plastic bags, tree limbs and flotillas of lumber, masses of brown leaves, as if someone has dumped a truck
full, mounded gobs of brown and ivory foam, pieces of cloth and paper, and once what I’m sure was the decomposing body of an animal.
There was one day it went on for so long I was ready to get up and walk down the road, sure I would find someone unloading a pickup or
semi. And that’s just the stuff I can see. I know there is more that enters the river upstream, farm runoff and probably some small industrial
dumping.
When I lived here in the mid-1980s, I helped some friends move on a very hot summer’s day. After hours of heavy lifting and sweating, we
drove to a park upstream, left the cars and entered the river with inner tubes. I had heard often enough about chemical runoff and bacteria, but
like everyone else, I assumed if we didn’t drink the water and washed off well when we got out, we’d be fine. And we were. The river was
low that year. As we rounded the bend heading towards campus, came out from the shadow of trees lining the park into the wide and open
stretch passing the arts buildings, our feet grazed the sandy bottom—and probably lots of other things too. The water was warm, the laughter
contagious.

Now twenty years later I watch the same river further downstream and wonder how this wildlife can survive fed by it.
I look up again and glance out the window. On the opposite sand bar stand two bald eagles. The juvenile is picking at the sand around its feet,
eating something held in its talons. The adult is off to the side, watching, bobbing, waiting. The only other eagle I’ve seen on the river this
year was bathing in this same spot. The adult hops a few steps every so often, aiming for the food. The juvenile continues to eat. Eventually,
getting nowhere, the adult moves over into the water at the shore, turns around, and after a minute, lifts into flight, towards me. It lands in the
middle of the river, on the tip of a snag. It looks into the water, turning this way and that.
After another minute, the juvenile flies over and lands on the snag too. I can’t help it—how can you not see a story here? I’m eating, I caught
it, I’m not going to share—oh oh but don’t leave me.
They both weave and bob a bit, and then again, after a few minutes, the adult takes off, this time headed far downstream. The juvenile starts
eating again: apparently it had brought the rest of its meal with it. Finally finished, it spends a few seconds wiping its beak on both sides of
the dead wood, then hops down so that it’s standing in water, rinses its face, and drinks.
And finally it too takes off downstream, following the adult.
I cannot know the health or life cycle of these individual birds, and I do not have information about how the fluctuations of water quality on
this one bend in the Iowa River actually affect the creatures now feeding here. Few of us know all the wild life that counts on, passes through
and over, or plays and feeds in secluded and undeveloped places such as this. We can be sure, I think, that some of it survives the unnatural
detritus that humans throw at it. I am thankful there are still surprises, still mystery, still the grace of the unexpected. But we can also be sure
that the moments we catch are only glimpses of a larger, richer ecology, much of which we do not fully understand.
Laura Julier
Lansing, Michigan
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The Memory of Water: A Call to Action
From the earliest moments in our lives
splashing, pink boots in puddles, a tiny face turned upward toward sprinkling skies
to the most mundane of daily tasks,
careful not to spill a drop, he brings a chilled glass to his lips and gulps cool liquid
many of us have often taken water for granted.
Long did we trust its essence was pure, clean fuel for all things living. We drank from the tap, rarely stopping to marvel at the fluid rushing
forth to nourish or cleanse us.
But in a moment, this reliable presence morphed from a poetic inspiration
silently, she peers up through bubbles, cheeks puffed with air, floating in a warm cocoon
into a force invoking awe and terror
the river’s belly swells as it swallows shorelines, concrete and century farms
in a hurry to satisfy an insatiable hunger for destruction
outraged we ever called it faithful.
Do not trust me, it has been telling us.
cherish me, protect me, conserve me
It is begging us to listen.
This year will come and go, and our homes will again stand tall, our levees strong, our fields ripe with bounty. Water may once again
manifest itself as a symbol of rebirth and renewal for our state; after all, this is not our first flood
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but we are fools to ever again forget we have witnessed the ease with which water brings life from the earth or destroys it.
It is time for us to start remembering, and once we begin, may we never falter.
Jennifer Huffman
Des Moines, Iowa
Second Place Short Essay

Pasture North of Waukee

Clark Colby
Urbandale, Iowa
Second Place Photo

Following the Flow; My Half-Century with Iowa Rivers
In 1963 my friend, Denny, and I settled my Labrador retriever pup, amidships and nosed the bow of my Grumman canoe into the clear water
of the Raccoon River near the Sac County town of Auburn. The trip was an adventure for two young teachers and a water-loving dog. The
river and the beauty impressed us. The fishermen with a string of two to five pound bronze-backed, smallmouth bass impressed us. Clear
water that allowed us to steer easily around river-rocks did not impress us. We expected clear water. It hadn’t rained for a week. This was
Iowa. We expected an Iowa river to clean up very quickly after a summer rain. The mix of weedy corn, soybeans, hay, and pasture let the
rain soak slowly into the ground and seep into underground aquifers. This was Iowa. Our rivers ran clean.
Later, when I moved to the Iowa River watershed near Eldora I was surprised and impressed by the rocky cliffs formed when this young
stream had cut a new channel around a glacier 15,000 years before. I was surprised and impressed by the seven mile tributaries to the east
that cut steep canyons that joined this rocky river. I was surprised by 50 mile tributaries through wide old valleys to the west, tributaries that
included the South Fork of the Iowa River that, 15,000 years before, had carried most of the water from the watershed in its broad valley. I
was surprised and impressed by the smallmouth bass, northern pike, and walleye these two streams produced. The clear water that allowed
these fish to flourish and allowed us to steer easily around underwater rocks did not surprise or impress me. This was Iowa. Our rivers ran
clean.
I found Tipton Creek, a tributary to the South Fork. Tipton Creek was littered with huge rocks, glacial erratics, dropped by sheets of ice
thousands of years ago. I was surprised by the tall, straight upland timber that prospered on the hills above this stream. I learned that about a
week after a heavy rain storm Tipton Creek began to drop and its water began to clear. I was surprised and inspired by the little stream and its
rocky rapids that reminded me of rivers I had paddled in northern Wisconsin. Images of wild, north country rapids came to my mind as I
slipped my canoe around huge glacial rocks and through shoots of fast-moving water between them. I was not surprised by the clear water a
week after a heavy rain. We expected the water of an Iowa river to clear and run clean soon after a crest. This was Iowa.
Then, over three decades of living in the watershed of the Iowa River I began to see a change in the river I paddled and fished many times
each summer. Weeks after a rain brown-colored water flowed in the Iowa River. I steered my canoe by the patterns of the flow of the water
over invisible rocks below the surface, not by avoiding the hazards I saw under the clear water. It was not until the slow fall water flows of
November that the water was allowed to clear.
Why? Iowa streams that had always run clean a week after a rain stayed cloudy for months. Iowa rivers had begun to run murky all summer
long. Why? What factors were different?
Over four decades since the 1970’s I noticed changes.
(1) Concentrated animal feeding operations were appearing on the watershed. Feed was brought in from a great distance around the
state. Wastes were spread on land near the confinement, much of it in the Iowa River watershed.
(2) Farmers were tiling more and more fields allowing more and more manure to wash into streams more and more quickly.

(3) Farmers were doing a better job of weed control in beans and corn.
(4) More land was planted in corn and beans and less in hay and pasture.
These things happened gradually over the years as the quality of the water in the Iowa River and the South Fork of the Iowa River began to
slip. I paddled these rivers regularly for three decades and they continually surprised me. I waited a week after a rain and the river still ran
muddy. I waited two weeks and the turbidity was still high. After four weeks the river was the color of cola. Then it rained again and the
hoped-for clean-up went on another four week cycle.
In 2007 the Iowa River was rated by the American Rivers organization as the third worst river in the United States.
I now live in the watershed of the Raccoon River. Nine years ago I set a goal of paddling the Raccoon from beginning to end. Now I have
paddled it’s 200 miles twice. My first attempt took me six years of short trips. The second took seven days of paddling with a group of
dedicated river lovers. The second trip was propelled by bank-full or near bank-full water. Rock dams became ripples with whirlpools
twisting at my kayak.
In ten years of canoeing and kayaking on the Raccoon I remember one day of paddling in clear water. An August trip through low water and
marvelous masses of glacial erratics with a full canoe of camping gear gave us the clear water we desired and forced us to drag our canoe over
rocky ripples between short stretches of paddling.
Factory farms and modern farming practices have surprised Iowa paddlers. We expect clean water in our streams. We need the inspiration of
all of our citizens to clear up our rivers. Those who live on the land need to become inspired to slow the flow of the rain that falls on that
land. Food producers need to be inspired to convert animal waste into a resource that will not pollute the life-blood of our human existence –
our water.
Jim Riggs
Urbandale, Iowa
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Float Lessons
This is a true tale for anyone who canoes, especially with a partner. It’s a tale of trust, passion, and sheer stupidity. Here goes.
First of all, these are not our names, we have some pride. The Middle Raccoon is usually a lovely float from the Redfield dam to Adel. Not
that day.
It was a few years back, nice sunshine and a gentle early spring headwind. The flow here is normally about 200 to 400 cfs, not that day. It was
bookin’. Out of its banks, screaming. Flooding the fields and scaring the fish. We were four paddlers in two canoes.
All of us were experienced with many hours in many conditions. We eyed each other, and appraised the waters.
“Why”, said Bob, “let’s double Ziploc the sandwiches.”
“Looks do-able,” said Gary.
“Looks awful fast,” said Sue.
“Looks bad,” said I.
“Looks nuts,” said a local resident stopping his pickup on the bridge. “You aren’t thinking of going in, are you?”
It was a long drive out from town. The gear was ready. The sun shone. We looked again. Two women voted thumbs down. Two men,
thumbs up. False pride ruled.
We secured vests, tied off gear, and launched. Several minutes later, a submerged branch caught our craft and upside down we went. Gary
and Sue were already downstream around a bend. Immediately we grabbed the gunnels. Holding the upside down canoe, rocketing from one
side to the other, trying to swim it into an eddy, the rapid current bounced us out each time. Calm eddies always a few feet away before the
current flung us back into the surge. We hung on to the canoe. Both of us are strong swimmers, but this was one wild ride. Down the Middle
Raccoon we flew.
Gary and Sue had put the brakes on to wait for us. Seeing us careening towards them, they positioned themselves broadside and the four of us
finally eased into an available eddy. The river banks were too unstable for good purchase but we rolled the canoe upright by balancing over
the mud below. Bob grabbed our gunnel, laying back on the second canoe and rolled out most of the water. Gary looped a line from our
thwarts about a foot underwater and created a submerged step to hoist our soggy selves into the boat. All gear was still tied off.

Our nylon clothing dried fast. And amazingly, the Igloo cooler contained two dry sandwiches!
Now the point of my lesson was:
• Check a river gauge before you go.
• Take canoe classes, safety techniques are handy
• Wear your vest in any questionable water.
• If you don’t feel comfortable, perhaps you shouldn’t be doing it, even if your partner doesn’t share your opinion.
• Double Ziploc your food.
• Keep the water quality respectable, you may be up to your nose in it
Phyllis Goodman
Des Moines, Iowa
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