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BACKBONE STATE PARK 

CRITICAL INFORMATION

· LOCATION:  Backbone State Park is located in northwestern Delaware County. It is 3 miles north of the town of Dundee, 4 miles south of Strawberry Point and 4 miles west of Lamont.  Manchester, the closest large town, is located about 12 miles southeast of the park.

· HOURS:  The park is open during daylight hours.

· RESERVATIONS:  None are required for visiting, picnicking, and touring the park.  The museum is open on weekends Memorial Day through Labor Day and by special arrangement through the park office. Picnic shelters and the Auditorium may be reserved through the park office.  The six open shelters cost $21.20 each per day to reserve.  The Auditorium rental fee for one day is $42.40 with tax.  The Auditorium has electricity; the other shelters do not.

· GROUP SIZE AND AGE:  No limit

· COST: No admission fee is charged for admission to the park or museum.  

OBJECTIVE

· To examine the physical features of the park including Backbone Lake, the hiking trails, wildlife and plant species, Iowa Civilian Conservation Corps Museum, and picnicking and shelter facilities.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

· How was “Backbone” selected as a name for the park?

· What is the story behind the ceremony for the dedication of “backbone” as the first state park on May 28, 1920?

· What was the role of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) in the building of facilities within the park?

· What types of recreational facilities are available to visitors to the park?  (I.e. camping, cabins for overnight stays, picnic facilities, Backbone Lake, boating, fishing, hiking trails and rock climbing).

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

The effort to establish public areas within the state of Iowa was developed by Thomas MacBride during the 1895 meeting of the Iowa Academy of Science.  MacBride is credited with beginning the conservation movement in Iowa.

In the spring of 1917, the 37th General Assembly of Iowa passed an act to establish public parks.  Meanwhile, a “Travel Club” from Manchester met at the “Backbone” on September 19, 1918, and developed the idea of working to establish the region then known as “devil’s backbone” as Iowa’s first state park.  A committee was appointed that met and worked with local citizens from Manchester, Strawberry Point, Lamont and the adjacent territory.  Due to the work of this committee, in 1918 the State Executive Council met with the newly created Board of Conservation to develop policy on purchasing and improvement of park areas.  The “backbone” area was selected as the site for the establishment of the first state park.

The dedication of Backbone as Iowa’s first state park was initially scheduled for October 1, 1919.  Due to heavy fall rains, many roads had become impassable.  Mud and silt even covered most of the prime picnic areas.  The dedication was reset for the following spring on May 28, 1920.   The only road to be reopened for the dedication was from Lamont.  The citizens of Lamont were to host overnight visitors with lodging, and the community would provide a complimentary breakfast.

A Pullman train car arrived late in the evening of May 27, 1920, holding Governor Harding, State Treasurer E. H. Hoyt, Board of Conservation Chairman L. H. Pammel,  and other members of the Conservation Board and politicians as well.    Over 100 visitors attended a breakfast meal the next morning where the master of ceremonies was W. A. Abbott who later became park ranger.  Following the breakfast meeting, over 100 automobiles carried the dignitaries to “backbone”.

Senator Newberry presided over the ceremony in the park.  The old name of devil’s backbone was to be forever discarded, and in the future the area would be known as 
“The Backbone State Park”.  Several bands played, a minister gave the invocation, and Judge Carr of Manchester gave an address of welcome.  Conservation chairman, L. H. Pammel, presented the park to the citizens of Iowa, and Governor Harding accepted the park.  The Park had been dedicated and was ready to serve those that would visit it for years to follow.

A permanent Park Superintendent was established in Backbone during 1922 with the appointment of Lee Y. Trower.  Mr. Trower was hired on a seasonal basis with a salary of $100 per month.  Regarding park usage in 1922, Mr. Trower reported in official reports,  “As custodian, I have to keep an account of the number of people who visit the park each day.  I feel safe in saying we had 40,000 visitors at the park the past season, and nearly every state has been represented.  There has been, on a single day, as many as 2200 visitors - Cars from 8 different states and from 22 counties of Iowa.”

A general plan for the landscaping of Backbone was developed in 1925.  The plan was not implemented but marked the beginning of a major development effort which would begin during the CCC era.  A picnic was held on October 1, 1926, for the dedication of the newly constructed fish hatchery and naming of the roads which entered the park.  The attendance at the dedication was estimated to be over 2500 persons from across the state.  Meanwhile, the need for a large assembly hall was evident to accommodate groups that used the area but were hampered by wet weather.  The Conservation Board gave authority to construct the Auditorium as it is referred to today.  The Auditorium was constructed near Richmond Springs and was the last major park development before the CCC began its extensive park development in the 1930s.

The Civilian Conservation Corps was established in April 1933, as part of the New Deal program of President Roosevelt.  This was done as an effort to provide work for unemployed Americans during the Great Depression.  The CCC from 1933-1941 constructed many of Backbone's buildings.  Among the projects completed were building dams on the Maquoketa River forming Backbone Lake, a cluster of family cabins, beach and boat houses, bridges, roads, picnic shelters, rest rooms, and trails.

Today, the park consists of 1,780 acres and is heavily wooded with a variety of tree species, predominantly oak and maple.  About 80% of the park is forested, with the balance comprised of scattered openings associated with campgrounds, picnic areas, and the Backbone area.  The woodland serves as a refuge for a variety of wildlife including deer, raccoon, fox, turkeys, ruffed grouse, and many species of songbirds.

Backbone is named for its narrow and steep ridge of bedrock carved by a loop of the Maquoketa River.  Folklore named this high ridge of rock the “Devil’s Backbone”.

About 10 miles of hiking trails can be found in the park.  Located in two campgrounds are 127 campsites.  Climbers and rappellers find many challenging cliffs of rugged limestone throughout the park.  Climbers and rappellers must register at the park office.

Backbone State Park was the example set forth to start the conservation movement in the State of Iowa.  The diversity of landforms and rivers that flowed through the area made the establishment of Backbone a natural park setting. Much of Iowa’s woodland had been cleared by early Iowans for farming and as sources of wood for construction of buildings and for fuel.  The rock outcroppings characteristic of the park was not conducive to farming.  While the area was seen as a natural area to be preserved, access would be needed to allow citizens to observe and participate in its wonders.  The work completed by the Civilian Conservation Corps resulted in much of the development for recreational use that we observe today.

PRE-VISIT ACTIVITIES

· Have students develop a list of reasons why the State of Iowa should reserve certain tracts of land for state parks.  

· Have students study the history of how the backbone region developed into Iowa’s first state park.  Have them do research into the Civilian Conservation Corps and determine what role the CCC had in the development of Backbone State Park as well as other parks in the state of Iowa.

· Have students list and share some of the types of activities that can be pursued by visitors to Backbone State Park.  These might include hiking, listening for various bird sounds, examining the vegetation and types of trees, canoeing and boating, picnicking, swimming, church services or school classes in the auditorium and fishing. 

· Identify vocabulary associated with Backbone State Park:

1. CIVILIAN CONSERVATION CORPS--Established in March 1933 as one of the many programs to stabilize the U. S. economy following the Great Depression.  The CCC employed young, unemployed men between the ages of 18-25.  The men were assigned to camps in the countryside, paid $30 a month, and put to work.  Examples of CCC projects included replanting forests, building parks, fighting forest fires, building dams, and doing road construction.

2. AUDITORIUM—A public building where an audience sits.  This auditorium has a cement floor and a very high ceiling held up by stone columns.  The spaces between the columns are not enclosed.

3. HIKING—To move or travel around; to take a walk in an area.

4. RAPPELLING--Backward motion; to descend (as from a cliff) by sliding down a rope passed under one thigh, across the body, and over the opposite shoulder or through a special friction device.

5. RICHMOND SPRINGS--A large, natural spring in the park which flows at 2,300 gallons a minute.  The temperature of the water is 48 degrees.  Sea shells are located at the springs which are believed to have been deposited in a sea which covered North America 365 million years ago.

ON-SITE ACTIVITIES

· Over lunch, conduct a class session in the auditorium. The discussion might center on the following questions: What type of people would visit a state park, and for what reasons?   When visiting a state park, what care should be given by individuals to the surroundings? (I.e. not stepping on wild flowers, picking up other peoples trash and depositing in trashcans)    What would be improper actions to do in a park (throwing paper or pop cans on the ground; destroying bird nests; throwing rocks at animals)?

· Conduct a “scavenger hunt” based on the five senses.  

1. TOUCH: feel bark of different trees to find those that are smooth, rough, different textures.  Feel leaves that are smooth, rough, furry, and waxy; find leaves with edges that are jagged, straight.  Touch a wet and a dry leave to determine differences.  Touch items with your feet (walking barefoot): grass, gravel.  Write a paragraph that describes the different feelings you encountered.  

2. SIGHT:  prior to the trip, locate a “paint swatch” such as from a hardware store that has little squares of different colors of paint.  Select the ones that are brown, green, red yellow, orange, and tan and place them in a paper sack.  Each student picks two colored tabs from the bag; they must then find something in nature that matches that color.  Another animal “sight” activity is to look for animal signs.  Finds signs of homes (nests, holes in the ground or logs, burrows, caves.  Look for animal tracks, scat (animal droppings), or where animals have been eating (such as on bark).  

3. HEARING:  have the class spread out about 5 feet apart on the trail and then sit down.  There is to be no talking and no moving.  In 2-3 minutes, list all the “ natural” sounds heard.  How many different bird sounds; insect sounds; wind. Also list all the “human” sounds heard: someone coughing, walking, etc.  

4. SMELL:  smell the tree bark, smell crushed leaves, smell a clump of dirt, flowers, and berries.  How does the smell prove the season (spring, summer, fall)?  

5. TASTE: students should be informed to NOT eat anything that even looks edible (no berries, nuts, etc.).  Have the students imagine that the park they are in is an “animals grocery store”.  What would different animals eat?  What animal could find food in this grocery story (on this trail)?  

· Take a hike on a nature trail.  By small groups, determine how many kinds of bird sounds that can be heard, or how many kinds of trees that can be observed.

POST-VISIT ACTIVITIES

· Have students share what they appreciated about their trip to Backbone State Park.


· Do research on other state parks of Iowa.  Website information on the State Parks of Iowa can be found at: http://www.iowacity.k12.ia.us/Schools/City/EAWeb/ia.parks.index.html
RESOURCES OR CONTACT PERSONS

· Phone:  Backbone State Park Information and District Office: 1-319-924-2527; Park Officer Residence and Shop: 1-319-924-2813; Civilian Conservation Corp Museum: 1-319-924-2813.
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