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Welcome, paddling friend!  
Here it is  the first edition 
of The Iowa Paddler. My 
hope is that this e-journal, 
plus the accompanying 
Web site, 
PaddlingIowa.com, can 
help you gain a deeper 
understanding of Iowa s 
paddling culture and foster 
new or renewed 
connections with your 
fellow paddlers in this state.    

I m grateful for talented writers who submitted 
articles that illuminate what paddling is all about 
here in Iowa -- and I ll always be looking for more 
to contribute in the future.  
   John Pearson, co-author of Iowa s State 
Preserves, shares a narrative of a little-traveled 
segment of the Little Sioux River. Mark Wagner of 
the Mississippi River National Museum and 
Aquarium writes of a distant era  in Iowa, when 
this part of the Midwest owned the voyageur 
spirit, and the way he connected with that era by 
building a birch bark canoe. Brian Stroner, the 
self-proclaimed geek that has made all this 
possible, offers up his rivertech column about 
gadgets that can help improve your paddling 
experience. 
   And had it occurred to you that some of our 
scenic places remain undeveloped because of the 
foresight of a few committed individuals and 
organizations? Mark Ackelson, president of the 
Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation, tells us of his 
organization s efforts to protect the Upper Iowa 
River and elsewhere. 
   These articles are intended to be launching 
points for discussion about paddling in Iowa. 
Check out the electronic forums on 
PaddlingIowa.com that correspond to articles, 
where you can communicate with authors and 
others who are curious and adventurous. Make 
the most of it, and paddle more! 
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Every New Year s Day, canoeists and kayakers from 
Central Iowa Paddlers show up at the Sycamore 
Access just north of the city on the Des Moines River.  
   Usually this is the last segment to ice in because it is 
fed by waters low in the Saylorville Reservoir. The 
eagle viewing is spectacular, and carp the size of your 
calves thump against the boat in low, clear riffles. Just 
when you thought you were the crazy one, you see 
scuba divers surfacing below the dam.    

I ve been without a roof rack after changing cars this 
year, and a couple friends have chided me for not 
getting out with them in the relatively warm season that 
led up to the holidays. Their punishment: descriptions 
of massive congregations of cormorants and gulls, and 
witnessing bald eagles scoop up three fish on a single 
morning.   
Winter paddling is a little like bedroom fun: it s a hoot, 

but you ve got to use protection to avoid unexpected 
results. On the 2004 New Year s Day Paddle, one 
gentleman flipped his boat while trying to exit his craft 
at the boat ramp. He wasn t wearing a wetsuit, 
hydroskin, drysuit or anything beyond a stout winter 
coat. Immediately drenched to his skivvies, he ran to 
his vehicle to change clothes. All ended well, but had it 
happened on a colder day in the middle of a trip, he 
could have been a hypothermia case. 
   My friend Adam Petts, a mountaineer and rock 
climber, has a saying: Don t be that guy. In other 
words, don t be the punch line to one of the Darwin 
Awards stories people like to tell that begin with, You 
know guy who (insert tale of moronic lunacy 
here)

 

   Because a silly mistake can quickly turn into a 
deadly case of hypothermia with water 
temperatures below 40 degrees, it s important to 
wear either a neoprene wetsuit or a waterproof dry 
suit when paddling this time of year. A paddlers rule 
of thumb is that if the air and water temperatures 
don t add up to more than 100 degrees, it s time to 
break out the cold weather gear and be extra 
careful on the water. 
   You can certainly have a blast while you are at it. 
Prairie Rapids Paddlers founder Steve Weliver 
hopped in for some whitewater play on a frigid 
December s day at Cedar Falls Clay Hole. He 
dashed off an e-mail to me afterwards: I had to 
pour water over my PFD zipper to get it off. 
Noseplug cord had a thick coat of ice as did the 
paddle shaft.

 

   Risk taking should be a calculated affair. Too 
often, we take risks because we drove a long way, 
or because we re anxious to get out. Those times 

 when our minds are clouded  are when 

supreme peril lurks. 
   Gerry Rowland, now a seasoned winter paddler and 
father of what s becoming the Des Moines River Water 
Trail and instigator of the New Year s Day Paddle, 
knows the risks firsthand. He has a story about 2001 
December cold snap when he traveled near Keokuk in 
the nublet of Iowa that extends south beyond Iowa s 
mostly straight east-west border with Missouri. The 
channel was partially iced up even there. 
   Those who know Gerry well realize that while his 
exterior displays his mild-mannered library-consultant 
face, beneath that friendly exterior boils an obsessive 
paddler. That inner Gerry was the man who launched 
his kayak despite the ice, an invincible Titanic cruising 
frigid waters. Thin ice crinkled as his boat cut through, a 
surreal experience indeed. But later in the day, the ice 
grew thicker, and the channel began rapidly freezing 
around him.  
   At one point, he became stuck against ice several 
inches thick. Unable to paddle, he jumped into chest-
deep water. Had he no wetsuit to keep him dry, he d 
likely have succumbed to hypothermia as he broke a 
path to the riverbank. Even if he d made it to shore 
intact, he still needed to hike more than a mile in nasty 
weather to the nearest road before he could wave down 
a passerby and get a ride back to his vehicle.    

Gerry s realizes that even with the gear, he was lucky, 
and that his story could have ended sadly. As it is now, 
his story is more just a cautionary tale, and he didn t 
become that guy.

   
Cold w at ers , c oo l t im es by Nate Hoogeveen 

Winter paddling offers sights and sounds not seen in warm months -- but safety 
is the key as temperatures fall. 

New Year s Day below Saylorville Dam on the Des Moines. 
photo by Gerry Rowland 
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Certain paddlers really have gotten the GPS bug. 
Racing enthusiasts or exercise buffs, for example, use 
them to track speed, distance, and time. 

  But what about the average Iowa paddler? Is a GPS 
really needed for doing floats down a river?  

  Nope. Not at all. 

  Now, can a GPS be helpful? You Bet! 

  GPS (Global Positioning System) is a common term 
given to handheld devices that track your position via 
satellite. Today, many GPSs can do a multitude of 
different things from simply telling you your location to 
interfacing with a computer to download waypoints, 
routes, maps, and emergency information.  

  A GPS should never replace good navigation skills 
and a hardcopy map, but they certainly have their 
uses. For those of you who love to paddle rivers, here 
are some scenarios where a GPS can come in handy: 

You re paddling a new river and a friend told you 
about a great trail that begins near the river near the 
bluff where a stream enters in. Toward the end of the 
trip, you notice that numerous streams have entered 
near bluffs, and you weren t sure which one had the 
trail. With a GPS you could have marked the exact 
location with a waypoint, or measured your distance 
from the launch.  

You re on a 3-day float down a river. On the first 
two days you are going to camp on the river but the 
last you need to be able to reach the access by noon. 
A GPS can tell you how fast you re traveling and your 
estimated time of arrival.  

It doesn t happen often, but it s possible that even 
in Iowa you could be injured. Let s say you re exploring 
a cave on a solo trip along the Maquoketa and take an 
unexpected tumble, injuring both wrists and breaking a 
tibia. You manage to crawl back to the boat, but realize 
there s no way you can walk or paddle out of this. A 
cell phone packed away allows you to give rescuers 
your condition and a vague idea of where you are. Add 
a GPS, though, and your rescue time could be 
dramatically reduced, because you can give your exact 
latitude and longitude, or an exact distance and 
direction from a well-known feature such as a river 
bridge, town, or road intersection.  

You re testing a boat at a demo day with your local 
paddle shop. Which one is really faster for your 
paddling style, and is it enough of a difference to justify 
the higher price? You can tell with the GPS. 

If you think a GPS may be right for you, here are some 
things to look for.  

Entry Level  includes speed, compass, waypoints, 
track logs, smaller built in memory, but not a lot of 
communication with a PC and no detailed mapping. 
Costs around $100. (Models: Garmin Geko, Garmin 
Etrex basic, Garmin Foretrex) 

Midrange  includes all of the above features plus 
greater built-in memory (around 8mb), communication 
with a PC, and custom/base maps. Costs around $150 
- $200 (Models: Garmin Etrex Legend, Garmin GPS 
72/76, and Magellan SportTrak Map) 

Lux  should include just about every bell and whistle 
known to humankind. Color screen, interchangeable 
memory card, altimeter, barometer, celestial tables, and 
extremely detailed maps, plus more features. Costs run 
$250 and up (Garmin Etrex Vista, Garmin 60C, Garmin 
GPS V, and Magellan Meridian) 

Learn more about GPS units under links to 
manufacturers at PaddlingIowa.com.    

GPS in Iow a? by Brian Stroner 

A GPS on the river is not necessary, but can be a helpful tool while paddling. 
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W

 

e are on the Little Sioux River: Robin Fortney 
in her solo canoe, Don & Kay Wall in a 

tandem canoe, me in my kayak.  The river, here 
near its headwaters in Dickinson County, is scarcely 
more than a creek.  Fortunately, recent heavy rains 
assure that our trip will not be one of dragging over 
rocky riffles; instead, I scan the put-in site at Twin 
Forks for signs of flood, but this, too, is a needless 
worry.  The gray sky and chill wind presage an 
approaching storm front scheduled to arrive in the 
afternoon, but we gaily float away from the Twin 
Forks Access at mid-morning.  Cayler Prairie and 
Freda Haffner Kettlehole lay downstream between 
us and the take-out at Horseshoe Bend Park some 
twelve miles away.   

We pass quickly beneath the first bridge, where a 
man has stopped his pick-up truck to watch our 
departure.  A riffle demands my attention and when I 
look back after wrapping around a bend, the bridge, 
truck, and man are gone.  Grassland sprawls across 

the landscape, unbrokenly green due to regrowth 
from a spring burn.  My eyes are drawn to distant 
hillcrests and along the unfettered, rolling horizon 
between land and sky.  Its utter treelessness looks 
strangely different than the view from other streams 
and I feel the relaxing expansiveness that only a 
prairie landscape can evoke.   

I often hear people despair of the boring nature 
of Iowa because of its lack of natural land.  I share 
their yearning for the big natural landscapes of the 
Rocky Mountains, the Ozarks, and the Boundary 
Waters, but I also worry that this lament  concludes 
that there are no hidden treasures worth visiting 
and saving  here in Iowa. 

As we enter the northern boundary of Cayler 
Prairie  a square mile of state-owned grassland 
with a native prairie preserve in its southwest quarter 

 

 we pass a Canada goose nest on a tiny island, 
seven huge brown eggs crowded into its straw-lined 

L i t t le Sioux w i ld t im es by John Pearson 

Prairie vistas and a storm stoke a remote adventure journey in northwest Iowa.  

John Pearson on the Little Sioux in Dickinson County. photo by Robin Fortney 


