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By:  Pete Eyheralde, MCCB Naturalist�
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The MCCB has 8 canoes available for rent.   
Just call (641) 673-9327! 

Weekday Use:   $15 per day 
Weekend Use :  $25 Friday PM to Monday AM 
Three Day Holiday Use:   $35 per weekend 
Weekly Use:  $50 Friday PM to Friday AM 
Canoe rental includes life vests and paddles.  
We have 4-boat and 8-boat trailers available 
with canoe rentals.   

Coming soon :  Kayak Rentals!  

�����
���	�����������
���	�����������
���	�����������
���	������� ���

������	����������	����������	����������	����� ���

����������������������������������������������������� ���
Want to save a tree?  Want to see the color ver-
sion of this newsletter?  The Mahaska CCB can 
send the Prairie Star as a PDF file right to your 
e-mail inbox! You can 
help us save on print-
ing and mailing costs 
by signing up for the 
electronic newsletter.    
To view the E- Prairie 
Star just go to the 
MCCB website 
(www.mahaskaconservation.com ) and click 
on the newsletter link.  If you enjoy this format 
and want to change your newsletter subscrip-
tion send us an email 
(mccb@mahaskacounty.org ) with the subject 
line e-prairie star and we’ll add you to our quar-
terly mailing list.�
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On June 17 a busload of Mahaska County residents made their way to the heart of geode country in south east 
Iowa.  The rock hunting expedition, hosted by Jefferson County Naturalist Therese Cummiskey (Toad to her 
friends) was highly successful and enjoyed by all.  The “secret” creek was located in a remote section of Van Bu-
ren county.  “If you see lightning or hear banjo music, run back to the bus!”, warned Therese.   

The geologic treasures we were after are known locally as Keokuk 
geodes.  These were officially declared Iowa’s “State Rock” in 
1967.  The word geode comes from the Latin, meaning "earthlike," 
referring to their round or globe shape.  Although the geode’s inte-
rior is a colorful crystalline structure, you have to crack them open 
to reveal their hidden beauty.  The outside of our state rock is 
lumpy and dull gray in color.  As Therese told the group of rock 
hunters, “If you’ve ever eaten cauliflower, then you’ll have an ad-
vantage.  That’s what you should look for in the creek.”  The ge-
odes most highly sought after by our group had hollow insides 
with many faceted quartz crystals, but at least half of the rocks we 
cracked open had filled in completely with solid crystal growth.  
The “solids”  took many, many hammer blows on the rock chisels 

to crack them in half (or thirds or quarters…), while the hollow geodes split open after only a couple whacks.   

Most Iowa geodes are found in strata of the lower Warsaw Formation, a widespread rock unit of Mississippian 
age. Muds deposited in a shallow sea at this time, about 340 million years ago, were mostly calcium carbonate and 
clay.  These were then lithified to form the shales and limestones that we see today. You can dig geodes out of the 
ground in these rock layers or you can just pick them up 
from an eroded creek channel like we did.   

Anyone who’s picked up geode has asked themselves, 
“How did this rock form?!”  A good question, and even 
geologist have been stumped for a long time.  Currently 
our best guess is:  Geodes started out as concretions in 
soft sediments, probably lime.  Eventually the outer 
shells of the concretions were replaced by chalcedony 
(micro-crystalline quartz) and then the interiors dis-
solved, leaving space for crystals to grow.   

The crystals in the geodes we found were mainly white 
and clear quartz, but some of the rocks contained gray 
chalcedony, brown and reddish calcite crystals, greenish-
silver pyrite, black sphalerite, and orange citrine.  All the 
participants came home with bucket loads of geodes.  
We had definitely hit the jack pot! 
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MCCB Summer Camps can always use extra hands!  If your hands are free this summer, then consider 
volunteering for one or more of the camps.  It’s a great chance to work with kids and have fun in the  
outdoors at the same time.  Call the MCCB at 641-673-9327 to sign up! 
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Thursday, June 24 
2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 

Oskaloosa Public Library 
Join the MCCB and “Make a 
Splash” at the Oskaloosa Li-
brary this summer.  This week 
we’ll be learning all about 
frogs! 
This program is for kids who have finished K-5th grade 
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Tuesday, June 29   
Russell Wildlife Area   
Wednesday, June 30   
Red Rock North Tailwater 
9:00 am to 3:00 pm 
Kids in Fishin’ Camp will partici-
pate in fisheries and aquatic ecol-
ogy.  They’ll learn about rivers, 
aquatic wildlife, fishing tackle, lure 
choice and bait presentation. This 
year kids will have a chance to try 
their luck on two different rivers.  
Bring a sack lunch.  Cost $10.  Register by calling the 
MCCB at (641) 673-9327.  This camp is for kids age 8 
and over. 

 

��
���������
�
Thursday, July 1 
2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 

Oskaloosa Public Library 
Join the MCCB and “Make a Splash” at the Oskaloosa 
Library this summer.  This week we’ll be learning all 
about snakes in Iowa’s wetland ecosystems. There will be 
plenty of chances to hold live snakes too! 
This program is for kids who have finished K-5th grade 
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Thursday, July 8 
2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 

Oskaloosa Library 
Join the MCCB at the Os-
kaloosa Library this sum-
mer.  This week we’ll 
make a splash and learn 
the basics of kayaking.  
Try out a kayak and dis-
cover the best places to paddle in Mahaska 
County.  This program is for kids who have fin-
ished K-5th . 
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Thursday July 8 and Friday July 9 
Nelson Pioneer Farm 
10:30 am to 3:30 pm 
Experience life in the 
1800’s.  We’ll see how 
pioneer kids lived by 
spending time in the 
cabin, barn, one room 
school house and town buildings.  Participants will 
be able to try their hands at candle dipping, rope 
making, blacksmithing, goat milking, churning 
butter, brick making and much more! Cost: $10  
Register by calling the MCCB at 641-673-9327.  
This camp is for kids age 5 and over. 
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Thursday, July 15 
2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 

Oskaloosa Library 
Join the MCCB and 
“Make a Splash” at the 
Oskaloosa Library this 
summer.  This week we’ll 
be learning all about the waterfowl of Iowa.  Try 
your skills at calling ducks and geese too!  This 
program is for kids who have finished K-5th  
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Friday, July 16 
10:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. 

Russell Wildlife Area 
Join the MCCB Naturalist 
for an hour of nature play, 
stories and crafts.  We’ll be 
learning all about skunks 
and other fuzzy critters! 
This program is designed 
for preschoolers accompanied by an adult.  
 

�����%�!�
�
Thursday, July 22 
2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 

Oskaloosa Library 
Join the MCCB and 
“Make a Splash” at the 
Oskaloosa Library this 
summer.  This week 
we’ll be learning all about Iowa’s fish and where 
to catch them.  Kids can try out their angling skills 
in our “pond” too!  This program is for kids who 
have finished K-5th  
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Tuesday, August 10   
8:30 am to 2:30 pm 
Lake Ahquabi State Park 
Join the MCCB for a trek to 
Lake Ahquabi State Park to 
learn all about Iowa’s Osprey 
Reintroduction Project.  We’ll  travel by bus from 
the Russell Wildlife Area to the Annette Nature 
Center where we’ll work with Warren CCB Natu-
ralists to feed the young ospreys in the hack tower. 
We’ll have a chance to bird watch in the marsh 
and explore the nature center too.  Bring a sack 
lunch.  Cost $7.  Space is limited, so register early 
by calling 641-673-9327���This event is geared for 
kids and adults age 8 and over. 
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Aug 16 Russell Wildlife  11:00 am to 3:00 pm 
Aug 17 1:00 pm Rose Hill Access 
Aug 18  pick up Hwy 21 Access 3:00 pm 

Join the MCCB for an expedition on the South 
Skunk River.  Day 1 
will be a training day 
at Russell Wildlife 
Area. Days 2 and 3 
we’ll be on the river 
paddling from Rose 
Hill Access to Hwy 
21 Access, stopping 
for the night to pitch 
tents on a sandbar. We’ll fish for channel and flat-
head catfish, camp under the stars and explore the 
point bars for ice age fossils.  Canoes, paddles, 
lifejackets and meals will be provided.  Cost $25.  
Space is limited, so register early by calling 641-
673-9327���This expedition is for kids age 12 and 
over. 
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Become a fan on the 
Mahaska County Conserva-
tion Facebook page and you’ll 
get the very latest information 
about what’s happening in the 
parks, where the fish are bit-
ing, what flowers are bloom-
ing, rare bird sightings and 

other natural events.  Learn about upcoming 
activities, such as canoe trips, trail hikes, 
wildlife programs, kids summer camps, field 
days, guest speakers and more! 
 
�
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The MCCB’s summer season is upon us and extra hands are always needed to keep up with camp-
ground maintenance and improvement projects in the parks.   This year Tommy VanRenterghem re-
turns to the crew, as the Summer Park Ranger for Eveland Access Campground and Taylor Parks is 
back for her third season with the MCCB as part of the Urban Youth Corp.  The MCCB was awarded 
a UYC grant from the Iowa DOT in conjunction with the Federal Highway Administration.  The grant 
enabled the MCCB to hire three young people, between the ages of 16 and 21, this includes Taylor 
Parks,  Dakota Little and Dylan VanDonselaar.   

Also working with the MCCB this summer are Jason Ryan and Zach Hynick.  Both were hired 
through Musco Sports Lighting’s summer youth employment program.   

In addition to mowing and park maintenance this summer, the seasonal staff will be assisting with 
environmental education programs and summer camps, building a fish cleaning station at White Oak 
Lake, working on landscaping features at White Oak, constructing fishing line recycling receptacles 
for the parks, as well as prairie reconstruction projects at Ever-Tru Wilderness Natural Area and the 
Eddyville Dunes Sand Prairie.   

VanRenterghem Parks 

Little VanDonselaar 

Ryan Hynick 
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The Mahaska County Conservation Board wishes to extend their deepest thanks to 
the following people and businesses for their donations. 
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Caden and Collin Bambrook -  Snapping Turtles 

Musco Sports Lighting—Summer Employees 

Red Rock USACE  -  Use of Snowshoes 
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Cedar Livestock 4-H Club 
Earl and Marie DeBoef 
Adams Champs 4-H Club 
Doug and Sheryl Tomlinson 
Marianne Braaksma 
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The primary mission of 
this organization shall 
be to create an aware-
ness of our natural envi-
ronment, encourage a 
state of harmony be-
tween people and their 
natural communities, 
develop and implement 
public conservation pol-
icy, maintain the public’s 
investment in our natural 
resources, and strive 
diligently within the 
budget restraints to pro-
vide adequate services 
for the environmental 
education and enjoy-
ment of the citizens of 
Mahaska County. 

The Prairie Star  
is the quarterly newslet-
ter of the Mahaska 
County Conservation 
Board and is mailed to 
those persons on our 
mailing list.  There is no 
charge of the newsletter, 
although contributions to 
help defray printing and 
mailing costs are greatly 
appreciated.  Please 
help us keep our costs 
down and make sure 
you get your newsletter 
on time by keeping us 
informed of any change 
of address.  
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 Sharon Spoelstra—Outdoor Discovery Camp 

Mary Jane Sullivan—Outdoor Discovery Camp 

Therese Cummiskey—Geode Hunting 

Ben Hoskinson— Interim Director 
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     Summertime in Iowa can be great for camping, hiking and en-
joying the outdoors.  But it also means that dangerous plants are at 
their peak growth.  In Mahaska County there are three main plants 
you should try to avoid.  Number one is poison ivy.  Virtually any 
woodland edge with a little sunlight will have poison ivy.  It’s the 
urushiol oil on the leaves that gets you.  Direct contact with bare 
skin, or even indirect contact, like petting you dog after he’s been in 
it, can cause an allergic reaction for some people.  If you’re hiking 
where you just can’t avoid poison ivy it’s best to throw you clothes 
in the washing machine as soon as you get home.  Then grab the 
dish soap from the kitchen sink and wash with it in a cold shower.  
The cold water will keep your skin pores closed and the dish soap 
will break up the urushiol oil, just like it takes grease off your pots and pans.  This will keep you from devel-
oping the rash in most cases.   

     The number two plant to avoid would be stinging nettles.  Nettles 
grow in wet places:  river bottom forests, creek edges and woodland 
ponds.  By late spring the jagged leafed plants are about three feet high.  
Fortunately the only thing you need to avoid problems with this plant 
are jeans and a pair of boots.  Unfortunately many of us venture out in 
shorts and sandals this time of year.  While stinging nettles don’t leave a 
long lasting rash like poison ivy, the stems are covered in thin hollow 
spines that cause instant burning and itching when you brush against 
them with bare skin.  The effects of walking through a patch in shorts 
can be maddening for an hour or so after contact, as you desperately try 
to scratch and cool your legs.  While definitely not one of my favorite 
plants, nettles can be useful  - the stems of mature plants can be dried 

and separated into fiber for spinning and weaving and the shoots of young nettles are edible when boiled (they 
taste kind of like spinach).  Just be sure to wear gloves when you pick them! 

     Number three is a relative newcomer to Iowa—it’s only been around here for 15 years or so.  Wild parsnip 
is a tall light green plant with tiny yellow blooms.  It grows in open fields, road ditches, yard edges or just 
about anywhere with sunlight.  Wild parsnip contains a substance called psoralen, which reacts photochemi-
cally on your skin.  If you brush against this plant you’ll be fine, but if the juice gets on the skin and then the 
skin is exposed to sunlight, it results in a red rash, blisters, 
and burning pain. Wild parsnip burns often occur in elon-
gated spots or streaks.  I’ve heard of some doctors in Iowa 
who had not seen this rash before, who told their patients 
they had poison oak rash...  But of course, POISON OAK 
DOES NOT GROW IN IOWA!  People who are unfa-
miliar with this plant have been known to go after it with 
weed-eaters it in their yards, causing splatter burns all 
over their bodies.  On cloudy days you might be OK, or if 
you go inside and wash off the juice right away you’ll be 
fine.  But stay out in the sunshine working… and look 
out!  The burning, itching rash lasts for days and the pur-
ple scars can last for years.  Wild parsnip, although now 
common, is definitely a plant to avoid. 
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