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Limestone is one of the most common rocks 
in Iowa. It is a sedimentary rock 
composed largely of the mineral 
calcite (calcium carbonate 
or CaCO3). Limestones 
often contain variable 
amounts of chert or 
flint as tiny void 
fills, nodules, or 
layers. Sand, 
silt, and clay 
are also 
comonly 
found in 
limestone 
to varying 
degrees; 
geologists 
refer to a 
clayey or 
silty limestone 
as argillaceous 
limestone.
The primary source of 
the calcite in limestone is 
typically microscopic remains 
of ancient marine organisms. Iowa’s vast 
resources of limestone are obvious when you 
see buildings, retaining walls, 
sculptures, signs, walkways, 
gravel roads, and interstate 
highways all utilizing this 
vastly versatile material.
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* Cover photo: The Lake Rathburn Dam is shown. 
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In each Trip Log you have seen U.S. Geological Survey stream gaging 
stations identified on the maps.  Tomorrow you will pass by two more 
of these gages.  At the beginning of the day, the first is located at the 
control tower of Rathbun Day. The second one is on the downstream 
side of the bridge over the Des Moines River in Ottumwa (pictured) as 

you wrap up your biking day.  These and over 200 other gaging stations in 
Iowa are used on rivers & streams to gage floods and droughts, as well as 
help fishermen and boaters/floaters in making recreation plans.  Real-time 
data typically are recorded at 15-60 minute intervals, stored onsite, and then 
transmitted to USGS offices every 1 to 4 hours, depending on the data relay 
technique used. Recording and transmission times may be more frequent 
during critical events. Data from real-time sites are relayed to USGS offices via satellite, telephone, 

and/or radio and are 
available for viewing 
within minutes of 
arrival at http://water-
watch.usgs.gov/

South-central Iowa is home to dozens of 
reservoirs with high-quality recreational 
opportunities.  Lakes such as Viking, Icaria, 
Green Valley, Twelve Mile and Three Mile Lake 
are popular boating, fishing and swimming 
locations.  One of the largest is Lake Rathbun 
near Centerville close to the RAGBRAI route on 
Day 4.  The 
Iowa DNR 
monitors state 
owned beaches 
weekly from 
Memorial 
Day through 
Labor Day to 
help inform 
the public on 
the status of 
the beaches 
including any 
swimming 
advisories due to E. coli bacteria or microcystin, 
which is a toxin produced by blue-green algae 
(cyanobacteria).  Information on the status of 
state beaches can be found at www.iowadnr.gov/
beaches or by calling the DNR hotline at 515-725-
3434. 

Rathbun Lake is located about 7 miles north of Centerville in Appanoose County, Iowa. It was 
constructed and is operated by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. Work began in September 1964 
and operations as a multi-purpose unit started in November 1969. The dam itself is rolled earthfill 
construction and is 10,129 feet long, 30 feet wide at the top, and rises 100 feet above the streambed. 
The lake was dedicated on July 31, 1971 by President Richard Nixon as the keynote speaker. 
 
As one of the largest lakes in Iowa, it was constructed to control flooding, provide recreation op-

portunities, abate stream pollution, enhance fish and wildlife, and maintain minimum stream 
flow on the Chariton, Missouri, and Mississippi Rivers. The Chariton and South Fork of the 
Chariton River are the major sources of water flowing into Rathbun Lake. Bald eagles, white-
tailed deer, Canada geese, wild turkey, crappie, walleye, channel catfish and other wildlife 
provide sightseers, fishermen, and hunters ample opportunities for their sports. 

Beach Monitoring Lake Rathbun

USGS Stream Gages


