
 

Bellevue State Park – Abridged History 
Bellevue is one of Iowa’s oldest state parks.  In 1925, the Bellevue Park Association, for the sum of $1, provided 
the Iowa Board of Conservation with 47 acres of beautiful Mississippi River bluff land south of the city of 
Bellevue.  The Association had bought the land in hopes that someday a state park would be established there 
so that Iowans could experience the scenic natural beauty of the dramatic wooded dolomite bluffs and majestic 
Mississippi River below. 

The Board added additional land over the next several years.  A road up the steep hill was built using inmate 
labor from the Anamosa penitentiary.  The park was officially dedicated on August 24, 1928.  A rustic country 
club building was constructed in the late 1920’s by the Bellevue Country Club (again with inmate labor!) which 
oversaw a nine hole golf course adjacent to the park.  In 1929, the Board of Conservation took over the Oak 
Lodge which was available to the public by reservation.  The park quickly became a popular destination for 
picnickers, hikers, sight-seers, and, later, campers. 

In the 1960’s, the Iowa Conservation Commission, successor to the Board of Conservation, bought 300 acres 
two miles south of the original park.  The new property was called the Dyas Unit after the former property 
owners.  This new area became the location for the park’s sole campground which featured electricity and 
modern restroom and shower facilities as well as a staff residence.    

The original portion of the park was now called the Nelson Unit in honor of the late Reverend Laurence 
Nelson of Bellevue who had been a member of the Iowa Conservation Commission.  In 1976, a unique picnic 
shelter was dedicated on the Nelson Unit in honor of Rev. Nelson. 

In 1972, a new lodge was constructed on the Nelson Unit to replace the old Oak Lodge which, because of its 
age and deterioration, was not feasible for renovation (it was destroyed by fire in 1973).  In 1984, the old 
Bellevue Country Club clubhouse was, with a great deal of hard work by park staff, converted into the South 
Bluff Nature Center, to provide visitors with a better understanding of the outstanding natural and cultural 
resources of the park.  The state had purchased the club property in 1975 and the course was relocated to 
another location north of Bellevue. 

Around that same time, the idea for a truly unique new park feature surfaced.  The Garden Sanctuary for 
Butterflies was an idea conceived by Judy Pooler of Bellevue and pursued by park staff with the dedicated 
assistance of many members of the local community.  Over 150 separate plots surrounding a pond were 
planted with over 90 varieties to attract and support butterflies.   The Butterfly Garden has remained a focal 
point for the park and an inspiration for similar efforts throughout the Midwest. 

Today, Bellevue State Park’s 770 acres offers a wide range of opportunities to its visitors.  The Recreation Use 
Plan is intended to provide guidance for the park’s future in recognition of how significant the area is for not 



 
 
only outdoor recreation opportunities it provides but also  its unique and fragile natural and cultural 
resources, without which it would never have been established and which must be carefully managed. 

Bellevue State Park – Slope Site Analysis 

An understanding of topography plays a major role in identifying the limitation of additional development as 
well as evaluating the sustainability of existing facilities. While the majority of Bellevue consists of steep 
terrain, it also contributes to the scenic qualities. 

 


