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Prairie Wind
greenhouse Plants bring signs of spring
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

Although there is still snow on the ground outside as I write this, I know it is 
spring because there are seedlings growing in the greenhouse at Neal Smith 
NWR! This is always an encouraging sign when nature seems reluctant to 
give up on winter.
Each spring the refuge staff, with help from volunteers, plant seeds in the ref-
uge greenhouse. Partner schools, working with our environmental education 
program, start seeds in their own greenhouses. These seedlings will eventually 
be transplanted onto the refuge or into partner school prairie plantings. 
Once the seedlings are started in trays, they are transplanted into “conetainers”, 
which are deep, narrow pots that encourage deep root systems to develop. The 
seedlings may spend a year in these pots developing their root systems before 
they are transplanted outside into the prairie. Some are planted out the same 
year they are started, while others are over-wintered surrounded by hay bales 
to protect them from the bitter cold. They are revived in the spring, and most 
of them will be transplanted outside. 
Although most of our seed is planted directly onto the ground, there are seeds 
of certain species that we have in such small numbers (like prairie violet and 
prairie phlox) that we want to give them their best opportunity to get started. 
With a little pampering in the greenhouse (regular watering and a heated strip 
to warm the soil), the seeds have a better chance of germinating than they do 
competing with other seeds out in the field. We can later plant these greenhouse 

grown plants where they will best be able to survive. We also start 
plants in the greenhouse that we need to increase diversity in certain 
areas that already have been planted. The area around the Visitor 
Center is an area we have focused on since the building construction 
disturbed the soil, and we would like to make a good impression 
on visitors. It is also a convenient area for groups of students and 
volunteers to work. Some greenhouse plants are planted along the 
Overlook Trail in the Adopt-a-Trail program. This year additional 
plants will be planted in some new planters.
Volunteers can help with the greenhouse plants in several ways: 
transplanting seedlings indoors, planting conetainer plants outside, 
and cleaning up, organizing, and inventorying over-wintered plants. 
There are still unclaimed plots in the Adopt-a-Trail program that 
can be adopted for planting and weeding. If you love working with 
plants and digging in the dirt, we can find something for you to do!

Compass plant seedlings - March 20

Compass plant seedlings - April 4
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International migratory bird Day
By Michelle Garcia, Visitor Services Specialist

New Planters
By Christy Smith, Refuge Manager

Are you interested in 
identifying and learning 
more about birds?  Come 
to the Neal Smith NWR 
on Saturday, May 11, 
from 9 a.m. to 12:00 p.m.  
International Migratory 
Bird Day (IMBD) at the 
Refuge is the perfect time 
to explore outdoors and 
search for spring bird 
migrants and returning 
summer residents!  Join 
us for a morning bird 
hike led by our very own 

biologist and ornithologist. There will be arts and crafts and other 
children’s activities throughout the morning as well. The program 
is open to the public and birders of all ages and skill levels are 
welcome to attend.  Pre-registration is encouraged.
 
International Migratory Bird Day is an annual event to celebrate 
and support migratory bird conservation.  This year IMBD will 
celebrate its 21st anniversary and the theme is “Life Cycles of 
Migratory Birds”.  Migratory birds travel long distances between 
breeding and non-breeding sites throughout the Western Hemisphere. 
IMBD will explore birds that make these fantastic journeys, the 
habitats on which they depend, and the aspects of migratory bird’s 
life from nesting to breeding to raising young.  

We would love to have you and your family join us to celebrate 
this wonderful event and we hope to see you there!  For more 
information or to pre-register, please contact Michelle Garcia at 
Michelle_Garcia@fws.gov or 515-994-3400. 

2013 Iowa JDs best of show

mallard pair done in colored pencil by Kathryn weets of 
lost Nation, Iowa.  Congratulations!

The amphitheater 
on the Tallgrass 
Trail, near the 
Neal Smith NWR 
Visitor Center, 
received very little 
use over the years. 
It did however, 
require a lot of 
m a i n t e n a n c e 
removing weeds, 
replacing boards, and removing wasp nests under the benches.  
Last year it underwent a major make-over.  Benches were removed 
and four planters were created using retaining wall blocks.  Youth 
Conservation Corps students did the work and they will soon see 
their efforts rewarded.
This year, a volunteer will work with Visitor Services and Biology 
staff to design four unique displays of native vegetation using flower 
species that do not grow above 2 feet tall in height.  Our hope is 
that as a visitor strolls along the winding and wild Tallgrass Trail, 
they will find these planters and appreciate the less wild appearance. 
They will be encouraged to plant something similar in their front 
or back yards.  Bringing wildness to our suburban neighborhoods 
can be done without violating Home Owners Association standards.  
If enough people planted small areas to native flowers, birds and 
butterflies would find respite pockets of refuge throughout the state.
Visitors will be able to walk between the planters and sit on the 
concrete blocks that corner each planter to enjoy the flowers and 
the view.

Photo Hike
By Megan Wandag, Volunteer Coordinator

A new, fun and special program is planned for this spring!  Pho-
tographers of all skill levels and camera types are invited to photo-
graph the beautiful spring prairie on a ranger-led walk.  The photo 
hike will be from 8:30 a.m. to 10:00 a.m. on Saturday, May 18, 
2013.  The program will begin with an overview of some of the 
common springtime flowers and wildlife, followed by a venture 
out in the morning light to document whatever is found.  Profes-
sionals and amateurs are welcome!  All photographers will have 
the opportunity to exhibit their work later in the year in our art 
gallery.  Pre-registration is required. To register, please contact 
Megan Wandag at Megan_Wandag@fws.gov or 515-994-3400.



  3

spring Public Programs
By Michelle Garcia, Visitor Services Specialist By Michelle Garcia, Visitor Services Specialist

National Day of service

The snow is melting fast and signs of spring have already been 
spotted! Flocks of red-winged black birds are flying over the Ref-
uge and the first prairie sprouts have emerged in the greenhouse.  
Please come to one of our public programs and explore a beautiful 
spring prairie with a ranger! 

Nature Tots
Children ages 3 to 5 years old are invited to bring their favorite adult 
for a Nature Tots program. Nature Tots, occurring one Saturday 
per month from 10:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m., is a ranger-led program 
that uses discovery and hands-on learning to explore nature topics. 
 
Upcoming program dates: 
Saturday, April 6: April Showers
Saturday, May 4: Feathered Friends

Ranger-Led Hikes
Looking for something fun to do 
outside that the whole family can enjoy?  Join a ranger from 2:00 
p.m. to 3:00 p.m., one Sunday per month for outdoor adventures.  

Upcoming program dates:
Sunday, April 14: Building a 
Prairie
Sunday, May 12: Binocular Hike

All programs will meet at the front desk of the Prairie Learning 
Center.  Programs are FREE, and will occur rain or shine, but pre-
registration is required.  This is to ensure that the Refuge has enough 
materials and personnel to provide the best experience for you. You 
can register by contacting Michelle Garcia at Michelle_Garcia@
fws.gov or 515-994-3400.  For further information about these 
programs, please contact Neal Smith NWR at 515-994-3400 or 
check out our Events Calendar page at http://www.fws.gov/refuge/
neal_smith/. We hope to see you this spring! 

Fifty years ago, Martin Luther King Jr. famously proclaimed that 
he had a dream for a better future. Through his actions and words, 
Martin Luther King Jr. illustrated that everyone has a duty and role 
to play in determining how great America can be.  
 In honor of his legacy, Martin 
Luther King (MLK) Day has been 
declared a National Day of Service, 
where volunteers can celebrate Dr. King 
through service projects that strengthen 
communities, empower individuals, and 
create solutions to problems.
 Neal Smith National Wildlife 
Refuge (NWR) honors MLK Day 
annually by inviting volunteers to 
complete stewardship projects to help 
reconstruct and restore its tall grass 
prairie preserve. On Monday, January 
21, 2013 about 35 people volunteered at Neal Smith NWR. 
Volunteers of all ages, including members of the Sierra Club, 
students and many families with young kids, worked from 9 a.m. 
to 12 p.m. to prepare prairie seeds for planting.  Their task was to 
“clean” the seed by removing all other plant material so that only 
the seed remained. The cleaned seeds will either be scattered on 
the prairie or grown in a greenhouse, but all of them will eventually 
be used to help restore and reconstruct native tallgrass prairie.
 The volunteers were not only helping to reconstruct prairie from 
the past, but also helping to build prairie for the future, too- a better 
future, like Martin Luther King had dreamt.

 The Adopt-A-Trail program is perfect for any organized group.  
Participants can be any age, and don’t need any prior knowledge 
about the prairie.  This program is a fun way to get your group to-
gether for a meaningful outdoor, community service activity.  The 
whole group need not be present each time – many hands make 
light work, so divide it up as it fits into everyone’s busy summer 
schedules.  Training, equipment and plants are all provided by 
Refuge staff or our many experienced volunteers.  
 The goal of the Adopt-A-Trail program is to improve the quality 
of the prairie plantings along our primary hiking trails for the enjoy-
ment of our visitors and the continued enhancement of the prairie.  
This is an opportunity for any group of at least 3 people, of any ages, 
to help reconstruct and maintain our native tallgrass prairie.  You 
would become the caretaker for a 50x25 foot plot of reconstructed 
prairie adjacent to the Overlook Trail.  Your responsibilities would 
include spreading seeds and planting seedlings in May, watering as 
necessary, and removing invasive species throughout the growing 
season (May-September).  You must commit to having someone 
tend your plot at least 3 times per month during these months; you 
may work any day, anytime from sunrise to sunset.  
 If you would like to find out more about the exciting program, 
please contact Megan Wandag by phone at 515-994-3400 or by 
e-mail at megan_wandag@fws.gov.  

Join the adopt-a-trail Program!

Dickcissel
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Visit the Prairie this spring
By Christy Smith, Refuge Manager

 There is a place in Iowa where natural history is not only being 
restored and protected, it is being reconstructed.  Neal Smith 
National Wildlife Refuge, just outside Prairie City, Iowa offers the 
visitor a chance to see reconstruction in action.  Over 4,000 acres 
of corn and soybean fields have already been converted to tallgrass 
prairie.  While much of it is in pretty good shape, the viewer must 
understand that this is an infant prairie, less than 20 years old.  In 
terms of the geologic time frame of the tallgrass prairie, we are in 
the first seconds of its birth.  It has decades, possibly centuries to 
go before it begins to enter maturity.  It has already changed much 
since its first few years of planting and growth.  The changes are 
sometimes subtle, sometimes dramatic.  Where there was once 
only a monotypic stand of grass a few years ago, there is now a 
diversity of forbs and flowers peaking upward and filling the gaps 
between the swards.  
 This spring will bring the 
birds of the grasslands to mate 
and make their homes here 
raising their young until the time 
comes to migrate south once 
more.  The Monarch butterfly 
will be seen floating among the 
flowers and grasses.  Hawks will 
fly overhead and you’ll catch 
a glimpse of goldfinches.  The 
dickcissels will return to call out 
incessantly as they survey their 
prairie.  
 Later in the spring and summer, a drive into the refuge on its 
paved roadway, will offer interesting panoramic views of prairie 
grasses and forbs as they green up.  The ant mounds, so visible after 
a prescribed burn, will disappear under the shroud of life.  To truly 
enjoy the prairie you must get out of your car.  Take a walk down 
trails or into the grass itself to fully appreciate its character.  You’ll 
find the air is sweet in the spring and summer as you take in the 

sweet fragrance of grasses 
mingled with milkweed 
and prairie clovers.  Look 
out over the grasslands and 
you’ll spot a herd of bison 
in the distance moving, 
continually feeding, 
stopping occasionally to 
bask in the late afternoon 
sun or wallow in a now, 
well-worn and familiar 
dusty trough.  
 We invite you to step 
off the trail and move 

away from it.  Very soon the prairie stretches high above your 
head.  You’ll only see a few feet ahead of you in any direction and 
be impressed by the effort it takes to continue moving forward.  
Think of the prairie settlers who came to this region on horseback 
pulling wagons.  What a challenge these grasslands must have 

presented. Be careful not to stumble on an ant mound. Consider the 
experience of wagons bumping over the thousands of mounds and 
burrows on the landscape.  That the going was slow, will be easy 
to understand.  Consider what they would do if they had smelled 
the scent of fire and smoke.  Where would they have gone?  Would 
they have stopped and beat or cut a fire break around themselves?  
The fear of fire must have been a constant concern among all the 
other trials and tribulations of westward migration.
 A visit to the prairie this spring will leave you engaged, 
invigorated and refreshed.  Drive through the bison enclosure and 
if you’re lucky, you’ll pass between the bison as they cross the 
road.  There are elk in this enclosure as well, but you may not see 
them.  You’ll have to come back again.  It’s time to come to the 
prairie – we hope to see you!

Photo Credit: Carl Kurtz

My name is Shami Morse, and I started 
as a biology intern here at Neal Smith 
on March 25. My work during the next 
three months will include assisting the 
Refuge Biologist with research data, 
transplanting native plant seedlings 
from the greenhouse to the prairie, and 
other prairie restoration tasks.
When I was a child on our farm in 
Iowa County, my mother introduced 
me to soil conservation, native plant 

identification, and the then-radical ideas 
of Rachel Carson. We would search for wildflowers in neighboring 
timbers, in ditches, and along railroad tracks—a hobby that was 
less common in the 1950s than it is today. In the 1980s she restored 
the pasture by our house to prairie, again ahead of her time. 
Last fall I retired from my career and returned to Iowa with a 
commitment to continue Mother’s legacy of land stewardship 
and ecological restoration—what may be called agroecology. I 
enrolled in classes at Iowa Valley Community College, and in 
May I will complete a Certificate in Entrepreneurial and Diversi-
fied Agriculture. 
I know that the skills and knowledge I’ll gain here at the Refuge 
will be invaluable, and I’m enjoying every minute of the work. 
I’m very grateful to the Friends of The Prairie Learning Center 
for providing these internships.

shami morse, biology Intern

Ant mounds
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Intern (re)introduction
By Alexis Johnson, Visitor Services Intern

I’m so pleased to be back at Neal 
Smith NWR! As some of you may 
remember, I worked here in 2009 
helping out with visitor services and 
environmental education. I have a 
degree in Environmental Studies, 
Interpretation of our Natural Re-
sources, and International Studies 
earned from Iowa State University.
Soon after completing my intern-
ship, I moved to Birmingham, 

England. There, I found opportunities with the Staffordshire 
Wildlife Trust and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
(RSPB). For the last four years, I worked as a natural play worker 
across the Midlands and as a field teacher at two different RSPB 
nature reserves.
These charities, too, have a brilliant team of staff and volunteers, 
and both provided me with an experience I’ll not soon forget.
I’m incredibly lucky to have the chance to revisit the refuge in this 
role, see how the site has progressed, and learn even more from 
the fantastic staff and volunteers here at Neal Smith NWR. I’m 
hoping my experience will also benefit the team as we prepare for 
the upcoming busy season!
I’m very much looking forward to working here once again, intro-
ducing children to nature and encouraging them to be a generation 
of naturalists. Many thanks to the Friends of Neal Smith NWR for 
their continued support!

earth Day Volunteer event
By Michelle Garcia, Visitor Services Intern

Are you look-
ing for a way 
to have fun 
outdoors and 
give back to 
your commu-
nity this Earth 
Day?  If so, 
we have the 
perfect event 
for you!  On 
Saturday, April 
20, 2013 from 
9 a.m. to 12 p.m., Neal Smith NWR invites volunteers to celebrate 
Earth Day by helping with stewardship projects. After a morning 
of restoration work, volunteers will be treated to a free lunch and 
stewardship badge provided by the Friends of Neal Smith NWR.  
The event is free and open to the public of all ages.  Pre-registration 
is required.

Earth Day is an international event designed to draw attention and 
to seek solutions for environmental issues.  For this Neal Smith 
NWR event, volunteers will help restore oak savanna and prairie 
ecosystems.  Volunteers representing and working in various 
churches, civic, scouting, and family groups, as well as individu-
als, are welcome to participate!  There is no prior work experience 
necessary, Neal Smith NWR will provide training during the event. 

Please pre-register by contacting Michelle Garcia at 515-994-3400 
or Michelle_Garcia@fws.gov.  Pre-registering will help to ensure 
that we have the proper volunteer paperwork necessary and enough 
work gear and lunches for everyone.  Please bring gloves and a reus-
able water bottle, and wear closed-toed shoes, long pants and long 
sleeves.  We hope to see at 9:00 a.m. on Saturday, April 20, 2013!

tallgrass trail
By Christy Smith, Refuge Manager

If you haven't walked the Tallgrass Trail this spring, you are in for 
a surprise.  Restoration work over the winter is giving the site a 
new face.  Join us in clearing and cleaning up!
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The power of a Friends' group is its members.  we represent a variety of interests, talents and financial support allowing the 
Friends of the Prairie learning Center to meet its mission and goals.  we encourage you to renew your support or become 
a new Friend by completing the membership form below.  Friends of the Prairie learning Center is a nonprofit organiza-
tion and all donations are tax deductible.

____$25 -- big bluestem Friend  ____$50 -- buffalo buddy    
____$100 -- savannah saver           ____$250 -- Prairie Patron
____other -- $___________         
Be sure to find out if your company will match contributions.     

Name____________________________________________________________________
address__________________________________________________________________              Please circle one -
City_________________________________state______________Zip________________
Phone__________________________________Date______________________________               New member
e-mail___________________________________________________________________                renewal

mail to:  Friends of The Prairie learning Center, Po box 399, Prairie City, Iowa  50228.  

Come grow with us

New books at the Prairie Point bookstore
By Carl Nollen, Bookstore Manager

Oak, by Peter Young, Reaktion Books, 2013, 208 pages, hardcover, $27.00.  This book is the latest in a series on broad forms of life, 
such as crow, fox, owl, tulip.  Here is a world wide overview and history of a much loved family of trees.  Here at Neal Smith NWR, the 
bur oak is the dominant tree of the savanna. The oak tree is a symbol of strength and many animals depend on it for habitat and food.  
Many photos are scattered throughout this small size, handsome book.  Some worthwhile thoughts are mentioned, such as, “The trees 
encountered on a country stroll reveal a lot about a country’s soul.” And, “A culture is no better than its woods.”
Pocket Guide to Eastern Streams, by T. Travis and Shanda Brown, Stackpole Books, 2011, 206 pages, paperback, $16.95.  Like the 
title implies, this book is meant to be taken along with you.   It could be used while walking, 
wading, or just getting your feet wet here at Walnut Creek.  There are 200 species with 
many color photos.  Plants are organized by flower color, trees by family, vertebrates from 
small to large, invertebrates from simple to complex, but families are kept together.  Both 
above and under water forms of life are described such as, crayfish, minnows, phoebes, 
kingfishers, jewelweeds, leeches, and snails, to name just a few.  There are also chapters on 
physical characteristics of streams, stream ecology, and stream types. 
In Your Pocket series.  The University of Iowa Press has three new laminated foldout 
guides now in our store, each $9.95.  Trees In Your Pocket, a Guide to Trees of the 
Upper Midwest, by Thomas Rosburg, 2012. Mr. Rosburg is botanist and instructor at 
Drake University in Des Moines. This guide has 40 trees in 16 panels unfolding to 17x15.    
Frogs and Toads in Your Pocket, A Guide to Amphibians of the Upper Midwest, by 
Terry VanDeWalle and Suzanne L. Collins, 24 species plus a panel on tadpoles and keys to frogs and toads.  Turtles In Your Pocket, A 
Guide to Freshwater and Terrestrial Turtles of the Upper Midwest, by same authors above, 20 species plus 2 panels on hatchlings 
and 2 panels on keys to identifying the different turtle species.
Raptors of Eastern North America, by Quick Reference Guides, 2012, $7.95.  Another laminated guide with 12 panels folding out to 
9x24.  Small photos as may be found in a field guide with a large picture of a kestrel on the cover.  
Flipbooks, a series  of very small books size 2 ½”x4” which you can flip forward or backward rapidly 48 pages to look like the pictures 
are in motion.  In our store are Bison, Monarch Butterfly, Bald Eagle. $3.50 each.
Of Men and Marshes, by Paul Errington, University of Iowa Press, 2012, 178 pages, paperback, $22.00.  This is a new edition of a 1957 
classic by an Iowan considered to be one of the top naturalists in his day.  He was a professor of wildlife biology at Iowa State University, 
and has a 312 acre wildlife management area, 1/3 marsh, 2/3 upland habitat,  between Ankeny and Chichaqua Bottoms, named after him. 
Hiking Iowa, A Guide to Iowa’s Greatest Hiking Adventures, by Elizabeth Corcoran Hill,  Falcon Guides, 2005, paperback, $15.95.  
The writer is a graduate of Iowa State University.  Our Refuge is included as one of the 40 places featured. 
DVD, Better Birdwatching in Iowa and Minnesota, by Better Birdwatching, Columbia Mo, $20.  This audio/video field guide covers 
157 birds in over 100 minutes.  
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a message from the Friends President
By Joan Van Gorp

return service requested

Spring is a busy time at the refuge - on the prairie the grasses and forbs are growing, 
everything is becoming green again and by the time you read this, the bison herd 
will probably have some new calves as part of their family.

It is also an active time for the Friends group as the Concert on the Prairie is being 
planned. There is a short article in the newsletter about this exciting event - please 
go to the website for more information. We hope many of you can attend.

Do you belong to an organization and need a program for one of your meetings? A 
power point presentation about the refuge has been developed and if you are inter-
ested, we would be glad to present the program to your group. 

Also, the Friends are looking for ways to expand the outreach and awareness of the 
refuge and welcome any ideas from our members on this. If you have an idea for 
an event we could participate in, or an organization we could work with, please let 
me know.


