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Prairie Wind

The Tropics Come to the Prairie
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends Board President

Friends of the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge
PO Box 114, Prairie City, IA 50228  • 515-994-3400 • www.tallgrass.org • buffalo@tallgrass.org

 On a warm sunny evening, Friday, June 6, over 100 people came to the prairie to enjoy a wonderful eventful evening. Concert-goers 
from California, Maryland, Florida, Minnesota, Illinois, and numerous towns and cities across Iowa came to support the fundraising event 
sponsored by the Friends. 
 Many of the attendees came before 4:00 to enjoy the beautiful Oak Savanna Trail.  In the Visitor Center, Scott Fairbairn, Carl Kurtz, 
Pam Onhemus and Larry Stone displayed their artwork, photography, and books and patrons could visit with each artist and purchase 
something to take home. 
	 Delicious	food	with	a	“tropical	flair”	was	served	and	enjoyed	by	all.	People	had	time	to	leisurely	tour	the	Visitor	Center,	browse	in	the	
bookstore and chat with the other guests. Senator Tom Harkin sent a short video since he could not attend the event, and it highlighted 
the contribution of retired Congressman Neal Smith as the driving force behind the establishment of the refuge, and also how the refuge 
is such an important asset to central Iowa.
 Cheryl Groom, acting Refuge Manager and Joan Van Gorp, President of the Friends, welcomed everyone and thanked them for coming 
to the event. We were then honored to hear opening remarks from Neal Smith, as he recalled the origins of the refuge and shared thoughts 
about the land, animals and birds that make it such a special place. This is especially true for all the thousands of school children that visit 
the refuge each year. Many are from urban areas and do not often get the opportunity to be in such a free and open natural environment.
 It was then time for the main event - Tropical Steel, a steeldrum band from Des Moines. And what a great show! From Calypso and 
Caribbean music, to the Bee Gees and a contest to guess a title to a song (it was The Lion Sleeps Tonight), the band had everyone tapping 
their feet, swaying, singing along and some even dancing to the lively music. Stan Dahl, the leader of Tropical Steel, also added to the 
concert by telling the history of the drums, from how they are made, how they are played and the many different types of drums. At the 
end of the concert, everyone had the opportunity to get a close hand look at the beautiful instruments.
 When the music was over, the interns that are presently working at the refuge gave a guided twilight walk on the Overlook Trail. There 
is nothing better than a walk on the prairie as the sun is going down and the day begins to cool.
 The Friends want to thank everyone that attended the concert. The proceeds are going towards funding new exhibits in the Visitor 
Center. A new concept for the entire Visitor Center has been designed and more information will be in future issues of the Prairie Wind. 
If you attended the Concert on the Prairie this year - next year invite some friends and family to come along with you. It will be a memo-
rable evening.
 The Friends also want to thank the refuge staff and all the many volunteers that helped. We couldn’t hold such a wonderful event 
without a lot of people pitching in. See you next year for the 3rd Annual Concert on the Prairie!
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Manager's Corner
By Cheryl Groom, Acting Refuge Manager

Tenlea Turner - Summer Biology Intern

Grace Williams - Summer Biology Intern

 Summer is upon us! The prairie is looking fantastic – spider-
wort, phlox, indigo, and many more plants are in bloom.   Staff 
and volunteers are posting what’s blooming on the board in the 
Visitor Center.  I invite all of you to come out and see for yourself 
the wonderful variety of colors in the prairie!
 Many of the plants in bloom are also being posted on the Ref-
uge’s Facebook page.  "Like" the Refuge page to keep up-to-date 
on the ever changing prairie.
 As always, we have plenty of volunteer opportunities – all ages 
and skill levels welcome!  
 I hope to see you all at the Refuge this summer!

 My name is Ten-
lea Turner.   I gradu-
ated from the Liberal 
Arts program at Des 
Moines Area Com-
munity College in May 
of 2012.  My focus 
of study at that time 
was in environmental 
science.  I returned to 
DMACC in the fall of 
2013 and graduated this 

spring with an Environmental  Science degree, and also received 
a	Supervisory	 certification.	 	 	During	my	final	 semesters,	 I	 also	
completed Wildland Fire Fighter Type II training, chainsaw safety 
certification,	and	Iowater	watershed	testing	certification.		I	live	in	
rural Knoxville, IA.  I have two sons, and three grandchildren, and 
love to spend every moment possible doing outdoor activities with 
my family.   I enjoy hiking, birding, gardening, photography, and 
experiencing new natural and historical destinations throughout 
the state and country whenever possible.
 In an effort to enhance my educational experience, I have vol-
unteered in a variety of conservation projects in central Iowa.  I 
have worked with Polk County Conservation on the Carney Marsh 
wetland restoration in Ankeny, IA.  I have also participated in 
savanna and prairie restoration projects at Chichauqua Bottoms 
Greenbelt, Robison Wildlife Area, and the Franklin Cemetery 
prairie remnant in Bondurant, IA.  These activities consisted of 
invasive species removal and clearing of shrubs and undesirable 
trees.  Although not directly related to environmental science, I 
have also volunteered with the American Red Cross for disaster 
relief to victims of hurricane destruction in Florida in the form of 
shelter management and food and water distribution.
 I have been a visitor and volunteer at Neal Smith Wildlife Refuge 
since 2002 and am thrilled to have the opportunity to participate in 
the biology internship this summer.   Last semester, I was approved 
to do an independent study at the refuge.  The purpose of the study 
was	to	examine	the	effects	of	prescribed	fire	on	the	trees,	especially	
oak, in the Thorn Valley Savanna restoration project.   I learned a 
lot during that study, and look forward to learning so much more 
during this internship.  My focus will be expanding my knowledge 
of plant and animal species that inhabit the prairie and savanna 
ecosystems.  This internship will allow me to apply my education, 
gain	practical	experience,	and	prepare	me	for	a	career	in	the	field	
of conservation.

My name is Grace Williams and I am one of the three biol-
ogy interns at Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge this summer. 
I am currently in the process of receiving my bachelor’s degree 
in Environmental Science from Simpson College, and I expect to 
graduate in April 2016. After completing my undergraduate degree, I 
plan on pursuing a PhD in Entomology/Ecology. From there I would 
like to become a professor at a small university, so I can teach my 
passions	of	nature	to	students	and	help	them	excel	in	their	field.	

Last summer I was involved in two research projects; one 
I developed and another that a professor of mine developed. My 
own research project was part of an internship I had at Simpson 
College called the Simpson College Ecological Research Program. 
The	project	was	focused	on	the	specific	interactions	between	pol-
linators and two types of asters (one native and one invasive) on the 
prairie in Iowa. My original hypothesis was, “Daisy Fleabane (native 
aster) will attract more pollinators than Ox-eye Daisy (non-native 
aster).”	After	a	couple	months	of	data	collection	it	was	concluded	
that the non-native aster did attract more pollinators than the na-
tive species, which was quite the surprise. I believe the size of the 
flower	head	and	general	abundance	of	the	flower	had	a	lot	to	do	with	
this.	Ox-eye	Daisy	has	a	much	larger	flower	head	and	abundance	
in the area that I was researching. I have presented this research at 
a few undergraduate symposiums. The other project I worked on 
last summer was centered on how plant diversity affects ground-
dwelling invertebrate diversity in restored prairie. This research 
took place in central Nebraska just south of the Platte River. The 
prairie plots I worked on were created by the Nature Conservancy 
and had three different types of diversity planted two years prior to 
this research. The types of plots were monoculture (only big blue-
stem grass), low diversity (9 species of grasses), and high diversity 
(108	species	of	grasses,	forbs,	and	wildflowers).	Ground	dwelling	
invertebrates were collected from these plots by use of pitfall traps 
and	were	later	identified	by	me	and	another	student	at	Simpson.	Our	
data concluded that ground-dwelling invertebrate diversity did not 
change much with plant diversity. We believe these results were 
due to the plots being so close together (plant species can easily 
transfer from plot to plot) and how new the prairie plots were. Our 
results were not conclusive with other research of that same type 
(most found plant diversity DID affect invertebrate diversity, more 
plant diversity means more invertebrate diversity). I presented this 
research at the Entomological Society of America (ESA) Meeting 
2013 in Austin, TX last November and at the North-Western Branch 
meeting of the ESA in March 2014.

 So far working at Neal Smith has been an amazing experi-
ence for me. I’ve been able to partake in bison and elk dissections, 
perform bee and frog surveys, and learn more about the prairie 
ecosystem. I have learned so much already and cannot wait to con-
tinue to learn and grow as a naturalist during my time here. Every 
day I leave work with a story to tell about something interesting I 
did on the prairie. Working here has been an absolute dream and 
the experience I’m getting is wonderful. I unfortunately will not 
be able to spend the whole summer here because I will be leaving 
in	mid-July	to	study	abroad	in	Adelaide,	Australia	for	five	months.	
I am excited to bring my new knowledge about prairie ecosystems 
with me to a place without this ecosystem in hopes to teach others 
about the true beauty of Iowa’s natural places. And I cannot wait to 
utilize what I’ve been taught here in other places and ecosystems.



  3

Nature Tots
By Megan Wandag, Volunteer Coordinator

Kayla Hasper - EE Summer Intern

New Friends' Board Member

New plants are blooming every day, and the grass is growing at an 
incredible rate.  Storms have generously watered the prairie during 
the past few weeks.  Yes, summer has arrived at Neal Smith NWR!  
Please come to one of our public programs and explore a sunny 
summer prairie with a ranger!

Nature Tots
Children ages 3 to 5 are invited to bring their favorite adult for 
a Nature Tots program,  occurring one Saturday per month from 

10:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m.  Nature Tots 
is a ranger-led program that uses 
discovery and hands-on learning 
to explore nature topics.
  
Upcoming program dates:
 
Saturday, July 5: Stars

Saturday, August 2: Prairie Colors

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 Megan Wandag at Megan_Wandag@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 summer!

Photographers of all skill levels and 
camera types are invited to photograph 
the beautiful summer prairie on a 
ranger-led walk.  The photo hike will 
be from 8:30 a.m. to 10:00 a.m. on 
Saturday, July 17, 2014.  The program 
will begin with an overview of some 
of	the	common	summertime	flowers	
and wildlife, followed by a venture 
out in the morning light to document 
whatever is found.  Professionals 
and amateurs are welcome!  All pho-
tographers will have the opportunity 
to exhibit their work later in the year 
in our art gallery.  Cameras are not provided, please bring your 
own.  Pre-registration is required. To register, please contact Megan 
Wandag at Megan_Wandag@fws.gov or 515-994-3400.

Summer Photo Hike
By Megan Wandag, Volunteer Coordinator

By Sydney Algreen

Photo: Doreen Van Ryswyk

My name is Kayla Hasper and I am 
the current summer intern for Visitor 
Services/Environmental Education. I 
am originally from a family grain and 
livestock farm near Montrose, Iowa. I 
just	finished	my	sophomore	year	at	Iowa	
State University, where I am double 
majoring in Animal Ecology and Envi-
ronmental Studies. I have always had a 
passion for animals and the outdoors, 
which led me to majoring in Animal 
Ecology. Last summer, I was the Natu-

ralist intern at Lee County Conservation and found a passion for 
Environmental Education and have been pursuing that ever since.
I have assisted Megan and the volunteers with the programs and 
running the Visitor Center desk and am starting to do programs on 
my own as well. I have loved every minute of being on the refuge 
and have enjoyed sharing my passion for the outdoors with the 
students and visitors. 
I am very fortunate to have this opportunity at the Neal Smith National 
Wildlife Refuge and I want to sincerely thank the Friends group for 
providing me and the other interns with this amazing experience!

Photo: Karen Viste-Sparkman

 I’m very pleased to be a new board 
member of the Friends of Neal Smith 
National Wildlife Refuge. Not only 
do I have the opportunity to support 
the Refuge, I also am able to return 
to one of my favorite places in Iowa 
each month!
  As you may remember, I served 
as a Visitor Services Intern in the 
fall of 2012 and 2013. As an intern, 
I helped teach programs to visiting 
groups, led volunteer activities, and 
worked	 on	 educational	 flyers	 and	
displays. I’ve also been a volunteer at Neal Smith for some time 
now. Recently I’ve been able to help with the weekend Nature Tots 
programs.
  Before volunteering and interning, I graduated from Iowa State 
University with a degree in forestry. I am now currently working 
for Story County Conservation near Ames, Iowa, where I promote 
upcoming events, lead and coordinate volunteer activities, and oc-
casionally, on my favorite days, I still get to teach or lead hikes.
  I feel very fortunate to be a part of the Friend’s board. When I 
was an intern, I was always impressed with the support the Friends 
were able to give to the Refuge, and I am excited to be a part of 
that support now. As a board member, I hope to be able to help with 
the visitor services side of the Refuge and lend my help to special 
events.  Thanks for welcoming me yet again. I look forward to 
working with refuge staff, visitors, and Friend’s members alike!
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Working Dogs for Conservation
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

Wicket and Lily, the 
conservation dogs, 
along with han-
dler Aimee Hurt, 
returned to Neal 
Smith NWR in late 
May to hunt for 
more of the invasive 
plant sericea lespe-
deza (Lespedeza 
cuneata).  Sericea 
lespedeza or Chi-
nese bush-clover 
is a species native 

to Asia but particularly well adapted to prairie conditions, out-
competing native plants and having no natural enemies on this 
continent.  Wicket, a Labrador retriever/German shepherd mix, is 
a veteran to this kind of work, having spent 9 of her 10 years as a 
conservation dog.  She was rescued from a shelter where she had 
spent the second 6 months of her life.  Wicket is a veteran who was 
at Neal Smith NWR in 2010 and 2011. Lily, a 6-year-old yellow 
lab,	had	been	through	five	homes	before	joining	Working	Dogs	for	
Conservation (WDC).  It was clear she needed a job to do.  When 
Lily	first	came	here	in	2011,	it	was	her	first	job.		
Both dogs had worked here before, so it didn’t take them long to 
get to work.  Aimee says that Wicket seems to remember locations 
and know what she is looking for based on the context. Both dogs 
have travelled extensively, from China to Hawaii to Cameroon 
and the Arctic. Their targets have included snails, moon bear scat, 
tortoises, emerald ash borer, and gorillas. 
Hurt is a biologist who has been doing this kind of work for 16 
years.  She co-founded WDC in 2000.  The dogs she handles live 
with her.  She has also traveled around the world to work with her 
dogs and to several other locations to train humans and dogs and 
give presentations.  Her work involves searching for and monitoring 
not only invasive species but also rare and endangered plants and 
animals,	as	well	as	animals	that	are	difficult	to	find	because	of	their	
secretive habits—such as being nocturnal or living underground.
Hurt and the dogs got here just after the sericea lespedeza began 
growing.  They needed to get a lot done in a few weeks, before the 
warm season grasses got too tall to work in.  The dogs operate by 
picking up scents over the surrounding vegetation, so the taller the 
dominant vegetation is, the harder it is to detect something grow-
ing	amongst	it,	as	well	as	being	more	difficult	to	move	through.		
Another	limitation	is	weather—rain	makes	it	difficult	to	pick	up	
scents, so the dogs can’t work effectively.  Hot, humid weather 
is also hard on the dogs—they are running most of the time, and 
with their fur coats they can heat up quickly.  Because of these 
requirements, late May to early June is the ideal time for the dogs 
to detect sericea lespedeza.
Hurt alternated between the two dogs to give them some rest time 
but still get a lot of work done in a short period.  She walked 149 
km in eight management units over a two-week period, with the 
teams searching about 1000 acres.  They located 31 patches of 
plants and 1 individual plant in that area—an indication of how 
sparsely the plants are spaced in these units.  Hurt’s transects were 
spaced 20-30 meters apart in most of the units.  Walking at this 
spacing alone, people would miss most of the sericea lespedeza 
plants, but dogs were able to detect plants from distances up to 25 

meters.		By	coursing	back	and	forth,	they	can	efficiently	detect	the	
invasive plant over a large area in a relatively short period of time.
The dogs’ work helps the refuge detect this invasive species early 
so we can control it before it spreads.  This saves a lot of time and 
effort in searching for and spraying herbicide on sericea lespedeza.  
And the dogs seem to love their jobs!

Photo: Tenlea Turner

Kristen Shaw - Summer Biology Intern
Hello everyone. My name is Kristin Shaw and I am one of three 
Biology interns this summer. I earned my B.S. in Biology and Politi-
cal Science with minors in Sustainability Studies and Religion from 
Morningside College, Sioux City, Iowa, in May 2013. Currently I 
am a Master’s candidate at Indiana University School of Public and 
Environmental Affairs working towards an M.S. in Environmen-
tal Science and an M.A. in Public Affairs, with concentrations in 
Environmental Policy Natural Resource Management and Applied 
Ecology. I will graduate in December 2015. 
I bring passion for the environment and a willingness to learn to 
the conservation community. During my undergraduate career, 
I co-founded an environmental student group with a mission to 
promote environmental and sustainability awareness on campus as 
well as in the Sioux-land community while working with groups 
like the Northwest Iowa Sierra Club Group, Loess Hills Audubon 
Society, and Morningside College’s Sustainability Committee. My 
previous work has included working with the Woodbury County 
Conservation Board as a volunteer, Naturalist/Habitat Intern, and 
an Outdoor Skills Intern at Dorothy Pecaut Nature Center. 
During this past school year I worked with the Eastern Tallgrass 
Prairie Big Rivers Landscape Conservation Cooperative by creating 
an opportunity for Urban Conservation professionals to network 
and change the way in which conservation has traditionally been 
done in Urban areas through the Midwest Urban Conservation 
Workshop. I will continue this work in the fall when I return to 
school in Indiana and help expand the Midwest Urban Conservation 
Workshop. This summer I am continuing working with the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service as a Biology Intern at the Neal Smith 
Wildlife Refuge. With this great opportunity comes experiences in 
not	only	building	my	scientific	skill	set,	through	research	on	both	
plants and animals, but once in a life time opportunities like meet-
ing the United States Secretary of the Interior, Sally Jewell. My 
work at the refuge has included doing bee surveys, frog surveys, 
bison and elk necropsies, plant surveys, seed cleaning, planting 
and collection, and I will gain invaluable knowledge about what 
the	Refuge	system	is	like	and	things	like	scientific	names	of	plants!	
My future goals include working with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, with a mission like, “working with others, to conserve, 
protect	and	enhance	fish,	wildlife,	and	plants	and	their	habitats	for	
the	continuing	benefit	of	 the	American	people,”	who	would	not	
want to be a part of that? Working with the Neal Smith Wildlife 
Refuge will shed light on another facet of the U.S. FWS and gain 
knowledge and experience unlike any other place. It will enable 
me for a future in which I can work with others to conserve our 
precious natural resources and help people reconnect to the natural 
world. As Rachel Carson said, “Those who dwell, as scientists or 
laymen, among the beauties and mysteries of the earth, are never 
alone	or	weary	of	life.”	I	passionately	believe	every	person	deserves	
and needs the chance to interact with nature and wants to help make 
this a reality in my professional work.
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New Books at the Prairie Point Bookstore
By Carl Nollen, Bookstore Manager

Pollinators of Native Plants.  Attract, Observe and Identify Pollinators and Beneficial Insects With Native Plants, by Heather 
Holm, Pollination Press LLC, Minnetonka, Minnesota, 2014, soft cover, 306 pages, $24.95.  The author is a landscape designer and 
horticulturist who began to observe the diversity and quantity of the insects that visit native plants.  This book is important because all 
pollinators,	not	just	honeybees,	are	decreasing	due	to	disease	and	pesticides.		Here	is	“the	whole	picture.”		Bloom	time,	range,	habitat,	and	
characteristics	of	flowers	that	attract	pollinators.		The	fourth	chapter	is	85		pages	of	31	species	of	prairie	plants	and	their	insect	interactions.		
For	example,	butterfly	milkweed	has	4	pages	and	21	photos	of	insects	that	visit	this	one	species.		Other	chapters	feature	woodland	and	
wetland	edge	plants.		Other	chapters	cover	pollinator	conservation,	how	prescribed	burns	and	grazing	affect	the	many	beneficial	insects,	
providing nesting sties for native bees, and much more.  There are references, charts, a visual glossary of 24 bee genera, and a visual 
index covering 14 pages of 126 photos.  There are hundreds of color photos throughout this very attractive book.

The Fireflies Book,	by	Brett	Ortler,	Adventure	Publications,	Cambridge,	Minnesota,	2014,	soft	cover,	104	pages,	$9.95.		Fireflies	flashing	
at night are signs of summer, welcomed by kids or adults.  This pocket-size guide tells us there are about 150 species in North America 
and	they	glow	in	the	dark	to	attract	or	signal	a	mate.		Their	lantern	organs	are	explained,	but	how	fireflies	begin	and	control	their	lighting	
up is not yet clear.  Research into this bioluminescence only began in the 1950’s.  Blinking patterns vary according to species.  Like 
monarch	butterflies,	fireflies	are	one	of	the	few	insects	we	love.	Both	are	also	good	to	be	
noticed,	unlike	most	creatures	who	prefer	to	stay	hidden	or	camouflaged.		The	Great	Smoky	Mountains	National	Park	is	a	tourist	destination	
for its species which puts on a synchronized show.  Habitat loss, urban development, insecticides, and all our electric lights at night have 
contributed	to	declines	in	fireflies.		Fun	firefly	projects	suitable	for	all	ages	conclude	this	enjoyable	book.

A Field Guide to Your Own Back Yard, by John Hanson Mitchell, Countryman 
Press, Woodstock, Vermont, 2014, paperback, 288 pages, $18.95.  The photo 
of a chipmunk peeking out of a downspout on the cover of this book might 
invite you to look inside.  The author says you don’t have to get in your car to 
travel	somewhere	to	experience	nature;	you	might	find	it	in	your	back	yard.		
He is of the opinion there are eight seasons--not just four.  We know early 
March spring is much different than June spring, for example.  His narrative 
in eight chapters describes all kinds of life.  Did you know the groundhog 
is an excellent tree climber and eats lots of weeds?  Or that it piles earth 
from its den in front of  the entrance, whereas the chipmunk carries the dirt 
away?  Bark life, birds of the bark, insects that come out in a January thaw 
are	described.	 	Fireflies	need	 long	grass,	not	mowed	 lawns.	 	Black	 lights,	
bug	lights,	&	spray	trucks	along	city	streets	all	kill	more	beneficial	insects	
than mosquitoes.  Count the number of chirps a cricket sounds in 15 seconds, 
add 37, and you have the temperature.  Well done black and white drawings 
complement the many short essays.

Who Lives in Your Backyard?  Creating a Journal That Opens Your Eyes and Heart to Nature’s Nearby Wonders, by Susie 
Mottashed, Sketches From the Heart Publishing,  Boulder, Colorado, 2005, hardcover, 93 pages, $24.95.  The author’s favorite type of 
journal is hardbound and letter size (8 ½ x 11), and so, that’s what this book is.  She says, “Nature journaling is the sketching, identifying, 
and	record	keeping	of	birds	and	nature	in	general…It’s	a	great	way	to	bring	people	and	nature	together.”		And,	“You	don’t	have	to	be	
an	artist	or	have	any	drawing	experience	to	enjoy	this	activity!”		Just	do	it;	one	sketch	a	day	and	add	a	little	writing	to	it.	The	greatest	
gift to a student is understanding the importance of observation.  Take an intentional walk and then sit and see.  Capture a moment 
by entering other creatures’ lives.  Unstructured time will bring your hectic life into balance.  Most pages in this book are notes in the 
author’s handwriting and her sketches, some black & white, some color with her watercolor pencils.  I had not heard of this drawing 
instrument before.  

A Year of Iowa Nature, Discovering Where We Live, by Carl Kurtz, University of Iowa Press, Iowa City, Iowa, 2014, soft cover, 141 
pages,	$27.50.		Carl	lives	on	his	Marshall	County	farm,	and	is	well	known	as	a	“dean”	of	tall	grass	prairie	revival.		He	sends	a	weekly	
email to hundreds of recipients which include a photograph and a short narrative of the subject pictured.  This photo book is arranged 
monthly with 55 of his favorite subjects.  To pick out a few: the young foxes on the cover, the imaginary ice dancer, jack-in-the-pulpit 
close-up,	prairie	companions	showing	prairie	plants	with	their	stems	outlined	in	white	from	the	back	light	on	their	tiny	hairs,	goldfinch	
on its nest in a compass plant, and the prairie horizon, where he asks, “What value is there in an unobstructed prairie skyline.  What is 
a	view	really	worth?”
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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

William Temple Hornaday - Knoxville Boy and Wildlife Conservationist
By Carl Nollen, Bookstore Manager

     William T. Hornaday, more than any other person in America, 
saved the bison from extinction.  This now forgotten author, 
adventurer, explorer, zoo founder, museum builder, taxidermist, 
and crusader for all wildlife causes lived his childhood years in 
Knoxville, Iowa, just a short ways south of our Refuge
					He	was	born	December	1,	1854,	near	Plainfield,	Indiana.		Born	
into	a	blended	family,	he	had	five	half	brothers	and	one	half	sister.		
In 1863, the family moved to a 20 acre farm near Knoxville, a half 
mile west of the Square.  Now part of the city, the farm then was 
field	and	forest.		The	prairie	with	all	the	birds	and	animals	fascinated	
the young Hornaday.  Like all boys in that time, he learned to hunt 
and became a crack shot.  He had books to read at home and the 
Knoxville West grade school was nearby. But he was stubborn and 
independent.  His mother wrote, “Billy is an awful bad boy.  He 
knows how to hold his own in a quarrel as well as common boys 
do,	and	no	wonder,	for	he	has	a	great	sum	of	practice.”
     The parents endured bad health & Billy’s mother died in 1867, his 
father in 1869.  At the age of 14, he was an orphan.  He circulated 
among relatives in Indiana and Illinois.  At the age of 16 he was 
on	his	own	and	it	was	up	to	him	alone	to	figure	out	his	path	in	life.		
“It	was	the	will	of	Fate	that	I	should	figure	out	my	own	destiny	
and	choose	my	own	paths,	alone	and	to	a	great	extent	unaided.”
     In 1871 he enrolled at Oskaloosa College (the forerunner of 
William Penn College).  He was yet 16 and had no schooling 
beyond grade school.  He enjoyed his year there, and in 1872, 
enrolled at Iowa State College in Ames and spent two years there 
under the tutelage of Charles Bessey, a botanist well known yet 
this	day.		Taxidermy	was	his	favorite	field	of	study,	and	the	5	foot	
7 inch teenager could be seen roaming the campus or surrounding 
fields	with	his	shotgun.		Like	John	James	Audubon,	men	shot	birds	
and animals with their guns to get models.  In the fall of 1873 he 
jumped a the chance to become employed as a full time taxidermist 
by moving to Rochester, New York, and work at Ward’s Natural 
History Establishment.  This job led to Hornaday’s eagerness to 

become a world explorer, collecting animals for use as “stuffed 
animals”	for	museum	displays.		At	the	age	of	19	he	went	to	Cuba,	
and in 1875 to the jungles of South America.  The fearless young 
man spent two dangerous years alone in India, Malaya, Borneo, 
shooting hundreds of birds, reptiles, and mammals, skinning them, 
and sending many crates of hides and bones back to New York.  
On his return from Asia, he stopped in Iowa, welcomed by Professor 
Bessey, and gave several lectures there and in Des Moines about 
his experiences in Asia.  Hornaday was only age 24.  
     You might think Hornaday was a para-
dox.  How did an expert marksman and 
hunter become a wildlife conservationist 
who railed against hunters and hunting?  
At that time there was no thought of 
wildlife population decline.  Think about 
the billions of passenger pigeons who 
became extinct and millions of buffalo 
who almost became extinct.  
     In 1886 he was chief taxidermist for 
the U.S. National Museum in Washing-
ton, D.C., and found no decent bison 
specimens of any kind there.   He also 
concluded there were only about 800 
wild bison left in the wild.  Twenty 
years before there had been millions.  A systematic slaughter to 
drive the buffalo to extinction in order to get rid of the Indians on 
the plains was successful.  In order to have some bison for display 
in museums he would have to hurry before they were all gone.  
Shooting the last few rather than saving them!  An expedition to 
Montana	Territory	was	hastily	arranged	in	May	to	try	to	find	a	few.		
On	the	train,	he	was	told	by	two	army	officers	on	board,	the	buf-
falo	had	all	been	“shot	out.”		Hornaday	was	too	stubborn	to	give	
up.  Eighty miles northwest of Miles City, he and his three man 
expedition discovered a few.  They shot a bull, skinned it for the 

cont. on next page
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hide, and roped a calf which they took back to D.C. on a railroad 
baggage car.  In September he went back, hired a guide and two 
veteran cowboys.  From September 25 to December 15, they got 
22 buffalo, many of them taken by Hornaday.  
     Back in D.C. he had an epiphany.  How had humans so totally 
decimated millions of bison in just 20 years?  There must be cap-
tive breeding of endangered species.  He realized there were three 
stages	of	humanity’s	contact	with	nature.		In	the	first	stage,	native	
peoples and early explorers drew sustenance from the wild without 
causing lasting harm.  In the second, civilization began to conquer 
the wilderness by settlement and excess hunting which decimated 
species	and	caused	the	collapse	of	native	cultures.		In	the	final	stage,	
we awoke to remorse, the birth of conservation, and the impulse 
to save wildlife. 
     William T. Hornaday straddled all three of these epochs.  He laid 
out four strategic tasks for himself after this last great buffalo hunt.  
First,	to	create	a	magnificent	six-figure	habitat	group	for	display	at	
the National Museum.  The public couldn’t see living, breathing 
animals since there were no real zoos yet, so this reconstruction 
would be the next best thing.  His second task was to write an angry 
book about the history of buffalo slaughter.  The Extermination of 
the American Bison came out in 1899.  A reprint edition is available 
in our Refuge Bookstore.  The third task was to create a national zoo 
in Washington, D.C.  Fourth, a political organization was needed 
to draw attention to wildlife extinction.  Legislation was needed 
to create reserves in the West to bring back the bison.   This led to 
the	American	Bison	Society,	which	finally	became	official	in	1905,	
with Hornaday as president, and Theodore Roosevelt, who was 
President of the United States, as honorary president.  
     In December, 1887, Hornaday proposed that the Smithsonian 
Institution preserve the buffalo by breeding them in captivity.  Four 
bison were obtained from the Sioux Reservation in South Dakota.  
In 1890, the Washington Zoological Park was formed.  After a 
disagreement with the man in charge, he resigned and lived in Buf-
falo, New York, for six years, away from wildlife work.  In 1896 
he was offered a job as director of the newly formed New York 
Zoological	Park.		His	job	was	to	find	a	location	for	this	future	zoo	
in New York City, already a city of 1.8 million.  He found 300 acres 
of wilderness in the South Bronx and for the next three years was 
the on-site supervisor for the construction of America’s premier 
zoo.		On	November	8,	1899,	he	opened	the	gates	to	the	“millions,”	
a public zoo for everyone.  One of the most popular exhibits was a 
twenty-acre naturalistic enclosure with a small herd of several dozen 
bison.		But	captive	breeding	in	such	confinement	was	not	possible.		
The American Bison Society began raising money to establish a 
free-roaming herd.  The Wichita Mountains in southwest Oklahoma 
became the focus for this reserve.  President Roosevelt, friend of 
Hornaday, created the 60,800 acre Wichita National Game Reserve 
in 1905.  This land was also sacred to the Comanche Indians.  The 
Lacey Act was the authority for this federal act, named after John F. 
Lacey, Iowa Senator and defender of wildlife.  Fifteen bison were 
loaded off railroad cars.  They were a gift from Hornadays’ Bronx 
Zoo.  It was such an irony; animals being sent back to repopulate 
the Great Plains from which they had vanished had been sent 
from New York City.  The white men who had nearly destroyed 
the	buffalo	were	now	attempting	the	first	animal	reintroduction	in	
North American history.  Two calves were born within a month.  
By 1919, the American Bison Society had been directly involved 
with creating nine different bison herds across the U.S.  One of 

the most notable was the Montana National Reserve in western 
Montana.  Hornaday spearheaded a national campaign to raise the 
$10,000 needed to buy and fence 29 square miles, and buy bison 
from private holdings to seed the herd.
     Hornaday’s efforts with saving bison were a small part of his 
wildlife conservation activities.  He wrote many books and articles, 
and,	because	he	was	such	a	pioneer	in	this	field,	was	influential	and	
nationally known in his time. He constantly lobbied against exces-
sive hunting, and worked to save many other species from seals 
to egrets.  A mountain in Yellowstone National Park was named 
Hornaday Peak.  A plaque was installed on a boulder at Iowa State 
University’s library to honor this alumnus who did not graduate.  

Kristin Shaw and Grace Williams, Summer Biology Interns
Photo: Tenlea Turner
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“Like music and art, love of nature is a common language that can transcend political 
or social boundaries.”

This is a quote by former President Jimmy Carter. I thought it so represented the Concert 
on the Prairie, especially since our theme for the Concert was - Music, Art, Nature. It 
was great to see people from all walks of life, from several different states and lots of 
different communities in Iowa. 

The Friends are striving to expand awareness of the refuge and welcome your input.  
The Concert is one way, but I know there are many possible events and organizations 
that we could partner with too. If you were at the Concert and have any ideas about what 
we could do better, and also if you have any information on events or organizations, 
please let us know.
.    
The Friends could also use more volunteers in the Prairie Point Bookstore and at our 
special events. Please contact us if you would be interested in helping. As always, tell 
your friends and family about the refuge or invite them to come along with you the next 
time you visit. 
 
You can email us at: buffalo@tallgrass.org, or call me at (515)994-2918. Follow us on 
Facebook too!


