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lucas County birding Festival
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President

 The Friends participated in the Lucas County Bird-
ing Festival that was held May 5, 6 and 7 in Chariton. 
We had an information display about the Refuge and the 
Friends and offered birding books and other merchandise 
for sale. 
 Lucas County is home to two of Iowa’s Bird Con-
servation Areas – Stephens State Forest Lucas BCA and 
Stephens State Forest Thousand Acres BCA. Forests, 
grasslands and wetlands in Lucas County attract not 
only Iowa nesting birds, but also serve as an important 
stopover for many migratory birds.  
 There were 160 people in attendance at the festival, 

in addition to many volunteers that contributed their time and talents to make this a very successful event. Guided bird hikes 
were held each day, along with presentations and workshops, guest speakers, a special showing of the movie “The Big Year” 
and a banquet on Saturday night. Also, the Iowa DNR released two trumpeter swans at Pin Oak Marsh.    
	 On	the	field	trips,	a	total	of	153	species	were	identified.	All	the	birders,	from	beginners	to	experts,	were	impressed	with	
the many different birds seen. 
 Tom Dunkerton, Pro Staffer from Opticron had a large display of binoculars and spotting scopes that drew a lot of interest. 
Tom also conducted a workshop on how to choose and use birding optics and another workshop on bird photography. The 
profits	from	the	optics	that	Tom	sold	were	donated	to	the	Friends.	Thank	you,	Tom!	
Most the participants stopped by our booth and learned more about the Refuge. They were especially interested in the many 
unique species of birds found at Neal Smith NWR. Several  had visited the Refuge and commented on what a unique place it is. 
	 This	festival	is	a	great	event	and	proved	to	be	an	excellent	venue	to	spread	the	word	about	the	Refuge	and	all	it	offers.	
The Friends would like to thank Shirley Zylstra for helping staff the booth all weekend. Our volunteers are so vital in our 
outreach efforts like this festival.

optics seminar, bird walk, and Photography Presentation
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President

An optics seminar, bird walk and photography presentation will be held at 
the Refuge on Saturday, June 24, from 9:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m., presented by 
Tom	Dunkerton,	Pro	Staffer	 from	Opticron	Optics.	Tom	will	explain	how	
to choose and use various optics and will have a large variety of binoculars 
and spotting scopes for everyone to try.  A guided bird walk will be offered. 
After the walk, refreshments will be served and Tom will do a photography 
presentation. This event is free and open to everyone. Pre-registration would 
be appreciated. To register call Joan Van Gorp at 515/994-2918 or email: 
buffalo@tallgrass.org.   
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manager's Corner
By Scott Gilje, Refuge Manager

Holly Hallman

	 Spring	has	sprung!		Spring	is	my	favorite	time	of	the	year	
for many reasons – the changing of the seasons, everything 
turning green, and of course all the spring babies.  Every 
morning when I get up, I survey my pond and see it is teaming 
with life – frogs/toads, ducks, geese, and this year a family 
of beavers has taken up residence.  Sitting outside soaking 
up Nature enjoying a cup of coffee is what I enjoy.
 Life on the Refuge has also sprung.  The mowers are 
prepped and ready for another season of intense mowing 
since we were not able to conduct any controlled burns.  A 
new crop of interns and seasonal hires are on board getting 
ready	for	a	busy	field	season.		The	staff	at	Neal	Smith	seems	
to	have	a	little	extra	pep	in	their	step	as	they	prepare	for	what-
ever Mother Nature has to throw at them.  Plants are being 
propagated,	fields	are	being	planted,	plans	are	being	made,	
and	bison	calves	are	popping	up	like	daisies.		I	am	anxiously	
waiting	for	spring	flowers	to	take	over	the	Refuge.	But	before	
we	know	it,	fall	will	be	here	and	another	field	season	will	
come to a close.
 I want everyone to have a safe and enjoyable spring/
summer.  Watch out for poisonous plants, bees, snakes, or 
whatever makes your skin crawl.  And most importantly, 
watch out for each other and be safe.

My name is 
Holly Hallman and 
I can’t thank you 
enough for funding 
my Spring/Summer 
Visitor Services In-
ternship.  I am beyond 
excited	for	this	oppor-
tunity to gain valuable 
experience	 at	 such	 a	

beautiful Refuge where 
I	can	work	amongst	the	wildflowers	and	get	one	step	closer	
to a career in Environmental Education. This truly is the 
perfect internship for me, as I am an Iowa native who loves 
exploring	the	prairie.	I	also	want	to	inspire	the	next	genera-
tion to realize their connection with nature, which I hope will 
result in action to help protect our valuable natural resources. 

I graduated from Iowa State University in 2015, with 
a Bachelors Degree in Environmental Science. Since then I 
have completed an internship through the Madison County 
Soil and Water Conservation District, where I learned how 
employees of the USDA, NRCS, and local Soil and Water 
Conservation District work diligently and cohesively to help 
landowners protect the land. I have also completed an Ameri-
Corps term through the Iowa DNR at the State Forest Nursery 
where I assisted in planting, harvesting, and grading Iowa 
native trees and shrubs to be used for conservation purposes 
as well as collecting and cleaning seed. I have also been an 
intern for Food and Water Watch in Des Moines. They are a 
non-profit	activist	group	that	stands	up	to	corporations	that	
put	profits	before	people,	while	advocating	for	a	democracy	
that improves people’s lives and protects our environment. 
In addition I have worked at an organic farm in Minburn, 
IA called the Small Potatoes Farm, as well as Iowa Outdoor 
Products where I worked at the garden center and assisted 
the landscaping crew. These various jobs have allowed me 
to	experiment	with	many	career	paths	that	have	led	me	here,	
where I now know the best way to apply my degree. Envi-
ronmental Education is meant for me. 
 In my free time I love to dance, check out live music, 
explore	the	great	outdoors,	and	take	care	of	my	expanding	
plant family. All things considered I believe I live a wonderful 
life in Des Moines with my boyfriend of 5 years – Josh, and 
our cat Leo. I think the best part of it all is that I can’t predict 
where my life is going to take me, but I know my time at the 
Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge will only be a positive 
one.

Youth Conservation Corps
By Jacob Mortensen, 

 At Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge, the 8 week Youth 
Conservation Corps (YCC) program helps tremendously with main-
taining and enhancing the Refuge in ways that may otherwise not 
be achieved.  The four enrollees work around the Refuge removing 
invasive species from sensitive areas, maintaining and improving 
trails, clearing barbed wire from old boundary lines, planting prai-
rie plants and a wide variety of other activities. In previous years, 
YCC	has	also	completed	projects	such	as	the	butterfly	garden	and	
the new kiosk along the entry road. Tasks vary throughout the 
season to provide enrollees with the opportunity to see the type of 
work different departments do here at the Refuge and gain a larger 
understanding of what it means to work in conservation. 

 Beyond just receiving a paycheck, YCC participants get to 
explore	the	field	of	conservation,	learn	about	Iowa’s	ecosystems,	
and hopeful make lasting friendships. This is important for the 
students as they prepare for college and decide whether work in 
conservation is for them, but at the very least they will end up with 
an	interesting	experience	to	write	about	for	a	college	essay.	

 Although the participants for Youth Conservation Corps program 
have already been selected for this year, the Refuge could always 
use volunteers to do the same type of work. Students that are inter-
ested in participating and will be 15-18 years old, are encouraged 
to	apply	for	the	YCC	program	next	spring.
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what's happening this summer?
By Doreen Van Ryswyk, Secretary

Nature Tots
Saturday, June 3, Froggy's Best Friend
Saturday, July 1, All About Dirt
Saturday, August 6, Lucky Little Bison
Children	ages	3-5	are	invited	to	bring	their	favorite	adult	to	
join	us	from	10:30	a.m.	to	11:30	a.m.,	as	we	read	stories,	go	
outside,	make	nature	crafts,	and	much	more!		Pre-registration 
is required. 
Second Saturday
Saturday, June 10
Saturday, July 8
Saturday, August 12
Interested in giving back to the environment and the prairie? 
Volunteer days occur on the Second Saturday of each month 
from	9:00	a.m.	to	12:00	p.m.	Call	515-994-3400	or	email	
Nancy_Corona@fws.gov	if	you	are	interested	in	joining!
Sunday Scientists
Sunday, June 18, Furs and Feathers
Sunday, July 16, Seeds in the Wind
Sunday, August 20, Birds Butterflies and Blooms
Children ages 6-10 and their favorite adult are invited to 
become	a	scientist	for	a	day!	Join	a	ranger	to	study	science	
in	nature,	conduct	experiments,	and	search	for	wildlife	up	
close.Pre-registration is required.
Summer Photo Hikes
Saturday, June 17, 6:00 a.m. - 8:00 a.m.
Sunday, July 16, 7:00 p.m. - 9:00 p.m.
Saturday, August 19, 6:00 a.m. - 8:00 a.m.
Photographers of all skill levels and using all camera types 
are invited to photograph the summer prairie on a ranger-
led walk. All photographers will also have the opportunity 
to	 exhibit	 their	work	 in	 our	 art	 gallery	 in	November	 and	
December.	Pre-registration	is	requested.	Call	515/994-3400	
or email Doreen_vanryswyk@fws.gov.

Prairie Wildflower Walks
Saturday, June 17
Saturday, July 8
Saturday, August 19
Join volunteer naturalists for a guided walk along the Over-
look	Trail	and	learn	about	wildlife,	wildflowers,	and	refuge	
management.	 All	 Wildflower	 Walks	 begin	 at	 10:00	 a.m.	
Recommended for adults and children age 12 and over. Pre-
registration is required.

Naturalist Programs
Bison and Elk Walk and Talk
Sunday, June 4 at 1:30 p.m.
Take a guided hike along the Overlook Trail to learn about 

our national mammal, the American Bison, as well as the ma-
jestic elk. Learn about their histories, uses, management, and 
recovery while having the opportunity to observe the herds.

Pollinator Party for Kids
Saturday, June 24, 1:30 p.m.
Celebrate National Pollinator Week by joining us for a pol-
linator program for children ages 6-10 and their favorite adult. 
Listen to a story about pollinators, take a walk in search of 
them, and make a craft.

Butterfly Encounters
Saturday, July 1, 10:00 a.m.
Join	a	naturalist	on	a	nature	walk	in	search	of	butterflies	on	
the	prairie.	Learn	techniques	for	identifying	butterflies	while	
enjoying the summer prairie. Recommended for adults and 
children ages 10 and older. Children must be accomapnied 
by an adult.

What Lies Beneath
Sunday, July 2, 1:30 p.m.
Experience	the	tallgrass	prairie	first	hand	by	taking	a	guided	
walk along the Overlook Trail. Learn about the geology be-
hind Iowa's fertile soil and the network of plant and animal 
life it supports.

Prairie Discovery Walk
Saturday, July 22, 1:00 p.m.
Join a naturalist for a guided nature walk along the Overlook 
Trail	and	learn	about	wildlife,	wildflowers	and	management	
of the Refuge. See the prairie in bloom, watch for birds and 
butterflies,	and	learn	about	the	bison	and	elk	herds.

First Settlers of Iowa
Sunday, August 6, 1:30 p.m.
Walk the Oak Savanna Trail with a ranger to learn about this 
endangered	habitat	and	the	first	settlers	that	made	it	their	home.

Join us for bison Day 2017

Mark your calendars for the Refuge’s annual free Bison Day Family 
Festival scheduled for Saturday, August 5, from 9:00 am to 2:00 pm.  
There will be lots of fun activities for the whole family including live 
music,	archery,	games,	crafts,	weaving	and	rope-making!	  Blank 
Park Zoo will be on hand displaying native animals, and Iowa State 
University’s Wildlife Care Clinic will present rehabilitated hawks 
and owls.  Take a narrated bus tour through the bison enclosure 
to learn about the tallgrass prairie, refuge management, and to see 
and learn about the bison and elk herds.  Don’t forget to participate 
in	the	bison	chip	throwing	contest!		A	bison	burger	lunch	will	be	
available for purchase.  Call 515-994-3400 for information.

By Nancy Corona, Visitor Services Manager
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Caitlin ryan wesley gant

Friends' grant

 My name is Caitlin Ryan, 
and for those who frequent 
Neal Smith NWR, I have 
become a familiar face over 
the past nine months. After 
completing an environmental 
education and visitor service 
internship, I was chosen for 
the spring biology internship, 
which	I	am	finishing	this	May.	
If you have seen pictures of 
the overwhelming number of 
seedling trays and plant plugs, 
you have seen a majority of my 
work these past few months. I 
have learned a lot about plant 
propagation and have been 
able to participate in wildlife 

surveys, visitor services events, and outdoor restoration 
work as well. Being a rotating intern, I have had a great 
opportunity to see many aspects of achieving conservation 
goals and making a place like Neal Smith NWR into a high 
quality tallgrass prairie ecosystem.  Working with the wonder-
ful staff, volunteers, and visitors here has been a formative 
experience.	The	knowledge	I	have	gained	will	be	vital	as	I	
continue in my career in restoration. While I am sad to leave 
such	a	wonderful	place	with	amazing	people,	I	am	excited	to	
continue on my journey to Wyoming, where I will be working 
as	a	Wildlife	Biologist	for	five	months,	primarily	assessing	
sage	grouse	habitat.	While	I	am	moving	over	13	hours	away	
from Iowa, I am certain I will be back around sometime in 
the	future	to	visit! 

Hi!	My	name	is	Wesley	Gant.	I	grew	up	in	North	Carolina	
and still call it home even though I have had many homes and 
continue	to	find	more.	I	am	a	graduate	of	Ole	miss	(The	Univer-
sity of Mississippi) with a BA in Liberal Arts. After fumbling 
around for a few months after college, I eventually found my 
way into a very interesting conservation career. In the past 12 
years, I’ve held jobs with multiple agencies at sites from the 
Atlantic	to	the	Pacific.	Iowa	will	be	my	15th	state.	Most	of	
that time has 
been spent 
in the Na-
tional Park 
Service as 
an Interpre-
tive Ranger 
e d u c a t i n g 
the public on 
everything 
from Pale-
ontology to 
the ongoing 
movement of 
Civil Rights.
One	of	my	first	jobs	out	of	college	was	with	the	U.S.	Fish	and	
Wildlife Service at the Wichita Mountains National Wildlife 
Refuge assisting with education and animal management, 
including bison, elk, and deer. This winter, I chose to diver-
sify my resume and look into how I could broaden my work 
experiences	and	learn	more	about	the	world.	I	spent	part	of	
November working for N/a’an ku sê Foundation Wildlife 
Sanctuary in Namibia working with African Wildlife. I had 
just returned from Annapurna Conservation Area in Nepal, 
where I had been assisting with animal and plant surveys 
when I got the call from Neal Smith NWR. After an inter-
view, in which Nancy Corona got the unabridged version of 
this article, I was offered a chance to return to the Fish and 
Wildlife Service. After a brief conversation with Wampus 
and Kephart, my two dogs, we loaded the truck and trailer 
and	started	calling	Iowa	home	on	May	3.

Editor's Note: Wesley started at the Refuge on May 3 as a temporary 
Refuge Ranger. 

The Friends have just learned the Prairie Meadows Board 
of Directors has awarded a Community Betterment Grant to 
the Friends of Neal Smith NWR in the amount of $10,000 
to Mitigate School Transportation Costs. This award will 
be used to support school busing for education and projects 
related to environmental education conducted at the Prairie 
Learning	Center	through	the	next	school	year.	We	thank	the	
Board of Prairie Meadows and its Advisory Committee for 
the award which will insure continuation and development 
of	the	very	find	academic	programs	for	the	children	who	will	
now have a better opportunity to visit the Refuge with their 
classmates and teachers.

By Jim Johnson, Friends board member
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Iowa environmental lobby Day
By Sharon Tinker, Friends' Government Liason

Joan Van Gorp and Sharon Tinker represented the Friends at Environmental Lobby Day at the Iowa State Capitol on 
March	29.		The	lobby	day	was	organized	by	the	Iowa	Environmental	Council	and	had	26	exhibiting	organizations	lobby-
ing for clean water, healthy land, and continued clean energy leadership in Iowa.  The Friends’ key messages for our state 
legislators were:

•	 support cooperation among federal, state, county, and 
local	government	agencies	and	non-profit	organiza-
tions to establish contiguous wildlife corridors and 
recreation areas

•	 visit the refuge and attend a refuge activity to show 
their support for preserving wildlife habitat and con-
servation

A common topic for discussion was funding the Natural Re-
sources and Outdoor Recreation Trust Fund.  Iowa voters ap-
proved	creation	of	the	fund	in	2010	and	the	next	3/8¢	Iowa	state	sales	tax	increase	will	fund	the	trust	fund.		The	trust	fund	
will	generate	approximately	$180	million	per	year	when	filled,	according	to	Joe	McGovern,	President	of	the	Iowa	Natural	
Heritage Foundation.  The formula for trust fund allocations is shown in the pie chart below.

All of these allocation categories are consistent with the objective of developing contiguous wildlife corridors and recre-
ation areas that include the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.
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The power of a Friends group is its members.  Please support this all volunteer, non-profit organization with your tax-
deductible gift and be a part of the learning, growing and discovery happening at the Neal smith National wildlife refuge 
every day.  Thank you!

____$25 -- big bluestem Friend  ____$50 -- bison buddy    
____$100 -- savanna 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 Neal smith National wildlife refuge, Po box 114, Prairie City, Iowa  50228  

Come grow with us

Prairie Point Nature store
By Gail Turner, Nature Store Manager

We have added some great new products in the Prairie Point Nature Store 
to help you enjoy the outdoors this summer. For those that enjoy hiking, we 
are carrying walking sticks in a wide variety of sizes and styles made from 
hickory and sassafras. To adorn those walking sticks, we have colorful new 
Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge walking stick medallions. We have also 
stocked up on summer hats to help you stay comfortable while you hike in the 
warm Iowa sunshine.
Another great product for the nature lover we recently added to the store is 
Opticron	Binoculars.	We	are	carrying	five	different	styles	in	a	variety	of	prices.	
We have them on display for you to try them out—you’ll be amazed at how 
powerful yet compact they are.
Be sure to visit the Nature Store often since we are continually introducing 
new books and other products. The Nature Store is run entirely by volunteers 
which	means	100%	of	the	proceeds	are	used	to	benefit	the	Neal	Smith	National	
Wildlife	Refuge.	We	appreciate	your	support!
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Seasons of Wellbeing on the Prairie Retreats 
If you have been looking for an opportunity to connect to nature and make time for yourself –	this	is	the	experience	
that	will	provide	it	–	and	so	much	more.	All	just	a	short	drive	from	Des	Moines!	
Learn tools and strategies to reduce stress, increase a healthy balance and live from a place of mindfulness all 
while connecting to the amazing prairie at the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge. 
There will be four day retreats offered that align with the seasons on the prairie. You are welcome to attend and enjoy 
just one day, or all the retreats.
You	decide	what	feels	right	and	fits	into	your	schedule.	

All retreats are from 10:00am – 3:00pm. The dates and themes are: 

Summer: Saturday, July 8, 2017 “The Nature Connection of Wellbeing” 
Fall: Saturday, October 7, 2017 “The Mindfulness of Wellbeing” 
Winter: Saturday, February 10, 2018 “The Balance of Wellbeing” 
Spring: Saturday, April 14, 2018 “The Gifts of Wellbeing” 

Whether you sign up for the year-long experience or a day retreat – all options will include monthly e-updates with 
additional information, tools, resources and what is happening at Neal Smith NWR. 
Registration options include individual retreats or the full year. 
For more information; go to Heartland Wellbeing Institute at http://www.heartlandwellbeinginstitute.org 
The Heartland Wellbeing Institute is working with staff and the Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge to de-
velop this new opportunity. 

Heartland Wellbeing InstituteTM 
Create, Educate, Connect (Division of 2 Consulting, Inc

earth Day 2017 a success!
By Nancy Corona, Visitor Services Specialist

Thanks	to	the	tremendous	support	from	volunteers,	the	Refuge’s	annual	Earth	Day	Event	was	a	grand	slam!	155	plus	vol-
unteers completed an array of projects.  Several scout troops participated in a variety of tasks including seeding the entry 
road, transplanting native prairie seedlings, making seed bombs, and recycling seed trash back to the prairie.  Seed trash is 
accumulated during the winter as volunteers clean seeds to prepare them for planting in the Refuge’s greenhouse.  Seed bombs 
are	balls	formed	from	a	mix	of	clay,	soil,	and	native	prairie	seeds.		The	seed	bombs	were	given	to	bicyclists	to	throw	into	
the prairie as they bicycled along the entry road during the Refuge’s Pedal the Prairie Event.  Des Moines Area Community 
College volunteers came out in force and planted 2,500 
seedlings along the Overlook Trail, diversifying an area 
that was mowed to get rid of invasive white sweet clover.  
Additionally, 84 tires were removed and taken to Metro 
Waste for recycling.  Metro Waste provided the Refuge 
a grant for free recycling of the tires.  And to top it off, 
volunteers	transplanted	3,500	prairie	seedlings.	As	a	thank	
you for the volunteers’ hard work and accomplishments, 
Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge sponsored 
a free lunch.  All in all, the day was a great success thanks 
to our volunteers, partners, staff, and event coordinator, 
Wildlife	Refuge	Specialist	Rick	Hager!			
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President's message
By Joan Van Gorp
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The Friends of NSNWR applied for the Friends Partnership Mentoring Program 
earlier this year and are very pleased to say, we were accepted into this important 
program.
As	explained	by	Joanna	Webb,	National	Friends/Partnership	Coordinator	of	the	
National Wildlife Refuge System, the Friends Mentoring program is an outstanding 
partnership support program that offers peer-to-peer coaching for Friends organi-
zations and their respective Service partners. The goal is to help the partnership 
flourish	and	sustain	success.	
A	pair	of	mentors,	with	strong	Friends	partnership	experience,	will	be	traveling	to	
the Refuge later this year for a two-day coaching session.  All the Friends board 
members and some Refuge staff will take part in these sessions. 
With our participation in the Mentoring Program, we are looking for ways to 
strengthen and grow the Friends of NSNWR to better support the Refuge and staff. 
We also will be focusing on increasing our membership, to include more active, 
participating members and developing a strong Friends volunteer base.   
We want to keep growing and moving forward and the Mentors will be able to 
provide	expert	 input	 in	 this	valuable	endeavor.	 	As	 this	develops,	we	will	keep	
everyone informed of our plans.


