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bison Day 2015 - a supersize success!
By Brianna Patrick, Visitor Services Specialist

 On Saturday, August 1, Neal Smith NWR celebrated our an-
nual Bison Day event. Exhibitors provided visitors with hands-on 
experiences including rope-making and flint-knapping. Participants 
also enjoyed games, crafts, weaving demonstrations and music 
from the Iowa Friends of Old Time Music.
 Despite the road construction and detours, over 600 visitors 
attended, making this the biggest Refuge event to date! Every last 
bison burger, hamburger, and hot dog sold out. The Friends of Neal 
Smith NWR saw overwhelming sales from food and bookstore 
merchandise!
 Best of all, a large portion of folks who attended were first time 
visitors and expressed their excitement about discovering the event 
and just the Refuge itself. Thank you to all those who attended 
and helped make Bison Day possible by volunteering their time on 
Saturday, helping with preparation in advance, sharing ideas, and 
simply providing support. The Refuge staff appreciate your help 
and willingness to adjust and pitch in wherever needed to make 
the day enjoyable for visitors!

On Saturday, September 
12, Neal Smith National 
Wildlife Refuge hosted 
“Monarch Madness”, 
an annual event that 
brings together members 
of the community to 
tag migrating monarch 
butterflies. This year’s 
event was a huge 
success!

Neal Smith NWR staff 
welcomed a whopping 
1 4 0  s t e w a r d s h i p 
volunteers! They packed 
the conference room 

and listened to Brianna Patrick, Visitor Services Specialist, give 
a presentation about why and how the Refuge and its volunteers 
should catch and tag monarchs. She explained that monarchs should 
be handled with care and that tagging monarchs provide researchers 
with more information about the migration routes they follow and 
how factors like weather may influence their migration and survival. 

After the talk, stewardship volunteers split into groups and searched 
different areas of the Refuge for monarchs. Fortunately, monarchs 
were migrating through and volunteers were busy! Monarchs were 
easy to find, busily feeding and preparing for their fall migration. 
Volunteers of all ages captured monarchs and triumphantly emerged 
from the sea of grasses to present their prize to the Rangers. Rangers 
would then tag the monarch with a small sticker on its hindwing. 
With the help of experienced volunteers, the Rangers would also 
record the date, capturer’s full name, & the sex of the monarch. 
Lastly, the Ranger would place the butterfly on the volunteer’s 
hand to be released.

In just an hour of work, 140 monarchs were tagged! Neal Smith 
NWR would like to thank the volunteers who came in droves to 
dedicate their time, energy, and efforts toward scientific research 
about monarchs. Their combined efforts made “Monarch Madness” 
a thrilling, fun, and rewarding experience for all involved.

monarch madness 2015
By Brianna Patrick, Visitor Services Specialist
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emily martin, summer biology intern

Hello! I’m Emily Martin, and I hail from Fort Dodge, 
IA. I had the honor of being a biology intern for the summer at 
Neal Smith. Currently, I am working my way toward a Bachelor of 
Science degree in Environmental Science with a minor in Biology 
at Iowa State University. I will be graduating this December and 
moving on to earn my Master of Science degree in the Sustainable 
Agriculture program starting in the spring of 2016 at ISU. My 
research will focus on waste management from Iowa farmers and 
industry, especially involving water quality issues.
 I wish I could share every moment at Neal Smith with you all, 
but I can only share the best memories. The thing people almost 
always ask me about first is the bison. Every week we drove around 
their enclosure counting the calves and adults, which became nearly 
impossible as the prairie grew taller and taller through the end of 
the summer. One week, the bison were feeling particularly hungry 
for their mineral blocks and began running after our truck. From 
big bulls to calves born only a few weeks prior, every bison chased 
us slowly through the prairie. The sight of over 40 bison bobbing 
up and down made everyone in the truck crack up laughing. I also 
remember the day we collected bison fecal samples, something I 
get a kick out of telling people, who mostly say “ew” and ask why 
I did it. There is something surprisingly fun about chasing around 
a herd of bison, then cheering and jumping out with a little scoop 
every time one lifted their tail.
 But there is much more to Neal Smith than the bison. My favorite 
moments during my internship were when all fell quiet, and we 
were standing out in the middle of a diverse prairie, listening to 
the singing birds, chirping crickets, bees buzzing past our heads, 
the wind rustling the plants, and every other creature that graced 
us with their presence. There is something about Iowa tallgrass 
prairie that makes you feel renewed and connected to the natural 
world again. I can still hear the sounds of the prairie as I fall asleep, 
and I long to go back for another visit. I was lucky enough to 
watch the sunrise on the prairie one morning while helping Karen 
Viste-Sparkman with bird surveys. My breath was taken away at 
the absolute beauty of the way the sun shines and reflects through 
the morning dew clinging to the Spiderwort petals and the leaves 
of Big Bluestem. I also got to experience the sunset on the prairie 
during the nights we did frog call surveys. There is something stoic 
about the way plants stand tall in the moonlight as the frogs call 
and the Henslow’s Sparrows quietly sing all around you.
 I feel so thankful for the varied activities I was able to partici-
pate in; no two weeks are the same at Neal Smith. Like the prairie 
changes throughout the summer, so did this internship, and so did 
I. A few of my favorite activities included bee surveys, vegeta-
tion surveys, bison counts, seed collection, seed cleaning, sowing 
seeds, planting seedlings, caring for the greenhouses, transplanting 
seedlings, using the GPS, and so much more. Getting to help with 
and experience the Concert on the Prairie was not only magical, 
but extremely fun. I am thankful to the Friends group for giving 
me the opportunity to attend the Iowa Prairie Conference, which 
allowed me to meet other people who are just as enthusiastic about 
Iowa prairie as I am. 

 I am so unbelievably thankful for this opportunity from Neal 
Smith and the Friends group.  I have grown so much as a person 
and professionally from my time as biology intern. I cannot express 
enough how much I have learned about the environment from Karen 
and so many other people at Neal Smith. I will be back again often 
to continue the invaluable work being done, and I hope to see you 
all there working alongside me. 

bookstore volunteers needed!
 The Prairie Point Bookstore is in need of volunteers to staff the 
bookstore and  the information desk in the Prairie Learning and 
Visitor Center.  Volunteers will take on a regular, weekly position.  
Currently, we need volunteers for Monday and Wednesday afternoon 
shifts, from 12:30-4 p.m., but other shifts may also be available.  
Weekend substitutes are needed as well.
 This position offers a unique opportunity to serve the commu-
nity and visitors from around the globe by greeting and orienting 
them to the Refuge, answering basic questions, and talking with 
our guests.  If you like to help people while learning more about 
Iowa’s natural heritage, this is a great chance to do so right here in 
our community!
 Information desk volunteers must also sign up as volunteers with 
the Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge, a non-profit 
that supports refuge work.  The Prairie Point Bookstore, a large 
source of funds for the Friends, is located at the refuge informa-
tion desk and volunteers also make sales and keep the store tidy 
on behalf of the Friends.
 Volunteers of all ages and backgrounds are welcome and no 
experience or special knowledge is necessary.  We provide training 
and orientation, and a staff member is always present to help and 
to answer questions.  
 To learn more or to give this opportunity a try alongside another 
volunteer, contact the Refuge’s Volunteer Coordinator, Megan 
Wandag, at 515-994-3400 or megan_wandag@fws.gov.

Summer Interns, left to right: Ryan Yordanoff, Janean Stewart, Brooke Rogers, 
Rachel Haindfield and Emily Martin.



  3

Fall public programs
By Megan Wandag, Volunteer Coordinator

Fall has arrived at Neal Smith NWR, and with it, changes in 
plant and animal life and an array of programs to highlight 
them.  It is the season of yellow, with sunflowers, goldenrod, tall 
coreopsis, evening primrose, and many other flowers blooming 
in great swaths across the prairie.  Big bluestem and Indian grass 
have turned a wonderful shade of purple.  In almost no time at 
all, fall will make all the grasses and plants turn golden.  Mon-
archs are also migrating through, along with some sparrows 
and longspurs, while other birds such as northern harriers and 
short-eared owls are just beginning to arrive at their “warm” 
winter home.  Fall is one of the most beautiful seasons on the 
prairie.   Come make your own fall discoveries at Neal Smith 
NWR during our FREE public programs!

Nature Tots
Children ages 3 to 5 years old are invited to bring their favor-
ite adult for a Nature Tots program. Nature Tots is a ranger-led 
program, one that occurs one Saturday per month from 10:30 
a.m. to 11:30 a.m. It focuses on using discovery and hands-on 
learning to explore exciting nature topics!  

Upcoming program dates: 

Saturday, October 3: Lovely 
Leaves – Learn more about 
the wonders of fall leaves, 
and explore the prairie and 
oak savanna to find your 
favorites!

Saturday, November 7: Win-
ter Sleepers – It’s winter and all is quiet, but lots of activity is 
taking place. Animals are preparing for winter’s long nap - learn 
what they do and where they hide!

Family Fun Hikes
Are you ready to get outside and enjoy fall weather doing some-
thing that the whole family can enjoy?  Join our special ranger-
led Family Fun Hikes, from 2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m., one Sunday 
per month for family oriented, outdoor adventures.  

Upcoming program dates:

Sunday, October 25: 
The Power of Seeds – 
Just how much power 
does one seed have? Join 
Ranger Bri in exploring 
the prairie to discover the 
secrets behind the seeds.

Sunday, November 
15:  Winter on the 
Way  – See how the plants and animals of the prairie prepare 
for winter and what they need to survive!
 
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 encouraged.  This is to ensure that the Refuge has 
enough materials and personnel to provide the best experience for 
you. You can register by contacting Brianna Patrick at brianna_pat-
rick@fws.gov or 515-994-3400.  For further information about 
these programs, please check out our website at http://www.fws.
gov/refuge/neal_smith.   We hope to see you this fall!

 The exhibits in the “Ding” Darling Art Gallery at the Refuge are 
on a schedule that changes every one to two months. The exhibit for 
September and October is a photography exhibit by Cindy Skeie. 
She does wonderful things with a macro lens, so much so that you 
will have trouble knowing what you are seeing. The pieces that 
she has in the Gallery are for sale, but you can see more images, 
as well as other items, on her website: www.skeiescapes.com. 
 In November, there will be photos from people who participated 
in our seasonal photo hikes. There will be a reception for the pho-
tographers on Saturday, November 7, from 1:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 
in the Gallery. 
 The artist for December and January is Sara Kramer, a land-
scape photographer who also teaches kindergarten at the Prairie 
City Elementary School. 
We are always looking for new exhibitors for the gallery. So if you 
are an artist of any kind, call the Refuge to see what is available.

skeiescapes by Cindy skeie
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rachel Haindfield, summer biology intern Janean stewart, vegetation mgmt. intern

 My name is Rachel 
Haindfield, and I just 
finished my position 
as a summer 2015 
Biology Intern at Neal 
Smith National Wild-
life Refuge. I am origi-
nally from Decorah, 
IA – a beautiful part of 
Northeast Iowa filled 
with bike trails, trout 

streams, and limestone 
bluffs. I am currently a senior at Drake University, where I am 
studying Mathematics and Environmental Science. I love to spend 
time outdoors, whether it’s kayaking, fishing, hiking, or biking. I 
was very excited to start in May working with the Refuge’s Wildlife 
Biologist, Karen Viste-Sparkman, and I have learned far more than 
I ever anticipated over this summer. 
 Throughout my internship, I have helped with various jobs in-
cluding seed collection, wildlife monitoring, vegetation sampling, 
and caring for plants in the greenhouse. My favorite experiences 
include assisting with bison surveys, as well as seeing a wide variety 
of plants, animals, and insects. I saw something new every day, 
whether it was scaly blazing star, a couple of badgers, elk calves, 
or hundreds of various insects! The Refuge has also put on many 
unique and fun events that I participated in. I loved being able to 
help out at Concert on the Prairie, Bison Days, and the People 
for Pollinators booth at the Des Moines Farmer’s Market. I also 
attended the Iowa Prairie Conference in Cedar Falls where I was 
able to expand my knowledge and understanding of Iowa prairies 
and their crucial function in Iowa’s landscape. None of this would 
have been possible for me without the assistance and support of 
the Friends group.
 The experience and knowledge that I’ve gained this summer 
has been phenomenal. I am very interested in biostatistics, but am 
keeping my options open to various careers.  As I move forward 
with my education, I will remember Neal Smith National Wildlife 
Refuge as a very important stepping stone. I can’t wait to come 
back and participate in volunteer events. The Refuge is an incred-
ible place that many can, and do, enjoy. I want to thank all of the 
employees, volunteers, and Friends group for absolutely everything 
you do!

My name is Janean Stewart. 
I am a Vegetation Management intern 
for Rick Hager. I am a student at 
Hawkeye Community College where 
I am majoring in Natural Resources 
Management. I love working outside 
on the prairie. We cut, mowed, 
chopped, sprayed and pulled to 
manage the invasive species here at 
Neal Smith NWR. I have learned some 
new prairie plants this summer. I also 
learned that there is always work to be 
done on the prairie and that anything 
that you do, big or small, to help the 
prairie matters. I also use GPS to find 
and mark the invasive species that 
we have treated. I have worked at 
maintaining the trails at Neal Smith 
NWR. I also have worked with the 

milkweed pollinators program where 
we have planted milkweeds at the Blank Park Zoo, Wells Fargo 
Offices, Jasper County Conversation Board Park, Army Corps of 
Engineers, to help the monarch butterfly comeback. While I have 
been at Neal Smith, I participated in ATU & UTV training and 
renewed my pack test for wild land fires so I can do controlled 
burns. I helped at Concert on the Prairie and Bison Day and had a 
good time. I would like to thank the Friends and staff of Neal Smith 
National Wildlife Refuge for providing me with the opportunities 
that I have had this summer.

ryan Yordanoff, vegetation mgmt. intern
 My name is Ryan Yordanoff and I work 
for Rick Hager through a vegetation 
management internship at Neal Smith.  
I am currently a sophomore at the Uni-
versity of Iowa studying Environmental 
Science.  This internship has met and 
exceeded my expectations.  I have 
learned a great deal about myself and 
about wildlife vegetation throughout this 
internship.  I have experienced a wide 
variety of duties that range from pulling 
sweet clover to planting milkweed at the 
Blank Park Zoo.  Every day I am appre-

ciative to have the opportunity to experience the beautiful prairie at 
Neal Smith.  I will look forward to coming back in the future and 
watching the refuge develop and grow.  I would like to thank the 
Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge for making this 
opportunity possible and for being such a great organization.
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New books at the Prairie Point bookstore
By Carl Nollen, Bookstore Manager

Wildflowers And Other Plants of Iowa Wetlands, 2nd ed., by Sylvan T. Runkel, and Dean M. Roosa, photographs and additional text 
by Thomas Rosburg, University of Iowa Press, 2015, soft cover, 376 pages, $35.00.  This classic was originally published in 1999 in a 
much smaller and oblong format.  All photographs are new.  The full page closeups present some beautiful views of some flowers such 
as jewelweed, germander, and Riddell’s goldenrod.  There are few views of the whole plant. Plants are presented by habitat, then refined 
by habit or taxonomic group.  How pioneers and native Americans used these plants adds interest to the text, and wildlife uses today are 
also given in this account of more than 150 species.  Many plants presented here are not as familiar as those in the previously updated 
Wildflowers of the Tallgrass Prairie and Wildflowers of Iowa Woodlands, because it is easier to botanize in a prairie or in the woods than 
getting your feet wet in a wetland.  Yesterday’s wastelands are now being saved as floodplain wetlands and prairie potholes.  All kinds 
of wetland habits are explained and pictured, such as bogs, fens, seeps, oxbows, marshes, ephemeral ponds, sedge meadows, and even 
farm ponds.   Ferns, trees, and a few weeds are included.  
Hungry Coyote, by Cheryl Blackford with illustration by Laurie Caple, by the Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2015, hardcover, 32 
pages, $16.95.  It must be unusual for a historical society to publish a juvenile fiction book such as this.  This 10 ¼” square book with 
full color artwork on every page will get your attention because of its size.  The lifelike illustrations follow an urban coyote throughout 
the seasons as it hunts.  Coyotes will eat just about anything and the author aims to show us that they live not just on prairies, in forests, 
or on farmland, but right under our noses in cities, too.  
If I Never Forever Endeavor, by Holly Meade, Candlewick Press, 2011, 
hardcover, 32 pages, $15.99.  
A fledgling bird worries whether it will fail if it tries flying.  “On the 
one wing I could try and find that I flap and I flail, look foolish and fail.  
On the other wing, I could try and take flight--friends of a feather I say 
endeavor and fly!”  This book is about making a decision and possible 
glory, possible failure.  
Bugs By the Numbers, by Sharon Werner and Sarah Forss, Blue Apple 
Books, 2011, hardcover, 64 pages $19.99. This large size book features 23 
insects pictured in silhouettes of hundreds of numbers.  This typographic 
trip will wow design fans.  For example, the number 20 is used to picture 
the grasshopper because it can leap 20 inches.  Hundreds of “20’s” make 
the picture.  Artfully placed flaps and folds add fine visual surprises, making 
this a most ingenious book that also gives many facts involving numbers.
Milkweed, Monarchs and More, A Field Guide to the Invertebrate 
Community in the Milkweed Patch, Enlarged and Updated 2nd Edi-
tion, 79 pages, 8x10, $16.95, and Field Version, 2nd Edition, 112 pages, 
4 ½ x7, $9.95, both by Bas Relief, LLC, Union WV.  What could be more relevant than these 2 books about milkweeds and monarch 
butterflies.  Several organizations are advocating that we plant milkweeds to help the declining monarchs.  There are 3 sections in this 
guide: Investigating and Sharing What You Find, An Overview of  Several Species of Milkweed, and Arthropods of the Milkweed Com-
munity.  The Gallery of Milkweed explains 15 species.  50 pages cover many species of spiders and insects involved with milkweeds. 
Monarchs aren’t the only ones!  Many color photographs fill all the pages of these guides. The field version was published to make it 
easier to carry it in the field.  
Weeds of the Midwestern States and Central Canada, edited by Charles T. Bryson and Michael S. De Felice, University of Georgia 
Press, soft cover, 2010, 427 pages, $44.95.  Even weeds get a glamorous book!  This large 8x10 book has 1400 color photos for 350 
plants.  Each species account has up to 5 photos: seeds, seedlings, leaves, flowers, seeds, plus distribution maps.  40 weed scientists and 
botanists contributed to this tome.  Shakespeare wrote, “Now ‘tis the spring, and weeds are shallow-rooted; suffer them now and they’ll 
outgrow the garden, and choke the herbs for want of husbandry.”  Many of our weeds come from Britain, so it’s good to know that they had 
some, too.  The focus of this book is on weed identification rather than management.  It is organized by botanical families.  Terminology 
is pictured and explained.  Keys to families lead you to a weed you want identified.  Sericea lespedeza is given its page.  Yellow sweet 
clover is allowed one page.  Even a few woody plants like multi-flora rose are covered.  However, many wildflowers that we consider 
desirable on our prairie are also included without the reasons or places they may be considered troublesome.
Weeds of North America, by Richard Dickinson and France Royer, University of Chicago Press, soft cover, 2014, 797 pages, $35.00.  
Here is another colorful, weighty tome (1 ¾” thick) to show off our weeds!  Weeds have spread in the last 400 years due to colonial 
expansion, and more recently, world trade. Over 600 species in 69 families are covered with 1200 color photos.  Photographic keys 
guide you to many species.  Many of those weeds are given 2 pages.  A “reason for concern” is given for each weed.  The species in 
this reference were guided by weed legislation and conservation associations.  Every stage of growth is pictured.  Sericea lespedeza is 
given just one paragraph, while white and yellow sweet clover cover 2 pages.  We learn that one sweet clover plant can produce 100,000 
seeds per plant.  Since this book is nationwide, there are quite a few weeds shown not known here.  But you want to know about some 
of them, especially the dog-strangling vine!
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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

Ding Darling Day is coming and we need you!
By Megan Wandag, Volunteer Coordinator

In the early 20th century, Jay 
Norwood "Ding" Darling 
was a Pulitzer Prize winning 
journalist, who drew political 
cartoons and wrote stories 
that drastically changed for 
the better the public opinion 
of conservation issues. If you 
are passionate about the prai-
rie and want to do your part 
to help with reconstruction, 

Ding Darling Day is the event for you!  On Saturday, October 10 
from 9 a.m. – 12 p.m., volunteers will search throughout the Neal 
Smith NWR prairie for valuable seeds necessary for our reconstruc-
tion.  Participants will meet at 9 a.m. at the Prairie Learning and 
Visitor Center for instructions and assignments.  Free lunch will 
be provided by the Friends of Neal Smith NWR to all participants 
at noon.  Please pre-register!

We will hand-collect various prairie plant seeds right here on our 
remnants and reconstructed tallgrass prairie, which will then be 
either planted in our greenhouse next spring, or spread across the 
refuge to help increase plant diversity on our prairie.  Participants 
in this fun event will have the opportunity to learn more about 
prairie plant identification and the many interesting and varied 
ways that these plants produce seeds.  Volunteers may also have 
the opportunity to work on cleaning seeds in our seed lab.

To sign up for this fun family-friendly event, please contact Megan 
Wandag at 515-994-3400 or megan_wandag@fws.gov.  Dress for 
the weather, and bring a water bottle and a friend.  We hope you 
can join us as we work to improve and expand the prairie!

 Photo hike participants have 2 opportunities coming up to com-
bine the view through their lenses and the beautiful fall prairie.  Our 
Fall Photo Hike will be from 8:30-10:00am on Saturday, October 
17.  All recent photo hike participants are invited to participate in 
our annual Photo Hikers Exhibit in the Ding Darling Art Gallery, 
which will open during a reception on Saturday, November 7 from 
1:00-3:00pm.  
 Photographers of all skill levels and camera types are invited 
to photograph the beautiful fall prairie on a ranger-led walk on 
October 17.  The program will begin with an overview of some of 
the common fall plants and wildlife, followed by an adventure out 
in the morning light to document whatever is found.  Profession-
als and amateurs are welcome!   Pre-registration is required. To 
register, please contact Megan Wandag at Megan_Wandag@fws.
gov or 515-994-3400.
 Meet some of our talented prairie photographers at the open-
ing reception for our annual Photo Hikers Exhibit on November 
7.  Work from a variety of pho-
tographers, both amateur and 
professional, will be on display in 
the gallery for the entire month of 
November.  See the refuge from a 
different angle, and at a variety of 
times of year, through the lenses 
of other prairie enthusiasts.  For 
more information about the 
reception or about participation 
in the exhibit, contact Megan 
Wandag at megan_wandag@fws.
gov or 515-994-3400.

Photo hiker fall activities
By Megan Wandag, Volunteer Coordinator
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The value of volunteer seed collectors
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

Fall is the peak of seed collection time at Neal Smith NWR as we 
gather seed to plant over the winter. We actually collect seed of one 
species or another from June to December, if conditions allow. Early 
species include blue-eyed grass (Sisyrinchium campestre) and violet 
wood sorrel (Oxalis violacea), and late species include New England 
aster (Aster novae-angliae) and heath aster (Aster ericoides). The 
winter months are spent cleaning, weighing and packaging seed to 
get it ready for planting. We can always use help! We are fortunate 
to have volunteers, school groups, and interns who collect seed for 
our restoration efforts. We use this seed to plant areas that have 
been farmed or that are dominated by non-native species. 

Each fall, we use a combine to harvest some of our best prairie areas. 
Earlier in the year, staff, interns, volunteers, and sometimes dogs 
search the area for invasive species to be sure we aren’t spreading 
them around. Any undesirable species are either removed manually 
or sprayed with herbicide. When the seed is machine harvested, it 
is only the seed that is ripe at that time that is collected. All seed 
is not ripe at the same time, with some species ready much earlier 
or later than the majority of seed. We often divide an area up to 
harvest different sections at several different times. We can also 
harvest seed from different parts of the refuge where different 
species are found.

We then send a sample of this seed in to a seed lab to evaluate which 
species are present in the highest quantities. We use this informa-
tion to develop a mix of seed to be planted. Generally, the most 
numerous seeds in the mix are the dominant warm-season grasses: 
big bluestem, Indian grass, and little bluestem. These species are 
an important matrix for the prairie, but they can also be aggressive 
and out-compete the other species of prairie plants. 

There are over 200 species of prairie plants on the refuge, and only a 
handful of them are grasses. The other plants, forbs or wildflowers, 
are an important part of the prairie and important for wildlife. We 
have found that the best way to get a diversity of plants established 
in a prairie planting is to limit the seeding rate of the dominant 
grasses and add as many seeds of forbs and less common grasses 
as we can get. 

How do we get all those seeds? That’s where you come in! One op-
tion is to buy it. Donations to the Friends of Neal Smith NWR help 
us to buy seed. However, not all species are available for purchase 
from within our local area, our budget is limited, and the seed can 
be expensive. The price of seed varies based on how difficult it is 
to grow in a production plot, as well as on the number of seeds per 
pound, but prices can range from $12 to $3,000 per pound, with a 
typical price of around $200-$350 per pound. Therefore, we also 
rely on volunteers and interns (also supported by our Friends) to 
collect seed. We seek out some of the more desirable species on 
the refuge. Some species may be concentrated in a particular area 
but hard to find in other areas. Some species, like wood betony 
(Pedicularis canadensis) and hoary puccoon (Lithospermum cane-
scens), are so rare on the refuge that we only know of one or two 

locations to harvest them on the refuge. Other species, for example 
yellow stargrass (Hypoxis hirsuta) and bastard toadflax (Comandra 
umbellata), are not even present on the refuge and we need people 
to collect them at other locations that meet our criteria. Collecting 
seed is an on-going effort. We can boost the numbers of these seeds 
in the planting by adding the hand-collected seed.

I did some calculations to determine the value of the seed collected 
by our volunteers.  It’s hard to put a price on it, but in 2014, our 
volunteers, school groups, and interns collected seed from 93 spe-
cies and it was worth almost $25,000! This is based on the current 
price of this seed if we had purchased it. This estimate is actually 
low, since it doesn’t take into consideration that many of these spe-
cies are not even available for purchase in our local ecotype, so the 
seed is literally priceless. The only way we can get this seed is to 
collect it ourselves. If you’re wondering how much your volunteer 
time is worth to us…it’s priceless! Thanks for giving your time to 
reconstruct the prairie at Neal Smith NWR!

repurpose your pillowcases
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

If you have some old pillowcases that you’re going to throw away, 
we can use them at the refuge. They are great for covering seeds 
that are explosive--seeds that disperse by sudden force as they dry 
out. Without a cover, these seeds that are collected by our volun-
teers will explode and spread all over the seed lab! We don’t have 
enough pieces of cloth to cover them, and pillowcases are about 
the right size and weight. We can also use them to line our seed 
dryer to prevent small seeds from falling through the mesh as they 
are drying. It’s OK if they have small holes or are wearing thin, so 
if you’re thinking of replacing your pillowcases or have some old 
ones that you don’t need, please consider dropping them off at the 
refuge when you can. Thanks!
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The prairie is changing and acquiring all the rich beautiful colors of fall. I hope you can 
visit soon to walk one of the trails. Also, with the cooler weather, the bison and elk are a 
little more active and may be easier to spot as you drive through the enclosure.

Please consider attending one of the stewardship events this fall. These events are a 
great way to really discover and contribute to what is being done at the refuge.  Bring 
along a friend or your whole family and spend a few hours out on the living, breathing, 
beautiful prairie. 

When you visit the Refuge and see any of the staff members, be sure to thank them for 
all they do. They work so hard and are such great ambassadors for the Refuge. They are 
definitely “unsung heroes”!   

Lastly, a reminder to “like” the Friends on Facebook. Our Facebook administrator, Linda 
Frazier, updates our page regularly with amazing pictures and videos so everyone can see 
all the happenings at the Refuge. 


