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our volunteers rock!
By Megan Wandag, Volunteer Coordinator

Farewell and best wishes, Friends!
By Megan Wandag

 The 2015 volunteer recognition dinner took place on Saturday 
evening, November 7.  We had 38 volunteers and their guests join 
us for a 50’s rock-and-roll themed party, and it was a hit!  Volunteers 
and staff enjoyed dinner, laughter, fun and thanks.  The Visitor 
Center was transformed into a sock hop, complete with a balloon 
juke box, records, ice cream sundaes made of flowers, and fantastic 
50’s music.  
 After a social hour spent catching up with friends and volunteers 
who don’t get to see each other often, our guests were treated to 
a tasty dinner served by the grateful refuge staff.  After dessert, 
I had the good fortune to present each volunteer with an award 
recognizing the hours milestone(s) they had achieved during the 
past year.  I also presented awards to volunteers of the Friends of 
Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge, on behalf of the Friends' 
board.  Volunteers and friends then tested their knowledge of 50’s 
and 60’s music in a fun game of Name that Tune!  The winners 
took home centerpieces as prizes.  
 As night fell, everyone said good night and headed home.  
It was a fun evening honoring and recognizing the enormous 
contributions of our dedicated volunteers.  Thank you all so much 
for your commitment to Neal Smith NWR, and for everything you 
do!  We could not accomplish our goals without you and all your 
time and efforts are so very much appreciated!

 A fond see-you-
later to all of you 
wonderful Friends 
of Neal Smith NWR!  
As most of you 
know, I have moved  
to a new position 
a t  the  Midwes t 
Regional  Off ice 
in Bloomington, 
Minnesota.  I am 
excited to continue 

working with you in a different capacity though, as one of my 
new duties is to serve as the Regional Friends Coordinator!  I will 
also coordinate youth employment, volunteers, environmental 
education, and a few other odds and ends in support of the refuges 
in this region.
 I want to thank you all for the opportunity to work with you and 
get to know you over the past five years.  I have thoroughly enjoyed 
it and I have learned so much from each of you.  Your dedication, 
enthusiasm and time commitment to the prairie is inspiring, and I 
will continue to hold onto all the good experiences I have had.  
 I will miss you all and I really miss the prairie from my new 
high-rise office building!  I look forward to seeing you again soon 
and plan to visit Neal Smith NWR as often as I can.  I wish you 
all the best, and would love it if you keep in touch.  My email 
address remains the same – megan_wandag@fws.gov.  Thanks 
again, Friends!
 Until we meet again!
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manager's Corner
By Lance Koch, Refuge Manager

 Perhaps  you’ve 
asked yourself before: 
Why is this special place 
called a National Wildlife 
Refuge? Why isn’t it called 
a “Park”? How are refuges 
different from other public 
lands administered by the 
government?
 Congress approved 
funding for the establish-

ment of the Walnut Creek National Wildlife Refuge in 1990 to 
reconstruct the globally endangered tallgrass prairie ecosystem on 
lands that had been designated for a nuclear power generation plant. 
The name was changed by Congress in 1998 to honor Congressman 
Neal Smith, whose support was instrumental. This establishment 
directed that lands purchased within the Walnut Creek watershed 
would become a part of the National Wildlife Refuge System - the 
only system of Federal lands devoted specifically to wildlife and 
wildlife habitats. The National Wildlife Refuge System is a network 
of diverse and strategically located habitats - 563 national wildlife 
refuges across the United States teem with millions of migratory 
birds, serve as havens for hundreds of endangered species, and host 
an enormous variety of other plants and animals. 
 Because the refuge system has a uniquely simple and focused 
mission in the protection and conservation of our Nation’s wildlife 
resources, Congress passed the National Wildlife Refuge System 
Improvement Act in 1997. The Act was passed to ensure all refuges 
are managed as a national system of related lands and waters, and 
directs how these places are to be used by the public.  
 Hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photography, envi-
ronmental education, and environmental interpretation were identi-
fied by the Act as appropriate public uses of the Refuge System, 
where they are compatible with wildlife and habitat conservation 
objectives. These activities comprise the priority public uses of 
the Refuge System, and are referred to as wildlife-dependent rec-
reational uses. In other words, Congress determined through the 
Act that hunting is an appropriate use on most refuges, and hunting 
programs should be administered in a manner that sustains healthy 
populations and habitats – so hunting must also be compatible with 
the overall objectives of the refuge. Other uses must be evaluated 
on a case-by-case basis at individual refuges, but the Act requires 
refuge managers to analyze new uses carefully to insure they are 
both appropriate (wildlife-dependent) and compatible with the 
wildlife protection mission. 
 So the next time someone asks why Neal Smith National Wildlife 
Refuge doesn’t allow camping, horseback riding, or ATV riding on 
the refuge, you can tell them – the refuge is a unit of the National 
Refuge System - a national network of lands and waters for the 
conservation, management, and restoration of the fish, wildlife, 
and plant resources and their habitats within the United States for 
the benefit of present and future generations of Americans.

2015 was another very busy year for the Friends. Here are some 
of the highlights:

The Friends provided funding for:

•	 Intern stipends (biology and visitor services) and paid 
for the interns to attend the Iowa Prairie Conference at 
UNI.

•	 Junior Duck Stamp Program
•	 Food for volunteers and participants at Ding Darling 

Day, Earth Day, Bison Round Up and for several other 
refuge events throughout the year. 

•	 Volunteer bus trip
•	 Bus transportation costs for partner schools and other 

schools. This year we extended this to include Edwards 
Elementary in Ames and for two field trips for the Envi-
ronmental Science class of DMACC Urban Campus.  

•	 Outreach efforts of Natasha Bures, to increase aware-
ness in Iowa of the monarch initiative and pollinators. 
Some board members have also volunteered at events 
related to this.

•	 Working Dogs for Conservation

Projects/ Events

•	 Board members have had a presence at all of the ref-
uge’s special events this year.

•	 Hosted author Dan Kaercher for a special program in 
July.

•	 Continued to work with INHF on land acquisition 
projects.

•	 Worked with USGS to get the funding from an 
$8000.00 grant to document the success of prairie plant-
ings at the refuge since 2001.

•	 Concert on the Prairie in June. This was very successful 
again and well attended. We are working now on the 
2016 event to be held June 10, 2016.  

•	 Potluck for the Interns in July.
•	 Bison Day in September another record attendance. The 

Friends served lunch to many of the visitors.
•	 Stacy and Joan attended the Friends Peer-to-Peer 

conference at 
Sherburne NWR in 
Minnesota.

•	 We continued to 
hold work group 
meetings. This has 
led to grant writing, 
website revision 
and possible new 
activities and 
events. 

Friends' year in review
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends President
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what's happening in winter?
By Brianna Patrick, Visitor Services Specialist

Audubon Christmas Bird Count
Saturday, January 2 from 8:00 

a.m. - 12:00 p.m.
Help collect important data 
about birds at Neal Smith NWR 
by participating in Audubon’s 
Annual Bird Count. The data 
collected from these counts is 
used to study the health of bird 
populations.  A FREE lunch 
will be provided by the Friends 
of NSNWR. Pre-registration is 
required by December 31, 2015. 

Winter Photo Hike
Saturday, January 23 from 9:00 a.m. – 10:30 a.m.
Photographers of all skill levels and camera types are invited to 
photograph the winter prairie on a ranger-led walk. All photogra-
phers will also have the opportunity to exhibit their work in our art 
gallery later this year. Pre-registration is required. 

Second Saturday Stewardship
Interested in giving back to the environment? Stewardship volunteer 
programs occur on the 2nd Saturday of each month at the Refuge 
from 9:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. and are open to all ages. Winter dates 
are as follows: January 9 and and February 13. To register, contact 
Brianna Patrick at 515-994-3400 or Brianna_Patrick@fws.gov 

Nature Tots
Children ages 3-5 are invited to bring their favorite adult one 
Saturday per month from 10:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. to join us as 
we read stories, go outside, make nature crafts, and much more!  
Registration is required. Winter dates are as follows: January 2 
(Winter Birds), and February 6 (Snowy Discoveries). To register, 
contact Brianna Patrick at 515-994-3400 or Brianna_Patrick@
fws.gov

Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge will 
begin its winter hours, effective December 
1, 2015 through February 29, 2016. The 
Visitor Center will be closed on Sundays as 
a cost-savings measure due to low visitation 
during winter months. Beginning December 
1, seasonal hours will be Monday through 
Saturday, from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. Trails 
and Auto Tour Route will remain open every 
day from dawn to dusk.  
The Visitor Center at Neal Smith NWR will be closed on Christmas 
Day and New Year’s Day. Additionally, the Visitor Center will close 
at noon on December 24, and December 31. 

winter hours

 It has been a busy year for Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge! 
Visitor Services staff have seen record increases in visitation. This 
fiscal year, 157,347 visits were recorded! Nearly 2,000 visitors 
came to special events like Bison Day and Monarch Madness. This 
year’s special event totals represent a 300% increase from 2014. 
    Last but not least, over 7,000 students took part in environ-
mental education programs. This hugely productive year would 
not have been possible without our dedicated Friends’ interns and 
numerous volunteers who offered their time and skills. We hope 
to see even more new faces at Neal Smith in the future. Please 
continue to help us spread the word!

The numbers are in!
By Brianna Patrick, Visitor Services Specialist

Students from 
Stowe Elementary 
help with fall seed 
collection.

Impromptu snowshoe Hikes This winter!

Are you looking for a fun way to get some exercise this winter? We 
have the perfect idea for you! Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge 
would like to invite you to snowshoe on the prairie! Snowshoeing 
is free and open to the public of all ages and experience levels. 
Shoes in adult's and children’s sizes are provided by the Refuge at 
no cost. You may also bring your own. Visitors may borrow snow-
shoes anytime the Visitor Center is open or attend ranger-led hikes. 
 
When heavy snow falls, 
check our Facebook page 
to know if a ranger-led 
hike will occur. You may 
also join the e-mail list 
by contacting Brianna 
at Brianna_patrick@fws.
gov. During this program, 
a ranger will provide in-
structions about how to 
use snowshoes. Partici-
pants will be guided on a 
snowshoeing adventure 
through the winter prairie 
landscape. All hikes will 
take place on Saturdays 
from 2pm - 3pm. We look 
forward to seeing you!
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MARK YOUR CALENDARS!

On June 10, 2016, the Friends will host the 4th Annual Concert on the Prairie. This year’s event will feature the smooth jazz 
sounds of the Max Wellman Trio and the breathtaking wildlife art of Russ Duerksen.

Vocalist, arranger, and writer, Max Wellman brings a fresh take to the stage with 
his own style that is enticing music lovers across the country. Inspired by legends 
Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald, yet influenced by the contemporary sounds 
of Harry Connick, Jr., and Michael Buble, this Des Moines showman provides 
a refreshing mix of jazz with the romantic and classical musical traditions of 
the Great American Songbook.

Award winning wildlife artist, Russ Duerksen, cap-
tures the beauty of our natural world with warmth 
that wraps around you, transporting you back to 
the days of discovering the outdoors. His work 
is truly inspired, reflecting a lifetime of explora-
tion, canoeing down a river, strolling through the 
woods or just walking along the railroad tracks of 
his boyhood home.

WATCH FOR MORE DETAILS TO COME!
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New books at the Prairie Point bookstore
By Carl Nollen, Bookstore Manager

Old Three Toes, and Other Tales of Survival and Extinction, by John Joseph Mathews, University of Oklahoma Press, 2015, pa-
perback, 186 pages, $19.95.  The author died in 1979 and wrote these nine short stories in the early 1960s, but never found a publisher.  
Susan Kalter, the editor, found the manuscripts and brought them to light.  Mathews shows us the world through animals’ senses.  The 
portrayals of their intelligence recall the fiction writing of Jack London and Ernest Thompson Seton.  Arrowflight, the Story of a Prairie 
Chicken tells us the life and times of a lone prairie chicken, and all the creatures that cross his path. Old Three Toes was a mountain lion 
who outwitted the men who hunted him.  But both came to a sad end.  These stories may be recognized in the future as classics of nature 
writing and the wildlife conservation movement, timely and relevant to discussions of ecology and the environment.

Migration Nation, Animals On the Move From Coast to Coast, by Joanne O’Sullivan, Charlesbridge Publishing, with the National 
Wildlife federation, 2015, hardcover, 96 pages, $15.95.  The cover features a herd of frosty bison charging toward you and Canadian 
geese flying overhead in a V-formation.  There are 3 main sections: land, sea, sky.  The migration instinct depends in large part on the 
amount of daylight and temperature.  The land section tells us there are no borders in migration and humans can’t see the invisible roads.  
The only wild place now for bison is in Yellowstone National Park, where the bison move from higher to lower elevations for winter.  
Formerly they were the lawnmowers of the prairie, favoring grass, not usually eating wildflowers.  The sky section tells us about the 
monarch butterflies on their great glide to Mexico, flying 50 miles a day.  
It is the world’s largest migration.  It is the 4th generation which starts the 
fall migration.  The importance of milkweeds is emphasized.  The Ranger 
Rick icon appears throughout.the pages.

Who Needs a Prairie? A Grassland Ecosystem,  by Karen Patkau, author 
and illustrator, Tundra Brooks, hardcover, 2015, 32 pages, $17.99.  The 
prairie is an ecosystem.  Topics covered are omnivores, carnivores, how 
fire restores the land, and bison on the plains and prairies.  Much of our 
food now, grains and livestock, is grown on former and present grasslands.  
A beautiful full page photo of a meadowlark with a rainbow in the back-
ground covers one page.  This may be the only book with a pipit featured 
as part of the prairie.  Who needs a prairie?  We all do.  

A Prairie Year, Messages To Max, by George Rohde, Sweetgrass Books, 
soft cover, 2015, 132 pages, $19.95.  The author considers this book to 
be his life’s work.  This photographer of the northern prairies sent photo-
graphic postcards to his grandson to introduce him to the prairie.  You will 
see many images of  birds and animals in settings you would not normally 
notice, the results of a very patient photographer waiting to get the right picture.  Examples include a pheasant and a coyote sharing the 
same large bale of hay, two ground squirrels wrestling, a herd of deer feeding in a snowy, soybean field, a horned lark singing its court-
ship song from a snowdrift, closeups of prairie chickens dancing, a buffalo calf nuzzling its mother to get her to stand up so it could get 
some milk, a sedge wren on a willow branch, a lone bur oak on a wintry day.  The cover features an appealing photo of a weasel in its 
winter pelage standing on two legs looking right at you.

The Sparrow and the Trees, by Sharon Chriscoe, illustrated by Susan Detwiler, Arbordale Publishing, 2015, soft cover, 32 pages, 
$9.95.  Arbordale publishes colorful, educational books for children.  I have several of their titles in the store and this is one of their 
latest.  Because they are shorter in length, children’s books often focus on one subject that wouldn’t be covered in a book for adults.  
This story tells the plight of a chipping sparrow family ready to fly south for the winter, but can’t because Papa sparrow’s wing is hurt.
So he sends the rest of the family on while he asks the trees for help to overwinter in their bushy leaves.
One by one, the maple, oak, and willow turn him down. But the evergreen trees were glad to help.  The Winter Wind whisked away the 
deciduous trees’ leaves and food because they wouldn’t help a tiny sparrow.  

The Creative Minds section in the back of the book contains activities to engage children while making it fun at the same time.
The Ghost of Donley Farm, by Jaime Gardner Johnson, illustrated by Laurie Allen Klein, Arbordale Publishing, 2015, soft cover, 32 
pages, $9.95.  Here is another new tale with a purpose.  A red-tailed hawk knows every piece of the farm where she lives, except the 
ghost in the old barn.  She is diurnal, while the ghost  is nocturnal.  So she would have to stay up late.  She was not afraid because she 
had sharp talons and a sharp beak.  But she shivered with fright as she flew to an open window to see what had made a terrifying noise.  
Sure enough, a white figure sat in a corner like a ghost. “What are you doing here in my house?” asked the ghost.  The ghost was a 
barn owl, a raptor just like a hawk.  The hawk thought the owl should come out in the day when the bluebirds, snakes, and bees were 
busy.  The owl knew only night creatures. They both got along fine in their own habitats and compared their sense of smell, hearing, and 
eyesight. They didn’t have to compete with each other.  The Creative Minds section covers day and night animals and raptor fun facts.  
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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

Hello my name is Megan Waechter and I am a biology 
intern working with Karen Viste-Sparkman this fall. I graduated 
from Iowa State University in 2013 with a bachelor’s degree in 
Animal Ecology, Wildlife option. Since graduation, I have worked 
for the Multiple Species Inventory and Monitoring Program (MSIM) 
through ISU and the Iowa DNR. I performed various surveys for 
several taxa including birds, herptiles, mammals, odonates, and 
butterflies. I have also worked as a Pheasants Forever Farm Bill 
Biologist in Texas where I assisted ranchers in adopting conserva-
tion practices on their land for the benefit of lesser prairie-chicken 
and other wildlife habitat. 

The past several weeks I have done a number of things at 
the refuge. I have assisted with bison and elk monitoring, collected 
seed throughout the refuge, performed bee surveys, taken care of 
seedlings in the greenhouse, assisted with the annual Monarch 
Madness tagging event, and attended the Tallgrass Prairie Fire 
Consortium in Omaha, NE.   I have learned a lot about how the 
refuge functions and processes they use to restore the native eco-
systems that were once here. I have also enjoyed seeing the effect 
this effort has on the visitors of the refuge.  We are very fortunate 
to have such a wonderful place available here in Iowa to see and 
learn about the tallgrass prairie.

Sadly, my time here at the refuge will be a short one. I 
have accepted a full-time permanent position with the Natural Re-
sources Conservation Service (NRCS) in Waukon, Iowa starting in 
October. There I will be assisting private landowners in developing 
conservation plans to benefit soil, water, and habitat quality. 

I am so thankful I have had the opportunity to assist in 
the daily tasks that are essential to achieving our goal of restoring 
these native ecosystems. I am excited to utilize the knowledge I 
have gained about prairie restoration in my future endeavors and 
to spread the word about the amazing work being achieved at Neal 
Smith Wildlife Refuge! 

megan waechter - biology Intern 2nd annual Friends winter gathering
By Stacy Nelson, Friends Board Member

As winter settles in, it becomes a time when we can catch our col-
lective breath and reflect on a year that’s coming to a close.

At our first Winter Gathering in February 2015, Friends members 
came together to dream ahead for the future of our organization – 
and the Friends Board has been actively acting on the suggestions 
and hopes of our members. Throughout this process, we’ve been 
inspired by the enthusiasm and hard work of the Board, Refuge 
staff and our dedicated volunteers. It’s been a busy year for the 
Friends and we want to celebrate with you!

Join us on February 21 at 12:00 p.m. for a luncheon filled with 
camaraderie and sharing. Come on out and meet other Friends 
members, enjoy a meal and share your love for this wild place. A 
short presentation will be offered to update you on our progress 
this year and what is ahead for the coming season.
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Peer-to-Peer workshop - Friends of sherburne
By Stacy Nelson, Friends Board Member

On November 13 and 14, Friends board members Stacy Nelson and Joan Van Gorp travelled to Minnesota’s Sherburne National Wildlife 
Refuge to attend an inspirational Peer-to-Peer Workshop hosted by the Friends of Sherburne. The conference was filled to the brim with 
Friends representatives and USFWS personnel from 6 of the 8 states in Region 3. Also in attendance were many of our partners from 
the USFWS national and regional offices and Joan Patterson from the National Wildlife Refuge Association. 

The evening reception offered a great opportunity to share experiences, knowledge and ideas.  With a strong sense of camaraderie, we 
visited, problem-solved and brainstormed in our common goal to strengthen and grow our respective Friends organizations. 

Cynthia Martinez, Chief of the National Wildlife Refuge System, was the keynote speaker, bestowing to us the US Fish & Wildlife 
Service’s gratitude for Friends groups, and her commitment to valuing and bolstering these non-profit supporters of our refuges. 

The following morning offered a sunrise field trip through Sherburne to witness the migrating Sandhill cranes resting at the refuge. 
What an amazing experience! The crisp morning was graced by a glorious sunrise, and the sight and sounds of the cranes is something 
none of us will ever forget. We returned to the conference humbled, yet inspired, to take on the work of preserving our natural treasures.

Many rousing presentations were offered throughout the day including Reaching the Next Generation, Understanding the Friends Men-
tor Program, Strategies for Finding Great Board Members and Fundraising Tales & Triumphs.
 
Midwest Regional Chief Charlie Blair gave an honest talk on the challenges ahead for refuges and the importance of Friends groups 
in the coming years. We learned more about the Urban Refuge initiative and the resources available to us as this program continues to 
grow. We also heard from Martha Nudel, USFWS Communications Chief, Tom Worthington, Deputy Chief of Refuges, and Maggie 
O’Connell, Region 3 Refuge Friends Coordinator on programs and resources available to assist and strengthen Friends organizations. 

Throughout the two-day conference, we reveled in networking and learning from other Friends and USFWS staff.  Our commitment to 
the Friends of Neal Smith NWR was fortified and our enthusiasm for the coming year seemed boundless. It is our greatest hope that we 
can spread this enthusiasm to our members and offer you more opportunities to engage in our mission ‘to bring together the public and 
a thriving wildlife refuge valued by all’.   Photos courtesy of: Steve Bower

winter
open
House

On Saturday, January 9, the redesigned Prai-
rie Point Bookstore at the Refuge will be hav-
ing an Open House from 9:00 a.m.  to 2:00 
p.m. There will be cider and cookies, in addi-
tion to special sales and promotions. 

You won't want to miss it!
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President's message
By Joan Van Gorp
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With the year drawing to the close and as I reflect on what the Friends accomplished in 
2015, I know we would not been able to do this without the many volunteers and the 
hours they contribute. It is amazing to see our volunteers’ willingness to contribute their 
time and talents to the Friends in support of the Refuge. Also, thanks to all the staff for 
all their tremendous support of the Friends. 

So much of what the Friends accomplish is from the membership dues we receive. If you 
are reading this and are not a Friends member, would you thoughtfully consider becom-
ing a member?  Our membership funds allow us to support the Refuge’s projects and 
helps in our mission to increase the awareness of the public to all the wonderful things 
the Refuge offers.

The Friends plan and host a variety of activities throughout the year and are always look-
ing for new volunteers. If you have any questions about how you can help, please contact 
me. I also hope that many of you come to our Winter Gathering in February to celebrate 
our successes and hear about what the future holds for the Friends.

I want to wish you all Happy Holidays and a blessed New Year. Hope to see you soon 
on the prairie!


