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 The February 20th Winter Gathering was a blissfully sunny day in so many ways. More than 20 Friends travelled to the refuge to share 
stories and smiles, greet new faces, and ‘hear all about it’. We extend heartfelt thanks to those who donated a delicious array of soups 
and desserts for the luncheon. 
      As President Joan Van Gorp welcomed everyone, she provided a brief review of a busy year gone by and updates on planning taking 
place today (see sidebar). The news she shared spoke of energy well spent in partnership for the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.  
 Visitor Services Specialist Brianna Patrick introduced 2016’s activity schedule (pg. 3) which promises a busy season, especially with 
the May 21st grand opening event, Pedal the Prairie, hosted by NSNWR to celebrate 
the renovated entrance road. 
 NSNWR’s outreach and educational opportunities continue to grow with new staff, 
innovative programs and collaborative municipal projects around central Iowa. The Service 
appreciates the immeasurable value of all the volunteers who donate vital people power 
to fuel these beneficial undertakings. As faces and programs change at the Refuge, the 
Friends of NSNWR remain a constant through support of longstanding programs and 
new projects such as People for Pollinators educational outreach.
 Congressman Neal Smith stood to share a few words about the value of the Refuge and 
natural resource conservation in Iowa. He reminded us that within a healthy ecosystem, 
everything works in unison and the intricate pieces of this precious habitat are coming 
back and finding balance. From the smallest insect to the tallest oak, everything has a 
vital role as NSNWR continues to grow and restore itself. 
 Amidst all the activity taking place at the refuge, the Friends Board has often paused 
to appreciate the members who power this organization. We’ve known gratitude for a 
legacy gift that created our Bequest Fund, empowering the Friends to be a strong partner 
in expanding the refuge and making it whole. Through this bequest, the Friends recently 
financed the purchase of a 47 acre inholding parcel that will eventually transfer to the 
USFWS. Also, new developments are occurring with the 800-acre Heritage Addition, 
purchased by the Friends and Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation nearly a decade ago. In 
2016, 305 acres of this addition will be transferring to the USFWS and 112 additional 
acres will be taken out of production and seeded to prairie. 
 Looking back on the last twelve months, the USFWS staff have tirelessly facilitated 
education, sparked wonder in young minds, undertaken daunting stewardship projects 
and reimagined the role NSNWR plays in its larger community. The Friends feel honored 
to provide support for such dedicated and passionate stewards of this beautiful and wild 
place.  

The Friends of NSNWR 2015-2016

•	 The Friends bookstore has undergone 
many changes over the holidays and a 
wide array of new items will begin ar-
riving soon. 

•	 Planning is underway to build an outdoor 
amphitheater on the north side of the 
Visitor Center. 

•	 The Friends are waiting to hear on an 
optics grant to provide pedestal viewing 
scopes at various scenic points. 

•	 Billboards promoting the refuge are in 
the design phase and should be up by 
summer.

•	 The Friends are pursuing the installation 
of an outdoor drinking fountain at the 
Tallgrass trailhead. 

Thank you for to all our Friends 
for making great things 

happen at NSNWR!

2016 Friends' winter gathering
By Stacy Nelson, Friends Board
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sparky
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

Sparky is a ma-
ture bison bull that 
lives at Neal Smith 
National Wildlife 
Refuge. Now about 
11 years old, he 
was part of the herd 
that was brought 
to the refuge from 
the National Bison 
Range in 2006. 
At that time, he 
looked just like any 

other bison. His life changed dramatically during a thunderstorm 
in July 2013. 

I do regular checks on the bison every week or two to observe them 
for indications of disease or parasites that may affect the herd. In 
late July 2013, I saw a bull standing by himself off in the distance. 
When I looked at him through my binoculars, I saw that he looked 
bloody. Bison bulls frequently fight during the rut, and in July they 
are really going at it, so injuries are common. I drove right up to 
him (the bison are generally not afraid of vehicles) and could clearly 
see that he had been burned over a large area around his shoulders 
and was missing hair over his hump. Several years ago, an elk was 
struck by lightning here at the refuge, so I recognized immediately 
what had happened to this bison. A large lump on his hind leg may 
have been the exit wound if he were lying down when the lightning 
bolt hit. We do not treat the bison for injuries, but let nature take 
its course. Bison are extremely tough and able to withstand a lot 
of pain. Lightning is a natural situation that can easily occur in 
wild bison anywhere. When we see an injured bison we continue 
to monitor its condition and if it gets to the point where it is unable 
to eat or walk, we euthanize it to prevent suffering. There are no 
natural predators of bison in Iowa now, although historically wolves 
or mountain lions would have been able to kill an injured bison. 

Sparky was standing when I first saw him, so I knew he had a 
chance, and kept checking on him. He was quite thin, so I didn’t 
expect him to live very long. The wound gradually began to heal 
around the edges and he was still walking, although with a limp. 
His wound has made him easily recognizable, so I always try to 
find him when I do a bison survey. When he survived into autumn, 
I expected he wouldn’t make it through the winter. Surprisingly, he 
did survive through the winter, and another winter, and now he is 
almost through his third winter since being struck by lightning. He 
is still thinner than most of the other bison, but is not emaciated and 
continues to eat and walk. His wound has not healed completely, 
and may never heal. Normally we do not name bison, but saying 
“the bison that got struck by lightning” was just taking too long to 
say. One of the refuge interns suggested calling him Sparky. 

Like other bulls, Sparky is often by himself or with a small group 
of bulls, except during the breeding season. Thanks to the genetic 

testing that we’ve been doing on the bison herd, we recently learned 
that he did father three calves before he was struck by lightning. 
In the summer of 2015, I regularly saw him with the family group, 
so we hope he was able to reproduce again. Sparky is a survivor, 
which is a valuable trait to pass on to his calves! Although he won’t 
live forever, he has already beat the odds by surviving more than 
2 ½ years after being struck by lightning.

In January 2016, Sparky’s story made it onto social media and 
“went viral”. Sparky was featured on Facebook, Twitter, various 
blogs and web sites, and TV news reports. He reached millions of 
people and developed a following. He is now featured on a t-shirt 
that can be purchased at the Prairie Point Bookstore.

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. There 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
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what's happening this spring?
By Brianna Patrick, Visitor Services Specialist

Earth Day
Saturday, April 23  from 9:00   

a.m. - 12:00 p.m.
In honor of Earth Day, we in-
vite volunteers to help restore 
our oak savanna ecosystem! 
Groups and individuals are 
welcome and a FREE lunch 
is provided by the Friends of 
Neal Smith NWR. 

Spring Photo Hike
Saturday, May 14 from 8:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m.
Photographers of all skill levels and camera types are invited to 
photograph the spring prairie on a ranger-led walk. All photogra-
phers will also have the opportunity to exhibit their work in our art 
gallery in November. Pre-registration is required. 

Pedal the Prairie
Saturday, May 21 at 9:30 a.m. or 10:30 a.m.
Join us for a spring bike ride on the Prairie Parkway Bike Trail! 
See details in this newsletter! 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. Spring dates are as follows: April 2 (Earth 
Day Every Day), and May 7 (Peek at Plants). To register, contact 
Brianna Patrick at 515-994-3400 or Brianna_Patrick@fws.gov

Second Saturday
Interested in giving back to the environment and the prairie? Vol-
unteer days occur on the Second Saturday of each month from 9:00 
a.m. to 12:00 p.m. For spring, the dates are April 9 and May 14. 
Call Cheryl Groom if you are interested in joining!

Watch the Refuge Facebook page and website for more photo hike 
opporturnities!

Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge has 
begun its regular hours, effective March 1, 
2016. The Prairie Learning Center will be 
open Monday through Saturday from 9:00 
a.m. to 4:00 p.m. and on Sunday from 12:00 
p.m. to 5:00 p.m. The PLC will be open Me-
morial Day, Fourth of July and Labor Day.

back to regular hours!

mark your calendars!
2016 Events

April 10 – Linking Girls to the Land
April 23 – Earth Day Stewardship
April 24 – Junior Duck Stamp Ceremony
May 21 – Pedal the Prairie
June 8 & 9 – Teacher Workshop
June 10 – Concert on the Prairie
July 20 – Moths at Midnight
August 6 – Bison Day
September 10 – Monarch Madness
September 24 – National Public Lands Day
October 8 – Ding Darling Day

One of the easiest ways that anyone can support conservation is 
by buying Federal Duck Stamps, which are one of the most suc-
cessful conservation tools ever created to protect habitat for birds 
and other wildlife. Ducks Stamps are conservation revenue stamps 
produced annually by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service. Nearly all 
of the purchase price – 98% by law – goes directly to help protect 
wetlands and associated habitat through fee acquisition, lease and 
conservation easements. The habitat acquired with Federal Duck 
Stamp dollars becomes part of the National Wildlife Refuge Sys-
tem, a network of U.S. lands and waters set aside specifically for 
wildlife conservation.
Wetlands acquired with Duck Stamp dollars also benefit humans and 
communities. They help purify water, aid in flood control, reduce 
soil erosion and sedimentation, and enhance outdoor recreation 
opportunities such as hunting, fishing bird watching and outdoor 
photography.
While waterfowl hunters 16 years of age and older are required to  
purchase them, anyone can participate in conservation by buying 
Duck Stamps. In addition to serving as a hunting license and con-
servation tool, a current Federal Duck Stamp is also a free pass to 
any national wildlife refuge that charges an entry fee.
Because nearly all Duck Stamp proceeds are used to conserve 
habitat for birds and other wildlife, birders, nature photographers 
and other outdoor enthusiasts buy the stamps to help ensure that 
they can always see wildlife at their favorite outdoor spots.
And because they are finely detailed, miniature works of art, Federal 
Duck Stamps are prized by collectors and wildlife art enthusiasts 
around the world. The stamp image is feature on products such as 
t-shirts, calendars, mugs and blankets, through the Duck Stamp 
Licensing Program.
Federal Duck Stamps are sold at many sporting goods store and 
other retail locations – both large and small – that sell sporting 
and recreation equipment. You can also buy them at many national 
wildlife refuges and U.S. Post Offices, and online through Amplex.
The Prairie Point Bookstore will be selling the new stamps when 
they come available in June. Consider a vote for conservation by 
purchasing the Federal and the Junior Duck Stamps.

why purchase a Duck stamp?
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meet Nancy Corona, Visitor services manager
Born and raised on Staten 
Island, a borough of New 
York City, I have always had 
a love for animals, wildlife 
and nature. I pursued my pas-
sion by majoring in wildlife 
biology at the University of 
Montana for several years and 
then I graduated with a biology 
degree from Brooklyn College.  
Participating in internships and 

volunteering helpe prepared me for my career in connecting people 
to wildlife.  Positons include: working as a Student Conservation 
Association Intern in the back country of Alaska at Becharof Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge, volunteering as an education docent at the 
New York City Museum of Natural History, and volunteering as 
a naturalist guide for the New York City Chapter of the American 
Littoral Society.  

For thirteen years I worked as a National Park Service Park Ranger 
at various units of Gateway National Recreation Area located in 
the heart of New York City and New Jersey.  During that time, I 
worked at the Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge, a major migratory bird 
stop over site, which encompasses 9,000 acres of bay, marshes and 
islands bordering John F. Kennedy Airport.  I performed an array 
of natural resource management projects ranging from removal 
of exotic plants, monitoring endangered piping plover nest sites, 
collecting data on eastern diamond back terrapins, assisting with 
banding raptors and songbirds, as well as on a native reptile and 
amphibian re-introductory project.  I presented natural, cultural, 
and historical outreach by developing and presenting a variety of 
environmental education programs, special events, and interpre-
tive programs and working with volunteers.  Working at urban 
natural sites within my home town was important and meaningful.  
I believe protecting urban natural areas is as critical as protecting 
pristine sites.  Conserving all the pieces, whether they are rural, 
wilderness or urban, is essential for allowing the natural systems 
to function as a whole.

I transferred to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service when I took a 
park ranger position at Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge 
(MINWR) in 2002.  MINWR is a 140,000 acre refuge that receives 
nearly one million visitors annually and has a diverse visitor ser-
vices program and natural resources.  Refuge property is owned 
by Kennedy Space Center which provided me the opportunity to 
learn about and experience the space program, including viewing 
many space shuttles launches and landings.  MINWR is a world 
renowned migratory bird refuge supporting an abundance of 
wildlife including the West Indian Manatee, American alligator, 
several species of sea turtles, and it is a stronghold for the Florida 
scrub-jay.  My main job duties include managing the visitor center 
which receives more than 75,000 visitors annually, coordinating 
and supervising 100 plus volunteers, and creating and scheduling 
outreach and interpretive natural history programs.  I directed the 
creation and implementation of the Junior Ranger Program and the 

environmental education programming which now serves several 
thousand students per year.  During the past three years, for sixteen 
months, I acted as Supervisory Park Ranger while simultaneously 
performing my park ranger duties, a very challenging and reward-
ing period in my career.  

I live with my husband Thomas Dunkerton and my eleven year old 
son Jack along with a menagerie of pets including my cat, Milkshake, 
Budgie the parakeet, Buddy the red rat snake, Spur the bearded 
dragon and tropical fish.  My family and I are very excited about 
moving to Iowa to learn about and experience a new ecosystem.  I 
look forward to the new challenges and adventures that lie ahead 
at Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.  

J.N. "Ding" Darling art gallery
By Doreen Van Ryswyk

The J.N. “Ding” Darling Art Gallery in the Prairie Learning Center 
displays all forms of art throughout the year. Much of the art is 
photography, but there is the occasional painter. The art displayed 
here needs to have something to do with the natural world. If you 
know of an artist whose work would look great in our gallery, 
please let me know. I am always looking for new types of art, as 
well as artists. Most artists have their work for sale and a portion 
of the sale goes to the Prairie Point Bookstore. Please contact me at 
Doreen_vanryswyk@fws.gov or call the Refuge at 515/994-3400. 
Check the Refuge Facebook page for updates. Here is the schedule 
for spring/summer:

March  / April Bob London, photographer from Chicago
May Iowa Junior Duck Stamp Winners
June Russ Duerksen, nature artist
July / August Scott Fairbairn, local photographer

Current artist, Bob London
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 ou are invited to an evening 
          in celebration of music, art and 
nature at the 4th annual Concert on the 
Prairie at Neal Smith National Wildlife 
Refuge. 

Just 25 minutes east of Des Moines, this 
evening brings together the Friends of 
Neal Smith NWR, the Max Wellman Jazz 
trio, and the wildlife paintings of artist 
Russ Duerksen. 

Join us and enjoy the breezes of the open 
prairie at what’s sure to be a magical   

night of music, 
art & nature.

Event 
registration 
$50 per 
person*

Seating is limited. 
Registration closes 
June 3, 2016.

Y

5:00 PM  Wander the Butterfly Garden & surrounding trails 

 Explore a special preview of the breathtaking exhibit 

      by artist Russ Duerksen  

  Participate in a specialty silent auction - ‘Leopold Benches’ 

6:00 PM  Enjoy a sumptous meal provided by local restaurateur, 

Magg Family Catering

7:00 PM   Celebrate Iowa’s conservation successes & experience the

toetapping tunes of the Max Wellman Jazz Trio    

8:30 PM  Appreciate nature at night with a guided twilight walk on the 

Overlook Trail

Visit www.tallgrass.org to register
or by mail to:

Friends of Neal Smith NWR
P.O. Box 114

Prairie City, Iowa 50228-0114

Thank you for your support!

* All proceeds from Concert on the Prairie, 
donations and a portion of the art sales during 

the exhibit, go towards the purchase of new 
educational displays in the Prairie Learning Center.  

The Friends of NSNWR is a nonprofit, tax-exempt 
organization under section 501(c)(3) of the IRS code. Donations 

are tax-deductible as allowed by law.

Friday, June 10, 2016
Music

The Max Wellman Jazz Trio

Art
wildife art show by Russ Duerksen

Nature
Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge

Y es! I/we are glad to attend!  Number in party: _________  x $50.00

          $_________.00 enclosed

  Name(s):           _________________________________________________

   Address:            _________________________________________________

   City, State, Zip: _________________________________________________

   Credit card #:    _______________________________________Exp:______

CSV code:______

   Phone:               _________________________________________________

   E-mail:               _________________________________________________

I/we regret that we cannot attend. Please accept the enclosed check as a  
contribution to the Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.

Questions? Visit www.tallgrass.org or call 515-994-2918
Please make checks payable to: Friends of 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

redesigned prairie point bookstore
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends Board Member

Visit soon and see all the new unique items now for sale in the 
Prairie Point Bookstore.  In addition to all the wonderful books 
in the store, we have some new educational toys. And most ex-
citing, we have a variety of new products with designs exclusive 
to and featuring the refuge:

•	 Sparky the Bison t-shirts with a fun graphic designed by 
Ray Gun 

•	 Pathfinders Wildlife Pendants by Touchstone Pottery
•	 Stoneware mugs and other items handmade by Sunset 

Hill Stoneware
•	 A new enameled pin and matching magnet and decals 

from Eagle River Designs
•	 Original artwork and photographs from local artists 
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Pedal the Prairie 
at  

Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge 

Prairie Parkway  
10 Mile Ride 

(Sag Wagon Provided) 

9:30am 

May 21, 2016  

Family Fun  
Bike & Hike 

1.5 Mile Ride 

10:30am 

Join us for a spring bike ride & grand opening of the 
Prairie Parkway Bike Trail!  

 

See bison and elk, ride amongst native wildflowers,  
toss seed bombs, and explore our Visitor Center. 

 Free light lunch and activities for registered guests! 
 

All ages & skill levels welcome. 
To register, e-mail Brianna_Patrick@fws.gov with your name, number of 

guests, and which ride you plan to complete by Saturday, May 7.  
 

Visit our website for more details: http://www.fws.gov/refuge/neal_smith/  
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president's message
By Joan Van Gorp

address service requested

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

People visit the refuge for many reasons – the animals and birds, grasses and flowers, the 
peace and quiet, all the special events and volunteer opportunities – the list is endless!

But have you thought of how national wildlife refuges provide a tangible boost to the local 
community? The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service released the Banking on Nature report that 
shows what a good investment refuges are for American taxpayers and the local economy –

•	 562 National Wildlife Refuges
•	 Protection of over 2,170 species of birds, mammals, reptiles, amphibians and fish
•	 For every $1.00 appropriated to the National Wildlife Refuge System, an average 

of $4.87 is returned to the local economies
•	 46.5 million visitors
•	 35,000 jobs created
•	 $342 million in tax revenue
•	 $2.4 billion in economic output

Please think of this the next time you visit and spread the word to your family and friends 
about the refuge. Spring is a perfect time for first-time visitors as the grass is growing, 
flowers are starting to bloom and new bison calves will soon be here.


