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bison Day 2016
By Nancy Corona, Visitor Services Manager

 Bison Day 2016 had a record number of visitors attend-
ing, reaching nearly 950 attendees!  The day was filled with 
plenty of activities and exhibitors including the traditional 
spinners and weavers, rope making, bison chip throwing 
contest, skull ring toss, and story-telling.   Children had 
plenty to keep them occupied including a Bison Nature Tots 
program, button making and craft activities, and archery 
range.  Children participated in a passport book activity for 
which they acquired a stamp at designated exhibits.  After 
completing the booklet, each child received a refuge patch.   
The live animal exhibits were a hit including Iowa State 
Wildlife Clinic’s raptors, Blank Park Zoo’s native animals 
and Reiman Garden’s live caterpillar display.  The refuge’s 
People for Pollinators tent was busy giving away native pol-
linator friendly plants.  Two scheduled bus tours provided 
visitors with a narrated ride along the auto tour route where 
visitors learned about bison and other wildlife and refuge 
management practices.
 Refuge staff and more than twenty refuge and the Friends 
of Neal Smith NWR volunteers worked hard at making the 
festival run smoothly.   Music, food, educational program-
ming and exhibits made this festival a fun and educational 
time.  We couldn’t have done it without our volunteers!  The 
refuge staff looks forward to another successful Bison Day 
in 2017!
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manager Corner
By Scott Gilje, Refuge Manager

 For those 
of you I haven’t 
met yet, which is 
most of you, here 
is a brief introduc-
tion.  My name is 
Scott Gilje and 
I arrived at Neal 
Smith earlier this 

month as the new Project Leader (Refuge Manager).  I trans-
ferred from Sequoyah and Ozark Plateau NWR’s in eastern 
Oklahoma where I served as the Deputy Refuge Manager for 
the last 7 ½ years.  Prior to working in Oklahoma, I spent 
about 12 years working in Georgia and South Carolina on 
a number of refuges ranging in positions from fire manage-
ment, biological tech, tractor operator, and lastly, refuge 
management.  I have been extremely fortunate to work in 
such varying environments over the last 21 years. In coastal 
Georgia and South Carolina, my time was spent protecting the 
endangered Wood Stork and Piping Plover, restoring marsh 
function, monitoring the effects of sea level rise, assisting 
in the protection of sea turtles, and the day to day activities 
that keep the refuges running.  Oklahoma was unique in the 
sense that two large rivers merged on the refuge, so manage-
ment focused on utilizing the rivers for the refuges benefit.   
Sequoyah NWR was created to benefit migratory waterfowl 
and shorebirds, so the landscape was covered by wetlands, 
moist soil units, agricultural fields, and dense oak/hickory 
forest.  Ozark Plateau (formerly Oklahoma Bat Caves NWR) 
focused entirely on cave management and foraging habitat/
watershed management that surround the cave entrances.  The 
Ozark Big Eared bat, which is endangered with only about 
1800 individuals remaining in the population, live entirely on 
Ozark Plateau NWR so protecting the habitat they require, 
is extremely important.  And now, Neal Smith NWR…  The 
prairie is stunning.
 When I first arrived here with my family, it was Bison Day.  
The way staff and Friends volunteers pulled together for Bison 
Day demonstrated a level of enthusiasm and passion for the 
refuge that is truly energizing. It’s encouraging to know there 
are so many people in our community who not only care, but 
have real ownership in the refuge. I’m extremely excited to 
join the team of refuge employees, volunteers, and Friends 
supporters.  I guess I need to introduce my family.  I have 
been married to my wife, Melissa, for over 10 years now.  We 
actually met while we were both deployed to Iraq in 2005.  
We have two boys, Mason, who is eight, and Brycen, who 
is seven, our dog Laylah, and our cats Tiger and Tigger.  We 
live only a few miles from the refuge, so you’ll occasionally 

see the family out enjoying the splendor of the nature trails.  
I’m originally from North Dakota and Missy’s from upstate 
Ohio, so we are both used to cold winters, but my blood has 
definitely “thinned” from living on the coast for so long.  
Hopefully, this winter won’t be a shock to the system.  
 Growing up in western North Dakota is where I gained 
my passion for the prairie; of course, it was short grass prai-
rie in that part of the state.  My love for the outdoors came 
from an early age of camping and exploring the “Badlands” 
of Lake Sakakawea, fishing, hunting pheasants, and Boy 
Scout adventures.  I’ve always wanted to work in a prairie 
environment, and now I’m here.  I look forward to working 
with each and every one you on projects that will continue 
to make Neal Smith a showcase refuge for prairie restora-
tion and oak savanna management.  The hard work that you 
do daily for the refuge system doesn’t go unnoticed.  With 
declining budgets, work force planning, and vacant positions, 
it’s folks like you that help keep the refuge system operating 
smoothly.
 Thank you for all you do for the refuge, the refuge staff 
and interns, and the visiting public.  The front desk volunteers 
greet everyone with a smile – you are the face of Neal Smith 
since YOU are the first people that visitors meet.

Respectfully,
Scott

Photo exhibit reception
By Doreen Van Ryswyk, Secretary

On Sunday, November 13, 
from 2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m., 
there will be a reception for 
the 2016 Neal Smith NWR 
Photo Contest winners.  The 
2016 Best of Show winner 
was Scott Fairbairn, with 
the image entitled “Fall”. 
All 2016 entries will be on 
display as well as images 
from Photo Hikes and images 
that visitors have taken on the 
Refuge. There will be light 
refreshments available. This exhibit will be on display 
through the end of December.  Come see some amazing 
photographs taken on the Refuge!
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what's happening this fall?
By Doreen Van Ryswyk, Secretary

Nature Tots
Saturday, October 1 from 10:30-11:30 a.m.  Lovely Leaves
Saturday, November 5 from 10:30-11:30 a.m. Antlers and 
Horns
Children ages 3-5 are 
invited to bring their 
favorite adult to join 
us as we read stories, 
go outside, make na-
ture crafts, and much 
more!  Registration is 
required. To register, 
contact Nancy Corona 
at 515-994-3400 or 
Nancy_Corona@fws.
gov.

Sunday Scientists
Sunday, Oct. 9, from 2:00 - 3:30 p.m Sticky Seed Situation
Sunday, Nov. 13, from 2:00 - 3:30 p.m. Towering Trees
Children ages 6-10  and their favorite adult are invited to 
become a scientist for the day! Join a ranger to study science 
in nature, conduct experiments and search for wildlife up 
close. Email Brianna_Patrick@fws.gov to register.

Fall Photo Hikes
Saturday, October 15 from 8:00 a.m. – 10:00 a.m.
Thursday, October 20 from 5:30 p.m. - 7:30 p.m.
Saturday, November 19 from 6:30 a.m. - 8:30 a.m.
Photographers of all skill levels and 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.

National Public Lands Day
Saturday, September 24, 9:00 a.m - 12:00 p.m.
Join other volunteers for the nation's largest, single-day 
volunteer effort on public lands. Join us in helping to create 
tallgrass prairie by collecting native prairie seed. Great for 
individuals or groups. To register call 515/994-3400 or email 
Nancy_Corona@fws.gov.
 
Ding Darling Day
Saturday, October 8, 9:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m.
In honor of J.N. "Ding" Darling, the Refuge is hosting 
stewardship opportunities for individuals and groups. From 
collecting seeds to removing invasive plants, everyone 
will have a chance to help restore prairie habitat! A FREE 
lunch will be provided by the  Friends of Neal Smith NWR. 

Pre-registration required. Call 515-994-3400 or email 
Nancy_Corona@fws.gov to register.

Archery and Outdoor Skills Workshop
Saturday, October 15 from 1:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m.
Participants ages 11-16 are invited to spend the day discovering 
the art of archery! Limited space available. Pre-registration 
required. For more information or to register call 515/994-
3400 or email Nancy_Corona@fws.gov.

Family Bike and Hike
Saturday, October 22 from 2:00 p.m.
Bring your bicycle and helmet and ride with a ranger from 
the Prairie Learning Center to the Oak Savanna Trail. Take 
the 1/2 mile guided hike and pedal back to the PLC to com-
plete the 1.5 mile round trip bike ride. To pre-register call 
515-994-3400 or email Nancy_corona@fws.gov.

Halloween Animal Encounters
Sunday, October 30 from 1:00 p.m. - 4:00 p.m.
Meet live owls, a turkey vulture and a red-rat snake on dis-
play between 1:30 p.m. and 4:00 p.m.! Make owl and bat 
crafts! Pre-register for a 1:00 
p.m. program about owls 
and vultures. Pre-register 
for a 3:00 p.m. program en-
titled "What Do Owls Eat?" 
and dissect an owl pellet. 
Due to limited space, pre-
registration is required for 
the programs. Pre-register 
by calling 515-994-3400 
or email Nancy_Corona@
fws.gov.

Photography Exhibit Reception
Sunday, November 13 from 2:00 p.m. - 4:00 p.m.
Come to the Prairie Learning Center to see the winners of the 
First Annual Photo Contest, as well as images from Refuge 
photo hikes. Light refreshments will be available. The exhibit 
will be on display through the end of December.

Second Saturday
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. The Fall dates are October 8, 
November 12 and December 10. Call 515-994-3400 or email 
Nancy_Corona@fws.gov if you are interested in joining!
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laura leben, biology Intern art donation to Friends
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President

Hello my name is Laura 
Leben and I am so happy to be 
working at Neal Smith NWR 
as the Fall Biology Intern. I 
graduated this past May from 
Drake University with a B.S. 
in Environmental Science and 
a minor in Sociology. In the 
past I have worked at Allendan 
Seed Co., and more recently at 

the St. Charles, IL, Park District as an Ecological Restoration 
Technician. I am so blessed to be at Neal Smith now and to 
have the opportunity to work and learn about the tallgrass 
prairie ecosystem and all the plants and wildlife that go along 
with it. The Refuge is breathtaking and I have enjoyed every 
moment thus far.

During my time here I hope to enhance my plant 
identification skills and learn some basic biology monitoring 
techniques. Learning the ins and outs of wildlife monitoring 
such as this will be extremely valuable to me in my early 
career.  On just my second day, I assisted with a bee survey 
where we used small plastic cups of alternating colors to 
capture the diversity of bees at two study sites. This data will 
be useful in the larger pollinator studies which have been 
initiated and supported by the U.S. government. With concern 
over declining honeybee and native pollinator populations, 
these surveys are important and timely. 

I look forward to spending the rest of Fall here and 
watching the prairie change as time passes. I especially look 
forward to the annual bison round-up in October as well as 
the burst of color from the various aster and sunflower species 
on the prairie during the next several weeks.

 The Fr iends 
have received a 
generous donation 
of 32 Maynard 
Reece framed art-
ist’s proofs. The 
prints cover a wide 
array of subjects - 
waterfowl, birds,  
covered bridges 
and more. 
 The Friends will be selling the artwork at a later date, with 
all proceeds going towards projects at the Refuge. We would 
like to invite everyone to an open house to view the art in the 
Ding Darling Gallery at the Prairie Learning Center.   
 The open house will be Sunday, November 6, from 2:00 to 
5:00 p.m. Beverages and snacks will be served.  Please plan 
on joining us for this special event. We hope many people can 
visit the Refuge to view this amazing collection from such an 
influential Iowa artist. If you are unable to attend, the art 
will be on display from November 1 through November 12. 

what is People for Pollinators?

During the month of September, one of the most beneficial 
things you can do for your prairie is seed collection. Many 
species of native flowers are approaching or have reached 
seed maturity, and can be hand collected for redistribution 
within your prairie. This assures seeds, like those of milk-
weed plants, do not get lost in the wind rather than finding a 
place in your prairie. You can also clip off the seed heads of 
non-native plants (e.g.wild carrot, velvet leaf, ragweed, etc.) 
and dispose of them to help keep your prairie planting weed 
free. -Jacob Mortensen, Bio Science Technician

Pollination must happen to make seeds 
and fruits. Pollinators are responsible for 
the pollination of over 75% of flowering 
plants and nearly 75% of crops. Without 
pollinators, many of the foods we eat would 
be missed! Neal Smith NWR is partnering 
with and educating schools and businesses 

in our communities to help pollinators survive. If there is 
available space, we can help plant a pollinator garden. We 
provide: educational materials, site planning assistance, 
maintenance expertise and seeds or plants. You provide: 
volunteers, garden space and aftercare maintenance. Plant-
ing a pollinator garden is possible anywhere and the efforts 
will help save the monarch butterfly as well as other pol-
linators. For more information, contact Patrick Bryant at 
515-994-3402 or Patrick_bryant@fws.gov.
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Friends academy 9 - NCtC
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President 

Friends board members Stacy Nelson and Joan Van Gorp, 
along with fifteen other board members and Friends staff 
from across the country, were privileged to attend Friends 
Academy 9. The Academy was held August 8 through 12 at 
the National Conservation Training Center in Shepherdstown, 
West Virginia. 

The idea of a Friends Academy began at the 2006-07 regional 
Friends workshop, as a way to explore the Refuge System’s 
programs, learn ways to become a more effective Friends 
leader and strengthen our Friends organization. The network-
ing with other Friends members was just as important as we 
shared experiences and best practices. 

Each day the agenda was full of interesting sessions, includ-
ing Digital Communication Presence, Building Your Board, 
Membership and Volunteer Base, Fundraising, Landscape 
Conservation Design, Land Acquisition and Protection. One 
day a Joint Academy was held with the managers and project 
leaders attending 
the Advanced Ref-
uge Management 
Academy. 

The beautiful set-
ting of the Train-
ing Center also 
provided the op-
portunity for all 
of us to explore 
the many walking 
trails through the 
woods and down to the Potomac River. Many birds and ani-
mals were spotted during the excursions. On Tuesday night, 
a number of us joined a kayak trip down the Potomac River 
for two hours. After kayaking, the drive back to NCTC trav-
eled through many Civil War historical sites and the guide 
gave a very colorful account of the events during the war. 

We also were able to tour the Conservation Archives.  The 
Archives house thousands of historic documents and objects 
related to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Some of the 
notable items were Ding Darling’s printing press that Neal 
Smith helped the Service acquire, a confiscated jeweled 
dagger, original books and papers from Theodore Roosevelt 
and Aldo Leopold and from a more recent time, the safe that 
was destroyed during the occupation of the Malheur National 
Wildlife Refuge last year. 

Friday was graduation day with an inspiring message given 
by Cynthia Martinez, Chief of the National Wildlife Refuge 
System. She encouraged us to maintain connections with our 
fellow Academy attendees and reach out to each other for 
support. Friends organizations can do so many things for the 

FWS, in so many arenas and are a strong voice for the NWRS. 
The Friends must connect with the public to ensure we meet 
the purpose and objec-
tives of the refuge 
system, this includes 
finding champions in 
Congress. 

After receiving our 
diplomas and shar-
ing in a meaningful 
“Closing Reflections” 
session, we had one 
last delicious lunch 
together in the Dining 
Hall, spent some time together in the Roosevelt Room and 
then it was too soon, time to depart for the flight home. 

What an honor it was to attend the Academy! We met so many 
people that share our passion for our individual refuge and 
the refuge system as a whole. The opportunity to attend so 
many educational sessions will help build and strengthen the 
Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.  

Remember  to
FALL BACK 
at 2:00 a.m. 
on Saturday, 
November 6!



6 

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 Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President

Have you visited the Prairie Point Nature Store lately? We 
have restocked various sizes of the Refuge t-shirt and also 
have the very popular Sparky the Electric Bison shirts and 
Pedal the Prairie shirts. The stoneware mugs from Sunset 
Hill Pottery are back in the store – in new styles and colors.   
Several new books are available including the children’s 
book “Eye-Popping 3D Bugs” and a beautifully illustrated 
coffee table book “Great Plains: America’s Lingering Wild.” 
We also have some new enameled wildlife pins from Eagle 
River Design and new original paintings by local artist, Mary 
Fox. Also, just added – earrings created by Heather Morphew 
Nelson. Heather is a native of Madrid, Iowa and a graduate of 
Iowa State. Much of her inspiration comes from the beauty 
of the natural world. Heather specializes in incorporating 
metals with natural stones and various techniques to achieve 
unique colors, textures and designs. All designs are original 
and many one of a kind.  
The holiday season will soon be here – so visit the Refuge and 
enjoy a relaxed shopping experience. Remember too, your 
purchase will help the Friends organization fund internships 
and vital projects at the Refuge.   
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PRAIRIE POINT  
NATURE STORE  
OPEN HOUSE 

Saturday, November 12 - 9:00 to 3:00 

Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge 
Prairie City, IA 

Plan to visit and do much of your holiday shopping while 
experiencing the beauty of the prairie. Enjoy cider and cookies 

as you shop. Local artists will also be displaying their work.   
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President's message
By Joan Van Gorp
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As the seasons change, you can so visibly see the change in the prairie. The vivid 
greens and bright colors of the flowers are replaced by the deep hues of fall. The 
cooler weather brings even more opportunities to explore the Refuge and spot the 
bison and elk. 

Compared to many of the other National Wildlife Refuges, our Refuge may be 
smaller in size, but the Refuge still has a huge impact on the local community 
and across the state. Really, across the nation, as we have seen by the many out-
of-state visitors this summer.  It is always a joy to hear the visitors’ reactions to 
the tallgrass prairie.

At the Friends Academy I attended in August, Cynthia Martinez, Chief of the Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge System, reminded us how “the sun never sets on the NWRS” 
as refuges are located from Puerto Rico, across the continental United States to 
Guam. This just shows how big of an impact the refuge system has on our nation.

Our Friends organization, with your help, continues to be passionate about our 
mission to bring together the public and a thriving wildlife refuge valued by all. 
We want to reach as many people as possible and share the amazing opportunities 
to be found at the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.    


